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         MATTHEW WAS LATE. THEN he nearly always is. A fixed time means nothing to him. We had agreed to meet at my work at 3 p.m. and it’s now a quarter past. I eventually caught sight of him meandering up the road. He waved. I crossed the road and we hugged. He didn’t apologise for being late because he doesn’t think being fifteen minutes late counts as being late.
         

         ‘What do you reckon?’ I asked.

         ‘We’re going to win,’ he said firmly. I smiled. Matthew is the only Spurs fan I know who has never lost the romantic optimism that we are going to win every game we play. Despite decades of evidence to the contrary.

         ‘I’m not so sure.’ I never am. Not least when the stakes are so high. That evening we were playing Manchester City at Eastlands. A win would secure us a place in the Champions League for the first time ever. A draw meant we would almost certainly have to win our last game of the season at Burnley. Defeat would almost guarantee City took the Champions League spot. If ever there was a game you would put money on Spurs to lose, it was this one.

         While the rest of the country had been concentrating on the following day’s general election, I had been thinking about why I was going to so much trouble to get home at about 3 a.m. on a Thursday morning after spending the best part of eight hours driving to Manchester and back, just to suffer the heartbreak of yet another crushing disappointment. And to fork out the best part of £100 in tickets, petrol and dodgy burgers for the pleasure.

         I knew it was pointless. There was nothing I could do to affect the outcome. No one would care if I went or not. I could just as easily watch the game on TV. Tomorrow would come and Spurs would have lost, drawn or won. Just as they were always going to. Yet I couldn’t not go. An action’s inherent futility has never been a great deterrent to me. And for all the doubts – make that near certainties – that we were going to screw up, I couldn’t shake off the niggling feeling of how good it would feel if we won and I was there. Or to reflect my negativity more accurately: how bad it would feel if we won and I wasn’t there.

         Not that this was how I ever envisaged our trip to Manchester back in March when I got the tickets, as the match was originally scheduled for early April. But Spurs found themselves with an FA Cup semi-final against a second-rate Portsmouth side – a game we naturally contrived to lose – and the game was put back to May, turning what promised to be merely an interesting fixture in the battle for fourth place in the Premier League table into a shoot-out for the Champions League.

         First we had to get there, though, which was by no means a certainty as my car had been trying to kill me for the last three months. It had developed an intermittent habit of suddenly losing power the moment I hit an open stretch of road, making me a sitting target for any lorry that had been tailgating me. The garage had advised me not to drive it but that wasn’t an option. The train was expensive, and even if we did fork out there was no chance of getting back in time for work the next day. And Matthew didn’t drive.

         He didn’t even speak that much for long periods of time – ‘I’m too tired, John. It’s the twins, they’re only two’ – but I’ve kind of got used to that by now, as we’ve been on more of these idiot awaydays to distant football grounds than I care to remember, so I know what to expect. He may not sound it but he is very good company, especially when you get him on his pet subjects of the worst Tottenham sides of the 1990s and his misfortune at once having to spend an afternoon with Gerry Francis. He is also the only person I have ever met whose favourite band is American soft-rockers, Journey. He even had one of their songs played at his wedding, thereby ruining the occasion for everyone but himself.

         After flirting with death along the early miles of the M1 as the car repeatedly slowed itself down from 70 mph to about 30 mph in next to no time, the journey became less nail-biting after Luton, and somewhere around Birmingham the talk turned back to the game.

         ‘Do you still reckon we’ll win?’ I asked. Matthew’s confidence usually begins to crack a little the closer we get to the ground.

         ‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘We’ll definitely win. Or draw.’

         We then moved on to the team. Would Ledley’s knee last? Is Crouchie useless? I said he was, Matthew gave him the benefit of the doubt. ‘He’s not as crap as he looks,’ he said, gnomically. The conversation petered out; we were both too nervous to speak, and I was trying to figure out why the satnav was taking us past Old Trafford when the directions on the website suggested we should be coming into the city from a completely different direction.

         No matter. We made it to the ground by 7 p.m. and bought a programme. Well, I did. I collect them.

         ‘Maybe you should buy two,’ he said. ‘If we win, you’ll probably be able to flog the second at a profit on eBay.’ He was taking the piss so I ignored him, though the same thought had occurred to me. But I didn’t want to tempt fate.

         Most City fans I know can’t stand their new ground at Eastlands; they reckon it’s too impersonal and pine for Maine Road. But I rather like it. You can see OK, and the away fans aren’t corralled into a dump as at so many grounds. City fans also share Spurs’ sense of resignation and despair. Like us, they’ve been patronised by their more successful neighbours for years and suffered season after season of crushed expectations. Also like us, they seem to take a masochistic pleasure in it; now that the club’s new owners had shown they were intent on buying in the glory, they were more miserable than ever, caught between wanting everything to change and everything to stay the same.

         ‘You’ll do us tonight,’ said one City fan we passed on the way in.

         ‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ I replied. We both laughed.

         But one of us had to be wrong. Tonight was the night when one team had to cast off – if only for one game – its reputation for screwing things up when it really mattered. Strangely, thrillingly and miraculously, it was us. Right from the kick-off, we were unrecognizable from the Spurs team that so often turned out on these occasions. We weren’t overawed, we looked as if we knew what we were doing and no one made idiotic mistakes. Nor did we lose heart when we had a goal disallowed.

         ‘My mate says it definitely shouldn’t have been ruled out,’ said a bloke standing nearby, with a mobile clamped to his ear. Mates on the phone always say that disallowed Spurs goals shouldn’t have been disallowed.

         At half-time I looked around the ground. Not one of the 47,370 fans in the ground seemed to be enjoying themselves. There was just too much riding on the game for it to be anything other than a slow form of torture. I feared the worst, as it’s almost unheard of for Spurs to string together a polished performance for two consecutive halves. Surely it was too much to expect a repeat?

         Apparently not. If anything, we were better. I wasn’t that bothered we hadn’t scored. I’d have taken 0-0 before the game, and I’d have taken it now. Anything but lose. We could clinch qualification at the weekend. Crouch had other ideas. All night he’d been playing like an England international rather than the uncoordinated giraffe that so often shows up in a Spurs shirt, and with eight minutes to go he headed in a deflected cross right in front of us. Ecstasy. Strangers who would normally avoid each other joined in a collective embrace. For a moment nothing else mattered. My family, my friends, my work: all were forgotten in an instant of pure joy.

         There was still time left to mess up as self-destruction is a long-standing tradition, but no one seemed to have told that to the City fans who made their way to the exit long before the final whistle; more curiously, no one seemed to have told the Spurs team who played out time without even hinting they were going to give it all away. It was over. We’d won, and qualified for Europe. Unbelievable.

         I didn’t quite know what to say. Neither did Matthew. So we said nothing. Instead, we joined in with the rest of the Spurs fans who didn’t really know what to say either, singing the same fairly mindless chants – ‘We are Champions League, I said, We are Champions League’, ‘We’re all going on a European Tour’ – over and over again. It was a peculiarly disembodied experience. I knew I was there, I knew we’d won and I knew there was nowhere else I’d rather be. But it just didn’t feel real. I was used to being the City fan, going home moaning. I could deal with the failure. Success was just weird.

         It felt like slipping through a wormhole into a new identity. Over the years, I’d got used to us winning the odd cup every now and again, but ever since shed-loads of cash had been poured into football in the early 1990s, we’d never been one of the Big Four who got to swagger about Europe in the Champions League. And in a way, it had been quite a safe place to be. Talking a good game but seldom having to play one. Pretending the UEFA Cup was really just as exciting as the Champions League.

         But now we were on top of the heap, looking down, and I was feeling anxious. Having wanted something for so long, I was terrified it would be taken away. If you’ve never had something you never have to experience the loss. You only have to imagine it. Which is somehow better. I was also worried about what it would mean if we did keep on winning, because then the club might change character. Did I really want to be one of those fans who were relaxed about winning. Where was the enjoyment in that? Succeed or fail, either way it felt as if I was probably going to lose.

         The perfect day continued perfectly. For some reason the satnav decided to direct us out of Manchester the way it was meant to take us in.

         ‘I’ve always said Crouchie was a god,’ I said.

         ‘I know you have,’ Matthew replied.

         Then Matthew did what he always does on the way home. He fell asleep, so it was just me and the World Service for the last 100 miles or so. Inevitably he woke up just as we got back to London.

         ‘Great game,’ he said.

         ‘The best.’

         Well, the best since I last felt like this. Only, these feelings were becoming more frequent. We had always been able to lose in style. Now, it looked as if we might even be able to win in style. How would I cope? I’d find out soon enough. Maybe I’d get used to it quite easily. I should try and enjoy it as best I could, as Spurs were bound to let me down sooner or later. They always do. That’s the whole point of them.

         ‘See you next season.’
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         THANK GOD THE WORLD CUP was over. Eight weeks of tedious hype in which the England team was built up to be world-beaters, only to play out three sub-standard games against mediocre teams in the qualifiers and to be thrashed by Germany in the first knockout stage. It was hailed as a national disaster, but we basically got what we deserved. Ask any sane football fan where England should be ranked in the world ratings, and they’d tell you somewhere between nine and sixteen. Which is precisely where we finished the tournament. You could even say we played to our potential.
         
 
         But then there’s often a massive reality gap between the standard of football you think you are seeing and the standard of football the pundits tell you you’re seeing. The charitable view is that the experts have played the game and can spot things you can’t. The more cynical explanation is that they have a vested interest in not running down their product. There’s also a world of difference between those who get their football for free and those who have to pay for it.
 
         There’s nothing like shelling out for a season ticket to keep your judgement honest. When you’re in for the best part of £40 a game, you’re rather less inclined to make allowances for some poor love on more than £50,000 per week who is apparently having ‘one of those days’; especially when to you and the people sitting next to you it’s fairly clear that the little bastard isn’t actually trying very hard. And, come to think of it, he didn’t appear to be trying that hard the week before, either. The cameras might not have caught him having a sulk and refusing to track back, but you did. And if you behaved like that at work, you wouldn’t have Alan Shearer or Andy Gray telling the world you were basically a class act.
 
         I did, though, watch as many World Cup games as possible. As a summer TV schedule-filler it could hardly be improved upon, and it also gave me the chance to keep my Panini sticker collection going. With the exception of a few from the 1970 Mexico set – the 1958 Brazil team, Francisco Castrejón of Mexico, England’s Alan Ball and Brazil’s Everaldo and Leão, since you ask – I’ve got every sticker and every card from every World Cup Panini album. I care more about the stickers than I do the results. Sure, on balance I’d rather England won than lost, but I don’t really care that much. The national team is just a sideshow for the main event: Tottenham Hotspur.
 
         Having said that, my support for Spurs did start with a World Cup. I was nine in 1966 and football-obsessed. Like many boys that age I also thought I was fairly good at it, though probably not good enough to play First Division football. But I reckoned I could make it in the Fourth Division. After all, there were ninety-two professional clubs, and I had to be among the thousand best footballers in England, so I decided I’d do York City a favour and sign for them. But that was a career choice. I had no genuine feelings for the club, and I certainly couldn’t name any of the players. Come to think of it, I wasn’t entirely sure where York was. I was living in Wiltshire.
 
         What I was missing was a team to be passionate about. The trouble was that neither of my parents was that interested in football, so there were no tribal loyalties to inherit. The field was completely clear; I could support anyone. But who? I started reading the paper the way I’ve read it ever since. From the back. In May 1966 the sports pages were almost as full with World Cup previews as they are now. And one man and one face stood out: Jimmy Greaves. Brilliant striker, stylishly Brylcreemed hair: here was the epitome of cool and glamour. I wanted to be Jimmy. I was Jimmy. I became Spurs.
 
         It should have been obvious from early on that this was going to be a love affair characterised largely by heartbreak. Greaves got injured in the group stages and was replaced by Geoff Hurst, who scored the winner in the quarter-final against Argentina. By the time Greaves was fit for the final, he had lost his place in the team. My dad and my sisters had gone out for the afternoon of the final, but I had made my mum stay behind to watch it on our poky black and white TV. I cried when Germany equalised with almost the last kick of normal time. I cried when England scored twice more in extra time. But I have a feeling I was one of the few nine-year-olds whose tears were also for Greaves. Hurst had scored his hat-trick.
 
         Looking back, it seems less improbable now that I chose Spurs than it did then. Here was a side that had won the double only a few years before, a team that had followed that success by winning the FA Cup again the following season, and by becoming the first English team to win a European trophy the year after that with a 5-1 demolition of Atlético Madrid. It was a club that was for ever associated with breathtaking, attacking football. But I really didn’t know any of that back then. I had as little idea where White Hart Lane was as I did about York. I’m not sure I’d even been to London then. If I had, it can only have been for the day. London was a scary place; my parents seldom visited the capital, and when they did my dad always felt the need to dress up in a jacket and tie. They certainly never dreamed of spending the night there.
 
         But Spurs it was. I’ve often since wondered whether, in some cases, it’s the club that chooses you rather than the other way round. It certainly seems we are the ideal psychological fit; unfortunately neither of us emerges with much credit from this. Spurs are a team with a sense of entitlement that generally exceeds their on-field successes; a team that lives off memories of past triumphs while too often falling short in the present; a team whose fans grandiosely talk of ‘The Spurs Way’ as a metaphor for attacking, stylish football as we slide to yet another 4-3 defeat, illuminated by massive lapses of concentration and schoolboy defending every bit as much as a lightening-quick break into the opposition’s penalty area.
 
         We celebrate the charismatic greats: the Bobby Smiths, the Jimmy Greaveses, the Martin Chiverses, the Steve Archibalds, the Glenn Hoddles, the Paul Gascoignes, the Jürgen Klinsmanns, the David Ginolas and, yes, the Gareth Bales – though many of us are still wondering if he really is the same player we saw struggle haplessly a few seasons ago. And we conveniently forget the Dean Austins, the Jason Dozzells, the Justin Edinburghs, the Stuart Nethercotts, the Paolo Tramezzanis, the Helder Postigas, the Colin Calderwoods and the Jason Cundys who played alongside some of these legends, and made watching the team for long periods of the 1990s and the early years of this century a living hell. There wasn’t much of the Spurs Way about the teams of Gerry Francis, George Graham, Jacques Santini and Christian Gross.
 
         Decades of underachievement? Tick. An heroic sense of injustice? Tick. A pathological ability to rewrite failure as success? Tick. A seemingly infinite capacity for self-destruction. Tick. Selective memory. Tick. Yes, I’d say Spurs and I were made for each other. But there’s more; much more. There’s also an undeniable sense of the absurd – a rich strand of comedy – written into the club’s DNA. Naturally, this is not something any side is terribly keen to admit, especially when it’s trying to position itself as a top-four team, but it’s there nonetheless.
 
         It’s there in our choice of manager. Manchester United have Fergie’s reign of Stalinist terror; Arsenal have the myopic, professorial Wenger; Chelsea – until recently – had the Italian bureaucrat, Ancelotti. We have Harry Redknapp, wide boy par excellence, under investigation for financial irregularities and a man with a gift for the one-liner. And he suits us perfectly. After decades of struggling with workmanlike Brits and minor European technicians, we’re playing our best football since the Keith Burkinshaw years under a man who could have had a walk-on part in a Carry On film.
 
         Most of all, though, there’s the fallibility. Good as it sounds in theory to be a Manchester United fan, guaranteed to collect at least one piece of silverware per season, there doesn’t seem to be much joy to be found there. One regulation win after another, with no one really needing to break sweat. Least of all the supporters. Where’s the fun in that? Indeed, in a moment of weakness, my mate Kevin the Bright – he is very bright, despite being a Chelsea fan – recently confessed he rather missed the old days at Stamford Bridge, when his side was slipping to a home defeat to QPR on a crap pitch in front of a crowd of about 25,000, because then he was at least aware he was alive and watching a contest and not just a cog in a corporate machine bankrolled by a Russian oligarch.
 
         Nor do I quite have the stomach for life as a Wolves fan, though I have more than a sneaking admiration for those who do. I’m just too much of a thrill-seeker; too much of an attention-seeker, come to think of it. I couldn’t hack the endless backs-to-the-wall, try-to-sneak-a-goal-on-the-break afternoons, with avoiding relegation the only real aim, and the knowledge your best players will be bought by someone else the only certainty. My fragile psyche needs at least the possibility of glory; though equally it needs the probability of disappointment. It needs to be tantalised with riches and rewarded with next to nothing. In short, I need an abusive relationship. And Spurs are the perfect partner.
 
         That’s how it looks in hindsight, at any rate, though it could all be a convenient psychological retrofit. But somehow I like to think not. With their occasional high points and their many, many low points, the Spurs team have played out my life on the pitch with uncanny accuracy. They are my mirror. I watch them and I see me. And the longer it’s gone on, the deeper the narcissistic attraction has become. I know that each season is almost certain to end in some kind of disappointment – years and years of following the club have taught me that – but still I keep coming back for more. And I can’t imagine it any other way. Indeed, I can only see it getting worse. Having both hit the wrong side of fifty, my wife Jill and I now and again have ‘the retirement conversation’. Something I do my best to curtail, because it invariably makes me look shabby. While she talks of all the things we could do together – places to visit, nights out at the theatre, that kind of thing – in my own mind I see retirement as an opportunity to go to every Spurs game, home and away, not just as many as possible, as I do now. And for some reason, my suggestion that she could come with me, and this could be a thing we do together in retirement, doesn’t go down too well.
 
         Not that retirement and existential futility were much to the front of my mind when I was nine. Indeed, life took a significant turn for the better in 1967 when another afternoon in front of the telly yielded up an FA Cup final victory against Chelsea, a triumph I suspect I took wholly in my stride. With the logic of childhood, Spurs were my team; ergo they win. End of. Sometime over the next few years that worldview must have come under threat, but what I really remember was how hard it became to support Spurs back then.
 
         For some reason, no doubt linked both to them having no interest in football and a round trip of 200 miles up the old A4 – the M4 stopped at Maidenhead then – to a destination they were as hazy of as me, my parents managed to fend off my intermittent demands to be taken to White Hart Lane. So my support had to be conducted as a long-distance affair, something which was a great deal harder then than it is now.
 
         Televised football was on a drip-feed. Match of the Day only featured one game per week – later increased to two – and was on at a time that required my mum to be in an exceptionally good mood to allow me to stay up, while ITV’s Sunday offering, The Big Match, also only featured one game. So the chances of Spurs appearing more than once a month, at most, were slim. Nor were there pages and pages of football stories in the newspapers; it was starvation rations for a young boy. I got by on Charles Buchan’s Football Monthly, a fairly dull magazine, even by the standards of the day, save for one thing: the small ads for old football programmes. For a few pennies – my entire pocket money, near enough – I could get the programmes to every game to which my parents were too mean to take me. I never read them that thoroughly when they arrived. Mostly I’d look longingly at the photos – the goals I’d missed – before stacking them neatly away in my bedroom.
         
 
         At some point I was given a scarf, but mostly my relationship with Spurs existed in my imagination – a shimmy of emotional trickery I’ve been accused of many times since. I didn’t have that many friends; partly because my being both a vicar’s son and going to boarding school was a resistible combination to many people my age, but also because I was an awkward sod. I felt trapped in the countryside, and I wanted nothing to do with any of the outdoor activities – horses, mainly – the other middle-class kids lapped up. Nature Boy I wasn’t. Rather, during the holidays, I’d spend days at home watching TV with a chair on my head. I’m still not quite sure how it got there. What I really wanted was to live in a town. Somewhere near N17, preferably.
 
         But we did have a decent-sized garden, and with a bit of help from my dad, I rigged up a goal. The net was vitally important. Most goals on the school pitches I played on came without it. And I’d spend hours out there kicking a ball into it, dreaming I was Jimmy Greaves. Sometimes I could guilt-trip my mum into standing in goal; somehow it felt more satisfying to hit the back of the net when there was a notional goalie – even one that never dived. Best of all was when my sister, Sue, could be persuaded to join in; my sister Veronica, who was nearly six years older than me, had understandably long since decided she had better things to do than play with me. Then my mum was allowed out of goal and to impersonate Alan Gilzean on the edge of the six-yard box. The balding Scotsman would have been distraught if he’d known how many open goals he’d missed.
 
         For about a year, my parents tried to cure me of my Spurs habit by taking me to see Swindon Town. The club may have been in the old Third Division but here at last was live football, and quite decent football at that. This was the Swindon of Peter Downsborough, John Trollope, Rod Thomas, Stan Harland, Roger Smart and the legendary Don Rogers, and this was the season they won promotion to the Second Division and beat Arsenal in the League Cup, and I went to nearly every home game. But when push came to shove, I was still Spurs. It was the Spurs results I looked out for first, and as Swindon began to struggle, my attendance petered out. I just wasn’t that committed. Swindon still remain my second team; but a long way second. There’s not been even a flicker of sentiment on the rare occasions the teams have played one another in the passing years.
 
         I did finally make it to White Hart Lane for a third-round FA Cup replay against Nottingham Forest in 1975. I went on my own as I didn’t have anyone else to go with, and just followed the crowd leaving the station to the nearest turnstile and ended up standing behind the goal at the Park Lane end. Forest were in the Second Division and we were expected to romp it; when they took the lead and the away fans started going mad, the bloke standing next to me said, ‘Right. Let’s go and do the cunts.’ With my unerring ability to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, I’d managed to position myself right in the middle of the Spurs hardcore. ‘Er, right,’ I said, having no intention of following the mini-exodus across the terraces to where the Forest fans were grouped. A few minutes later, there was a full-scale fight taking place between opposing fans and the police. The upside was that I had rather more elbow room for the rest of the match; the downside was that we still lost.
 
         There weren’t any fights for my next two games but we lost those, too, and I’d begun to wonder if I’d ever see the team win. It was fourth time lucky, but by then I had reconciled myself to only going to White Hart Lane once or twice a season. It was just too much like hard work getting there any more often, either, from Exeter, where I went to university, or from south London, where I’ve lived ever since, what with unimpressed girlfriends, unfortunate lifestyle choices and, more latterly, kids of my own. I got by on the occasional hit of live action and a lot of TV, as the arrival of first the video recorder and then Sky Sports (my wife said it was her or Sky Sports; I called her bluff and she didn’t divorce me) have made it fairly easy to catch at least highlights of every Spurs game. Which, for many years, wasn’t necessarily a blessing.
 
         Things began to look up in the early years of this century – if not in the quality of the live football, at least in its frequency – as the kids got older and required less looking after and I had more free time to do what I wanted, rather than hang around one playground after another pushing them on swings. More to the point, I could take them with me to the football. Or I could have done, if they had let me.
 
         Meet my daughter Anna. Gorgeous, talented, clever. But stroppy as hell and never a girl willingly to do what she’s asked. I think she must have been about ten when she realised just how much Spurs meant to me and what a foul mood I got in when we lost. Because that’s when she told me, ‘I support Manchester United.’
 
         ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I replied. ‘No one in this house supports Manchester United.’
 
         ‘Well I do.’
 
         I didn’t push it. I just assumed she was trying and succeeding in winding me up, and that in a few days she’d get bored of it and see sense. She didn’t. ‘I still support Manchester United,’ she announced some weeks later. ‘David Beckham is cool.’
 
         And that was that. Anna had found a chink in my defences and had no intention of backing down. I’d made a big error, and was going to be punished for it for years to come. I’d assumed that because I support Spurs, my children were going to do so as well. I’d lost one child but I wasn’t going to lose the other. Osmosis wasn’t enough; more positive action was required. So Robbie, three-and-a-bit years younger than Anna, began to be rewarded for ostentatious displays of support – many of them undoubtedly fake – with all sorts of Spurs goodies and, after a while, the occasional trip to White Hart Lane. This could have backfired badly; a nine-year-old doesn’t have the concentration to last a ninety-minute game without getting a bit bored, and there were some games when I could tell he was dying to go home. Sweets helped a lot, and I got away with it. I persevered and he persevered. I made him a junior member and now he has his own season ticket, sitting next to me. Over time, I’ve learned not to push things. He’s fifteen now and, though it seems odd to me, he’s got better things to do than go to every game, especially those involving the less glamorous clubs. But that’s OK, because I can always find someone else to take instead. The main thing is that he’s Spurs for life.
 
         Which brings us back to the present. In some ways, the pre-season is my favourite time of the year because it’s when I don’t have to feel stressed. I’ve managed to recover from the dramas of the previous season and the coming one is still a set of infinite untested possibilities, a time when reality doesn’t need to get in the way. At the beginning of each season I manage to delude myself that this is the year we will make the breakthrough, the year we will win the FA Cup, the year we will finally qualify for the Champions League. And as last season was the year we did that last bit, you’d imagine I was full of optimism for this coming one; instead, I feel a dark sense of foreboding. The higher you climb, the further you fall. Hubris is only moments away.
 
         Even the previous season had been a slight disappointment. I know that’s not the way most people saw it, but it’s the way it was for me. Yes, I was as thrilled as anyone to finish in the top four, but the game that really sticks in my memory is the FA Cup semi-final defeat to Portsmouth. The miserable tube journey that took the best part of two hours, due to engineering works; freezing to death in the ice-cold, soulless Wembley – is there a worse place to watch football in England?; the Spurs team that chose that day of all days not to bother to play; the crap pitch that led to Michael Dawson slipping on his arse and presenting Portsmouth with their first goal; the cretin of a referee who disallowed Crouch’s equaliser. Fuck it, he scores few enough, so it’s doubly galling when the ref arbitrarily rules one out.
 
         Yeah, John, my friends said, but if we hadn’t lost that game we wouldn’t have gone on to beat Arsenal and Chelsea the following week. Possibly. But possibly not. How the hell do they know? How much better would it have been to qualify for Europe and win the FA Cup? So the Portsmouth game still rankles. And those with short memories would do well to remember what happened in our final game of the previous season, the game after we beat Manchester City. Two-nil up and cruising midway through the first half away to a Burnley side that was already relegated, the team took a collective decision to end the season prematurely and conceded four goals in the process. As I’ve said, triumph and disaster are never too far away from one another with Spurs.
 
         The best bit about the pre-season is the amount of time you can waste in entirely fruitless speculation. At a rough estimate, Harry Redknapp had been reported to be in talks to bring about fifty new players to the club over the course of the last two months, including Joe Cole, Raúl, Cardozo, Forlán, Cahill, Falcao, Huntelaar, Bellamy, Parker, Fabiano, Ireland, Marin, Dzeko and Özil. We were also apparently going to swap Jermaine Jenas, David Bentley and Robbie Keane for Villa’s Ashley Young and Peter Crouch for Liverpool’s Ryan Babel. Of course we were. If even one of these deals came off I’d have been amazed, but that’s not the point. The constant flow of disinformation is reward enough in itself, as I can spend hours avoiding the rest of my life with no real stress attached. The only confirmed deal had been to buy the holding midfielder, Sandro, from Brazil – a player no one, including the manager, seemed to know the first thing about. The club were talking him up, but then Manchester United were talking up Bébé.
 
         The downside to this time of year is all the pre-season friendlies. I understand the point of them – get players match-fit, try out different players – but as a spectacle they offer next to nothing, as the game is played at a walking pace and with barely a competitive tackle made. Yet I still find them hard to resist. Every year, I can’t stop myself looking at the fixture list and even though there’s this voice yelling in my head, ‘Don’t do it, John. Remember how dull it was last year’, I find myself buying tickets regardless. This year it was Fiorentina. ‘Oooh, I’ve never seen Fiorentina. And my friend Barry supports them. Maybe we could go together.’ The deal was done. Two tickets it was. I clicked the confirm tab on the website, and another £60 disappeared from my bank account.
 
         It was nearly a lot worse, though. Jill’s mother lives in San Francisco and as it had been about five years since we’d last visited her, we thought it was about time. By chance Spurs had also decided to make their first trip to California in ages to play the San Jose Earthquakes on the very day we arrived, and I had worked out that if we left our luggage at the airport and hired a car we could get to San Jose in time for kick-off. And I would have done it if Jill hadn’t thrown a complete wobbly when I suggested it for the third time.
 
         Checking the result that evening online, it became clear Jill had not just saved herself from me, she had saved me from myself as the game had been a sterile, lifeless, snail-paced 1-1draw. In any case, I hadn’t come away entirely empty-handed, as I’d emailed her cousins in San Jose to get me as many souvenirs from the game – old tickets, programmes – as they could lay their hands on. To the collector, nerd, saddo, call me what you will, this clobber is gold dust. Any fool can get a programme or a used ticket from a Premier League fixture – or even a cup final – on eBay for next to nothing; it’s just a numbers game if you think about the quantities issued. But a friendly played 8,000 miles away from White Hart Lane in front of about 10,000 spectators, most of whom won’t have been that interested in football – now that’s an item worth having. And so it proved. Within days of the San Jose game being played, programmes and tickets were being hawked for upward of £20 on eBay. Not sure how many people paid that, mind.
 
         There was a nice coda to the San Jose game, though. About a week later, Robbie and I were sitting by the hotel pool in LA, as you do, observing this hunk-like English wannabe actor prattling on in the hot tub to a couple of rather beautiful and clearly impressed women, wearing next to nothing, about how his agent had sent him for this audition and how such and such a director like totally thought he was awesome.
 
         ‘The guy’s a dick,’ said Robbie.
 
         ‘Total.’
 
         We decided to get a little closer to the action and joined them in the hot tub. Five minutes later the hunk says, ‘I can’t help noticing your tattoo. [All these years later, Jill still hasn’t forgiven me for getting THFC inked on to my shoulder.] I’m a huge Spurs fan myself.’
 
         ‘Really?’
 
         ‘Yeah. Last week I drove up to San Jose to see them play the Earthquakes. I haven’t been able to get to White Hart Lane for years, and it was just awesome to see the team play again.’
 
         Respect. A bloke who will make a round trip of nearly 1,000 miles just to see what turned out to be pretty much a second XI – most of the stars were rested – play a non-competitive match. That’s dedication. We got talking about the team, our prospects and for about ten minutes became the best of mates, before he noticed that the babes were beginning to nod off and leaped out of the hot tub to give them his full-on attention.
 
         ‘He wasn’t such a dick, after all,’ I said.
 
         ‘Nah,’ Robbie agreed. ‘He’s a bit of a player, in fact.’
 
         Such is the power of Spurs, though I wasn’t feeling much of the power when the Fiorentina fixture finally came round in early August. Barry had turned out to be on holiday and couldn’t make it, and even though I had roped in my friend, John, to take his place, what little sense of purpose the match had held for me had largely dissipated before it had started. And yet I still always get that sense of excitement as I make the drive from Streatham to Tottenham. My pulse quickens and worries temporarily vanish. It still amazes me. I’ve had years and years of therapy, mostly dedicated to making me less self-destructive, less neurotic and generally easier to be around, and the only time when I can be certain not to be fretting about whether my family hates me, if I’m about to be sacked or about to die of cancer is during the two hours before a game and the match itself. I guess there’s only so much anxiety any psyche can take at one time, and for those four hours Spurs have my undivided neurosis.
 
         The ritual is always the same. The text alert with the team sheet comes through forty-five minutes before kick-off. I park the car near Bruce Castle and we walk the fifteen minutes to the ground, the sense of communion building as the numbers walking in the same direction increase the closer we get. I don’t feel safe in many places, but I do feel safe in White Hart Lane. It’s odd, I know, and probably an entirely misplaced sense of security but I feel like I am amongst friends or, if not friends, then people who wish me no harm, people who
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