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CHAPTER 1

GLASTONBURY, JUNE 2017

The sun was shining. The music was blaring. The atmosphere was fevered. Expectations were soaring.

Like a rock star, he stood by the bar deep in the Rabbit Hole, the VIPs private club. Famous among music fans as a June weekend of drink, dance, dalliance and a great deal more, David Beckham was enjoying three days of hectic partying at the Glastonbury Festival.

As Radiohead blasted 200,000 fans from the Pyramid Stage, the national treasure was in deep conversation with Mary Charteris, a 30-year-old married party girl, the ultimate cool Sloane Raver. A member of London’s fast-living Primrose Hill set, Lady Mary had been introduced to Beckham by Dave Gardner, the closest friend of the retired footballer. Paid annually about £250,000, Gardner provided business advice to Beckham and scurried around to make sure his friend was happy. So it fell to Gardner and his wife, actress Liv Tyler, to tell Charteris to wait for Beckham in the VIPs club.

The atmosphere was less stressful than in previous years. Unusually, the Somerset fields were not waterlogged but bathed in sunshine. Those gazing at Lady Mary probably recalled the recent photograph of her posing naked in a bath filled with goldfish.

Just a few weeks earlier, Charteris had been seen with Beckham having dinner at London’s fashionable Chiltern Firehouse. Inevitably, an admirer stopped by their table. ‘She’s with me,’ Beckham told the man.1 Famous for her wild life and being present at parties where others enjoyed cocaine, the socialite model and DJ daughter of an eccentric Scottish aristocrat, the 13th Earl of Wemyss and 9th Earl of March, had featured in all the newspaper society pages after her 2012 wedding to the electronic rock musician Robbie Furze. Everyone latched on to her father’s excited reaction to the unusually revealing dress she wore and on to her stepmother known as ‘Lady Mindbender’.

Although in Glastonbury Beckham appeared to be smitten by Charteris, he also attracted the attention of a glamorous Australian bikini model. As his companions smirked: ‘What happens in the Rabbit Hole, stays in the Rabbit Hole.’

Also at the festival was Beckham’s 18-year-old-son, Brooklyn, protected by the judo champion and fitness instructor Bobby Rich. Brooklyn was fascinated by the singer Rita Ora and superstar model Cara Delevingne.2 Journalists had already reported Brooklyn’s recent embrace with Rita Ora at the Electric Diner restaurant in London. Few were surprised that their friendship continued in Glastonbury. Spurred on by the festival’s intoxicating atmosphere, Ora confessed to a friend, above the roar of music, about her romance with Delevingne.3

During that weekend Brooklyn was not only chasing women but also promoting his own career as a photographer. His pictures in a new book called What I See were being exhibited at Christie’s in London’s St James’s. Brooklyn seemed unaware about the swirl of comments about his talent. ‘I like this picture’ was one caption under a photograph called ‘Dinner’ snapped in a restaurant. ‘It’s out of focus but you can tell there’s a lot’s going on,’ wrote Brooklyn.

By Friday afternoon Glastonbury’s frenzy had strained Beckham’s nerves. Standing with friends in the backstage Park Bar he spotted a fan taking a photo. ‘Don’t you dare!’ he shouted. Barging across the room he forced the man to delete his picture. That evening, Beckham’s publicist Simon Oliveira would correctly tell the Sun newspaper, ‘David did not turn down any of the hundreds of requests for pictures.’ But that particular fan’s unauthorised photo happened to include a woman close to Beckham – and he preferred the association not to be recorded. In his media-saturated life, Beckham welcomed exposure – so long as everything was carefully orchestrated. Turning off the non-stop publicity blitz that weekend was similarly planned. As Gardner repeated, ‘It’s David’s first chance to let his hair down.’ He was off the football treadmill, and in control of his life.

Thirty minutes later, Beckham rushed from the Park Bar to the privacy of the Winnebago area.4 That night his entourage did not sleep in the comfortable caravans or even in the luxury tents rented for about £14,000. Instead, they all headed for the nearby Babington House. Their partying at the new establishment’s headquarters continued until 4 a.m. Several guests were seen taking Ecstasy, but these did not include Beckham or Brooklyn.

Late the following morning, in an unusual 30-degree heatwave, Beckham’s gang returned to Worthy Farm, the festival’s headquarters. The Three Musketeers – Beckham, Gardner and Oliveira – were not interested in the Labour Opposition leader Jeremy Corbyn receiving a rapturous reception as he regaled a huge crowd from the Pyramid Stage. Instead, they partied in the Hole and elsewhere until 5 a.m. on Sunday. They resumed at lunchtime until interrupted by a telephone call. Victoria ‘Posh’ Beckham had arrived. ‘There was no hassle and a great mood until she landed,’ complained one of the group.5

The former Spice Girl had flown in from New York. In the latest instalment to rescue her fashion business, Victoria had told Vogue in their Manhattan office, ‘I love the development process and the packaging. David thinks I’m so boring talking about boxes and stuff.’ He wasn’t keen, either, to hear her complaints about his party lifestyle.

Insiders knew about Victoria’s opinion of Dave Gardner and his racy lifestyle. ‘Dreggy,’ she called his party crowd. In 2003, she had been particularly unhappy about Beckham being best man at Gardner’s £2 million first wedding to the soap actress and socialite Davinia Taylor. His presence, she complained, increased the financial value of Gardner’s contract with OK! magazine. She also didn’t like the presence of Atomic Kitten Jenny Frost as chief bridesmaid. David and Jenny, she suspected, had kissed after a party.6

Two years after the wedding, Victoria was irritated by the publicity surrounding Gardner’s ‘crisis talks to save his marriage’. His wife had become notorious for lesbian affairs with her Primrose Hill neighbours and treatment for alcoholism and drug addiction at The Priory.7 Their separation and eventual divorce increased the time Gardner and Beckham spent together, especially after Beckham stopped playing professional football. Without the demands of a strict training routine, Gardner had helped fill the vacuum by introducing him to glittering parties. He also encouraged his new friendships with model and TV presenter Alexa Chung and the actress and socialite Poppy Delevingne, both fellow bit-part actors in Guy Ritchie’s latest film King Arthur: Legend of the Sword.

On that hot Sunday afternoon in 2017, Victoria’s helicopter landed in a Somerset field close to the festival. With her entourage she headed in a golf buggy through the scruffy campers to the VIP zone. She was furious that her husband had failed to reply to her telephone calls and had dispatched a search party. Eventually, David appeared. Within seconds, they were embroiled in a ferocious argument.

Onlookers saw Brooklyn act as the peacemaker: ‘Don’t worry, Dad, I’ll get you a drink.’ Returning with a bottle of water and a double gin-and-tonic, their eldest son became Victoria’s shoulder to cry on. ‘They looked quite miserable,’ said one eyewitness, ‘but they managed to pose for the cameras.’8 As accomplished media stars, the image of a blissful couple underpinned their whole business. Victoria always worked hard to establish an impression of harmony. The question was whether there was a deeper truth behind their appearance together. Known on occasion to be sulky, uncommunicative and domineering, Victoria’s outbursts were resented by Beckham. Many believed that trust between the Beckhams had been seriously damaged over the last few years.

In her own autobiography Learning to Fly, Victoria admitted in 2001 that ‘Fooling people becomes part of the buzz.’9 Performing had become natural to Victoria. She protected herself, her business, her relationships and most other things too by giving interviews, interpreting the facts with a self-serving tilt. She made no attempt to spin a myth about herself using the power of silence.

Like most celebrities, David and Victoria were obsessed by media reports about themselves. Everything was focused upon their style. Studiously, they avoided saying what they represented. Or whether they represented anything. His smile and her pout filled the vacuum. In a crisis, they relied on memories of his magical goals to distract attention.

To remain a global brand, worth at the time about £250 million, required constant public interest. Any prospect of their fame fading was intolerable. ‘The moment we have a problem is when the fans don’t want to take a selfie,’ was a familiar celebrity truism. ‘When the music stops, will the public still want me?’ was another showbiz cliché whispered by the narcissistic and insecure. If the public became indifferent to the Beckhams, their fortunes would disappear. Fear of losing their wealth had made the couple exceptionally money-conscious. In self-protection they had occasionally sacrificed a happy marriage, regarding it as being of less importance than everlasting fame. Every public appearance was pure theatre.

Victoria had come to Glastonbury to watch Ed Sheeran perform the festival’s final set. Both Beckhams were invited to sit at the edge of the stage in full view of the audience. After partying for three days, David could not conceal his exhaustion. In spite of the ear-splitting noise, he kept falling asleep. In the accustomed management of the media, their spokeswoman simply said, ‘They had a great night.’ Nothing in the couple’s life was left to misinterpretation or beyond their control.10 Lapses were regretted, not least at the end of the festival. The Beckhams were unaware of a photographer snapping Victoria with her familiar pout and her arm draped possessively around David. Lady Mary Charteris was standing nearby. Just the picture David hoped to avoid.11

One year later, Beckham admitted to Australian television that his marriage was ‘hard’ and ‘complicated’. In an unusually candid interview his confession devastated Victoria. For years she had cultivated the image of a Domestic Goddess. The Beckham team was always presented as a happy family based on true love between herself and her husband. Image-making was critical to their fortunes. Any cracks revealing the truth were vigorously sealed. Everything was about Brand Beckham. Rekindling memories of the Darkness in 2003 was forbidden.






CHAPTER 2

MADRID, JULY 2003

‘Not my type,’ thought Rebecca Loos as David Beckham stepped out of a private jet at Madrid’s Torrejón airport. Dressed in a white suit, and with striking blond highlights, the footballer’s diamond studs dazzled Loos under the bright sun. ‘I’m just a regular bloke,’ he had said recently, although he was wearing jewellery worth £40,000.1

Next to him on the aircraft steps, dressed in an identical white suit, was Victoria Beckham. Her diamonds also glinted in the sunlight. Employed solely to manage the Beckhams’ first days in Spain, Loos, their new 26-year-old Dutch personal assistant, was intrigued by the challenge.

Beckham was not a stranger to Loos. Over several months, while working for his London agent SFX, Loos had watched the famous footballer amble through the Grosvenor Street office. He always looked as though he was evaluating each woman. Some longed for his attention. Others would later say he was rather creepy. Loos, a multilingual graduate, was not interested. After leaving SFX to work for another agency, Loos forgot about the star. A telephone call in June 2003 from Tony Stephens, the footballer’s trusted agent, changed her life.

David Beckham’s decision to leave Manchester United and sign for Real Madrid, the world’s most successful football club, was global news. Aware that Loos spoke fluent Spanish, Stephens offered her a short contract to help the Beckhams settle in Madrid.

David Beckham’s first hours in Spain were frenetic. Escorted by police cars, his convoy sped from the airport to the La Zarzuela hospital. Doctors were to certify that Real Madrid’s £25 million purchase was in perfect health. The publicity was intense. An estimated two billion people were watching as Real Madrid’s live TV cameras followed the 28-year-old star and nurses around the Sanitas clinic. With the gift of modest charm, Beckham effortlessly generated admiration and love.

The clinic’s certificate of Beckham’s fitness was only marred by their discovery that his left leg was shorter than his right leg. Subsequently, Beckham quipped that the doctors were wrong. After checking, he discovered that one leg was indeed longer than the other.

Outside the building the following day, over 200 broadcast cameras and about 400 journalists were waiting for Beckham to sign his contract. His pen, his publicists told the favoured reporters, was a gift from Victoria. ‘Thank you very much,’ Beckham told the club’s chairman Florentino Pérez, a 56-year-old billionaire industrialist, after signing. ‘You’ve made me a very happy man.’

‘You have come to us from the Theatre of Dreams,’ replied Pérez, ‘to join the team of your dreams.’ Presented by the president with the white number 23 shirt – a number made iconic by the legendary NBA player Michael Jordan of the Chicago Bulls. Beckham beamed towards the cameras. Like a professional model, he turned slowly to allow each cameraman to snap the perfect shot. Pérez was thrilled. Eight thousand replica shirts costing £58 each had already been sold in Madrid. Sell-outs were reported by shops across Spain. Pérez calculated that the world’s most lucrative footballer would earn his new club an unprecedented fortune.

One thousand girls – many with Beckham’s name written on their faces and arms – were chanting in the club’s training ground: ‘Beckham, cojonudo corno: Beckham, no hay ninguno.’ After hearing the translation, the star smiled: ‘No one has bigger balls than Beckham.’ The fans’ only irritation, some suggested, was directed at Posh. Worshipping him meant resenting her. Victoria smiled and waved.2 ‘My family are moving over,’ Beckham told Real Madrid TV. ‘My wife’s going to be happy here.’

That night the Beckhams slept in a suite at the boutique hotel Santo Mauro. At the end of the second day Victoria asked Loos, ‘You make things happen. Do you have a boyfriend?’

‘Yes,’ lied Loos, anxious to get a well-paid permanent job.3

‘Would you like to work for us?’

Loos agreed to move to Madrid within one month. With that settled, Victoria returned to London.

Days later, Loos drove Beckham to his first training session. From habit he arrived early. Unnoticed, they waited in the car park. He could barely control his nerves and nearly retched. He did not want to stand alone in the changing room. Playing with Ronaldo of Brazil, the great French star Zinedine Zidane and other Galacticos was a challenge. News of his arrival had prompted the footballing heroes to grouse that Pérez had bought a shirt salesman from Manchester United rather than a world-beating player. Beckham was a very fine footballer, but in their eyes he did not rank as exceptional. In private, Florentino Pérez and his fellow directors did not disagree with the players’ opinion, but Beckham’s celebrity was hugely valuable to the club. His first match appearances would take place during Real Madrid’s promotional trip to the Far East.

Four weeks earlier in June, Pérez had been amazed by Beckham’s commercial success in Japan. Four thousand screaming fans had mobbed David and Victoria at Tokyo airport. Beatlemania had been reinvented with a dash of Cool Britannia, the brilliant merger of football and music. Tokyo was awash with Beckham memorabilia. His face was plastered over greeting cards, Meiji Almond Chocolate dolls, key-rings, wallpaper, bed linen and second-hand cars. ‘This is unbelievable,’ Beckham had said, smiling. Obeying a 32-page instruction book compiled by his publicists, his clothes, hairstyle and his every word had been carefully prepared. Posh stoked Beckham-mania by revealing that her husband liked his nails manicured and enjoyed facials.4

On the eve of his return to Japan with Real Madrid, the club had pocketed £7 million including an unprecedented £5.5 million from the sale of shirts. Over 300,000 of them were Beckham’s number 23. Real Madrid charged 1.5 million euros to stage friendly games in Japan and China, three times more than Manchester United. Because of Beckham, the following year they would charge 5 million euros for the tour.5 After the team bus arrived in Tokyo’s city centre from the airport, thousands of hysterical girls prevented Beckham leaving his hotel. ‘It’s an extraordinary feeling,’ Beckham admitted.6 In the stadium, thousands of girls squealed whenever Beckham touched the ball. Forty-five thousand fans paid merely to watch him train. Ronaldo and other Galacticos watched in silence.

In Tokyo, Beckham’s SFX’s publicists had allowed trusted British journalists to interview Beckham. Pérez was annoyed. To control the new superstar SFX was told that only the club could organise interviews. Failure to obey would mean Beckham’s instant dismissal. SFX scoffed. Managing Beckham’s media appearances was essential to his brand – and that was SFX’s sole interest.7 Amazed by his extraordinary popularity, the football boot manufacturer Adidas concluded: ‘He’s the most popular athlete ever.’ Seeing the unrivalled power of Beckham’s image, the corporation increased its sponsorship offer. Instead of £4 million a year for seven years, he agreed to a lifetime deal, subject to renewal every five years.8

With other sponsorship deals including Vodaphone, M&S, Police sunglasses and Pepsi, Beckham’s annual income in 2003 was estimated at £18 million, including £92,000 per week he received from Real Madrid.9 The Pepsi contract gave Beckham global recognition. Beckham’s authenticity made the brand unbeatable.

Yet in August 2003 the world’s highest-paid footballer’s debut in the Bernabéu, Real Madrid’s stadium, fell under close scrutiny. In two previous away matches in Spain his performance had been poor. Football journalists described him as ‘awkward’, ‘clumsy’ and ‘frustrated’. His credibility was on the line. But after 72 minutes on Real Madrid’s home turf against Real Mallorca in the Spanish Super Cup he scored with a classic header from a cross by Ronaldo, to seal a 3–0 victory. It helped dispel the gossip that he was bought by Real Madrid just to sell shirts. With the roar of the stadium (‘Beckham, Beckham’) still echoing, the superstar admitted: ‘It’s the happiest I’ve been for two years.’10

At that moment his reputation was unchallengeable. Throughout his career Beckham had shown he could summon exceptional reserves of strength that would astonish his critics. Proving them wrong made his day. ‘You know, I am in love with David Beckham,’ Florentino Pérez told the British writer John Carlin.11

The impressive debut by England’s captain in Madrid was hailed by his cheerleader the Sun newspaper in August: ‘He is the perfect role model for every generation. A clean-living, honest, decent, caring, gentle bloke … with old-fashioned values.’12 To feed their 10 million readers’ insatiable appetite for Beckham stories, the newspaper had sent two journalists to Madrid – one to cover Beckham’s football career and the other to monitor the family’s private lives – plus a photographer. The newspaper’s executives knew that Beckham stories added sales.

Eric Beauchamp was given the Sun’s golden prize of living in Madrid to follow Beckham’s football career. Standing in a cramped pen by the players’ exit, dubbed ‘The Mix Zone’, Beauchamp’s introductory shout at Beckham elicited a friendly but short reply: ‘Nice to meet you,’ and a handshake. Thereafter, three times a week, Beauchamp was granted five minutes of the star’s time. Everything was controlled by Simon Oliveira, Beckham’s tough spokesman. Oliveira knew that the Sun needed to keep the tap flowing but his terms were draconian. If the newspaper failed to tow the line, Beauchamp would not be allowed even one minute with Beckham. In that claustrophobic world, most journalists in The Mix Zone knew their place. Few dared to risk losing their access, even with the limitations.

By contrast, the Mirror’s Oliver Holt was seen as independently critical of Beckham. To get him into line, Beckham’s housekeeper, business manager and fixer Terry Byrne and Oliveira gave Holt a scoop over the Sun – an interview with Beckham. ‘Are you addicted to fame?’ asked Holt on the Mirror’s front page. The Sun was furious to be scooped by their arch-rival. But the ploy worked. Thereafter, Holt was more sympathetic towards Beckham.

Unlike other footballers, Beckham refused to socialise with journalists, not even over a beer. ‘He’ll never cross the line,’ those sent to Madrid understood. Even when journalists saw Beckham drinking at the Irish Rover pub in central Madrid, he was never approached. ‘We treated him like royalty,’ recalled one journalist.

The first hint of trouble was soon obvious. Contrary to her promises, Victoria did not move to Madrid with their two sons. Beckham remained living alone in his hotel suite. When Beckham was substituted as Real Madrid lost 2–1 to Real Mallorca in a second match between the clubs, Posh was in Chalk Farm in north London having hair extensions put in. She was about to fly to New York.

Watching his humiliation in the Bernabéu stands was his old friend Dave Gardner, as well as Beckham’s mother Sandra and his assistant Rebecca Loos. His unexpected substitution after 73 minutes, Beckham revealed, made him ‘sore’.13 His loneliness in Madrid was aggravated by the absence of one particular person, his father. Ted Beckham, a gas fitter still living in their small Leytonstone family home, was the architect and mentor of his son’s success.

As a passionate Manchester United fan, Ted had started teaching his young son the skill to control a football. In 1982, at the age of seven, David was playing for a local club and regularly training under Ted’s supervision. Constantly, from every position, his son was learning to kick the ball into a goal. As a hard taskmaster Ted drilled discipline into the football-mad boy. Self-control, remaining calm in the face of challenges, he said, was critical for strength. Ted nurtured his son’s competitive ego to believe he could achieve anything. He should never give up. Quitting was unimaginable. Stubborn ambition, in Ted’s mantra, was essential. Perfecting skills was another.

In particular, Ted created his son’s mastery of the deadball kick – kicking a stationary ball into the goal. After months of endless practice every day, the kick became instinctive. For young David Beckham, playing football became natural. When he was 15, in 1991, he was rewarded. Alex Ferguson, Manchester United’s fearsome manager, personally recruited him to join the club’s youth academy. Until then Ted had been David’s sole mentor. Ferguson, who began to adopt and shape the young player, became his new mentor.

Born on New Year’s Eve in 1941, Ferguson was brought up in Govan, Glasgow’s notorious area for hard men, ship-workers, crime and deprivation. After playing professional football in Scotland and an astonishingly successful stint as manager of Aberdeen, which he had led to victory in the UEFA Cup Winners’ Cup against Real Madrid in 1983, he moved to Manchester United in 1986. Known as ‘The Boss’, his outstanding 27-year reign was built on an iron determination to control every player, instil a hard work ethic, demand excellence and live by the mantra ‘I have to win,’ not only on the pitch but also in the dressing room. ‘I made up my mind that I would never give in,’ he said about his management style. Finding exceptional young players to mould them into stars as part of close team friendships was the background to Ferguson signing Beckham.

Thereafter, every week Ted and Sandra drove 200 miles to Manchester to watch their son train, and eventually play for, the club. Thanks to Ferguson, both parents were embraced as members of United’s family, enjoying the directors’ hospitality suite in Old Trafford and flying with the team to away matches.

Ted’s privileges disappeared on the day his son was sold to Real Madrid. ‘I’ve lost him,’ Ted complained to a journalist. David, said Ted, had been ‘forced out’ of Manchester United. ‘It’s disgusting. This has been our life for the last 14 years and now it’s over. I don’t know what we’ll do.’

Even worse was the personal schism between father and son. ‘I’m upset the way things have gone. We’ve lost that comradeship we had between us. Unfortunately, David has got bigger than anything we could have dreamed of. His football was my life and once you have it you don’t want to lose it.’ Ted had created a man he no longer recognised. Communication was often through lawyers.14

Pouring out his distress, Ted admitted that his son’s fame had been ‘devastating for me and the whole family’. Even before his move to Madrid, their family relationships had disintegrated. ‘My biggest fear is that it’s all over for us.’ Not only had Ted stopped regularly speaking to David, but after 32 years of marriage he and Sandra, a hairdresser, had divorced in 2002. In the bitter battle over cash and their house, Ted felt that David had not been overly generous. Despite earning millions of pounds, he had only paid off their small mortgage three years earlier and installed new windows in their modest house.

On a personal level, Ted blamed Victoria. She didn’t conceal her dislike of her father-in-law, and once her own children were born David became more distant.15 Ted also blamed Victoria’s parents, Tony and Jackie Adams. The wealthy middle-class couple, he thought, were snobs. Both enjoyed the Beckhams’ hospitality and placed themselves at the centre of their world. They had become intensely involved in the couple’s personal lives and played a key role during the couple’s arguments about their future.

Ted also blamed Alex Ferguson. ‘I feel he has stabbed us in the back. David didn’t want to go.’ Not surprisingly, Ted did not sympathise with Ferguson’s opinion of his son, which was that David’s showbiz lifestyle and Victoria’s influence were interfering with the player’s professional dedication. Only 100 per cent commitment to Manchester United, to the exclusion of everything else, was acceptable. ‘He’s not a womaniser,’ protested Ted. ‘He’s not a gambler, he doesn’t get drunk. That’s why I’m disappointed Ferguson has treated him like this.’

Surprised by Ted’s outspokenness, Beckham called his father to protest.16 Beckham was critical of his father. Not only did he complain that Ted had never praised him – not once – but was also, he believed, ‘quite hard-faced and can be sarcastic. He also gets fired up easily’.17

Beckham’s move to Madrid in 2003 broke Beckham’s relationship with two mentors, the guiding spirits who had been critical to his success. Although he was stubborn he relied on his mentors to guide him through his career and marriage. As his later close advisers would discover, Beckham was ‘malleable’ but he could also move on. Without Ferguson and Ted, his only support was Tony Stephens, his loyal agent, and Victoria. Stephens had taken a sabbatical and Victoria had dramatically refused to move to Madrid. He was alone. None of those tensions were evident to the public when Beckham signed for the Spanish club.

Also hidden were the financial advantages of Beckham playing abroad. Not only had his income soared from £3.5 million in 2002 to £18.7 million in 2003,18 but if he had stayed in Britain most of his personal income would be taxed at 40 per cent. By moving to Spain he not only escaped British taxes on all his profits earned outside Britain but he also benefited from ‘Beckham’s law’, a special Spanish exemption reducing income tax for foreigners from 47 per cent to 24 per cent.

Money obsessed the Beckhams. Thrilled to be rich, they were terrified by the prospect of sliding back into a constrained standard of living. Opportunities to legally avoid taxes abounded. Beckham’s 2003 company accounts showed that when he moved to Real Madrid he was not paying National Insurance contributions, and had effectively become a non-dom.19

Taking advantage of the move offshore, his accumulated income in 2003 was received by Beckham’s company Footwork in 2004. The British company’s cash deposit increased from £134,000 to £12,780,000. Simultaneously, he established a Spanish company also called Footwork described as ‘acting as a representative office’. That company’s profits in 2004 were just £29,000. Footwork’s profits, it appeared from their filed accounts, were not being taxed in Britain and there were no taxable profits earned in Spain. A spokesman for Beckham said that he was at the time taxed fully on all his income earned in Spain and his income earned elsewhere in the relevant jurisdictions.

Allowing him to remain a non-dom, Beckham would reject the possibility of returning to the UK to play for Chelsea, would move to America rather than return to Britain, and would play for a season in France before the financial year ended.

Over the rest of his career, Beckham gave the impression that playing the tax card had become nearly as important in his life as kicking the ball.






CHAPTER 3

LONDON, JULY 2023

Twenty years after his move to Spain, Beckham told an audience in London’s St John’s Wood that he had been utterly surprised in 2003 by Manchester United’s decision to sell him. ‘My friend Dave Gardner called,’ explained Beckham. ‘He said, “Turn on the TV. Manchester United have accepted an offer from Barcelona.” That was the first I heard about it.’ He continued his story by recounting that in his next telephone call he had protested to Manchester United’s managing director Peter Kenyon, ‘I don’t want to go to Barcelona.’ He was not allowed to speak to Ferguson, he told his audience. ‘One and a half days later I was sold to Real Madrid.’

Few in the audience of 700 would have any reason to doubt Beckham. With glowing charm, his East London twang gave his recollection utter authenticity. But as Beckham ought to have recalled, his version gave his audience a somewhat misleading impression.1 Whether Beckham had over the years forgotten the complete truth was uncertain. His agents and the club, as he knew, had spent one year negotiating his transfer to Real Madrid. The Barcelona announcement was just Manchester United’s negotiating tactic to extract a better price from Madrid, and a gimmick by an aspiring president of the Barcelona club. His mistaken recollection about his life-changing move to Spain was not exceptional. Over years of hype to boost Brand Beckham, both David and Victoria Beckham had altered the reality of many milestones in their lives.

Beckham had good reason to reinterpret the circumstances surrounding his 2003 transfer. Convinced at the outset of his career that he would forever play at Manchester United, his transfer had destabilised his marriage and, more important, threatened the cultivated image of a happy family man with a loving wife.

By any measure, as a member of the Spice Girls, Victoria had been part of a global phenomenon. The group had sold 85 million albums and earned millions of pounds from shows and merchandise. But ever since the group disintegrated in 2000 after four best-selling years and two years after Geri Halliwell had abruptly walked out, Victoria feared losing her celebrity status. When she married David in 1999 she was the star, but since 2000 she had reluctantly hitched herself to Beckham’s ever-growing international superstardom. Posing as the happiest couple in showbusiness, Victoria had said before his transfer to Madrid: ‘He’s the incarnation of everything I want. I’m very faithful because he’s faithful.’2

In a bid to renew her public glory, Victoria had invited the Sun’s columnist Lorraine Kelly to accompany her shopping in 2001. ‘Posh’ was not really posh, Kelly knew, but she was to the newspaper’s readers.

Her parents, Tony and Jackie Adams, had brought up their three children in The Old School House in Goff’s Oak in Hertfordshire. Tony Adams’ electrical wholesale business had paid for a second-hand Rolls-Royce and a comfortable lifestyle for Jackie, who had worked as an insurance clerk and hairdresser. Both parents were credited with instilling their daughter with ferocious ambition and a passion for performing. The family’s remarkably close bonds sustained Victoria through repeated pitfalls before she became famous. By 2003, she had perfected a performance for the public as self-confident, pouting Posh and, in private, as a master of media manipulation.

Accordingly, after their shopping trip, Lorraine Kelly revealed that her preconception of a ‘right little madam’ had been mistaken. Victoria, she wrote, was ‘an utterly charming, bright-eyed young woman with a gorgeous smile’. The Beckhams, Kelly continued, should be ‘hailed as the most positive of role models’. Kelly concluded that the couple, blessed with extraordinary talent and rewarded for their sheer hard work, were the victims of ‘sour people’s unhealthy streak of jealousy’.3 Kelly’s judgement had delighted her readers.

Ever since David Yelland became the Sun’s editor in 1998, he had decided that the Beckhams would sell newspapers. They glowed with glamour, just like the late Princess Diana. Yelland’s newspaper treated the couple as royalty. In the newspaper’s portrayal, they represented the Best of Britain. The combination of football and sex was magic. Putting them on the front page automatically increased the newspaper’s 3.8 million circulation by 4 per cent. Most of the 10 million readers loved the Beckhams.

Backing Beckham proved to be a money-spinner after the 21-year-old Beckham, playing for Manchester United, scored a spectacular goal in August 1996 from the halfway line against Wimbledon. ‘That one swing of a new boot … kicked open the door to the rest of my life,’ Beckham admitted. ‘Watching it still leaves me with goose-pimples.’4 Although his goal was scored in injury time and Manchester United were already in the lead, his star thereafter had shone. ‘I have always been convinced of my own ability,’ he said the following year, after scoring another sensational goal for England against Italy from 25 yards. ‘It is a pressure I enjoy living with.’

The Sun’s readers had arrived at the Italy match with masks of Beckham’s face. ‘The Sun proudly backs Beckham’ pronounced the newspaper knowing that football fans wanted a hero. ‘Beckham’, the newspaper predicted, ‘is going to be a huge star and a great player for years. He makes things happen and the crowd are excited every time he touches the ball.’5

Stunningly handsome, modest and clean-living, Beckham was a British dream boy. Living first as a lodger opposite Old Trafford and then in his own townhouse, with steady girlfriends – Deana and then Helen – he forged lifelong friendships among the club’s young players, including brothers Gary and Philip Neville. Under Ferguson, Manchester United was a family demanding loyalty and unquestioning obedience to the coaches. The routine was demanding. Every day Beckham trained hard and then played even harder, until in 1995 he won his place in the first team. Seeking a mentor on the pitch, he picked out the legendary French attacker, Eric Cantona. Hero-worshipping one of the club’s greatest ever players, Beckham spotted Cantona’s unspoken ‘edge’ separating him from the ordinary. Specialness was precisely what Beckham aspired to replicate.

Brylcreem was to be the end of Beckham’s innocence. In 1997, Sara Lee, the company’s new American owner, was looking for a star to relaunch the hair cream using the tag ‘Brylcreem Boy’.

The advertising agency’s approach to Tony Stephens, Beckham’s agent, produced an unexpectedly quick reply. Jumping at the opportunity as ‘interested and honoured’, Stephens accepted £200,000 for a two-year deal.

‘We were genuinely shocked,’ the advertising executive who signed the deal said later. ‘We signed him up so easily, and so cheaply.’ They did not appreciate the tax advantages for Beckham. The costs of his image rights could be offset against his income from the club. Brylcreem’s only condition was that Beckham’s hair would never be shorter than a ‘Number 2’ cut: one-quarter of an inch.

Invented in Birmingham in 1928, Brylcreem was a mixture of water, mineral oil and beeswax. Its popularity had declined since the cricket and football star Denis Compton had been its ‘face’ during the 1950s. Forty years later, WCRS, a British advertising agency, urged Lee that Beckham’s fame after the Wimbledon goal made him a natural for Brylcreem’s working-class market. Aged 22, he was the quiet, good-looking, unpolished young bloke with perfect hair who lived down the road. Among Beckham’s other strengths was his innocence. He was not a rasping celebrity, but a passionate footballer. Eventually, Lee agreed.

Beckham’s spokesman told the media that Brylcreem had paid £4 million for a four-year contract.6 There was good reason to lie. Beckham’s new girlfriend, the business-savvy Victoria Adams, alias ‘Posh Spice’, complained that her boyfriend was worth much more than £200,000 a year.7 Stephens, she added, had made the same mistake by signing a four-year deal for Beckham with Adidas for £800,000.

Victoria’s influence did not stop at the fees. While a Brylcreem TV advertisement was shot at Brentford’s football ground, Griffin Park, she continued to interfere. ‘Hello, Vicks,’ Beckham said in his frequent calls. The footballer was filmed kicking the ball from the penalty spot into the goal, and then turning to the camera and saying, ‘I’ve always used Brylcreem since I was a kid.’ There were problems, he confided to Victoria.

‘We were shocked by his voice,’ recalls a creative at WCRS. ‘It was flat and robotic. It was really awkward getting him to say his lines again and again. We couldn’t get a performance out of him.’

A director had intervened. ‘Say it again, David, with a bit more gravitas.’ Silence. Everyone realised that shy Beckham with his high-pitched voice didn’t understand the meaning of ‘gravitas’. Flummoxed, an executive for the PR agency Shilland reported: ‘He is very acutely aware of his voice. He is obviously self-conscious about it.’ In the end, his words to the camera were junked and replaced by the song ‘There She Goes’.

Even more worrying during the shoot were Beckham’s misses. Instead of kicking the ball into the open goal, the ball went repeatedly over the bar. ‘Christ,’ moaned a member of the crew. ‘It’s just weeks before the World Cup.’ But at least his image as a genuine bloke was authentic. At lunchtime, he was asked to choose a meal from a sophisticated menu. After hesitating he asked, ‘Could I have a Hawaiian Pizza from Pizza Express?’

Victoria was ‘negative’ about the finished TV advert. So was the agency. It was ditched. Only the women at the advertising agency’s office watched it. During their lunch break, they repeatedly replayed the tape. ‘They thought he was a dream,’ sighed the frustrated creative director.

There was not the slightest hint of those problems during the public unveiling of Beckham as the ‘Brylcreem Boy’. He smiled at the photographers, played with his hair and said nothing. ‘He appeared shell-shocked by the interest,’ recalled an advertising man. ‘He was quiet. There was nothing polished about him at all.’8 Although known to be modest, the PR executive also realised that Beckham was a showman. He loved to perform in front of a packed Old Trafford. And he loved the camera. David Beckham had become a face for sale.

Beckham’s relationship with the tabloid press had become critical. Football journalists were fond of Beckham, not least because on trips to away games he brought coffee to them at the back of the bus. Chatting with the football writers about his favourite subject made even experienced journalists give the sincere player the benefit of any doubt.

Primed by Tony Stephens, Beckham understood that he shared with the tabloids a mutual interest: to keep the story going. ‘Speak to them but don’t tell them anything,’ Stephens ordered his client. ‘Less is more.’ The lesson was clear: promise the headline, ‘Beckham Opens His Heart’ but never deliver. Every interview was transactional. Journalists would be given access, but were never regarded as friends. Those who thought they were close were mistaken. Journalists were to be used. In the early days of his relationship with Posh Spice, there were exceptions.

‘Trust Andy Coulson’, ordered Alan Edwards, the Spice Girls’ publicist. Coulson, the Sun’s ambitious 29-year-old showbiz editor, was a trusted friend of Edwards, who ranked as one of the music world’s most influential publicists. Among his clients were David Bowie, Prince, Blondie and the Rolling Stones. Edwards’ work for the Spice Girls focused on their personal lives while the record companies promoted their discs. Among the prominent employees of his company, The Outside Organisation, was Caroline McAteer, the daughter of an Ulster policeman. She was known by journalists as the ‘attack dog’. McAteer was tasked by Edwards to devote herself to Victoria.

Coulson, said Edwards, would deliver the Beckhams’ ambition. With soft aggression coated with modest charm, Coulson had first ingratiated himself in November 1997. ‘She’s sitting tantalisingly close to me,’ he wrote, claiming that Victoria had broken eight months of silence to finally speak about her relationship with Beckham. ‘For the first time in my life I’m happy,’ she told Coulson, flashing a gold Rolex watch, a present from Beckham. ‘Sincerely happy. I’ve never felt like I do now.’9

David and Victoria had met exactly one year earlier. In November 1996 she had been a guest with the Spice Girls’ manager Simon Fuller at a record company’s box at Stamford Bridge. Arriving during the match between Manchester United and Chelsea, the famous Spice Girl pointed at Beckham on the pitch. ‘I fancy that bloke,’ she told an executive. At her request Fuller introduced the two of them to one another in the players’ lounge. Both would say it was love at first sight, but there was also an unusual attraction between the two stars. Both were trophy hunters.

In January 1998, with Edwards’ approval, the ‘lovestruck’ Posh, aged 23, and Becks, 22, again confided in Coulson and the Sun’s readers. Showing off their engagement rings – a £40,000 solitaire ring for her and a £50,000 diamond band for him – they revealed the ‘secrets of their love story’. How soccer ace David fell for Victoria Adams as he watched a Spice Girls video, and how she was captivated watching him play for Manchester United.10

Their marriage, predicted Coulson, would be ‘the showbiz wedding of the decade’. The wedding took place on 4 July 1999 in Luttrellstown Castle outside Dublin. It was the beginning of a unique relationship between the Beckhams and the media. Victoria would call it after the association soured ‘an unhealthy obsession with Posh and Becks’.11

Richard Desmond, notorious for his abrasive manner, owner of pornographic publications and OK! magazine, paid an unprecedented £1 million for the exclusive picture rights to the wedding. Victoria had set the terms. On their wedding night she spent hours selecting the right photographs for the magazine’s special edition. To Desmond’s fury, the Sun arranged for photos of the ceremony to be secretly shot and published before OK!’s special edition was even printed.

After the extraordinary ceremony, Victoria set the terms for obtaining the two velvet thrones on which the couple sat during the celebrations. Bought by the Sunday Mirror for £1,500, the thrones were offered by the newspaper to the reader who won a competition. Once chosen, the newspaper suggested to Caroline McAteer, Victoria’s trusted spokeswoman, that the singer could present them to the reader.

‘No,’ replied McAteer. ‘Vic wants them. For nothing.’

Surprised, the newspaper’s executive agreed, but only if Victoria agreed to be photographed accepting the newspaper’s gift. McAteer concurred, but there was a hitch. Without a fanfare the thrones were taken off the lorry outside her house. The doorbell was rung.

McAteer voiced outrage. ‘Victoria wants to be surprised,’ she said in a fury.

The delivery had to be contrived as a revelation. ‘You mean staged?’ asked the journalist.

From that moment, the Sunday Mirror and every other tabloid journalist understood that Victoria and Beckham wanted to ‘play’ coy. They would appear to resist media intrusion while agreeing to stage ‘impromptu’ photographs. Their collusion with the media was to be disguised.

In the year after their media-blitz wedding in Ireland, David Yelland spoke about his newspaper’s creation of the ‘icons of our age’. Everyone was interested in the Beckhams. Tabloid readers adored the celebrities’ lives.

The Sun’s new showbiz editor Dominic Mohan summarised the country’s ‘addiction to our premier couple’. As ‘ambassadors of their generation, we love them because both are completely normal’, he wrote. ‘They have become cultural icons and role models to millions. They are just like you or me. They have captured our imaginations with their style and sometimes questionable tastes.’ Good-looking, polite and genuinely in love, the showbiz couple had become the new royalty. Having ‘conquered the world’ they evoked ‘special emotions in us’. Their appeal to tabloid readers was that neither were ‘contrived or cultivated. As unsure of themselves as we all are.’ Posh could be the girl working behind the counter at the local Tesco.12

Yelland also grasped that he had underestimated Victoria. She had seen the bigger picture before others. She had listened and learned, not least from her father, a self-made businessman. ‘Don’t mess around,’ was his gospel. ‘You’re there to make money.’ After watching the mechanics of manufacturing publicity for the Spice Girls, Victoria knew that her best tactic was to remain an enigma. The Beckhams’ success depended upon creating fascination about every detail of their lives. If the public remained intrigued, their fame would continue. Victoria and David, Yelland realised, had broken the mould of the usual football or pop stars. They were moving far beyond what their advisers and mentors expected.

By 2001, Alex Ferguson had good reason to be suspicious of the Beckhams’ ‘faithful’ image conjured through the media. Football players live as a family, especially during foreign tours. Infidelity was not a big issue among footballers. But rumours had seeped back to Old Trafford that in early August Beckham had met a party girl in Singapore’s Shangri-La hotel, the team’s stopover during an Asian tour. Her vivid account of their meeting would be published three years later.

Sarah Marbeck described how four hours after they met they were in bed. ‘I looked down,’ recalled Marbeck, ‘and there was David Beckham kissing my breasts. David Beckham!’13 Marbeck kept Beckham’s text message sent on 8 August 2001. The previous night, he wrote, was ‘amazing and … I want some more nites like that.’14 In Marbeck’s version, Beckham fantasised that she was a call-girl like Julia Roberts in the film Pretty Woman while he was the rich married businessman portrayed by Richard Gere. In his texts Marbeck was called ‘Tinkerbell’ and Victoria was ‘Wendy’.

On 10 August 2001, Beckham had sent a series of explicit texts to Tinkerbell about his sexual fantasies. Asked for a description of underwear he had bought for her, he replied: ‘It is a surprise. It’s very sexy but very filthy.’ Then he fantasied about drizzling champagne and licking the drops from her naked flesh: ‘When I’ve had a drink, I get very dirty. Imagine candles, champagne, chocolate, cream, strawberries and a massive bed. U can trust me that when I c u I’ll be so in your ***** you’ll never get me out. I’m just imaging u in the shower and how I wish I was soaping you down and down and down.’15 Marbeck kept all those text messages.

During their two-year affair Marbeck flew to Leeds in March 2002 to watch England v Italy. In a text he urged her to behave ‘discreetly’ because ‘you have to remember Wendy’ (Victoria’s codename). Later, they had sex in the team hotel. Afterwards Beckham texted her: ‘I would love to see you on the bed naked. Do you know you have the best set of lips I have ever kissed?’ Marbeck did not reveal whether she had told Beckham that she was working as a prostitute in Sydney, Australia.

Shortly afterwards, on 17 August 2002, Celina Laurie was in bed with Beckham in Denmark. They had met at a hotel bar in the team’s hotel. At 4 a.m. in his bedroom, she recalled that ‘I had to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. I was utterly seduced by him. He had a charm that is irresistible.’ Picking up girls after matches, Laurie later realised, ‘was quite normal for Beckham’.16 What Laurie and Marbeck’s experiences also indicate is Beckham’s excitement about taking a risk.

During those months, Victoria told Glamour magazine she would ‘die of a broken heart’ if David were unfaithful.17 Secretly suspecting him of an affair, she had become hysterical. ‘I actually physically beat him up. I punched him in the face,’ she said.18 Her jealousy extended to forbidding Beckham to appear in a Pepsi advert with Britney Spears. The American singer’s sin was to call him ‘cute’.19

Aware of the facts and the rumours, one of the Beckham’s employees leaked the possibility of a divorce. ‘They have nothing in common and have grown tired of each other,’ reported the Sun.20 The report was quickly buried.






CHAPTER 4

FLASHPOINT

Years later, Beckham would tell an admiring audience in London that his private life ‘never affected my game’. He added, ‘I never let fame get in the way. Nothing changed in my football because of fame and publicity.’ Alex Ferguson disagreed. Too often, he believed, Beckham’s celebrity had started to undermine the footballer’s performance.

The breathtaking publicity machine that created the Beckham Brand was not just a consequence of his enviable good looks, flawless charm and some magical goals, but also – as Beckham himself admitted – he ‘loves the adulation’.1 Rhetorically he asked: ‘What can I do? I would be lying if I said that I did not enjoy most of the publicity. I believe I have come to terms with being in the public eye. I have accepted that it will not go away, nor change, and I am handling it. In fact, you get used to it.’ Seven days later, he said the opposite: ‘I still find it odd when I am on the front pages because I dyed my hair blond.’2

Deliberately he generated attention. Not only did Beckham drive around Manchester’s Deansgate area in his open-top Ferrari, waving at fans, but when heading for a local sandwich shop he ignored a parking space outside the shop and left his car several hundred yards away. He enjoyed being recognised on his walk to buy a sandwich.3

‘It would be brilliant if I could become as big as Gazza,’ Beckham had said. ‘I would love to be that big.’ To identify Paul Gascoigne, who became an unstable alcoholic, as his role model did not reassure Alex Ferguson. Equally surprised was Glenn Hoddle, the England team manager charged with winning the World Cup in France in summer 1998. Both managers had become wary of Beckham’s stubborn impatience and insubordination.

Those characteristics had already been obvious to a schoolteacher. ‘As a youngster, I did have a dodgy temperament,’ admitted Beckham. ‘If things did not go my way, I would shout and yell.’ In a 1987 school report his teacher wrote that ‘David is continuously silly’ and suffers a ‘lack of self-discipline’.4 Years later, after being sent off in a match against France for an explosive tirade against a referee, he admitted: ‘My reaction was over the top. I do get hyped up before games. It starts on the morning of the match … I cannot sleep after matches, never. I have to control that frustration.’5

The fans ignored that flaw. They were desperate for a football hero. Ferguson was less sure. Once the team had to wait at an airport for Beckham, who had forgotten his passport. During a match against Chelsea in March 1998 he got his fifth yellow card, and there had also been several lucky escapes when the referee was looking the other way. He justified his aggression: ‘I’m doing what I think is right to win.’6

Glenn Hoddle shared Ferguson’s doubts. In the summer of 1998 Hoddle carried a heavy responsibility. England was electrified by the imminent World Cup tournament in France. Nostalgic about England’s sole triumph in 1966, the fans, encouraged by the media, were convinced of another victorious return to London. Naturally, Hoddle could leave nothing to chance. Was Beckham’s modesty a mask, he wondered? Was his charm sincere or skin-deep? And was his multi-millionaire lifestyle with Victoria destabilising him? In the run-up to the World Cup, Hoddle noticed Beckham’s ‘suspect temperament’. ‘He’s a notorious moaner,’ said Hoddle. ‘I have seen things go on this season that will lead to a red card. We can’t afford that to happen in the World Cup.’

Beckham saw himself in a different light: ‘I have never been sent off in my professional career and I do not think I have got a problem with my temperament.’7 Great players, he reasoned, must have ‘an edge to their character’. Hoddle disagreed. In a ‘friendly’ match against Portugal in April 1998, Beckham failed to produce a single cross. In the second half Hoddle pulled him off the pitch. England won 3–0.

To Beckham’s fury he was dropped from England’s opening game in the World Cup against Tunisia. ‘He was not focused on the tournament,’ explained Hoddle later. ‘He was vague.’8 Hoddle blamed this on Victoria’s use of Beckham to promote her own career. After he wore a sarong in a restaurant she told the Sun’s Victoria Newton that Beckham also wore her knickers. She also boasted about ‘a sex romp in the back of her Mercedes sports car’.9 On the eve of the first World Cup match, Hoddle judged that Beckham was ‘shattered’. Instead of being wholly focused on football, Beckham was distracted by the tabloid’s headlines – about his fame and romance with Victoria. ‘I was devastated,’ admitted Beckham, hours after being dropped by Hoddle, ‘and I still can’t come to grips with it even now.’10

Beckham’s inner strength confounded his critics. Seven days later he was sent on as a substitute against Romania. An almighty roar from 25,000 fans swept across the Toulouse stadium, followed by the crowd singing ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. ‘It sent a shiver down my spine,’ said Beckham. Within minutes he had the ball at his feet, wrong-footed two defenders and charged down the wing. But there was no goal. England lost the match 2–1 after Romania scored in the 90th minute.

Hoddle rightly chose Beckham four days later for the third match against Colombia. Sensationally, he drove a curving free kick from 30 yards to score a goal. ‘It’s just unbelievable,’ swooned one football writer after England’s 2–0 victory. ‘A wonder goal.’ England would now face Argentina.11

The night before the game, Victoria called from New York to announce her pregnancy. Beckham has never explained whether that news influenced what Hoddle called his ‘mental state’ during the crucial match.

The events that unfolded in the 47th minute indelibly defined not only Beckham but also English football forever. Falling to the ground after a foul by Argentina’s Diego Simeone, Beckham, who was face-down on the pitch, impetuously kicked out in retaliation at Simeone standing above him. Simeone fell to the ground. The Danish referee showed Beckham the red card. Crushed and crying he staggered back to the dressing room, devastated. He feared becoming an outcast after the remaining ten Englishmen battled to a draw, but lost in yet another penalty shoot-out. Beckham’s misery was not relieved by Hoddle. In a television interview the disappointed manager blamed Beckham for England being eliminated from the tournament. Ever since, Beckham resented Hoddle’s refusal to console him and for openly heaping the blame on him. Hoddle became the villain in Beckham’s crafted autobiography.

Ferguson, his loyal mentor, offered the shattered player some reassurance. Priding himself that ‘sometimes you have to be a doctor, or a teacher, or a father,’ Ferguson said in a telephone call, ‘Son, get back to Manchester, you’ll be fine.’12, 13

Later, Simeone would admit that Beckham’s kick never touched him.

Beckham returned to England as a pariah. In the stadiums and the streets he was a target of vicious abuse. The yobs were at their worst. They would scream: ‘We’re going to kill your baby’; ‘We hope your kid dies of cancer’; and ‘Your wife’s a whore.’

‘This is not for us,’ declared Brylcreem’s Sara Lee. She ended the sponsorship without an announcement. But others ignored the furore and spotted opportunities. British PR expert Jackie Cooper was among the few who predicted a lucrative future for the footballer: ‘We would recommend any firm with a big budget to try and get David Beckham to launch an advertising campaign. He’s the boy of the moment, doing heroic things that every boy aspires to – scoring for England and playing for Manchester United. He’s drop-dead gorgeous to boot. He even looks good in a skirt.’14

Deep down, the crisis turned Beckham into a harder man. While he recognised his errors, he could never totally control his rage. Months after the World Cup, his temper produced a warning and a yellow card for reckless tackles in club matches in Poland and Germany. He was unapologetic, as always: ‘I’m not only better but a stronger person because of all the stick I’ve taken.’15

During 1999, sheer will power fuelled Beckham’s return to superhero status. In March two crosses for Manchester United against Inter Milan produced two goals. ‘He was brilliant,’ said Ferguson with rare praise. ‘He is now top of his game.’16 Two months later a 30-yard curling free kick gave Manchester United a win against Aston Villa. Beckham was hailed as a ‘midfield magician’, ‘unstoppable’ and ‘world class’.17 Shortly after, against Barcelona, he led the charge, and was once more acclaimed by Ferguson. ‘All he wants to do is play football.’ Then in ‘one of the most nail-biting climaxes for years’, he scored against Spurs to give Manchester United the Premiership title.

One week later he played in a 2–1 victory against Newcastle United in the FA Cup. Days later, Beckham’s corners produced two goals for a 2–1 victory against Bayern Munich and the UEFA Champions League trophy. Unassailable Manchester United had won three trophies – the Premier League, the FA and the European Cups: the Treble. Ferguson was an international hero – and Beckham shone. ‘It has been pure character,’ concluded Kevin Keegan about Beckham’s recovery. ‘He has shown us what he has got. He has been a great example for so many others.’

Every appearance – and he loved performing in front of tens of thousands – confirmed his stardust. No less than 23 of United’s goals that season came from his crosses. After his astonishing passes produced two winning goals against Southampton, their manager Dave Jones said: ‘I just drool when I watch him play. There’s quite simply nobody in the world better at crossing the ball than him.’ Beckham adored the showers of praise.

Commuting between his in-laws’ home in Hertfordshire and his luxury flat in Manchester, he revelled at parties and on the street as the style-setter and pin-up. Every outfit, every smile, every comment was minutely detailed by newspapers and magazines. One evening he wore a handkerchief bandana on his head. Another day a woman’s knitted Tibetan peasant hat, complete with bobble and earflaps. ‘I like to dress in a fashionable way,’ he told the Sun.18 To men and women he was an object of aspiration or desire. ‘From Ongar to Oldham,’ wrote an observer, ‘dedicated fans of fashion are mad for the Beckham look. And you don’t even have to be able to afford designer prices if you want your man to look like the trend-setting soccer ace, because now the High Street have rushed out versions of his most fashionable outfits.’

Even the Sun’s football writer Neil Custis recorded from his Old Trafford eyrie, ‘Publicity-wise, himself and Posh Spice have taken the place of the Royal Family. The couple’s looks, fortune and fame have made them an insatiable subject for the masses.’19 GAY magazine described the 24-year-old as having ‘the face of an angel and the bum of a Greek god’.20 Gay men’s attention, Victoria told the G-A-Y TV show, excited him: ‘He walks around the kitchen going, “I’m a gay icon. I’m a gay icon.”’ After Posh insisted that she too was an icon, Beckham teasingly said: ‘But they love me. You’ve got nothing on me, baby.’

Victoria helped to shape his lifestyle and fashion image. But in private she was at the end of her tether. In the midst of blistering rows she urged him not sign another contract with Manchester United. She hated living in Manchester, away from her family. She wanted him to join a London club. ‘I did all I could to get David away from Manchester,’ she told her London-based family and friends.21 She neither liked commuting to Manchester, nor did she like their flat in Cheshire’s Alderley Edge. Fellow residents in the converted mansion had started a petition urging the family to move out. Regardless of the couple’s fame, some could no longer live with Victoria’s screaming outbursts and the demand that they move to London. Others resented being forced by the Beckhams’ bodyguards to leave the communal garden. Desperate to live near her parents, she pronounced: ‘At some point he will move from Manchester United. I think playing abroad is something he would like to do.’22

Shortly after her unhappiness was exposed, Victoria summoned Rav Singh, a trusted Sun showbiz editor, to say the exact opposite. ‘These reports are unfair and hurtful to both David and me,’ she told Singh. ‘The fans have made me feel very welcome in Manchester. I have no reason to want David to quit. I know how much it means for David to play for United, so I’d never put him in a position like that.’23 To protect them both, David repeated the script. ‘Victoria loves Manchester,’ Beckham told the newspaper. ‘There’s been a lot of rubbish about her not liking the city. It’s a load of nonsense.’






CHAPTER 5

SEPTEMBER 1999

After the summer of Treble glory, the problems could not be hidden from football writers. ‘There was something very worrying about the performance of David Beckham in Graz,’ wrote Neil Custis in September 1999 after a European Champions League game in Austria. ‘From the first whistle, he looked like a man on a mission to self-destruct. From word go, he was charging around like a lunatic, flying into tackles and snarling at the opposition.’

Ferguson was appalled by Beckham’s kung-fu-style kick that could have broken the leg of Sturm Graz’s Tomislav Kocijan. Whenever Beckham performed badly, Ferguson usually blamed Victoria for the player’s poor behaviour. The night before the team flew from Manchester to Austria, Beckham had been with Victoria at a showbiz party in London’s Covent Garden. The next morning, photographed wearing a £75 headscarf, he had sped up the motorway and he was one of the last players to arrive at the airport at 8.30 a.m.1 Hyped up, he committed a second offence in the Graz match and was suspended from playing in the second leg. Branded ‘arrogant and provocative’ after his night of fury in Austria, Ferguson fined his player £40,000.

Instead of retreating contrite into the shadows, Beckham got on a plane and flew to see Victoria in Los Angeles. The 48-hour round trip was meant to be secret, but Victoria could not resist giving ‘exclusive access’ to the Sun’s Victoria Newton. The journalist ‘spotted’ the couple enjoying a Halloween dinner at the Mondrian Hotel with Rolling Stone Mick Jagger and supermodel Kate Moss at nearby tables. With Beckham beside her, Victoria got Newton’s co-operation to write a puff-piece: ‘Victoria had to be in Los Angeles for business reasons. She is very much in demand in America. They love her and think she would make a great TV personality. She hasn’t ruled out a solo pop career but she is looking at all the options. She is in demand for all sorts of film and TV roles but she has not yet signed anything final.’ The pay-offwas certain to infuriate Ferguson: ‘Becks joined her on the trip but he didn’t want a big fuss made because of all the attention he attracts wherever he goes.’

Ferguson’s disillusionment with Beckham was growing. Whenever he saw a newspaper photograph of the player – and that was on most days – his face turned thunderous. On one day Posh and David were snapped at a star-studded party hosted by designer Donatella Versace at her West End store. Both wore matching black leather outfits. ‘I want another baby’ was the headline of Victoria’s interview with her ‘special friend’, Dominic Mohan.2 Another day, both appeared in his-’n’-hers Gucci biker outfits, and then in leather and PVC trousers. High Streets were full of PVC and leather trousers ‘thanks to the trend-setting couple,’ wrote Mohan. Victoria’s Gucci designer pair ‘cost a whopping £1,400, but even prices in your local stores can put a strain on the
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