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England pursued that elusive competition win at varying levels, but never made it to the top. Thus the FA decided it was time for a change in management personnel, hoping this would be the catalyst to the success that they – and the nation – craved.  

Aiden was horrified when they asked him to step up from Assistant Manager. Definitely, absolutely not. It needed someone with far more experience than he had, he argued back. It was flattering they thought so highly of him, and so quickly – he back-pedalled, realising how ungrateful he sounded. Perhaps in another few years he'd be prepared to take over. 

The mood in the room was one of collective disappointment, and Aiden wondered if he'd blown his chances for good.. Whether it was procedure or not, he wasn't involved in any of the decisions that were taken to cast the new England Manager, despite his position of Assistant Manager. 

The best candidate would be British, naturally. Someone who had worked with a few of the players already; someone who knew their style of play inside out; someone who had worked at International level with gifted players before. Silently he groaned his disapproval: Jacques fulfilled none of Aiden's criteria. But he was in no position to argue, he knew. 

Aiden's sigh was heartfelt as he watched the official press announcement.

“Who is he?” Leah's incredulous tone made Aiden almost laugh.

“I said the same thing!” He paused. “And the answer is, I have no idea.”

Leah's frown spoke volumes. 

Aiden was sure he wouldn’t have been the only person who had to complete an Internet search to find out about Jacques and his background.

Aiden was, of course, professional enough to work with Jacques for the good of the team. He smiled to himself thinking of his phrase; one that he'd coined at Richmond.

Once he'd accepted the England Assistant Manager job, he'd had to relinquish his role at his local club. Billy was being groomed to take over from Mike, and Aiden knew that his great former strike partner would make an equally great manager. He was sad, of course, to no longer be working with the team who'd stuck with him through the ups and downs over the years – but nobody in their right mind would have turned down the England job. 

It wasn't the money, fame nor the limelight that Aiden craved – it was having the opportunity to shine; to fulfil his true potential. Once his playing career had been cruelly halted, he had to find another direction to apply his talent. Management was it. 

Admittedly, he hadn't thought it would be coming this soon – he'd never expected to be working under the FA at this age; most England managers had been in their forties or fifties. Perhaps this was another reason why he thought he lacked the necessary experience.

The first wave of regret hit as he sat in the boardroom with the Executives and Jacques – and his translator. The conversation was stilted as every word between them was translated into Jacques' native tongue, and back again. Whether it was because Aiden worried that he'd blown his only chance to manage the national side or something else entirely, this jarred his usual limitless patience. Their first meeting took twice as long, and seemed to go on forever.

Aiden let out a deep breath once safely back in his car, in peace. Shaking his head slowly, he drove away, wondering how the team would respond when they found out..
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As Team Advisor under Ray's watchful gaze, the England squad had flourished. It wasn’t his opinion, it was fact. So Aiden wondered if Jacques' translator was against him, as the man took on none of Aiden's  ideas. 

Aiden knew the side were playing wrong and protested, but none of his words got through. Not only was it frustrating for him, it was frustrating for the team. Jacques had players outside of their usual positions, and that was bound to wreck havoc with the team’s efficiency. And it did!

Their chances for the upcoming Euro competition went downhill when they failed to qualify for the Group Stages. Things got worse for Aiden when the Press overheard him say it would have been far less stressful to be managing the team himself, instead of trying to assist someone who didn't speak the language, never mind having the faintest clue about how to run a team.

Upon England's return to home soil, he was summoned to the National Training Centre, unaware that his words had been aired in the national press that morning. By the time Leah had seen the headlines, it was too late to warn him; Aiden was already in conference with a table full of angry FA Executives. 

She dealt with concerned calls from their grown-up daughters - both away at different Universities – and from Harry, who lived across London in his own flat, not far from the training ground of his current South London football team. Leah too worried about what this meant for Aiden's career, but couldn't share her concerns with their offspring.

The bottom line was that the FA and Jacques parted company. Their new plan included sending Aiden to further his training before leading the England Under 18s (U18) team into the UEFA U18 Championships.

Looking on it as his last chance, Aiden worked hard to conform to the nation's hopes. There were 46 players in the U18 squad, and he knew nothing about any of them. Between intensive management and leadership training, and another meeting with the Executives, Aiden performed his research diligently. He now knew every player by their photo, with a piece of knowledge about each of them, along with what position and team they played regularly for.

The youngsters had already played their first match of the season against Moldova, a hard fought battle that had ended in a 1-1 draw. Their second and third matches against Serbia and Azerbaijan respectively were scheduled in three months' time, with both fixtures a week apart. Those matches would be the first times Aiden had to prove himself professionally as an FA Junior Manager. 

The first five matches of the U18 competition took place at the end of one year, with the last five matches spread well into the following year. Aiden wondered how many of the squad, depending on results, might slot into the senior team for the Euro Championships, and likewise the next World Cup squad. 

It was a dizzying thought that he could potentially manage these young men all of their International careers! The realisation heaped more pressure on him to gain their trust to get them to perform for him, not just the team. He returned home in a sombre, thoughtful mood.
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Aiden's firm but fair ruling that had stood him in such good stead at Richmond worked equally as well with the England U18s. His “for the good of the team” catchphrase worked at every level, from the Richmond juniors to the players in the first team. His equal respect policy was virtually unheard of in management history but worked  - because of how it was implemented. 

Whenever a player let him down, Aiden made it known the player had only let down himself. This produced a permanent hard working mentality in the team and gave a clear message – Aiden was here for results. It wasn't too much to ask any of the talented players under his command, and if they wanted to keep their place within the team, they'd have to work hard, both on and off the pitch.

By the time of their match against Serbia, Aiden felt he had a handle on each of his players. He chose to field a mixture of their strongest players and some of the less experienced team members. As their next match was in the same week, he felt he could use the mixture of players to best effect. After all, it was better to test theories in early stages; that was the unwritten rule in any sport.

He'd left in two experienced defenders, two strikers and two midfielders, filling the rest of the team with some débutantes, and some on their second or third cap. Their bench would also hold players with varying degrees of experience, in case the match went horribly wrong. Ideally, he wanted a win, but he'd settle for a draw. The only thing for certain was that he wouldn't accept a loss.

As his team let in an early goal, and gave away a stupid penalty within the first fifteen minutes, Aiden hid his head in his hands. For a brief moment, he wondered about smacking their heads together in the privacy of the dressing room – the thought almost made him smile. 

The young man who'd given away the penalty was arguing with the referee, resulting in his yellow card being turned to a red. Aiden shook his head sorrowfully. What he'd give to have a ‘Terry’ in the team – someone to pull the rest of the team in line. He whistled for the team's collective attention, drawing his hand across his throat, signalling that anyone who didn't pull their weight was out. The mood on the field sobered.

Aiden held his breath as their débutante goalkeeper bounced up and down on his line as the penalty against them was lined up. Somehow, God only knew how, he saved the penalty, to the excitement of his teammates as they all piled on top of each other.

Jogging back to the centre circle for kick off, each England player looked across to their Coach, nodding with the instruction: Aiden tapped his temple – keep your concentration. 

While they celebrated, he had readied their first substitute, as the man they'd lost had been a defender. Aiden didn't want to be a goal and a defender down. Arranging the reshuffle in midfield, he had no option but to bring on an experienced defender. Aiden consoled the young man being subbed, informing him he was not to take his substitution personally and that he would play in their next match. He was pleased to see the youngster smile and nod. Turning his attention back to his players on the pitch, Aiden hoped it was a temporary blip, urging a promising run to turn into something more. 

It wasn’t to be. Nonetheless he applauded the effort that went wide, feeling for the striker whose boot had missed the perfect cross by mere millimetres when the ball was diverted by the opposition. He sent instructions for half of their midfield to join the strikeforce in the opposition's box. The corner was powered in, sailing over everyone in a white England shirt and falling for a Serbian defender, who sent the ball towards the England goal once more.

This was why he had ordered only half of their midfield forward. He watched as an England experienced midfielder stole the ball from his opponent, passing to first one England player, then another, then another.. the ball was in the back of the net before Aiden knew what had happened. He allowed himself a small smile.

Watching his team score another two goals in the next twenty minutes, he saw the focus of his players dip. Aiden bellowed instructions, reminding them to concentrate until the final whistle. It's not over 'til it's over. He'd lost count of how many times players from all teams, at all levels had lost concentration in the last few minutes, and forfeited the match because of it.

Serbia clawed back another goal, but as the full time whistle went England had their first win under Aiden's wing: 3-2. Aiden had his eyes closed in relief, so didn't see the team charging towards him until he was mobbed!
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
-.' ‘- .

FOOTBALL CRAZY 3:

THE HAT-TRICK

JONNE MARRS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





