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About the Book

The greatest story ever told by the world’s most beloved sportsman, Roy of the Rovers, in his own words for the first time.

The shocking details of the five terrifying kidnappings that threatened to blight his playing career; the stomach-churning murder attempt in 1980, which left Roy in a life-threatening coma; the sickening car bomb attack that tragically killed eight of Roy’s team-mates while on a pre-season tour of Basran; the devastation of losing his wife, former Melchester club secretary Penny Laine, who died in a car accident that brought Roy closer than ever to quitting the game he loved.

And finally the horrific helicopter crash in 1993 that resulted in the amputation of Roy’s legendary left foot, bringing the curtain down on his sensational, game-clinching, goal scoring exploits.
Candid, emotional, optimistic, and never nothing less than inspiring, the autobiography of the man all fans of the game know simply as Roy Race aka ‘Roy of the Rovers’ lays bare for the first time the truth behind soccer’s ultimate fairy-tale story.

It’s all Rover, and it is here for the first time for his fans to enjoy all in one victorious book.


About the Author

Roy Race was born in Melchester in 1938. In a remarkable 38-year playing career with Melchester Rovers, he won everything there was to win in club football and became one of the game’s best-loved figures. Even today his name remains synonymous with good sportsmanship, last-gasp winners and fairy-tale outcomes. Seemingly ageless, Roy now lives and golfs in leafy Upper Cobdon, near Melchester.


[image: image]


For the Basran Eight: Noel Baxter, Trevor Cassidy, Vic Guthrie, Carl Hunt, Neville Jones, Kenny Logan, Steve Naylor and Jimmy Slade.
Gone, but not forgotten.

And for Penny, always.


Introduction

Incredible. That’s the only word I can use.

Ten league titles, eleven FA Cup wins, three European Cups and 481 goals across a thirty-eight-year playing career at the highest level.

Incredible. But it’s the story of my life.

Throw in management, marriage, three children, a surprisingly high number of kidnappings, an assassination attempt that put me in a coma and not one but two narrowly escaped earthquakes …

Incredible.

What’s the phrase? ‘Roy of the Rovers stuff.’ Well, I guess this stuff really is ‘Roy of the Rovers stuff’. It’s my autobiography.

Of course, it hasn’t all been glory and last-gasp winners. There has been tragedy too – some actual last-gasping. So much tragedy, in fact, that I now realise I didn’t get round to mentioning in the following pages the deaths, in 1964, of my team-mates at Melchester Rovers, Dave Williams and Bob Roberts, who were killed at a charity speedway event. I would like to apologise to their families and hope that a prominent mention here at the front of the book is some recompense. It was a terrible loss, and somehow so poignantly unnecessary. Bob had never even been on a motorbike before. Talk about being out of your comfort zone.

Lasting scars, then. And not least from the Basran car-bomb massacre of 1986 and the tragic loss of eight further great teammates, colleagues, peers, friends. This book is dedicated to them. And to my wife, my one and only Penny.

I’m aware, of course, that a lot of the events of my life were well documented at the time in the press. However, as everybody knows, you can’t always believe what you read in the papers, and, in any case, what got into print wasn’t even the half of it. Hence this book.

A few words of thanks, if I may, before we get under way. It was Ben Dunn at Random House who, over a series of lunches at Antonio’s Trattoria in Melchester, a couple of which he kindly offered to pay for, persuaded me that the time was finally right to put pen to paper. The logic of his argument (‘if you don’t, some other bugger will’) was crisp and persuasive. Another piece of Ben’s considered advice (‘try to leave out the bits that people don’t bother to read’) also stayed with me.

Once the project was in motion, I had cause, as I have at every point of my life, to be bottomlessly grateful to my oldest friend and former team-mate, the legendary William ‘Blackie’ Gray. When my own recollections grew misty – as inevitably they would, from time to time – it was great to know that I could always ring Blackie and, if it was one of his good days, the nurses would go and get him and put him on the end of the phone and, in conversations that sometimes ended up lasting for two or three hours, my old pal would help me fill in one or two of the gaps. Cheers, Blackie.

Last of all, I would like to thank Bob Dickens of the Melchester Evening Chronicle for helping me put my story in order. Bob and I have been stumbling into one other for a long time, and it’s entirely fair to say that, even though we tried, no journalist could be found who was closer to the ins and outs of life at Melchester Rovers during my career.

Unquestionably, Bob’s work as a beat reporter put him at the centre of a few lively debates in the club car park down the years. Both of us still laugh about the time Duncan ‘Big Dunc’ McKay, Rovers’ uncompromisingly fiery centre half, got upset by something Bob had written in an article about Big Dunc’s wife and a male striptease ensemble called Pecs-Tacular. Dunc dragged Bob out of his car and into the kit room, pinned him to the tumble dryer and threatened to pull his tongue out with the laundry tongs on the grounds that ‘ninety-five percent of what you write is bare-faced frigging lies, Dickens, and the other five percent is plain wrong.’

It was great to have Bob on board for this book.

Roy Race, Upper Cobdon, nr Melchester, 2014


1

Early Doors

The date is 21 October 1938; 8.43 a.m. German forces under the command of Adolf Hitler have recently annexed the Sudetenland and the tension is rising all across Europe. Indeed, it probably wouldn’t be going too far to say that storm clouds are gathering.

None of that, though, is of any concern at this particular moment to Mrs Marjory Race, who is, as our story opens, well into injury time in the protracted but never less than absorbing, end-to-end contest which will eventually result in her squeezing into the world a 13lb 11oz bundle of life: her only child, Roy.

Mum, for her part, would always tell people that she knew I was going to be a footballer from the amount of kicking I did, not just on the way out of her uterus during that brutal and ultimately exhausting forty-three-hour labour, but in the weeks afterwards, lying contentedly on my back in my cradle.

‘Kick, kick, kick,’ she used to say. ‘He simply never stopped!’

It’s an interesting story, but I was able to put that particular piece of motherly wisdom to the test many years later, when my own children came along. My son, Roy Jr, was a big kicker in his Babygro – and, of course, he did go on to enjoy a fruitful career in the professional game. But so, equally, was his twin sister Melinda, and she went on to run a car respraying workshop in Brighton with her partner Carol, so it’s probably not safe to infer too much from those early physical manifestations.

Back to the beginning, though. Home for Mr and Mrs Race and their new baby was a terraced house in Sutton Street, about ten minutes east of Melchester town centre on the number 49 tram – and, as I would later discover, about the same by bike if you had the wind behind you and the energy to make it up Shirley Hill without getting off and pushing.

Ours was a humble working-class house in a humble working-class area. Downstairs was a front parlour kept ‘for best’ – which mostly seemed to mean Christmas – and beyond that was what we called ‘the back sitting room’, which in turn led into the small, square kitchen. Upstairs were two bedrooms and a small ‘box room’ or storage space. Mod cons? Not really. The lavatory was in a lean-to, out in the back yard. When it was bath night, Mum would take the tin tub down from its hook on the back door, fill it with water warmed in a pan, and we would perform our ablutions right there on the kitchen floor in front of the cooker, and frequently, also, under the watchful eye of Old Mr Hotchkiss, who would often be standing at the top-floor window of the house that backed onto ours and to whom I would always offer a cheery wave of the soap. The set-up sounds primitive now, by today’s luxurious standards, but at the time it seemed completely normal and perfectly adequate.

Obviously, for nearly six of my first seven years on the planet, an unprecedentedly violent global conflict was raging, but my memories of that are, to be perfectly honest with you, sketchy. Impact-wise, Melchester seemed to get off fairly lightly. The town certainly wasn’t subject to the systematic bombing raids that afflicted so many British cities. The closest we came to devastation from the air was when a German plane, apparently on its way back from a raid on Seaford, dumped the remainder of its load on some of the warehouses down by the Mel Estuary. It’s chilling to think that, had that plane’s route put it on a course just a quarter of a mile to the east, Mel Park, the home of the Rovers, would have taken a direct hit, possibly changing the entire course of history. As it was, the bombs simply took out a candle factory and a deserted Victorian book depository which, according to rumour, was used for illegal bare-knuckle boxing bouts. No big loss.

Food was rationed, of course, but, again, I barely noticed. What Mum could do with a simple scrubbed carrot and a packet of lard defied belief. She was also, as mothers were in those days, a genius at making a scrag end of lamb furnish meals for up to a fortnight, ensuring that we never went to bed hungry in Sutton Street. All in all, our parents must have taken care to shield us from the worst of things in that difficult time. In any case, we were probably too busy thinking about the subject which almost instinctively became our prime concern: football.

The street was our playground – which is to say, our football pitch, because all we kids wanted to do in those days was kick a ball around. William ‘Blackie’ Gray from opposite – my oldest, firmest friend and later, of course, my faithful Rovers team-mate – would call round, or I would call for Blackie, and then we would go and knock up Stephen Collard or Howard Billings and very soon we would have enough for a match or, at the very least, a game of three-and-in. Fortunately from our point of view, not too many people had cars in those days and there was very little traffic up and down the road, give or take the odd grocery van and the occasional coal cart, so we had the space to play in, with the kerbs as our touchlines and (of course) jumpers for goalposts.

And play we did, for hour after hour, until it was almost dark, except for the soft glow from the gas streetlights, and until our suppers were long cold and our mothers were calling for the fourth or fifth time from the front doors to bring us in.

No doubt football kept us out of mischief and, as such, our parents must have been grateful for our interest in it – give or take the inevitable cost of a few accidentally broken windows along the way. The most damage we caused in that respect was when Harry ‘Bonkers’ McCrory, one slightly rainy evening in about 1949, attempted what was, for his age, and given the conditions, an extremely ambitious diving header, and slightly mistimed it. The ball ended up going through the window of number 11, and Bonkers ended up going through the window of number 13. No subs in those days, either, remember. But such incidents were relatively rare, and everyone soon saw the funny side – even Bonkers, three weeks later, when he was eventually discharged from the children’s ward.

There was another unfortunate incident one afternoon, not long after this. An eleven-a-side street-match was in full flow. As memory has it, we were 1–0 down at the time and pressing for an equaliser when I heard a familiar voice shout, ‘Roy! To me!’ I looked up and spotted Blackie, who had made a blindside run up the right flank and was now drifting in, completely unmarked, towards the corner of the penalty area. Using the outside of my left foot, I picked him out with a looping, diagonal ball over the defence, inviting the volley. Alas, as the ball dropped, Blackie got his shape all wrong, sliced it wildly and then watched in frozen horror as the ball flew about twenty yards up the street and smacked against the shiny brown backside of the horse belonging to the window cleaner, who must have been working around the back of someone’s house and had left his cart parked up by the kerb.

Startled by the impact, the horse reared up on its hind legs, let out an eerie, high-pitched whinny and then bolted up the street, the cart careering behind it and shedding buckets and cloths as it went. None of us had ever seen a horse move that fast – and the poor dumb beast was showing no sign of slowing down when it turned left at the top of the road and disappeared in the direction of the town centre.

Blackie was in a right old state. ‘Christ, Roy; what am I going to do?’

I thought about it for a moment. And then I told him that one thing he could do was try to get his head more over the ball, which would enable him to keep it down. I also pointed out that he might have assessed the developing situation better. ‘You had time, in that case, to take a touch,’ I said, ‘which would have helped you bring the ball under control, and also might have given you the chance to open up a better angle on goal.’

Blackie was always hungry to learn, and he nodded eagerly.

Football ran in our blood – but perhaps especially in mine. The game was embedded in the Race family history. My grandad, Billy Race, had captained Melchester Rovers in its formative years at the turn of the twentieth century, piloting the club out of the Southern League and enjoying, among other things, the career-capping honour of an FA Cup victory in 1907. Some of my earliest and happiest childhood memories are of the Sunday afternoons when Mum and Dad would take me to my grandparents’ house for tea. Grandad’s medals were on display in a glass-fronted cabinet on a dark polished sideboard which bulked large in the tiny, immaculately tidy sitting room, and they twinkled like objects of enormous wonder to me – impossibly shiny treasures brought back from some rare and exotic land. The air would be rich with the smell of Gran’s freshly baked upside down cake, the fire would be crackling in the grate, and I would sit, enchanted, at Grandad’s slippered feet and listen to his tales of football glory – the goals scored in the dying seconds, the last-ditch tackles made, the trophies lifted. I would never tire of hearing those stories. OK, I tired of them a bit, later on, when he started telling the same one, five or six times in succession, and when he would sometimes come into the room with no trousers on, looking confused. But not until then.

My dad would have loved to have followed Grandad to the top of the professional game – and my understanding is that only an unfortunate and permanent groin strain prevented him from doing so. Where and how that groin strain was sustained, and what the full extent of it was, I simply don’t know. I assume it was the same injury that prevented him serving in the war. But it was never talked about.

Actually, Dad didn’t talk about much altogether. He was a quiet man – indeed, almost completely silent from one week to the next. However, he had clearly inherited his dad’s love for football. And football was capable of wringing from this otherwise silent and undemonstrative man expressions of passion that nothing else inspired. He never missed a Rovers home game, pulling on his coat and striped scarf and leaving the house at 2.35 on the dot, and the result could affect his mood for hours, and even days afterwards. If the Rovers had won, that evening there would be an unmistakable lightness about the way he sat in his armchair, listening to the radio and largely ignoring us.

When Rovers lost, though … now, that was when you had to watch out! Somehow our cat, Silky, who must have had some kind of telepathic connection with Mel Park, would know the result in advance and be off out the back door like a streak, even as Dad’s key was in the front door. A fond family legend tells of the winter’s evening when, in the wake of a shock FA Cup third round defeat at home to unfancied Shermall United, Dad, having already rolled the cooker onto its side in the kitchen, went into the yard and pulled the cistern off the wall in the outside lavatory. Furthermore, only the combined efforts, over the ensuing three quarters of an hour, of my mum and Mr Sexton from next door, who came round in a hurry, prevented Dad from using the cistern to beat down the low brick wall that separated the two properties. Even as a young and oblivious child during incidents such as these, innocently lying on the rug with a wooden toy train or similar in my hand, I must have noted and absorbed at some level the colourful tapestry of emotions that the game of football could inspire.

Dad, of course, was the first to see some potential in me as a footballer. Indeed, my early development as a player owed everything to him. He was the one who set me on the path to my destiny in football, and he was the one who made sure, in no uncertain terms, that I stayed on that path. On Sunday mornings, really from almost as soon as I could walk, he would take me over to what we called ‘the fields’ but which was really just a large expanse of flattened, largely grassless and as yet undeveloped land on the city’s outskirts. (It’s now an out-of-town shopping facility, featuring a PC Realm and a branch of Pets At Home.)

Once we were there, just the two of us, he would run me through his specially devised training regimen. What was interesting, and even pioneering, about Dad’s sessions was that we would spend at least the first two and a half hours working entirely without the ball. The emphasis in those early stages was mainly on stamina and fitness. He would set down a couple of rusty paint tins and make me sprint between them, breaking the silence only to say things like ‘Again’ and ‘Faster’. Then I had to do press-ups and toe-touches and star jumps – and then various combinations of all three. And then I would do running on the spot with pieces of concrete attached to my thighs with a couple of leather straps that Dad had resourcefully adapted at home from an old suitcase. He had also, equally imaginatively, made his own medicine ball using an old velvet cushion cover and a second-hand set of encyclopaedias, and I would lie on the ground while he dropped this package on my stomach over and over again to encourage abdominal toning. Only when these exercises were completed to Dad’s satisfaction would he introduce the ball, whereupon he would run me through another extensive set of drills designed to improve dribbling, passing, shooting and tackling. The session would always wind down with a four-mile run.

Hard work? Yes, but rewarding. And then we would walk home together in contented silence, both of us, I’m sure, eagerly anticipating the lamb-stock and carrot soup with all the trimmings that Mum would have been preparing in our absence and which would be ready on the table as we came through the door.

This is what I have found myself trying to explain to youngsters over and over again down the years. You can have all the God-given talent in the world, but it won’t get you anywhere if you don’t also have the willingness to do the work, and to put in the hours as a four-year-old, with the concrete lumps tied to your thighs.

Later, of course, as I became involved in school teams and moved on into youth football, the need for Dad to be involved in my training in a hands-on way inevitably receded. But all along, and right up until 1967, when he eloped to Spain with the Sextons’ eldest daughter, Bethany, he remained my prime source of encouragement – always there with a word as I left the house on the morning of a game. ‘Don’t bother coming home if you don’t win,’ he would say. ‘I won’t, Dad,’ I would laugh, heading off up the street with my kitbag as the door slammed behind me.

Needless to say, it was Dad who took me to see the Rovers for the first time – perhaps the most immensely formative experience of my young life. I had been on at him to let me go to a match for some while, but he had always refused. ‘You’re too little,’ he would say, on the occasions when I could get him to explain. ‘You won’t see anything.’ Did my mum, who knew about my desperation to see the Rovers in the flesh, eventually have a quiet word with him? Or did Dad have a plan all along? Was he just determined to time it right? All I know for sure is that after lunch one Saturday (14 February 1947, when I was eight), Dad abruptly stood up and said, ‘Get your coat. We’re going to the match.’

We took the tram across town and then walked through the streets towards the stadium, caught up in a gradually thickening flow of humanity, channelling towards the ground as if irresistibly drawn that way like a tide. And as we walked I drank it all in, in a state of semi-disbelief: the mingled smells of cigarette smoke, fried food and police horse; the cries of the souvenir hawkers in the front gardens and the rosette sellers on the pavements: ‘Get your favours!’ ‘Programme!’

And suddenly the flow of humanity had become a slow, concerted press, and the imposing outer walls of Melchester Stadium were rearing like mountains above us and my dad was shoving me ahead of him through the stiff, clanking ironwork of the turnstile. Then we were among an energised throng, pushing our way along a dim, echoey corridor and up a flight of whitewashed concrete steps, my hand clinging to the belt on Dad’s overcoat, my mind fighting the fear of being swept away from him and separated forever. And suddenly we were out in the open air again, though all I knew of it was a patch of wintry sky above me because all around me were coats and macs and grown-up legs. And now we seemed to be edging sideways through people, along a broadish concrete step, until we could apparently get no further and stopped at what must have been Dad’s chosen place in the ground, with me still entirely hemmed in by legs and coats, and realising with a sinking heart that Dad had been right all along – that I wouldn’t see anything, that I was too small … but then, in that very moment of bitter regret, feeling Dad’s hands go under my arms and lift me up – surely the first time he had done this since he had swung me above him as a baby – and plant me on the metal beam of a crush barrier, from where, with a suddenness that stole my breath, I could see, spread out before me, the whole colourful, jostling panorama of Mel Park in all its match-day glory.

The records show that there were 74,690 people wedged into the ground that day – a perfectly standard attendance for a Rovers league match at that time. We were, as I now saw, high up and to the right, behind the goal at the Melchester Road End, but I had only just begun to get my bearings and absorb the view when there was a noise like thunder – a thunder which seemed to shake the ground beneath us. I must have looked frightened and turned instinctively back towards my dad. But Dad in turn leaned in to me, pointing with a thick finger to the halfway line where the Rovers were running out in their red and yellow hoops as the ground exploded in welcome.

As the teams lined up, the man standing next to my dad gave me a serious look.

‘First time, son?’

I nodded stiffly.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘if we win, you can come again.’

And then he laughed loudly, cuffed me on the shoulder and handed me a toffee. And with that his attention returned to the pitch and he bellowed, louder than I had ever heard anyone bellow, ‘Come on you Rov-aaars!’

I didn’t even unwrap that toffee. It remained clenched in my palm and ignored until half-time, by which time it had melted so much that it could only be extracted from its paper with surgically precise use of the fingernails. Meanwhile, I had been entirely absorbed, unable to think of anything beyond the spectacle unfolding in front of me. I had never been where there were so many people at the same time, and all concentrated on the same thing, feeling the same swirl of emotions as the ball travelled from one end of the pitch to the other. Moreover, I found myself, to my unyielding amazement, in the presence of the actual, real-life Rovers: Roger Girling, Bob ‘Streaky’ Bacon, Frank Denselow, Philip Hensher – mythical figures who, until now, had only existed for me in the form of cherished cigarette cards and smudged photographs, carefully clipped from newspapers and glued in scrapbooks … And now here they were, moving before my eyes, human beings, and yet somehow so much more than that, in a world within a world where everything was brighter, louder, more intense. I was dazzled, open-mouthed, lost in it.

Rovers led from the thirty-second minute with a headed goal from George Dawson but carelessly conceded an equaliser from a set piece just two minutes from the end and dropped a point. Dad, of course, was incandescent with fury and got into a fight outside the ground with a police horse. Me? I barely even thought about the result or its consequences. I would think about those things the following day as I pored over the report in Mum’s Sunday paper, the report itself taking on the status of a mystical totem in my eyes: printed evidence of an event that I had witnessed in person!

But in the immediate aftermath, I floated home in a daze, my head filled with a torrent of sounds and images – that bright green rectangle of grass with its crisp white lines, the roaring crowd, George Dawson flexing his neck and shaking his arms as he stood over the ball in the centre circle, waiting for the referee to whistle and start the game.

It had lit the fire. I knew, without any shadow of a doubt, where I wanted my future to take me.


2

Schoolboy Level

I passed my eleven plus and, to the enormous gratification of my mum, and probably of my dad too, earned a place at Melchester Grammar – thus becoming the first member of the Race family ever to pass through those distinguished academic portals and into the well-appointed, red-bricked buildings beyond.

I will never forget setting out from home on my first morning, a bundle of nerves and anticipation, in the uniform that my mum had broken into the holiday savings to buy: the purple and yellow striped cap, the purple and yellow striped tie and the purple and yellow striped blazer. That was quite an unusual outfit – and, no question, made us a bit of a target on the way to and from school for some of the Hill Road Secondary boys and their empty pop bottles. Still, it wouldn’t be the last time I pulled on an unfashionably bright strip and went out in public! What’s more, sprinting down the alley behind Heather Lane in a flop-sweat once or twice a week, or scattering from the bus stop as the chunks of glass began to rain down and seeking sanctuary inside the door of Jack’s the chemist’s, seemed a small price to pay for the pride that I instinctively felt as a Grammar School boy. I was probably even prouder than my parents, if the truth be known.

As a scholar, though … well, I guess you would have to say that school books weren’t where my heart was. Sure, I worked hard during lessons and got decent enough grades, by and large. The report from my form teacher, Mr Longland, at the end of my first year, said: ‘He seems to have a steadying influence on his fellow pupils’ – which, if true, was good to hear. But, as diligent as I was in the classroom, I think it was pretty obvious to everyone who taught me that I was really just waiting for the bell to ring so that I could stow my pencils and ruler in my pencil case, put my books tidily in my desk, return any remaining apparatus to its appropriate cupboard or shelf and rush out into the playground to kick a ball around.

Football, football, football: those were my three priorities in those days! In that order! Unless we had a biology test the next day, in which case I would go home, have my tea and mug up as best I could.

I was certainly never in trouble – except on one occasion that I recall. A couple of the lads – I think it was Stinker Boyce and Robbie Shorter; it was usually them! – had balanced a waste-paper bin full of scrunched-up paper just above the classroom door, ready to startle our hapless physics master, Mr Kerslake, who was known widely as Nobby Kerslake, although, in fairness to him, those allegations were never proven and the case never came to court.

Anyway, the classroom was buzzing in anticipation of this lark when I stood up and pointed out to everyone that the bin itself, which was metal in construction and had a crude and slightly sharp seam at the rim, would inevitably follow the admittedly harmless paper down, generating quite a lot of speed from the height of at least seven feet, and could potentially cause a nasty injury, which wouldn’t be amusing for anybody involved.

‘Roy’s got a point,’ said Fatty Yeats. With the rest of the lads murmuring in agreement, I climbed on a chair to remove the bin … only for the classroom door to open and reveal me at precisely the moment I was reaching up to fetch the bin down from its ledge.

Caught red-handed in the act of setting a potentially dangerous trap! Or so it seemed to the immediately irate Mr Kerslake.

My punishment – issued instantly by a puce Nobby – was to spend that lesson (a double) standing in the corridor and then, that night, to write out, 750 times, the sentence ‘I must not engage in childish pranks.’ Unfair? Well, yes, clearly, in the circumstances. And you’ve got to remember that this was still some time before the advent of CCTV, which, questions of civil liberty aside, has obviously sorted out a lot of these kinds of problems for the newer generation. Nevertheless, I resigned myself quietly to my fate – and certainly didn’t attempt to incriminate the true culprits. I’m fairly sure I earned a little extra respect from Stinker and Robbie for that – and, certainly, the flow of crudely crayonned drawings of male and female genitalia, which had been finding their way with tiresome frequency into my satchel, and whose source I had never been able to identify, slowed considerably after the waste-paper bin episode. Indeed, I’m confident all of us in that classroom, in various ways, learned a lesson that day.

I like to think I was a popular pupil who rubbed along perfectly well with nearly all his peers, and had time and a word of encouragement for everyone – even Angus Honeyman, who wore glasses and had limited bowel control and was most often to be found weeping in the store cupboard.

There was, however, one fellow student with whom I struggled for a long time to make a connection – and that was Bert Beston.

Bert’s dad owned a big builders’ supplies company, enabling them to live in a large detached house over on Cobnut Hill, in the posh part of Melchester, and Bert would often be delivered to school in a silver Bentley, inspiring a certain amount of awe among some of the lads – and possibly even a touch of envy. Well, I could understand that reaction, although my feeling has always been that if people have worked hard in their lives and made a bit of money, they should be free to enjoy it, and, so long as it isn’t harming anyone else, good luck to them. Was Mr Beston’s Bentley causing any harm? OK, sometimes it could pass you a bit close as it swept off the school drive, with its deep-throated engine roaring and its tyres spitting out loose stones. But otherwise, no.

Still, some people make a decision not to like you and won’t change their minds, no matter what you do, and I guess Bert was one of those people. He seemed determined to take against me, whether I was helping Mr Longland found the wildlife appreciation society, giving it my all as Cassius in the summer-term production of Julius Caesar or getting involved in setting up an after-school homework club for kids in the area with limited literacy skills. It didn’t matter what I did, frankly: I couldn’t please Bert Beston.

And I certainly couldn’t please him as his team-mate and captain in the football team. Bert fancied himself as a bit of a player, and with some justification. He certainly had the flicks and the tricks, although he perhaps lacked the innate positional sense and, still more importantly, the application that would enable him to take the game to a higher level. He was also quite fat, and tended to stand upfield, demanding the ball, rather than tracking back and working to retrieve it, and although, in those days, such tendencies didn’t entirely rule out a career in the professional game, they made it that little bit harder for a player to get noticed.

Nevertheless, especially in our U15 season, Bert set up a couple of relatively important goals from the inside left position and made one or two useful contributions at set pieces, especially corners, where he was a handy extra body in the box. You would think he might have drawn satisfaction from that, and from being part of a winning unit, yet, for some reason, for Bert, it never seemed to be enough. I got the impression that he hankered after my number nine shirt, and quite fancied the captaincy to go with it – and, of course, he was used to getting what he wanted, and not used to being thwarted. His view, I suppose, was that I stole the glory that could have been his. I could never understand that attitude, nor how anyone could prioritise their own feelings of fulfilment over the fulfilment of the team as a whole. I remember pointing all this out to Blackie on the way home from school one day, after a 7–4 victory over Holbrooke County High in which I had scored four, set up three and had two more disallowed on the back of marginal offside decisions.

‘There’s no “I” in “team”, Blackie,’ I said.

‘Isn’t there, Roy?’ said Blackie, who could be quite slow sometimes, but would normally pick up on things eventually.

‘To be fair,’ I went on, ‘there’s a “me” in there. And also a “mat”. Plus “tea”, obviously. “Eat”, too. But you take the point I’m making.’

‘Whatever you say, Roy,’ said Blackie.

It was soon after this that odd things started happening that I couldn’t explain. There was the occasion, for instance, when I went to get changed before a match and discovered that my left boot wasn’t in my kitbag. What had become of it? I was certain that I had packed both boots: I was absolutely fastidious about getting my kit together on the night before matches, cleaning the boots, giving them a layer of dubbin and buffing them to a high sheen, then carefully laying out each item of clothing on the bed, checking and rechecking before folding everything, equally carefully, into the bag. There was no way I could have left a boot behind. That boot definitely wasn’t there now, though.

Adapting to the circumstances as best I could, I played the match barefoot and was able to score the winner in an eagerly contested five-goal classic. Mind you, my toes ached for days after. And who would have thought it could take toe nails so long to grow back?

Despite the plaudits ringing in my ears, along with the generous offers of plasters, I had mixed feelings afterwards as I got changed. A lost boot! I left for home with a sinking heart at the prospect of breaking the news to my parents. Dad, in particular, was unlikely to see the funny side. It wasn’t as though they could afford to rush out and buy me a new pair.

But even as these miserable thoughts were descending upon me, my eyes alighted on a familiar black shape, mysteriously wedged into a litter bin outside the changing rooms. The missing piece of footwear!

But who put it there, and why? My thoughts turned instinctively to Beston, who was about 100 yards up ahead of me, running towards his dad’s car. But he wouldn’t have … would he? I let it drop.

There was also the time, just moments into a game with Kingswood Secondary, when my skin was suddenly on fire with irritation. It seemed to start slowly, in the small of my back, and then spread rapidly until my whole body was raging beneath my shirt, shorts and socks. The more I scratched and plucked and wriggled, the worse it got.

Could it be that someone had doused my kit with itching powder? But who would want to do a thing like that?

Two words, again, sprang to mind: ‘Bert’ and ‘Beston’. My suspicions hardly diminished when, in the grip of this ticklish agony, I tried to make eye contact with Beston across the pitch and found him strangely preoccupied with retying his bootlaces.

Fortunately the location of Kingswood’s pitch meant I was able to leave the field, dash down the hill and plunge into the adjacent tributary of the River Mel, soaking the powder out of my kit. I then dashed back up the hill and rejoined play, just in time to get onto the end of a wickedly searching cross from Blackie and lash the ball home for the opening goal in what turned out to be a 5–1 victory.

There were one or two other incidents around this time – one of them extremely unsavoury and involving a nappy, and all of them seemingly designed to throw me off my game. However, though I had my strong suspicions, I was never able to identify the saboteur definitively and I didn’t want to accuse Beston without hard evidence. To do so would have been to risk infuriating him and unsettling the spirit within the team in a crucial phase of the season.

In any case, the incidents of attempted kit-sabotage gradually slowed to a trickle and then dried up entirely. In the meantime, Beston and I had grown to be more and more friendly – talking to each other, sharing tips, working together well on the pitch – to the point where I came to feel ashamed of myself for having suspected him of harbouring a grudge. Whoever had played those undermining pranks on me, I decided, it wasn’t Beston.

I finally felt able to abandon my suspicions of Beston completely when Melchester Grammar were drawn to play a regional cup game on a Saturday morning away at Collerton Park Senior School, a side we had never come up against before.

Leaving school on the Friday afternoon, with Blackie and Beston, I suddenly realised I had forgotten to copy down the directions to the pitch, which had been posted by Gobber Hughes, the school football coach, on the noticeboard alongside the team sheet.

‘It’s OK, Roy,’ Beston said. ‘I know the way. In fact, I even know a couple of shortcuts.’

And with that, he tore a page from his rough book and sketched out a map, showing an extremely clear and easy-to-follow route from my doorstop on Sutton Street to Collerton’s pitch.

‘See you tomorrow, boys,’ he said, and skipped over to his dad’s waiting Bentley.

‘You know what, Blackie?’ I said. ‘I’ve had Beston down for a bit of a wrong ’un. In fact, when you take the trouble to know him, he’s a perfectly decent lad.’

‘Indisputably so, Roy,’ said Blackie.

The following morning, I called for Blackie bright and early and, with our kitbags slung over our shoulders, we set out together on the hour’s walk across Melchester to Collerton. It was Saturday, the sun was beginning to peer through the smog and there was the prospect of a football match ahead of us: we couldn’t have been happier. We talked as we walked and the journey sped by, bringing us to a trim recreation ground in the far western suburbs bang on the appointed hour of nine a.m., just as Beston had predicted.

‘We’re the first here, Blackie,’ I said. ‘We’ve even beaten the groundsman,’ I observed, noticing the padlocked doors on the changing rooms and the goalposts which hadn’t yet been hung with their nets.

We dumped our bags on the grass and stood around, waiting. Ten minutes passed. Nobody appeared. Another ten minutes. Still nobody. I was growing more than anxious.

‘We’re meant to be kicking off in five minutes. Where is everyone?’

At that moment a black dog bounded onto the field, followed at a distance by its owner. I asked him if this was where Collerton school played their matches.

‘Not here, son,’ said the dog walker. ‘This is Collerton Hill. You’ll be needing the pitches over at Collerton Brook on the other side of the city.’

That devious Beston had only gone and given us directions to the wrong ground!

Hastily absorbing directions from the dog walker, Blackie and I snatched up our bags and began to run, down a succession of seemingly endless suburban roads, left then right, then right then left, both of us silent the whole way, sick with panic. By the time we reached the pitches at Collerton Brook, the game had been underway for twenty-five minutes.

Gobber Hughes watched us running towards the touchline with his arms folded. His fury was tangible.

‘What time do you call this, Race?’

‘I’m sorry, sir. We had some … difficulties finding the ground.’

‘Did you, indeed? Well, we’ve had some difficulties too in your absence. Our nine men are getting run ragged out there. We’re already three–nil down.’

‘We’ll do our best to make it up to you and to the team, sir.’

‘You better had, Race. The honour of the school is depending on you, not to mention our continuing participation in this year’s Regional Schools Cup, for which everyone connected with the school, and not least the headmaster, has been nurturing unprecedentedly high hopes.’

I was able to pull a goal back before half-time before adding a second in the opening exchanges after the interval. Blackie then nodded home an equaliser and, with only a minute remaining, I picked up the ball just inside the opposition’s half, went on a jinking run which took me past four haplessly back-pedalling Collerton defenders and crashed home the decider from the edge of the penalty area.

Even Gobber Hughes looked emotional as the final whistle blew. I was chaired off by my grinning team-mates, all except for Beston, I noted, who left the pitch on his own with a dark scowl on his face, absorbed by his thoughts.

We went on to win the Regional Schools Cup that year, beating Havering Grove Academy 2–1 in the final. But we did so without Bert Beston. His father was headhunted to run a big leather goods and imported tiger-skin operation in America, and Bert was taken out of Melchester Grammar and sent to a boarding school, which probably suited him better, all things considered.

For many years after leaving school, I often found myself wondering what became of Beston. Looked at a certain way, his questionable attitude to teamwork, his slippery nature, plus his inherent sense of superiority and entitlement, could be thought to amount to a combination of characteristics in a person that might not come to much good in future life. But, again, you can judge too soon: in the course of researching this book, I found out that he became a senior police officer.

What was to become of me, though? My future path was about to become very much clearer as the direct result of a chance encounter in a park with a mustachioed man in a raincoat.
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Spotted

I guess every life has its pivotal moments: those points where a number of elements coincide and something happens which sends your journey in a certain direction. And of course it always feels odd to think back and reflect on how different things might have been if those elements hadn’t come together at that exact point, or had come together in another way, which would have led you in another direction entirely.

I guess what I’m talking about (without wishing to get too deep about it!) is fate, or, if you like, chains of consequence – how you arrived, on a certain day, at a certain crossroads, at the same time as someone else, and ended up being led up a certain road for certain purposes; and yet how different everything might have been had you arrived, for some reason, five minutes later, and met someone else and gone down another road for quite different purposes, or even taken the bus on the day in question.

For instance (to pluck an example at random): what if a sharp-witted, unusually self-possessed young woman with long black hair and really prominent organisational skills hadn’t, one particular day in June 1975, come to work at Melchester Stadium as secretary to team manager Ben Galloway? What if that young girl had instead taken up the offer which, as she later told me, lying in my arms on our honeymoon in Crete, had been on the table for her at the time – namely, to work as the personal assistant to a Norwegian mountaineer and independent documentary film-maker called Rock Thorgessen? Could that somehow mean – impossible thought! – that life would never have paired me with Penny Laine, my dear, late, lamented wife, the mother of my children, my sole love?

Or would life have gone on and simply ordered itself differently? Would Ben Galloway, in that instance, with Penny’s polite but firm letter of rejection on his desk, have offered the secretarial job to someone else – possibly Jennifer Eckles, who was working in the commercial department at the time, and almost certainly applied when the post became vacant, and who had lovely, tumbling chestnut hair and a shy laugh and softly downturned eyes? And would Jennifer and I then have courted each other, tenderly, sweetly, with sometimes unbearable yearning, and would I have ended up happily married to Jennifer, possibly somewhere hot?

The mind reels, especially with hindsight. You only need to remove one little piece from the jigsaw – one little coincidence of time and place – and fling it across the room, and the whole picture of your life rearranges in front of your eyes. It’s amazing when you think about it.

So, along the same lines: what if Alf Leeds, with his pale, belted raincoat, his thinning, slicked-down black hair and his shiny moustache, hadn’t been on Wandlebury Common on that sharply sunlit morning in September 1954?

What if he hadn’t been standing on the touchline at the exact moment when, with the scores tied at 1–1 between Melchester Grammar and Clacton Hill High, and with only seconds remaining, I latched on to a long throw-out from Albie Ingleton in our goal, set off on a diagonal run to the edge of the opposition’s penalty area, feinted left but went right, losing the last defender, and curled the ball into the top corner for a last-gasp winner?

What if something or someone had detained Alf in the adjacent woods that day? Or what if the agonising kidney stones that were sadly to plague the trusty club servant in later life had crystallised in his ureter that much sooner and kept him busy at home on the floor of his bathroom on the Saturday in question? Or what if a thousand other perfectly plausible things had occurred, preventing me on that fateful morning from getting talent-spotted and offered a trial with Melchester Rovers on the spot? Would I have gone on to have the amazing career and the humbling amounts of success in the professional game that I eventually had? Or was that my moment, my one chance to seize the greatness that would otherwise have eluded me?

Actually, now I come to think about it, I probably would have been all right. Even in the Fifties, the Rovers’ scouting network was a fairly sophisticated and broad-ranging operation, employing a number of agents, and not just Alf, all of them briefed to patrol the local scene and report back in detail on
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