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Chapter 1

He wasn’t expecting the blow. He didn’t see it coming. For a split second, everything went blurry, followed by excruciating pain, and then a torrent of blood spilled down from his nose all over his shirt. He crumpled to the ground and through the throbbing in his head, he heard a flat northern voice bark: ‘Welcome to rugby league, you Cockney bastard.’

As he was helped off the pitch with his white jersey rapidly turning crimson, Ellis couldn’t help reflecting on the last 12 months, which had brought a 24-year-old teacher from London into this brutal northern game…

******** 


A Year Earlier, 1984

A probing hand snaked out from the bedclothes, silencing the rattling alarm clock and clicking the radio on in the same practised movement. Only the electric fire needed to be brought into action before the hand could return to the warmth of the bed.

The rumpled figure of Richard Ellis lay there motionless in the hazy netherworld, between waking and sleeping, one ear straining to hone in on the radio: ‘Thank you, Michael Johnson in the IRN newsroom, this is Nick Scott on 194 Capital Radio with you for the next two hours. The temperature on this fine Saturday morning is twelve degrees centigrade with the prospect of a dry, sunny September day…’

For a PE teacher, Saturday usually meant overseeing a school rugby match, but not today, he’d arranged that for last Thursday. However, any thoughts of a lie-in were quickly dispelled; today was special—the big game.

A swift glance at the clock showed 7.05, which really meant 7 o’clock because he was one of those people who believed in keeping his clock permanently five minutes fast. Time to roll over and spend a few minutes in deep thought about the match he was due to play in that afternoon.

The thought of any game of rugby he was about to play was enough to heighten Ellis’s anticipation but today’s match was something special. It was the first match of the new 1984/85 season and he and the rest of the Wanderers were to travel north to play one of the top Manchester sides. He had trained hard during the summer and was feeling really fit, and with an England cap within his grasp, this could be a breakthrough season for Ellis.

Rugby union still hadn’t caught up with the rest of the sporting world in the 1980s, so apart from the national knockout cup, all the matches were “friendlies”. While Ellis treated every match as do-or-die confrontations, some at the club did not. One or two even clung to the pathetic notion that “it’s the spirit of the game that counts, not the winning”.

Ellis came from Croydon, South London, and dreamed of being a footballer but he passed the 11 plus and ended up going to a grammar school that only played rugby. A mad Welsh PE teacher had fashioned this raw-boned lad into a powerful rugby centre and recommended him to the Wanderers, one of the capital’s oldest sides who played in west London, just a stone’s throw from Twickenham. This working-class lad found himself rubbing shoulders with solicitors and city traders but his uncompromising win-at-all-costs attitude and disdain for many of the antiquated traditions of the game didn’t sit too well with some of the well-heeled members of the committee, who were definitely old-school.

But Ellis was a good player who had brought a bit of steel to the team’s midfield, so his attitude was tolerated as long as he was important to the team. And at 24, he was at the top of his game and tipped for international honours, which would bring a dose of badly needed prestige to the club, who despite their long history and status hadn’t had much to cheer about in recent seasons.

Today’s game had an extra edge to it. The Wanderers’ lofty reputation had been slipping and they desperately needed to start their campaign with a win. It promised to be a real blood and guts affair—northern rugby was always that bit harder and there would be a sizeable crowd and maybe a few girls to chat up.

By the time these few soporific minutes had passed, the cold of the bathroom lino beckoned.

‘I’ve just made a drink,’ was the music which greeted his ears as he threw his kitbag into the hall and headed for the kitchen.

‘When you snuff it, I’ll erect a bleedin’ teapot over your grave,’ said Ellis as he spied housemate Steve hovering over the grill of the cooker.

‘Oh, I suppose that means you don’t want one then?’ said Steve huffily.

‘I’ll force one down and a piece of toast wouldn’t go amiss,’ he added.

‘OK, anyway, what’s Sleeping Beauty doing up at this hour, don’t tell me you’ve got another school football match?’

‘Sorry to disappoint you,’ said Ellis, pouring the tea. ‘We’ve got a game up north this afternoon and I’ve got to get to Euston by 9.30.’

‘All right for some, innit,’ moaned Steve. ‘I’ve got to take my fourth years over to Wandsworth to play their thugs.’

Steve then drifted off into his usual monologue about how terrible the teaching profession was and how the world in general was treating him particularly badly.

‘Anyone else up?’ Ellis inquired of his grousing housemate.

‘Nah, Frank only got back in the early hours and Joe’s with his missus as usual. What did you do last night?’

‘Just had a few beers down the pub,’ replied Ellis.

‘There’s a party on tonight,’ added Steve. ‘Don’t know whose it is but Frank knows all about it.’

‘I probably won’t get back in time but leave me a note about it, will you?’ said Ellis. ‘Christ, is that the time? I’d better get moving or else the buggers will fine me again.’

******** 

‘Club blazer AND club tie,’ barked the club chairman, Arthur Alexander, as Ellis arrived breathlessly on the station concourse.

‘I’ve got it in me bag, I’ll put it on later,’ he spluttered.

‘You’ll put it on now or else you won’t be going anywhere,’ was the indignant response.

So, with his shirt sticking to his sweating body, Ellis’s clammy hands began winding the tie around his neck, much to the amusement of his teammates who were all shouting out their usual line of obscenities and inane comments. Ellis had long ago given up trying to reason with the pompous little official and instead imagined tying the knot around his scrawny throat as he completed his task and climbed onto the train.

Once inside the coach, a little cheer went up from his team mates to be greeted by the inevitable V sign from Ellis. ‘You’re losing your touch,’ said Chalkie, the hooker, as Ellis slumped into the seat beside him, ‘you’re only 20 minutes late.’

‘Ah well, what would the plebs do without their cabaret?’ added Ellis as he began to work the troublesome tie loose.

By the time they hit Watford, the Page Three beauty had been duly passed around and most of the players had settled down to either a snooze or The Guardian crossword. Ellis’s mind was on the forthcoming game and he drifted away into the world of crunching tackles as the train hurtled northwards.



Rugby club changing rooms are a world unto themselves. They can have a great psychological effect on a side, particularly if they’ve been travelling for hours. There’s nothing worse than swapping the cramped space of a coach or railway carriage for the cramped space of a changing room, where there aren’t enough hooks to go around and you end up putting your socks on with your nose half an inch from the prop forward’s arse.

However, as changing rooms go, this one wasn’t too bad; at least it was pretty spacious and had enough hooks to enable jacket, shirt and tie to go on one and trousers and underpants to go on another—luxury.

To Ellis, changing into his rugby kit was something of an art and timing played an important part. He hated getting ready too early and having to hang around; similarly, if he had to rush, he always took the field feeling that he’d forgotten something. However, having decided it was time to begin, he selected his corner and began his ritual.

Out came the shorts, spare jersey, well-worn swimming trunks, socks, tie-ups, knee bandage and finally the black shiny boots. Hearing the clank of studs on the bare floor, he scanned the rest of the team’s footwear. The boots belonging to Chalkie were legendary and today they were living up to that status. Around each boot was a ring of dry caked mud, which gave the appearance of a snow shoe. Every so often, he would peel a bit off and flick it at his teammates. Ellis looked on in disgust, he could never go out in boots like that. No matter what the pitch was, like he always had to walk out with nice clean footwear.

As he took the number 12 shirt from Eric, the kitman, Ellis slowly began to undress, hanging his clothes neatly on the hooks before donning his jersey swimming trunks, socks and crisp white shorts. As he bent down to tie his boots, Robinson, their huge prop, boomed in his ear, ‘Anybody got any liniment?’

‘Here we go again,’ shouted teammate Johnny. It was the same every week.

‘What d’ya mean?’ snorted Robinson, his huge neck jerking up in their direction. ‘It’s more use to me than to you bunch of prancing fairies.’

Ellis kept quiet as usual. He had just enough for his usual rubdown of each leg. The air grew thick with the smell of bodies and liniment as the 15-man army prepared for battle.

Ellis was almost ready and the last item was always the shirt. Over the last two seasons, he had made the number 12 shirt his own and as he pulled it over his head, the clean smell of newly laundered cotton caught his nose. First team jerseys always seemed to feel thicker, warmer, bigger even. As he tucked it neatly into his shorts, Ellis felt himself swell out to meet his new skin. Like a medieval knight, he was almost ready to do battle.

After dropping his watch and wallet into the plastic carrier bag, which had been proffered for the valuables, he made his way down the whitewashed corridors to the toilet. Once there, he encountered several of the opposition in their black and yellow jerseys. There was a flicker of recognition as he passed them; his burgeoning reputation had obviously gone before him and over the past 12 months, he had definitely been targeted by opponents but he ignored them, preferring to study himself in the cracked mirror.

He remembered what Mackay, the second team captain, used to say about him: ‘Ellis, I’ll say this for you, you always look the part if nothing else.’ He rinsed his gum shield under a tap and as he made his way back into the changing room, he wondered what kind of game he would have as the adrenaline began to pump in his body.

His first encounter with his opposite number came when the ball was a good 10 yards away. The home side won the first scrum and the ball was flicked out to their fly half whose right boot sent it soaring high. But by that time, Ellis had already made contact with his opposite number, having raced up as soon as the ball left the scrum and caught him a glancing blow with his shoulder as the ball spiralled into touch.

He always liked to bang his opponent early in the game just to let him know that he was in for a tough afternoon. However, the referee had spotted that Ellis had hit his man, who was nowhere near the ball, and duly penalised him for a late tackle. Still, thought Ellis, it was worth it, a few more of those and his opponent will have his eyes on more than the ball when it comes his way.

It was just after halftime when Ellis managed to get in one of his specials. His team was doing well and leading 12-3 when the opposition decided to run a free kick from their own half and the ball was moved along the backline. Ellis’s early intimidation work, not to mention his reputation, had paid off because as the ball drifted out to the centre, he only had one eye on it—the other was scanning the field for trouble.

As soon as the poor guy grabbed it, the outcome was never in doubt. Ellis had lined up his man with almost animal-like cunning and hit him with the full force of his 14 and half stone, running flat out. The target let out a gasp then crumpled, a bloody shaken mess on the floor. It had been crash-tackling Ellis at his best and his rival took no further part in the game.

From then on, it was plain sailing for the Wanderers. Despite bringing on a substitute, their opponents had to reshuffle their team and never really looked like winning as the visitors eased their way to victory.

As always, Ellis was one of the first to be changed and in the bar after the game, the statutory pint of shandy paving the way for the more serious drinking that would inevitably follow. With hair still glistening wet, he retreated to a corner by the television to wait for the football results and check out any local women who might be hanging around the clubhouse. Just as the Chelsea result came up, he felt a tap on his shoulder.

‘Yeah,’ he said, irritated, and turned to see a hefty middle-aged man in a large black overcoat.

‘You had a good game today, son,’ said a voice straight out of Coronation Street.

‘Oh, right, thanks,’ muttered Ellis, anxious to get back to the results.

‘Ellis, isn’t it, Richard Ellis? Yes, my friends and I were very impressed with your performance,’ he said, indicating a group of blokes sipping whiskies in the corner. ‘Can I buy you a drink?’

‘No thanks, I’m OK.’

‘Joe Middlehurst,’ said the man, sticking out his hand. Ellis took it in instinctive politeness. ‘I like the way you play your rugby, weren’t you on the verge of the England team last season?’

‘Sort of,’ said Ellis, surprised that his name had registered anywhere outside London.

‘Yes, I saw you play for Middlesex against Lancashire, pity you got sent off. I reckon they would have won if you’d stayed on.’

‘The ref had it in for me from the start,’ snarled Ellis, remembering the ignominy of his departure. There were referees who didn’t like Ellis’s attitude and approach to the game, believing that rugby union should be played by gentlemen from public schools. He had been warned about his tackling a couple of times in the game and when he hit an opponent high on the chest, the official clearly relished pointing him to the dressing room—he would take no further part in the game.

‘Yes, there’s something in that. I think your reputation had preceded you. Tell me, have you ever considered coming up north to play?’

‘What for?’ said a puzzled Ellis.

‘Well, a lad like you could do well for himself playing league up here.’

Ellis’s brain belatedly kicked into gear and slowly spelled out R-U-G-B-Y L-E-A-G-U-E. He’d heard all the stories about players being approached to turn professional but when it was staring him in the face, it just hadn’t clicked.

He knew some players, and a hell of a lot of officials and committee types, who would have choked on their gin and tonics at the very mention of rugby league, but he wasn’t one of them. Ellis liked rugby in any shape or form and he admired the toughness as well as the skills of the players and always made a point of watching the Challenge Cup Final at Wembley on television.

‘Don’t really think it’s for me,’ he replied politely, thinking more about the horrors of living in a grimy northern town than the prospect of playing rugby for money.

‘Well,’ said Middlehurst, ‘I’m chairman of Denston RFC. If you ever change your mind, give me a ring.’ He passed over his business card, which also pronounced him chairman of J Middlehurst Ltd, haulage contractors. ‘Nice meeting you, lad,’ he said, shaking Ellis’ hand before going over to join his colleagues, who were in deep discussion with the Manchester fullback.

Ellis took another look at the card before tossing it into the ashtray and making his way to the bar just as the rugby results came on the TV.

The evening proved to be a repeat of many other Saturday nights. Several pints in the clubhouse to be followed by even more on the train and ending in the early hours of the morning behind closed doors in The Sun pub just by the Wanderers’ ground.

Eventually, Ellis made it home and as he struggled up the stairs to his room, he was surprised by a blonde girl in an ill-fitting dressing gown coming out of the bathroom. She gave a startled cry before dashing into Frank’s room. Ellis bemusedly made his way to his own room and collapsed on the bed where he was to stay in blissful solitude for the next 10 hours.

Darren Lynch was one of the school’s best rugby players, but you wouldn’t have guessed it from the way he came slouching around the school gates just in front of Ellis’s car. The sudden blare of the horn proved a rude awakening for the fourth-former so early in the morning.

‘Had a hard weekend, have we, Lynch?’ smirked Ellis as he eased his car into the school car park.

‘Always sir, how about you. I see you won on Saturday?’

‘Yep,’ replied Ellis.

‘Practice tonight, isn’t it, sir?’

‘Yes, and make sure everybody’s there. Wednesday’s a crucial game and I want to work on some moves.’

Ellis had gone on to teacher training college, and after qualifying, ended up as a PE teacher at his old school. However, since his days there, it had become a comprehensive but they still maintained a strong rugby tradition.

‘Morning all,’ beamed Ellis as he entered the staffroom and made straight for the kettle which at that moment was in the hands of Joan Lewis, head of domestic science. ‘Mrs Lewis, how appropriate, any chance of a coffee?’

‘The day you come in here and don’t ask for a drink will be declared a school holiday,’ she replied, reaching for another mug from the shelf. ‘Had a good weekend, did we?’

‘Not bad, although I could have done with a bit more sleep,’ Ellis replied with a wink. Joan was his substitute mother, one of the few of his teaching colleagues that he really got on with. She shared his sense of humour, which is more than could be said of the dozen or so others in the room who had hardly noticed his entrance, being too busy marking books or talking in intense little groups.

‘Ah, Mr Ellis, I’d like a word with you,’ Ellis recognised the clipped tones of Mr Bradbury, the deputy head who had followed him into the staffroom. ‘It’s about those boys who are missing lessons on Wednesday afternoon for some rugby thing.’

‘It’s not a rugby THING,’ said Ellis, irritated. ‘It’s the quarterfinal of the Daily Mail Cup!’

‘Well, whatever it is, I’m not happy about these boys missing valuable lessons with the assessments due this term.’

‘Yes, well, I’ve spoken to the head and he’s fine about it so you’d better take it up with him. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go and prepare my first lesson,’ and grabbing his coffee, he disappeared through the door and down to the sanctuary of the PE master’s room.

This peaceful calm was shattered some 15 minutes later when the advance guard of first-formers clattered into the changing room next door. For the umpteenth time, he was asked, ‘What are we having, sir?’ and having exhausted his supply of sarcastic answers, hissed ‘rugby—now get changed!’

Just then, one of the third-years sidled up. ‘Message from the office, sir. Mr Glover won’t be in today. Mr Bradbury says he’ll try to get some cover for you but this morning might be a problem.’

Ellis felt the anger start to build up inside him, which gave way to desperation at the thought of having to cope with nearly 60 boys on a rugby field. Bang goes another chance of doing something worthwhile with the first years, just keeping them under control will be a major problem.

As he walked back to his room to work something out, Clare, the head of girls PE, popped her head around the door. ‘I heard. That’s the fourth time in as many weeks. I think it’s that bloody wife of his again.’

‘I’m sick to death of this,’ snapped Ellis. ‘He’s supposed to be head of department, yet I do all the work, organise the teams, try to improve things and get dumped on. He does sod all and gets paid twice as much as me. How the hell does he manage to get away with it?’

‘Same as all the others get away with it,’ said Clare. ‘He’s been here a long time, isn’t going anywhere and realises he’s got a nice cushy number so he’s putting his feet up until he retires. Sue and I will give you a hand this morning and we’ll work something out for the rest of the day.’

‘Thanks, much appreciated,’ replied Ellis but it still didn’t do a lot for his mood.






Chapter 2

Having got through the week, Saturday brought a home game and another good win. By the time he had reached the pub following the game, Ellis was already well-oiled thanks to a few after-match drinks. He had played well and there was no end of willing committee men plying him with booze.

The pub was pretty crowded by the time he got there but he spotted Joe and the rest of his housemates plus a few other friends in the corner and made his way over.

‘Been celebrating, have we?’ smiled Joe’s girlfriend, Julie.

‘Just a few thirst-quenchers,’ he replied. ‘Anyway, what’s this party going to be like?’

‘What difference will it make to you?’ said Joe. ‘You’ll be legless by midnight and past caring. I’ll get you a pint.’

‘Cheers,’ and turning to Julie, he said, ‘Well, do you think I’m going to meet the girl of my dreams tonight?’

‘Who knows?’ came the reply with a knowing look to all the others.

When they got to the party an hour later, it was obvious what that look had meant. Having finally found the right house, all trooped in. Ellis was soon acutely aware of yet another ‘teachers party’. The vast majority of people there were teachers, most of whom he knew, and almost every conversation revolved around school gossip, pay scales and the lack of good posts.

With Blondie’s Hanging on the Telephone ringing in his ears, he made his way to the kitchen to check out the booze situation. On making his way back into the dimly lit lounge, he realised what Julie’s knowing look had meant. He felt a tap on the shoulder. ‘Hello Richard, fancy seeing you here.’

Ellis instantly recognised the voice and turned around to face Caroline. His pulse quickened slightly and he found himself transfixed by that beautiful face. A face he hadn’t seen for over three months since the last of their spectacular rows. In fact, their two-year relationship had been a real rollercoaster ride, frequently punctuated by full-blooded bust-ups usually played out in public to an audience of embarrassed friends.

‘Oh, er, how are you?’ he said, trying to hide the emotion which was building up inside him.

‘Fine. And you?’

‘Oh, not bad.’

‘Have you been playing today?’

And as the conversation began to run along the usual line of platitudes, he couldn’t help but think back to the first time he’d met her. It was at a party and he had been instantly attracted to her, and was even more taken with her when he discovered she wasn’t a teacher. No, she was a fashion-buyer for one of the big chain stores, which accounted for her stunning outfit. But it was the face that he couldn’t tear his eyes from. Those large blue eyes and full lips, which were so incredible to kiss.

They talked all evening. He gave her a lift home, went in for the obligatory coffee and they continued talking until three in the morning. He surprised himself by not even trying to snog her let alone get her into bed.

But Caroline’s sexual delights were revealed a week later and it was then that Ellis realised this girl was very special. Sex with her was so different, so relaxed, so natural as opposed to the usual short-lived affairs with their frenetic air of desperation followed by the inevitable shuffling around in embarrassment the following morning before a hasty exit.

However, it wasn’t long before they started to argue and he saw a side of her character, which was definitely at odds with his. He couldn’t remember what caused the first row; it could have been anything from arriving late after a game to pick her up to her sneering contempt for his apparent lack of ambition.

Although Caroline seemed to have everything—the job, the car and the flat to go with the looks—she was terribly insecure. Her parents had divorced when she was a child and she felt she had to surround herself with material things to make her happy.

She couldn’t stand rugby and hated the rugby club with its rampant male chauvinism and had nothing but contempt for those women who wanted to be a part of it. She felt more for Ellis than she was prepared to admit to herself but things had come to a head three months ago in a blazing row and this time there was no reconciliation.

Suddenly, he was jolted back to the present by Caroline’s voice saying, ‘Richard, I’d like you to meet Simon.’ Swinging around, he instantly took a dislike to the well-polished and no doubt well-heeled bloke holding two drinks.

After exchanging pleasantries, Ellis disliked him even more. He worked in the city, probably some boring job but he obviously got stopped more in tax than teachers like Ellis earned. So this was it, Caroline had got her Mr Moneybags. Within 10 minutes, they’d left and Ellis felt annoyed and depressed. Had she brought him here to gloat, or did that look in her eye as she left signify that deep down she still wanted him?

The Clash were blasting out London Calling as he headed back into the kitchen. He never needed an excuse to drink, but at that moment, he wanted the quickest way to oblivion. And with the help of a bottle of vodka he’d found hidden in the cooker—of all places—he was soon on his way.





Chapter 3

‘Jesus, we’ll never get him away from the mirror today,’ said Chalkie as he watched Ellis drop his kit onto the dressing room floor and shoot an instinctive glance at the mirror propped up in the corner. The BBC cameras were at the ground to record the game for Rugby Special on Sunday.

‘Listen, you hairy arsehole,’ replied Ellis, trying to get the hooker into a headlock. ‘Just remember they’ve not come to see some balding fat bloke with cauliflower ears. Don’t make even more of a fool of yourself in front of the cameras. I’ll be recording Rugby Special tomorrow.’

With a great heave, Chalkie suddenly lifted Ellis clean off his feet and only the appearance of the skipper stopped the horseplay from really getting out of hand. ‘Save it for the opposition,’ he barked as Ellis was unceremoniously dumped in the corner.

Despite the playing around and the banter, Ellis could feel the tingle of nerves or perhaps just added expectation as he began to get changed. Not only were they playing one of the top sides in the country, who boasted Malcolm Evans, one of the current England centres, but the game was being watched by two national selectors and was being recorded for showing on the BBC on Sunday afternoon.

Here was a chance to show everybody that he should have Evans’s place in the England team. Evans was a good player, but Ellis reckoned that his tackling was a little suspect and was determined to test that theory in front of the selectors and an audience of several million.

He didn’t need any pre-match motivation. Some players need to start hitting themselves and have even been known to headbutt dressing room walls to psyche themselves up for a game, but Ellis was just quiet, calm and focused.

Half an hour later, they were all changed and sitting quietly as the skipper went through the game plan. Even the team jokers were sombre-faced, mouths bulging with gumshields and the adrenaline beginning to course through their bodies.

The skipper then went around each team member in turn, outlining what was expected of them. ‘Centres, remember to come up together and hit them fucking hard. Richard, if you get the chance, take them on, we’ll be there in support. That goes for all the forwards, not just the back row. Get to these breakdowns and let’s see some aggression in the rucks and mauls, hurt the bastards.’

‘Five minutes, skipper,’ called the referee as he knocked on the dressing room door.

‘OK, right, lads, this is it, come on, hard graft for 80 minutes.’

Ellis was the last to file out and managed to sneak a final glance at the mirror before taking the field.

A good-sized crowd cheered as they took the pitch and it wasn’t long before Ellis was in action. Catching a high ball from the opposing fly half, he found himself buried under a swarm of bodies. Lying on the floor pinned by the crushing weight, suddenly he felt a searing pain on the side of the head and yelled out.

Slowly, the bodies on top of him raised themselves and when he was finally released from his capture, he clutched his head and felt the blood oozing from a gash over his left eye. As his head began to clear, he realised he was being escorted off the pitch by the physio. ‘I’ll be all right, George, just patch me up, I’m going back.’

‘No, you’re not,’ said Bob Jeffries, the coach. ‘Alan, get your tracksuit off and get out there.’

‘Stay where you are, I’m going back,’ barked Ellis defiantly.

And minutes later, there was a roar of applause as, head swathed in a huge bandage, he trotted back onto the pitch.

For the rest of the game, he played like a man inspired. Within minutes, he hit Evans with a thumping tackle, which resulted in him dropping the ball just yards from his own line. Sensing a try, the Wanderers forwards piled in and like a huge juggernaut propelled Ellis and the ball over the line, enabling him to touchdown.

In the second half, he made a searing break, slicing through the opposition defence before putting his wingman over for a try. It seemed the bandaged head was popping up everywhere. With 10 minutes remaining and victory assured, a concerned-looking referee brought the skipper’s attention to the seeping blood which was threatening to turn Ellis’s bandage into a red bandana and finally Ellis agreed to leave the field—he’d done his job.

Later in the changing room, he had six stitches inserted into the wound by the club doctor, Doug Elliot. This proved much more frightening than being trampled by the opposition forwards for the good doctor seemed permanently inebriated. He could smell whisky on his breath as he inserted the last stitch and Ellis heaved a sigh of relief.

The pain quickly receded after a few drinks and the booze was really flowing. The blazered committeemen were lining up to thrust drinks into his hand and slap him on the back—always adding that rugby, of course, was far tougher in their day.

Before finally easing into alcoholic bliss, Ellis found himself in the company of club chairman, Arthur Alexander, who had given him a dressing-down a few weeks earlier for not wearing the club tie. He was pompous and a bit too snooty for Ellis’s liking but he was buying the drinks. He was with some of his golf club cronies and obviously pleased that they’d seen Wanderers win a big game, especially in front of the TV cameras.

‘Schoolmaster, aren’t you, Richard,’ smarmed Alexander, ‘where do you teach?’

‘Millmoor Comp,’ was the reply.

‘Oh yes, it used to be a grammar school, didn’t it? Been there long?’

‘Too flaming long, the place is OK but I’m looking to move.’

‘Oh, perhaps George can do something for you. Do you know George?’ Ellis was introduced to a tall thin man in a cravat. ‘George Chayter, chairman of the Education Committee in Richmond.’

The London Borough of Richmond was a world away from Croydon.

They exchanged pleasantries and Ellis saw his chance. He steered the conversation around to the new sports centre which was being built near the Wanderers club. He knew there were some real plum jobs there but with half the PE teachers in the borough going for them, he had no chance.

Still, the good chairman was rabbiting on about how important the new leisure facility was to the area and how it would be a flagship for the borough.

‘Will you be applying for one of the posts, Richard?’ inquired Chayter.

Even though he’d had a few drinks, Ellis was aware enough not to sound too desperate. ‘Well, of course, it’s a brilliant project but although I’ve been at my current school for three years, I’m still only on a Scale 1 so I don’t think I’d stand much chance.’

‘Oh, I don’t see why not,’ said Chayter. ‘I mean, having a future England international there would be a great advert for the sports centre. I’d put in for it if I were you. Arthur and I would like to see someone with a rugby background in there and if we get our heads together down at the council, there
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