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A WORLD CUP ADVENTURE​
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PROLOGUE​
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Aiden Lewis broke into top flight football at the age of 23, being signed up by one of London’s finest clubs, much to the surprise of him and long-term girlfriend, Leah. 

Proving his worth in the Premiership would be no easy adjustment from part-time, lower league matches. But Aiden is determined in everything that he does, and football is not about to become the exception to the rule.
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Chapter 1​
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The stadium in Milan was breathtakingly super-sized: Aiden gasped in awe. 

Terry had been there before with the club in previous years - and proceeded to point out some things to his more inexperienced teammates. Aiden nodded dutifully, trying to take it all in. He let them rejoin the rest of the team in the changing room, hanging on for a breather alone. 

Terry leant on the barrier beside him, taking it all in again in silence. “Some place, eh?”

“Quite a place.” Aiden said, trying to keep the awe out of his voice and failing miserably.

“Wait 'til it’s full, and the crowd’s chanting your name.” Terry spoke, keeping nonchalance in his voice. He laughed at Aiden’s horrified expression, putting his arm around his shoulders to direct him back down the stairs to rejoin the team.

“They won’t, will they?” Aiden asked Terry later, once the stadium tour was over and they’d been shuttled back to the hotel for lunch, his ears still ringing in disbelief of his captain’s words. 

Terry poured himself another glass of water, regarding Aiden’s expression before he answered. “They will if you play an absolute blinder like you did last week.” Colour drained out of Aiden’s face, and the smile disappeared from Terry’s face. “What’s wrong?”

Aiden shook his head in disbelief, unable to speak. 

Terry laughed, slapping him on the back before his attention returned to lunch. His thoughts leapt to his partner, Sharon - with her footballer’s wives friends Lynn and Aiden’s Leah - taking in the sights and no doubt doing some shopping.

“What is it with women and shopping?” He sighed, changing the subject. 

A smile spread across Aiden’s face. This was safer territory, he could deal with this. “I leave them be. As long as Lee’s happy, I’m happy.” He shrugged. 

Terry looked at him in shock. “You like shopping?”

“Sure I do.” It was Aiden’s turn to smile at Terry’s shock. “Lee tires me out, admittedly, but it’s kinda therapeutic.”

“I bet she does.” Terry winked and nudged him.

“No, not like that.” Aiden began hastily, seeing Terry’s eyebrows raise in disbelief.

“A lovely lady like Leah? I don’t believe you.” 

Aiden laughed, unsure how the conversation had turned to his love life.

“Has she started, y’know, cornering you about starting a family?” 

Aiden looked up at him in shock. “That’s a bit personal, isn’t it?”

“No offence meant. I just..y’know, assumed. We’re the same age, aren’t we? Sharon’s been on at me for months.” His voice dropped to a lower tone. “How do you deal with that pressure?” He took another mouthful of water. “I can’t fend her off forever.”

“Then don’t fend her off.” Aiden advised. “Sit down and talk about it.”

“Is that what you’ve done?” Terry asked, his face set.  

“Yes.” Aiden opted for the honest answer - this was Terry after all. “The right thing always happens at the right time.”

“I didn’t know you were a hidden talent and a philosopher rolled into one, Aiden.” Terry joked, pleased when Aiden too laughed.
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As he looked around the excited dressing room, Aiden’s eye fell on Terry, who looked cool and calm.

How did he manage that?

Aiden’s stomach was in knots with the thought of the match that would start in a matter of minutes. 

Terry smiled at his team before beginning his pre-match talk. “Alright guys, I’ll tell you what we’re gonna do. We’re gonna go out there and give it our all. If we score early, that’ll settle everyone’s nerves and set the pace, right?” 

Terry received keen nods all round.

“That’s what we’re good at, that’s been the key to our success in the past, so we’ll stick to the same game plan. We can do this, we might not be favourite to win the competition yet but we need to get a message across to the other teams. We’re no English softies, despite whatever they might think.”

Even Aiden had to smile at this. He was looking forward to going through to the next stage already, and Leah’s words this afternoon still rolled around his mind. Paris would be such a romantic place to conceive their first child. He’d been blown away by this: it seemed that Sharon too had been talking to Leah about the same thing Terry had with Aiden.

Score early.

Terry’s idea merged with his own for tonight. He was after all in the prime position, and this might be the only time he had the prized spot at the top of the midfield diamond. The diamond formation had patchy success on English soil, and the hope was that it would throw their Italian opposition tonight. At least for a little while—-

Trooping out with his teammates, they waited anxiously in the tunnel for the Milan players to exit their dressing room, so that the courteous handshaking could be over with and play could begin. 

The sound of blood pumping in his ears took over Aiden's senses as he stood gathered around the centre circle on the pitch with his teammates.

Terry and the rest of the defence were behind him, he knew, and they were one of the tightest knit back fours in Europe. His midfield colleagues were worth more than some whole teams in the Premiership, and the strikers ahead of him up field had proved themselves time and time again in International competition for their clubs and countries.

He swallowed hard. If he didn’t mess this whole thing up tonight, he could be here again, wallowing in the electric atmosphere. The piercing shrill of the whistle cut through his chain of thought and he began to run, his legs seeming knowing exactly where they were going.

“D’you think he’ll do it?” The thought was out before Sharon realised.

“Who will do what?” Leah asked, not taking her eyes off Aiden.  

“Your Aiden; score. What else would I be talking about?”

Leah shrugged. “I have a feeling that once he does he’ll be unstoppable.” 

There was a pause between them, and then Sharon laughed. Lynn and Leah looked at her.

“Oh.” Sharon stopped laughing and pulled a sombre expression to her face. “You weren’t kidding?” 

Leah shook her head and rolled her eyes. It was something she blamed herself for, Aiden could not stop scoring when playing locally, yet since turning professional - nothing.

Lynn exclaimed, jumping to her feet. “He’s done it, he’s actually done it!” 

Leah was surprised at her own calm reaction - a quiet but wide smile. Deep down, she'd known it was only a matter of time. She did wince when his teammates jumped on top of Aiden, but they did it all the time. She glanced up at the clock - 1 minute 34 seconds.

Aiden’s grin was from ear to ear when play resumed again some minutes later. He’d enjoyed that goal, though he’d barely known anything about it; instinctively jumping as the corner swung into the penalty area, watching as the ball he’d headed landed in the back of the net.

Many wrestles and deadlocks took up most of the time in midfield until the referee blew his whistle for half time. 

Five minutes into the second half, the visiting team had a free kick on the edge of the area - Terry shoved Aiden forward to take it. Leah closed her eyes, not sure she could watch. Terry found the look of horror on Aiden’s face amusing, telling him simply to imagine they were back at training; to do what he always did, make his mind blank and feel his way around the shot.

“He can’t take it from there!” Sharon was horrified. “No way!”

“Didn’t Terry tell you about Aiden’s free kicks?” Lynn teased, enjoying Sharon’s torment. “He’s unstoppable from forty paces.” 

Sharon let her mouth hang open, screaming triumphantly when Aiden’s quick take of the free kick connected once more with the back of the net. She stood up and applauded with Lynn.

“Set him up a hat trick. No one’s done that before at Milan.” She announced, grinning at Lynn and Leah, remembering something that Terry had told her once.

Leah just smiled, knowing no amount of words would do in this situation. She doubted he’d get a third goal, but this was football: she was happy to be proved wrong at football. She did wonder though, why she wasn’t more excited like her friends? Why wasn’t she too on her feet? Was she so used to Aiden’s trickery and skills? She doubted that. 

Sharon swore, bringing Leah back from her thoughts.

“What?” She said, aware that she’d missed something.

“They’ve just scored. I thought you were watching.”

“I was.. I am.” Leah yawned and stretched. “Jet lag?”

Sharon scoffed. 

“You’ll be worse tomorrow if that’s what it is.” Lynn turned to look at Leah for a moment as the players again resumed their places around the centre circle. “When we fly back.” 

Leah groaned. 

She hated flying as it was, and it had taken all of her courage and Aiden’s coaxing to get her on the plane in the first place. It was something she could only hope that she would get used to.
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Leah was very reluctant to let go of him, so much so Aiden was almost late getting to the airport for the club’s next International duty.

But why would emotions run so high? It was only for two nights. By this time on Sunday, he would be back and it would be like he hadn’t been away. Lynn had invited Leah over to their house as a distraction; Sharon and the other footballers’ wives were away with the squad to the most romantic city in the world.

The cold, wet weather reflected his misery, Aiden thought wryly. He hated letting go of Leah, this was the first time in years that they had been apart. This explained why he too was feeling the blues.. Terry tried his best to cheer him up when he was confided in.

The rain and wind, not so unseasonal in January, put a dampener on everyone’s spirit. The stadium was dark, despite it still being daylight. The previous few days of rain made the pitch squelch under their boots, everyone’s studs slipping as they made careful tackles.

That sinking feeling hit Aiden hard, and he knew tonight something would happen: he just prayed it would be him, not Leah. Leah was several months into her first pregnancy, and he was both thrilled and terrified. Terrified that something would happen to her, and their unborn child; terrified that there would be nothing he could do to help her. He was also thrilled, in the respect that life was flowing nicely - a professional football contract and starting a family, what a year!

He took shaky, deep breaths as he lined up with his teammates around the centre circle before kick-off. As the sun was desperately trying to break through the thick grey rain clouds, he wondered briefly if it was an omen of some kind. 

Leah frowned when the camera flickered over the players and she saw the expression on his face. She could read Aiden’s body language like a book. Nervously she twisted her wedding ring around her finger, willing the match to pass without incident.

“I don’t know if I can watch.” Leah covered her face with her hands then. 

Lynn came back into the room as the whistle went. “Why not? You couldn’t possibly not watch, Lee.” 

Leah shook her head. “They’re not dirty players, are they?”

Lynn hesitated. “No, I don’t think so - why?”

“I’ve got this feeling that something’s going to happen.” Leah looked at her friend, and saw the look of questioning disbelief on Lynn’s face.

“Well, we have to watch, we need to find out.” Lynn replied, sitting down beside her.

“Get in that box and use your height!” The boss yelled at Aiden, following some more frantic yelling and gestures for his players to rearrange themselves as they went two goals down. 

It was twenty minutes into the first half, and the visiting team were being outclassed easily. Minutes later, reshuffle complete, the team had worked out their new positions, beginning to find holes in their opponents’ game they hadn’t previously seen.

Instead of sending Aiden down the wing, he was told to remain in the centre of midfield, making runs into the six yard box whenever he could, at least trying to look threatening. It was a tactic that worked - and then some, as he netted the first rebound that smacked him in the chest accidentally, but the why’s and how’s did not matter. Now they had a chance! 

Terry made some progress up field from his usual defensive position, and when the corner was awarded, he joined Aiden and three others in the box. Aiden watched as the ball sailed over his head - he was the prime target after all! - his horror forgotten as Terry launched himself at the ball and landed with it in the back of the net.

Laughter and delighted screams rolled around the darkened stadium. The half-time whistle went as play resumed from the centre circle and the ball was lost to the visiting team again.

It was like deja vu for the London side as they went 4-2 down within twenty minutes of the second half. A sense of desperation struck, along with the knowledge that whatever they’d done in the first half, they could do again. They all knew their manager was not happy: the yelling from the sidelines grew louder.

“We can do better than this.” Aiden told himself as he continued to run after the ball. 

But at times they were far from the best team; most of the members of PSG (as they were commonly known) personally sharpened their moves in preparation for upcoming Champions League matches.

The nutmeg was Aiden’s trademark, Leah insisted it always had been and always would be. It was the way he played the ball through the defender’s legs time and time again that made it a classic. And here it was again! Leah watched in amazement as Aiden pulled another nutmeg out of the bag and made the pass up the field, straight to Jimmy, one of the strikers who just could not miss. Only he did.

“No!” Leah and Lynn groaned as Jimmy’s ball sailed into the stands well above the goal. Jimmy was notorious for his shots which either rocketed into the back of the net or into row Z!

The club sometimes laughed at those rocket balls, but no one was laughing today: instead they stared in disbelief. Jimmy shrugged and applauded Aiden’s pass, jogging back down the field while the ball was retrieved from the crowd.

Lynn’s attention remained with the match while Leah excused herself for a moment. The keeper made a hash of the goal kick - the ball was won in the air and given straight back to Jimmy, who by now was in midfield. Aiden swore to himself, sprinting towards the goal, determined he'd support Jimmy and not let him make another mistake.

As Jimmy’s run came to an end, he looped the ball towards where Aiden was making his run: watching as the opposition keeper came out of his goal. Either Aiden would get to it and nod the ball home, or it might bounce in front of both men, loop over their heads straight into the goal unaided.

It was worse in slow motion; Leah couldn’t watch the replay. Lynn swallowed her usual reassurance, not even she believed what she would usually say, her eyes glued to the screen. 

Aiden had been cleanly knocked out by the force of his clash with the opposition’s keeper, both challenging for the same ball. Immediately a sub was sent for a quick warm-up, and the subs board was prepared with the two numbers: 33 and 14. 

They were taking a long time to get him off the field; both the club’s doctor and physio there in their fluorescent jackets. Lynn swallowed her own panic, crossing the room to try to comfort Leah, convinced now that she had known all along—-

Leah was sick with worry when the phone rang, almost an hour later. Her heart was in her mouth as Lynn answered, and seeing it was her husband (and the team’s doctor) Rich. Lynn put it onto speakerphone.

“Don’t fret, he’ll be fine: a touch of concussion and bruising, that’s all, no serious harm done.” His voice softened when he heard Leah break down into sobs. “The first thing he asked me was to find out if you were okay.”

“We’re alright.” Lynn nodded, giving Leah a squeeze. “Aren’t we, Lee?” She was relieved to see Leah nod, feeling her body shaking.

“We’ll have an early night, and see you two tomorrow as planned, alright?” Her face silently spoke the message: was Aiden alright to travel back with the club as usual? Rich nodded.

“Okay. We’ll be back around three. There’s nothing to worry about. Aiden’s fast asleep under the painkillers I gave him once we got the all clear at the hospital.”

His words echoed in Leah’s head, and she prayed Rich was right; that Aiden would be alright. It was just like him to ask if she was okay. The thought made her sob harder.
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Stubbornly Aiden insisted on carrying his own kit bag, insisting he was fine all while desperately trying to ignore the constant throbbing of his head. 

The term was pole-axed, and that was certainly how he felt. The lump on the side of his head was huge, and his matching black eye he was sure could be seen for miles. At the airport in Paris, the paparazzi were having a field day with the team, who’d left with a draw at the end of the ninety minutes.

The flashing of cameras upset his already delicate head and he decided he couldn’t face more of it back home. Those painkillers were strong enough to take the pain away but made him so groggy..

He was shaken awake when they arrived back in London, barely aware he’d been asleep in the first place. He had no strength to refuse anyone’s kindness: carry his luggage, take him home, give him time off to recover.

It was all a painful blur.
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Everyone could see Aiden’s hesitation as the high balls flew towards him in the penalty area, no one could blame him after that horrific collision in Paris, almost a month ago.

Now more than ever, he was aware of how much it would affect Leah and their life together. Most injuries could be shaken off within days or weeks, but what would happen if he suffered a serious injury that required surgery? 

He dared not think about it, reassured by the fact that the club’s medical team were so experienced; and that Lynn would be around to keep an eye on both of them if something were to happen.

At least now, the voice in his head told him, you have enough money behind you to last a lifetime, and there are no bills or mortgage to pay. This was reassurance, granted, but money was not everything.  

He swore as his opponent unleashed a high tackle on him, nearly kicking his head off his shoulders. Quite a feat considering Aiden’s stature. 

Seconds later, the man grabbed him by the throat. “You wanna make something of it?”

“Get off me!” Aiden replied, holding his hands up and clearly away from the other player.

“You’re so full of yourself, you know that?” He shoved Aiden away from him, and the referee ran over, getting in between the two of them. 

Play resumed, not before two yellow cards were issued.

“What am I getting booked for?” Aiden stood with his hands on his hips in disbelief. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Shut up, Aiden, you’ll talk yourself into another one.” Terry said, taking his arm firmly and leading him away. “Just leave it, okay?”

“I didn’t do anything!” Aiden insisted.

“I believe you, mate.” He patted Aiden on the back. “Leave it, the ref’s no good anyway.” 

The chant went up from the home supporters: “The referee’s a..”

Aiden had to smile. He didn’t go so far as to applaud, though he wanted to, knowing that would get him sent off. He’d never been sent off, and collected few yellow cards in his career, both professionally and at amateur level. It was a record he was rightly proud of. Not many players could hold such a boast.
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Aiden shook himself mentally. 

That had been his Premiership career, two short but sweet seasons. He knew there would be certain aspects that he’d never miss.

Shortly after Leah had given birth to their daughter, Sadie, the club had cancelled his contract citing ‘contractual damages’. Aiden followed his instinct to help his wife through the first few tender weeks with their newborn daughter, instead of travelling with the team on International promotional duty.

Thus the search for a new club commenced - there had been many offers from clubs at all levels. Aiden had chosen Richmond, their home team, so that he could devote more time to his family.   

Coming back from his thoughts, he realised his new manager was addressing the Richmond squad.

“I want you to know that we are happy to have you here, Aiden.” Mike paused while he looked around the rest of the team. “It means a great deal to us that you chose to further your career with us. We’re hoping for promotion again this year, and who knows in a few years we could be up in the Premiership.” He addressed the rest of the team. “As long as we are all dreaming the same dream.”

He received a few nods and left them to it.

“I can’t believe you chose us.” Graham shook his head.

“You had other offers, didn’t you?” Adam asked from his left.

Aiden nodded. “More than I expected if I’m to be honest.” 

“Why did you choose lowly Richmond?” Nigel spat. “I’d give anything to play in the Premiership and you opted out!”

“Hey, I did not opt out. I was forced out.” Aiden shrugged off the nightmare of images that reeled through his mind. “It was the perfect opportunity to re-prioritise, y’know, now Lee and I have Sadie.” 

John nodded, understanding as he too had children. “How old is she?”

“Four months now.” Aiden smiled with the memory of his daughter’s smiling face. “They’re both worth giving up for good. I’m only here because I want to be, I want to enjoy the game. That’s what it’s all about, right?” He looked around the new changing rooms, at his new teammates, who seemed older and wiser than the London lot he’d left behind.

“Is it true,” Sam began quietly, “you'll play for England in the World Cup?” 

The dressing room fell silent. 

Aiden winced, aware that all eyes were on him. “If the manager wants me, and I’m fit enough with no problems, I’ll do my best.”

Some of the guys were looking at him in awe. In fact, Aiden realised, everyone was - including the already jealous Nigel.

“C’mon guys, let’s go!” Mike’s voice sounded from the corridor, summoning his players to their training. 

Aiden watched as the team dribbled around cones, watching as they lost the ball, or almost fell over their own feet. Most of them only used one foot and moved painfully slowly. 

Mike saw his expression and smiled to himself, before reminding his new signing of the facts. “I did tell you we weren’t up to Premiership standard.”

“Yes, but..” Aiden sighed helplessly. “I thought I was average in my abilities, I think I’ve been too harsh on myself.” He joked, accepting a half decent pass, dribbling the ball round the cones as obstacles, using both feet and jogging at a steady pace. 

By the time he completed the circuit, everyone else had stopped to watch him. Their expressions spoke volumes: he could feel their morale sinking.

“It’s only an exercise, guys, it’s what you do during the game that matters.”

“You’ve got to have skill to play.” Tony said sourly.

“You guys obviously have skill, you wouldn’t have been promoted otherwise.” Aiden pointed out.

“We’re nothing like you.” Mark moaned, his comment receiving a few nods of agreement.

“I’m glad you’re not.” Aiden said, smiling. “As long as every member of the team plays to his best ability and gives his all for the team, that’s all I want to see from my new teammates. A passion; an excitement for the game - that’s what matters.”

He was pleased to see a few nods amongst them.

That evening, Richmond’s fixture list was on the desk by the computer as Leah entered the room, seeing Aiden was engrossed by the text on the web pages open in front of him. He jumped as she put her arms around him.

“What’re you doing? You’re so quiet in here.” She teased, seeing his expression change once more.

“I’m checking out the opposition, doing my homework.”

“Oh.” Leah took a step away from him. “I’ll give you peace.” 

He swung the chair round so that he was facing her, taking both of her hands in his. “Don’t be silly.” His gaze softened, and he pulled her in closer again, making her laugh as he wrapped her in his arms, securely held against his chest, her head resting on his shoulder. “Are you alright?” 

Leah nodded, giving him a squeeze. “Was it right?”

“Was what right?” He almost pulled away from her, he was so confused by the question.

“Signing for Richmond.”

“Of course it was.” He spoke without hesitation.

“But it’s so different from what you’re used to.”

“It’s different from the Premiership.” He agreed. “It’s like going back to grass roots again.”

“It’s not beneath you?” She spoke quietly.

“Why would it be beneath me?” Aiden laughed, allowing her to sit in his lap and folding her into his arms again. “Nothing’s beneath me, Lee. What makes you say something like that?” 

“I..I just hate feeling you did this because of me.”

“I did it for us.” He said truthfully, aware that Leah was staring at him in a mix of horror and shock. “I chose them, remember. I chose Richmond so that we’d have a normal life again: so we’d have a bit of peace, without having our every move photographed.”

It had played on his mind since Leah’s paparazzi fear had first registered with him: he’d hardly enjoyed the attention himself. This was a perfect opportunity to get out of the limelight and still enjoy his career without the media pressure. How he’d deal with a place in the national squad, he didn’t know, but that was a long way off-—If it ever materialised.
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Richmond’s first fixture was an easy match.. on paper anyway. Aiden made dozens of fruitless runs forward, only to have his new teammates lose the ball to the opposition. It happened time and time again. By the end of their third successive match, he began to doubt his decision.
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“There’s someone I want you to meet.” Mike paused, putting his arm around the young man in front of the team. “This is Justin, our latest signing. Go on, Justin, tell the guys about yourself. You’ve got three minutes before I want all of you ready for training.”

Justin was scanning the faces in front of him, suddenly shrinking from the attention he found himself at the centre of. Not one of them he recognised, despite the fact he’d come from clubs at this level. He took a few nervous deep breaths, telling himself again and again that if a gifted player like Aiden had chosen this team, then they would come up to his own standards.

After the first training session, he probed for details about Aiden, swaying the conversation so he could find out the answers to his questions.

“He’s gonna play for England.” Sam declared, excitement and jealousy merging in his voice.

“No one knows who’s playing yet.” Justin laughed. “It’s too soon.”

“Aiden’s a dead cert.” Sam replied confidently, shooting Nigel a look that could kill. “If someone would lay off him.”

“It was a practice accident, get off my case!” Nigel replied. “He’ll be back in a few weeks, and then you can go back to your idol worshipping!”

Justin cut in, seeing the hurt look cross Sam’s face. “Hey! There’s nothing wrong with showing a bit of pride in your teammates. That could be any of us out there.”

“You maybe.” Nigel scoffed. “Everyone knows we’re not good enough.”

“Anyone could be good enough.” Justin pointed out. “What did you do to him anyway?”

“I just tackled him.” Nigel shrugged.

“It was late,” Kev began.

“And kinda high.” John added.

Justin winced. “So, you’re one of them?” He said light-heartedly, not knowing what was coming next, unaware of Nigel’s short temper.

“One of them what?” He hissed, stepping so close to Justin that they were almost eye-to-eye.

“Hey, chill, it was a joke. Can’t you take a joke?” Justin stepped back and made to shove him away, but Nigel backed off long before Justin could touch him.

“Watch yourself.” He hissed, leaving the group, the door banging on his exit.
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Justin’s eyes roamed the crowd, settling on a familiar figure. They had come from the same background and he just knew they would get on. 

He was jealous of Aiden’s International football status, and his family - his beautiful, loving wife Leah, and a gorgeous daughter, Sadie. Jealousy burned within him, but he swallowed it when they were - at last - introduced. Aiden had the perfect life, and for the past twenty six years that had been Justin’s pure aim.

“Sorry to hear about your knee.” 

Aiden shrugged dismissively. “Happens all the time.”

“I hope not!” Leah said, horrified. 

Justin could see Aiden’s face softened when he looked at her: the fire within him licked its fiery lips. Why couldn’t he find a woman like that to love and fear for him?

“Don’t worry, Lee. It’ll be fine.” Aiden squeezed her hand reassuringly.

“At least you won’t be out to get him.” She said, looking hard at Justin, who frowned at this statement. “Not like some people in this team.”

“Oh, you’ve met Nigel?” Justin laughed.

Leah scowled, unsure what to make of him.

“You learn to deal with people like that.” Justin found himself saying. “He’s just jealous, once he gets over himself, everything will be fine.” He smiled to see Leah nod and was surprised to see her smile at him.

“Have you been down here long?” She asked, changing the subject of her own accord.

“Ah, nah, a few weeks.” He laughed to himself. “Not long enough to find decent digs, yet.” 

Aiden leant back in his seat. “If you want a hand, you know, insider knowledge, we’ve been here a year now.”

“You commuted?” Justin said, in awe.

“Forty minutes if you’re lucky.” Aiden nodded. “Much nicer to play locally.” 

Justin nodded, relieved that he wouldn’t have to travel more than fifteen minutes to any of Richmond’s training sessions.

“You should come over for lunch tomorrow.” Leah changed tact again, bringing Justin’s attention back to their conversation.

“Aw, I wouldn’t want to intrude on a family lunch.”

“You won’t be. You must accept.” Leah was smiling at him again, her mind instantly picturing Lynn and Justin together. 

She had a feeling that the two would get on rather well. Quite how their friend would react, she didn’t know. It had been less than a year since Lynn and Rich’s divorce was finalised. It was another memory from the Premiership - this was how Lynn had met the couple whose hospitality she’d come to rely on to get her life back on track. 

Realising he had no choice but to accept, Justin smiled. “Thank you. That’s very kind.” 

Mentally he scoured the shops he’d seen in the high street, looking for a store he could arm himself with a bottle and a bouquet from. He drew a blank and frowned. He’d ask the guys ..of course.

“Best get going.” Aiden nodded, and handed him a slip of paper, meeting Justin’s confused gaze. “Our address?” He laughed, and Justin too laughed.

“Well, it would help, wouldn’t it?” He thanked them again and jogged off before he could make even more of a fool of himself.
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Maybe he could afford something nice in the Richmond area, perhaps he wasn’t trying hard enough. That was one of his traits Justin hated about himself, he could be lazy and inattentive to details at times. But he’d changed that last night with Lynn.

Had the necklace been too much too soon? It felt right. He enjoyed the feeling he got when he thought of her; he knew he’d be buying more. It was important to not rush things—-

“You’re a right Romeo, aren’t you?” Aiden’s voice cut through his reverie. “Posh restaurant, expensive jewelry - on a first date too.”

Justin laughed, aware that they had the attention of the locker room. Aiden did have a certain tendency to take centre stage at Richmond, Justin noticed, enjoying being dragged into his light.

“You’ve gotta make a good first impression, my father always said.” He replied, smiling as Aiden sat down beside him, dropping his kit bag beside Justin’s.

“You certainly did that.” Aiden nodded. “Lee’s been looking at you in awe ever since.” He sighed, shaking his head. “I remember when she used to look at me like that!”

“Aww shut up.” Justin smacked him playfully in the arm, laughing when Aiden did. He spoke a bit quieter, but still loud enough for the room to hear his words. “You’ll convince the guys I’m a soft touch.”

“As if!” Aiden laughed, unpacking his kit.

Justin always watched his teammates, both on and off the pitch. You could tell a lot about a player’s personality by how they trained. Nigel was definitely one to avoid, but the rest were amicable; always keen to share a joke or make a suggestion to anyone’s problem.

The more he thought about it, the more he realised that the guys wanted him to fit in. They even met for a few drinks down the pub every Sunday if he wanted to join them? He looked at Aiden, receiving a quiet nod in reply. All in the name of team bonding! It was another scenario he couldn’t refuse. 

They shared a smile.

––––––––
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Richmond’s next fixture was set to be one of the hardest of the season - against the side who were already running away with the league. Today more than ever, Justin saw that Aiden had a certain something. He cast a certain spell over the team, lifting their spirits through his presence alone.

A roar went up when the home team scored minutes before the first half ended. Justin was particularly pleased to have assisted the goal; his first assist for the team that ended in success, at only his second match for Richmond.

He continued to run along the field, on the opposite side to Aiden, part of his mind hoping the team would win today. They were hovering around the middle of the league table, and everyone knew a few wins would boost them into the top four.

The ball was cleared by the opposition, smacking him square in the face and knocking him flat on his back. Bob, the team’s physio, ran onto the field towards him. Mike, he could make out his shouts, was on the touchline; Kev and Sam were nearest and asking the stupidest question - was he alright? He was too breathless to answer, nodding carefully at Bob’s questions and getting up gingerly. 

Moments later he was waved back onto the field, exchanging silent and understanding nods with Aiden. There was no need for words. A nod spoke a thousand words on the pitch, and allowed play to continue. He was breathless again within minutes, watching Aiden’s strike heading straight for the opposition’s net, the net rippling beautifully as the goal registered. 

The contented smile on Aiden’s face stayed in his memory for the rest of the evening.

At their next match, Justin decided to try for himself: he skipped past the defenders and midfield before them, firing off the shot the first time he saw a gap. True enough, and in Aiden’s classic style, the back of the net rippled.

He smiled as Aiden patted him on the back, and Kev and Sam jumped on top of him in celebration. The rest of the team were less emotional, but he basked in their congratulations nonetheless.

Stealing the ball from his opposite number, he made another run, sure that the trick would not work a second time, but eyeing up his teammates for a well-timed pass. No other goal was scored in the match, which made it even more special for him.

Indeed, he was still replaying the match in his mind when Lynn came into the restaurant that night, looking for him. He watched the smile light her face as she saw him wave, directing her to their table.
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His Richmond team were long forgotten as Aiden sat on the bench in the England dressing room, months down the line.

Casting his eye over the England team, he knew he was still in shock from the decision to make him captain, even though he’d known several weeks before. His gaze took in Don, their first choice goalkeeper; Steve, Terry, Rob and Peter made up the defence; with Frank, James and Joe holding their midfield; supporting Theo, Justin and himself up front.

Secretly he knew certain members of the team, both from the first team and subs, had made vocal protests over the decision to award Aiden captaincy. All went unheeded. 

Aiden’s stubborn streak kicked in: he would show the best teams in the world who was boss in the England squad, dispelling any doubts. It wasn’t that he was influenced by what anyone else thought of him, it was the thought that if they failed, the nation would hold him responsible for crushing their dreams.

Jimmy, Carl, Henry, Jack, Alan, Ricky, Paul, Gareth, Phil and David - their subs - worked just as hard as the first team, each knowing that they had a chance, despite not being in the top eleven.

Aiden had smiled as the team congregated at the airport to travel together. Lynn and Justin were getting along very well, and Lynn had taken an extended holiday so that she could be with him for the next few weeks. It was great to see her and Leah together again for the trip: she and Justin had moved in together a few months ago and they’d all felt her absence in the house since then.

He had no doubts of Leah fitting in with the rest of the footballers’ wives; she had in the past, and at Richmond’s promotion parties, she’d slipped into the crowd easily. Some of the player’s partners also brought their children along; sixteen month old Sadie wasn’t the youngest. He registered fairly early on that she was a model child compared to some of the players’ kids, even the older ones who should’ve known better.

Qualifying matches were relatively easy for the team, considering how hard the group stages would be. They found themselves vying for top position after the initial stages. This made the next scheduled match harder; their opposition backed by the bookies at home as the underdogs. Aiden groaned. That meant England would be hammered!

Sitting down for the team talk before their match, he took a deep breath. How did he prepare them for this? How did he inspire the team? More importantly, how could he ensure he led the team to victory?

“Right guys, we’re gonna do this.” He eyed all of his teammates personally. “We will not be walked over. If we have to kill ourselves in order to win tonight, that’s what we have to do. There’s a decent three days between now and the next match, so there’s plenty of recuperation time. Everyone’s expecting us to lose!” He shook his head in disgust. “I’m here to give it 100%; to achieve something and to prove the doubters wrong.”

He paused, again eyeing his teammates. They all nodded in agreement, and that gave him confidence: he nodded to himself before continuing.

“Let’s show them we mean business. The critics are saying we haven’t played one decent match yet. Let’s give them something to chew over, eh?”

As usual, he cast his gaze over to Leah before play commenced, seeing Sadie standing on her mother’s lap; their hands entwined, their faces a matching picture. His own smile broadened. 

He took another deep breath, focusing; feeling his mind slip into playing mode and desperately hoped that the rest of his teammates were doing the same.

Croatia were a good team. Their defence had a clean sheet in the tournament so far, and that was some going! They hadn’t scored as many goals as England had, and he believed that would clinch the match tonight.

Aiden whistled for a long ball, taking on a beautiful pass from the left, seeing Justin and Theo advancing in perfect routine. Joe too on the left flank was running forward, keeping all their options open as the boss had urged.

He felt safe knowing Terry was championing the defence, with Don in goal. Don was enjoying his first World Cup, and had only let in three goals so far. His teammates mercilessly teased him when he admitted that before each match he prayed to the Gods of Football to be kind to him.

Aiden had smiled, but winked at him sportingly. Don was a man after his own heart, and he knew where the young man’s priorities were - straight and true, just like Aiden’s own. Frank and James he knew were behind him - literally - a fact that he was relieved about, especially as the opposition had obviously marked him out as a target.

The heavy tackles rained in, mostly in midfield, and Aiden indicated they would fight fire with fire if that was how it was going to be; urging his teammates to up the tempo.

Lynn had her arm around Leah’s shoulders, talking to her and Sadie, pointing out that Aiden was fine, look, there he was getting to his feet again. Sadie was too young to truly understand, but she knew foul play when she saw it, and her Daddy seemed to be involved in a lot of it.

“That should’ve been a penalty!” Lynn said aloud as Theo was brought crashing to his feet in the penalty area, seconds after unleashing his shot.

“It would’ve been,” Sharon nodded, sitting behind the three, “if he hadn’t scored.”

“Since when have you been a football encyclopedia?” Lynn teased her, remembering from their Premiership days that Terry’s other half wasn’t entirely interested in the technicalities.

“A foul is a foul, surely.” Leah agreed, her gaze torn between play on the pitch and her vigilance over Aiden.

Sure enough, the referee awarded a goal and the defender who grounded Theo received a yellow card. Leah nodded as if to say told you so. Lynn and Sharon laughed. Sadie looked around to see what they were laughing at, still not quite sure, but laughing with them anyway.

“Go on, Jay.” Lynn urged a while later, as Justin took the ball off his opponent and made one of his trademark runs. 

Aiden too picked up pace, and Leah had the suspicion that this was a move the pair had planned. “I sense a Richmond.”

“A Richmond?” Sharon asked, raising her eyebrows.  

“Watch.” Leah paused, as the players drew nearer the opposition’s goal.

Justin continued his run, looking up once to see where his teammates were, picking out Aiden with a perfect cross into the box, who put an equally perfect header past the Croatian keeper.

“A Richmond.” Leah repeated, seeing Sharon’s startled expression.

“Where did that come from?” 

Lynn and Leah smiled at each other. “They’ve had a lot of practice.”

“They don’t mess around, do they?” Sharon smiled too. “No wonder Richmond were promoted if they all work like that.”

“Not all of the guys have that sort of quality,” Lynn started.  

“But they’re getting there.” Leah finished.

“I’m not surprised, with your two to pull them up by their boot laces.” Sharon paused thoughtfully, watching as play again restarted and minutes later the half time whistle went. She continued when the players trooped off together. “Y’know, there were people who doubted Aiden’s decision.”

“What decision?” Leah’s gaze flicked back to her, and then returned to Sadie, who was drinking gratefully from her bottle.

“To get out of the Premiership.” 

Leah shrugged. “It’s always been his choice.” She smiled thinking about the team they’d left behind in Richmond. “They’re a good lot.”

“They’ve got a lot to learn.” Lynn replied, causing Leah and Sharon to look up at her. She blushed. “I’ve been listening to Jay too much, forgive me.”

Leah excused herself and Sadie, leaving her friends to continue their conversation in her absence. In truth she was glad of a break, knowing that she had a few quiet minutes before the second half. She had hoped Sadie wouldn’t be too bored, and had come prepared for toddler tantrums, none of which Sadie had thrown; yet.

Lynn saw Aiden’s frown and hid her smile - he’s only human after all - when they came back out for the second half and he cast his usual glance towards them. She gave him a thumbs up and received a thumbs up in response, along with one of his beaming smiles.

Leah and Sadie took their seat minutes later. Not that Aiden saw, he was too busy launching himself into defending the dangerous ball that was looped towards Don. Peter’s well timed clearance was projected into midfield, which James collected, neatly sliding a pass to the left to Joe’s awaiting right-footed shot, which was blocked off the line.

Many more shots were played, many attacks successfully defended, and the score remained the same at the end of the ninety minutes.

Aiden knew he always bemused the press by not publicly celebrating with his teammates. How little they knew about him. If they’d known, they wouldn’t bother to look for him. Usually he let Justin or Terry lead the pack, but Justin too was changing.

Aiden smiled to himself, knowing that this was Lynn’s influence. Justin had become more organised in the dressing room too. When Aiden commented about this one day at Richmond, Justin had quietly confessed that Lynn was pressing him into touch. Aiden had laughed aloud at the joke, the realisation hitting him that Justin was becoming more and more likeable the more he discovered about him.

The press did however get their pictures of Aiden and his family: sometimes they were joined on their shopping jaunts with Justin and Lynn: a double feast for the photographers.

Aiden could tell the minute they left home that Leah was not happy with the idea of being catapulted back into the media spotlight, but she had resigned to her fate, knowing that it was only a matter of time until life resumed its peacefulness in Richmond.

She knew England had a chance to go all the way this time, and they hadn’t done so for many years - the win was a long time coming, but she would not make any premonitions about the results until they were officially outplayed. How she was going to deal with Aiden’s crushed pride she didn’t know.

Aiden, thankfully, did not suffer from footballers’ ego, but any defeat would mean that he’d failed in the eyes of a football crazy nation, and she knew that he wouldn’t take that as well as he took everything else—-

And so, after the next match that England played and won, thanks to a last-gasp own goal from the opposition, she drew another deep sigh of relief. This meant that they were through to the quarter finals, potentially three matches away from a historical victory. Or was that a hysterical victory? She smiled to herself.
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Nerves were high on the day of the quarters, everyone could feel it, even the travelling families. Reaching the last eight was every team’s dream. 

England’s opposition tonight were tournament favourites, Spain, who were having a blinding World Cup, even by their own standards. Italy had already gone through earlier in the day, breezing through their quarter final, meaning that if England were to win tonight, they would meet another fierce rival in the semis. Germany and Holland were the other two teams to come through their quarter finals. Already the lineup for next week’s final was hotting up!

Sharon had been listening during the day to radio programmes and laughed when the commentators said that were England to win tonight, they were sure to win the tournament. Repeating this to Terry before she had properly thought about it, he immediately grew two feet in stature.

“We’ll do it.” He said, puffing his chest out. 

Sharon had descended into further laughter, but Leah wished that she hadn’t been informed; talk about pressure! That commentator certainly knew what he was doing when he’d broadcasted his opinion to the world, knowing full well the England squad were sure to hear.

For the first time in years, she could see the nerves written across Aiden’s face. That was not a good sign. He knew what winning tonight would mean, without someone with a microphone to tell him! She did wonder - and she couldn’t help it - if their return home would affect him.

The French heat did not agree with Sadie, the team’s doctor had advised their return, shrugging his indifference, only confirming what Leah herself had thought. So her parents had arranged to come over for a few days: she was awaiting their arrival when the match started.

Aiden swallowed his nerves to give the pre-match team talk, seeing their nervous expressions searching his face for the answer to tonight’s tough match. For a second, he said nothing, letting them all suffer in silence - suddenly the inspiration striking him.

They all came out smiling; not just smiling, but beaming. The team’s other halves all looked at each other, confused, knowing how big tonight’s match was. Why were they taking it so lightly?

Leah shook her head, settled comfortably on the sofa, not before checking on Sadie for what seemed like the millionth time. Their flight home had passed quickly this morning, and already Sadie’s constantly fluctuating temperature was calming down to normal.

Whatever plan Aiden had, he hadn’t told her when he had called an hour earlier. He never did, whether she was at the stadium or not. Sometimes she could read his mind, but it was harder via a TV screen. Whatever his plan was, she could guess it was big. It had to be.

As the teams gathered around the centre circle, a look of determination crossed his face; it was a look she knew and loved. She was, therefore, only partly surprised when he received the ball from first touch. Her surprise deepened as he ran the length of the field and took on the opposition keeper one-on-one within the first minute of play.

She could imagine the nation holding their breath, as she was and indeed the team were, as he sprinted to the box, held back a little - the hesitation was slight as the keeper committed himself - and chipped the ball into an empty net. Forty-one seconds in!

The roar echoed around the street and Leah jumped, unaware how many of her neighbours were watching the match. Their doorbell rang just as the cameras showed the whole team jumping onto Aiden.

“What did I miss?” Her father greeted her as she let them in. 

Her mother rolled her eyes as Leah excitedly told them. “Showing off again is he?” She said, but then her face broke into a smile.

Leah was surprised that they sat down with her to watch, delaying a cuppa in the circumstances, knowing their daughter’s stance on watching any match that involved her husband.

Throughout the match she was astounded to see how much the camera focused on Aiden, even when he was not in possession! It was as if his every move was being watched by the nation as a whole. Aiden, true to form, gave the TV crews the run around, making their job of following him as hard as possible as he changed sides, from left to right, and in midfield.

The Italian players were having a difficult time chasing him too, and when they used two players against him, Joe, Frank, Justin and Theo took advantage of the extra space - which was of course what Aiden planned. He hadn’t banked on getting that early goal, but they’d collectively decided it was worth a try. 

It had been a risk that had certainly paid off! Aiden smiled with his thoughts, and mistimed his opposition’s challenge, going down in a heap with the man; curling up defensively as he heard another player charging towards them.

What exactly happened, he wasn’t sure. Before he could react, Jonathan, their physio was with him, holding his shoulders as blood trickled down his face freely. He was too distracted to see the referee give the second Italian man a yellow card for the dangerous tackle. Jonathan gave an indication to the bench, and the manager nodded at Jimmy again, who immediately pulled his tracksuit off.

“I didn’t think physio’s could do stitches.” Leah’s father said, after a while.

“They can’t.” Leah said quietly. “That’s the doctor.” 

She smiled as Aiden voiced his protests at being replaced, the microphone failing to pick up what reply he received from his manager. By this time, the stitching had been done and a quick shot of the sidelines showed the bandaging process unravelling ..literally.

“Don’t worry, love, he’ll be alright.” Her mother began. 

Leah nodded.

“How about that cuppa, I’ll help you.” She stood up and Leah resigned to her fate.

“WE WERE ROBBED!” “HOPES DASHED IN FINAL SPRINT” “PAYING THE PENALTY” “WRONGED!”

The next morning all the newspaper headlines told the same story. 

Leah laughed to see that they were all proclaiming that if Aiden had made it through the 90 minutes, they might have won without going to the inevitable penalty shoot out after extra time. Even she knew that was wishful thinking - one man was never going to be that good, not even her Aiden!

Hopes had been transferred to the match tomorrow night; the fight for third place against Holland, who’d lost their semi final. But it was a poor second, or rather third, place to being World Cup Champions.
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“Can you justify the manager’s decision to substitute you?” 

Aiden shrugged. “The manager decides what is best for the team at the time.”

“Your replacement scored, how did that make you feel?”

“Proud, and very pleased for Jimmy; it’s an honour to score for your country. The whole team worked very well and we should all be proud of our achievement - both individually and collectively.”

“But England didn’t win the World Cup.”

“Not this time, no.” Aiden gave the assembled press a wry smile. “But we’ll be back.” His smile widened. “Third place is a great achievement, as I said before, it gives us something to work on.”

“How did Terry’s excellent performance as captain in your absence make you feel?”

“He’s an excellent captain, he proves himself time and time again at club and international level.”

“Don’t you feel threatened by his rivalry?” 

Aiden laughed. “Should I?”

“He’s been capped twenty four times already for England in his playing career.”

“Twenty four?” Aiden repeated, genuinely shocked. “No wonder his standards are so high.”

“You’ve had five to his twenty four.”

Aiden shrugged again. “I’m a late bloomer.” He gave them another of his grins. “You can quote me on this. I do not mind who captains England so long as they put their heart and soul into it. It’s an added bonus if that person is me. I’m honoured just to play.”

“Did you find the last two matches harder as your family were no longer with you?”

Aiden frowned. “How can I answer that? When I’m on the pitch, that’s where my focus is. I love having my family around to celebrate with, it’s not the same without them.”

“Would you consider a move back to the Premiership after this success?” 

Aiden seemed genuinely taken aback by the question and the reporters leaned forward in anticipation.

“Naturally I would consider any offer that was made, but I am happy to stay at Richmond for the foreseeable future.”

“So you would consider it?”

“Who wouldn’t?” Aiden smiled again. “I’m happy at Richmond, we’re playing regular football and we’re learning all the time. It’s a challenge I love.” He paused deliberately for effect. “Everything fits together at the minute, that’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

“You’re happy playing at the lower levels, despite the come down it must be.”

“I object to you referring to my club like that.” Aiden crossed his arms in front of his chest.

“Clubs in the lower leagues are barely professional.”

“What is your point exactly?” Aiden paused, reminding himself that he would not let the reporters wind him up. “The international squad is made up of the best players around the country - playing for a Premiership team doesn’t automatically qualify you to play for your country. The important thing is having players who have the skill, determination, drive and fitness to play.”

There was a smattering of applause, which quickly died down when the rest of the room looked around to shoot daggers at the source.

“Can you see yourself still playing for England at the next World Cup?”

“I don’t see why not. Many older players represent their countries well into their thirties; I’ll be 29. That is, of course, if I’m still within the best twenty two in the country.” He gave them another trademark grin, and the interview session wrapped up.

Once the photographers had been satisfied, Aiden headed to his car, media duties fulfilled. For a selfish moment, he was glad that he’d kept the flash car, even if it did stand out like a sore thumb at Richmond. 

His phone rang the minute he turned the ignition, so he turned it off again before mounting the phone into the holder and pressing ‘receive’, seeing it was Mike.

“I liked the interview.” 

Aiden wondered what this was going to come to, Mike didn’t beat around the bush. “Good. I’m glad I got a chance to be honest and get my thoughts across, I didn’t think they’d let me.”

“You’re serious about staying?” 

Ah, yes, here it is, thirty seconds in, not a record but not far off-—“Of course. All I’ve wanted is to play and to have time with my family. I have that balance.”

“What if I received some offers for you?”

“Who wants me?”

Mike laughed at his forwardness. “If I told you, would you leave?”

“Probably not.” Aiden said truthfully. “But it would depend on a lot of things.” 

Mike’s eyebrows raised. “Like what?”

“Like if you wanted to cash me in.” Aiden replied cheekily.

“As if!” Mike laughed. “You’ve got some offers; serious money.” 

Aiden shrugged. “I told you and Cliff at our initial interview that money isn’t everything, and I stand by that comment.”

“What if I told you the top three all want you on their team?”

“I’d tell you to stop winding me up!” Aiden laughed.

“I want you to call by.”

“Is there any point?” Aiden smiled at Mike’s seriousness, trying to stop his heart pounding. The top three! “Do you want me to go?”

“Of course I don’t want to let my star player leave.”

“I don’t want to leave either, so there’s nothing to discuss.” Aiden shrugged. “Put the letters in my file, I’ll see you at the weekend.” 

The smile threatened to break Mike’s face. “Thanks, Aiden, have a good week.” He hung up. 

Aiden sat motionless, stunned, his hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. The top three!

The thought did roll around in his mind, but he'd never act on it. Well, there was one scenario where he would go back, and that was without Leah and Sadie. He prayed that would never happen; he’d give up right now if it was
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