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Before he was everyone’s, he was mine.
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During his years in Milan, the media nicknamed the manager L’oracolo. He was a footballing savant – it was said he could visualise a full ninety minutes entirely in his mind, each moving cog in the beautiful machine.

There were two weeks remaining before our pre-season tour and I had been summoned to the manager’s office for a favour. With a reserved smile, L’oracolo gestured for me to take a seat, indicating that he would need a moment before we could begin.

The manager’s hair was notably thinning and he had begun to round at the middle, his ageing body flattered by fine Italian tailoring. This was a man who exuded authority, justly earned through decades at the highest level of the game. Above his bookshelves, a newly framed print: the final day of our previous season; fans swarming the pitch as we confirmed our survival. While I absent-mindedly inspected his photos and the spines of his books, the manager typed dramatically at his keyboard, before turning the laptop to me, showing a serious, but handsome teenage face.

‘This boy from Monaco, he is the one for us,’ L’oracolo said, tapping the screen for emphasis. ‘It is true what they say about him. The things he can do. What he is capable of.’

‘What is it they say?’ I asked, reading the boy’s name and vital statistics from a profile below the photograph. We were the same age, the same height, within a few pounds of the same weight. Samson Kabarebe. ‘I’ve never heard of him.’

‘I promise that you will – whether he comes or whether he chooses not. The scouts – they say the boy has an arrogance. You have known the type, yes? You have seen it before, of course. All of the best, they believe in themselves. Like the best, he wants to play.’

The manager spoke English with zest, pausing for emphasis, weighing words in his mouth like treats.

‘If he’s so good, why’s he barely playing for them?’ I asked, pointing out the bold six in Samson’s appearance stats.

‘Come now,’ the manager said incredulously, allowing himself a sly smile. ‘We both know why! In this game, it is luxury to take the risk on such a young player! This manager at Monaco, you know him, yes? You know his, how-you-say, pedigree? He does not need this risk, you see? He likes his job very much and wishes to keep it. But for me, for this club: I am forced to take risks. This is our reality. If the owner says we cannot buy, we cannot buy. So, we beg for loans and we look to the academy for stars like you.’

I had been part of the club since I was nine years old, captaining our youth teams at every level. I grew up a ten-minute walk from the stadium, with our players postering my bedroom walls – players who had since actively distanced themselves from what the club had become. Amid an injury crisis last season, the manager had brought me into the first team, pushing and favouring me to the point that I had been accused by the squad of being a teacher’s pet.

‘So, I suppose I’m a big risk too?’ I huffed, shifting back in my seat. ‘Even if you trusted me with the ten shirt?’

‘But of course! You are my favourite risk! My proudest risk! Last season, I trust you with this shirt because only you understand what it means. You know every legend who has worn this number. You have sung their names! And look at us now – another season in the greatest league! This is why it must be you to speak on our behalf.’

Pushing the laptop further towards me, the manager stood from his desk, buttoning his suit jacket.

‘Speak with this boy, this Samson. You must say what it is like here. How it is different. How it is better. In Monaco, there are no real fans. Just the rich, you know? The wealthy and the impatient. They fight for nothing. You must tell Samson of our history. Sell the tradition of this place, this city! Tell of the way our players are worshipped.’

‘Okay,’ I said, hesitant. ‘When do you want me to do this then?’

‘I will call him now.’

‘Now?’

‘Yes, now,’ the manager said, already unlocking his phone. ‘Today, he expects this call. Is this a problem?’

‘I mean, no, but . . . shouldn’t we rehearse it or something?’

‘It must be now. He is on his way to speak with others. His agent – if we wait, the agent will become – how-you-say . . . ’

Leaning back on his heels, L’oracolo paused, rolling his finger like a reel, winding in the words.

‘Inside his head, you know? You have your papa to agent for you, but you know how this is for the others. The influence of these agents. They will force what is best for their pockets. There is a lot of money for this boy, you know? We must sell ourselves on the fight. We offer him our stage to perform, our voices to sing.’

The phone was already ringing as L’oracolo handed it to me. I angled myself away from his gaze, fixing my eyes on the laptop screen, upon Samson’s photograph. When he answered, I introduced myself in a damp rush, launching into an elegy on the club, our past glories, our unrivalled resilience. Without pausing for breath, I enthusiastically listed off whichever positives came to my mind: our brilliant catering, our superb medical staff, the great dressing-room banter, our loyal fans. I emphasised that the Premier League was a war, all about power and endurance.

Before I left space for Samson to ask any questions, the phone was taken back out of my sweaty hand. The manager spoke briefly, even finding time to laugh, but the call seemed to end without a neat conclusion. I apologised, wiping my hand on my thigh, but L’oracolo assured me that I had done well. That it was exactly what he had envisioned.
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There was a buzz among the squad. The latest Football Manager video game rated Samson at 184 out of a possible 200 on their Potential stat. I’d sought out videos of Samson on the internet, sharing them in the team chat. Collectively, we’d developed an impression of his skills.

On our third day in camp, Samson flew to Doha, chaperoned by his agent. Pausing from our drills, we watched on as he approached the training pitch, greeted by L’oracolo. The manager clasped Samson’s hand in both his own, shaking gratefully.

‘Where’s this one from then?’ asked our kit man, handing me a water bottle.

‘Monaco,’ I said, observing as Samson removed his sunglasses, hanging them from the collar of his sharp, white polo shirt. While his agent and the manager laughed and slapped each other affectionately on the back, Samson shifted his weight from foot to foot like an impatient child, glancing over to us, to the pitch.

‘No, I mean, where’s he properly from?’

‘Oh, I think he’s played for the French Under-19s, but the gaffer says his family’s from Rwanda.’

‘Where the fuck’s Rew-ander?’

From what we’d gathered, the deal was confirmed, and Samson would be joining us on a season-long loan, playing in his natural position as a centre forward. The same position as me.

Bert, our newly appointed club captain, imposed himself beside me to grab the bottle from my hand and spray it over his head. The arid desert heat had already scalded him a tender, gammon pink.

‘You ready to put this fooker in his place then?’ Bert said, wiping off his face and grabbing my shoulder, squeezing firmly. ‘He’s here for your spot, you know?’

‘Yeah, I know.’

‘So what’re you gonna do about it?’

‘Whatever the gaffer asks me to do, I guess.’

‘You guess? You guess, do ya?’ Bert said, his grip tightening. ‘You’ll have to do a lot better than fookin’ guess if your man’s as canny as they reckon.’

‘What am I supposed to do?’ I asked, twisting free.

Bert leered in Samson’s direction. ‘You’ve got to show him who’s boss, doncha? Put a hard one in on him early.’

‘How’s that going to help?’

‘Here now,’ Bert said, brandishing a finger in my face. ‘Don’t try getting smart with me, laddy. If I’m generous enough to offer advice, that’ll be gospel to you.’

As the manager led Samson and his agent over, we hustled back to our drills. Quick-dash pass and plays, lay-offs and rondos. L’oracolo’s training routines were always varied – they anticipated our boredom, our dips in concentration, rotating through exercises at ten-minute intervals.

‘Boys,’ called the manager from the edge of the impossibly fresh grass, whistling us over like pack animals.

‘This is Samson,’ he said, ushering our new recruit in front of him as we gathered in a crescent, stepping forwards in turn to clap hands with him. Samson smiled warmly, seemingly relaxed.

‘Welcome, big man,’ Bert said, pulling him aggressively into a chest bump. ‘How’s your English?’

‘About as good as his,’ Samson smirked, glancing cheekily over his shoulder to the manager.

Our captain laughed and shoved him backwards. ‘You’ll do nicely. Ah like yas already.’

‘You will remember this one, of course,’ the manager said, as we touched for the first time.

‘Ah,’ Samson said, holding my eyes, ‘L’ambassadeur – enchanté.’

‘Here, what did we just say about English?’ Bert joked.

‘Samson will join training from tomorrow,’ the manager said. ‘For now, you work another twenty minutes, then we finish.’

‘A demain,’ Samson waved, still eyeing the pitch as he walked away. His agent had paced ahead, walking briskly in the direction of the air-conditioned hotel, phone pressed to his ear.

‘Before you go,’ the manager said, casting himself in front of me as the rest of the team jogged back to our drills. ‘There is something you must know. As part of our arrangement, we have given Samson the ten.’

‘What are you talking about? What arrangement?’

‘With Samson. This season, he will have the ten shirt.’

‘Are you serious, gaffer?’

‘It is given. His agent, they insist. You understand, of course?’

‘No I don’t fucking understand, boss. This is bullshit. He’s fucking nobody – I earned that number. I’ve been with this club since I was nine, for fuck’s sake.’

The manager puffed out his cheeks. ‘You are upset, but it is already done. Samson will be the ten. That is my word.’

‘I earned that fucking shirt. You even said so, remember?’

‘My friend, you have earned nothing yet in this club. Understand? Maybe in time, but for now? For now, you have earned nothing. What I said to you was true – you understand why this number is important, so you must also understand why we give the shirt to Samson.’

‘Well,’ I said, stumbling for a rebuttal, ‘we’ll see what the lads have to say. The fans and all! The fans will be on my side.’

‘Your teammates – they will think what I tell them to think. And the fans? What they desire most is hope. Samson is hope. You are known to them, and what they know is all mess. For years, all they know is ugliness.’

‘So, I’m ugly too, yeah?’ I barked.

‘We speak later,’ the manager said calmly, pulling up his waistband and walking off the pitch. ‘Thank you for this understanding.’

‘This is bullshit,’ I shouted after him, hearing the squall of petulance in my own voice.
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Through my childhood, we couldn’t afford to attend many games, so any visit to the stadium was a major treat, an occasion to be savoured. We would arrive two hours before kick-off, carried through the wait by the club’s emotionally charged and bass-heavy pre-match playlist. By my side, my father clapped along, tapping out an anxious, discordant rhythm with his work boots.

I loved being there, singing our club songs, the din growing as the ground filled, anticipation rising, our voices swelling in one familiar tongue, roaring the names of our heroes in that hallowed temple, embracing an identity larger than our differences. I keenly felt the responsibility of being a good fan, the pressure to play my part, to influence from a distance, to fill the space between us and them.

Dad preferred to sit in the North Stand, where we could watch the players emerge from the tunnel, their faces intimately familiar even from sixty metres. No matter how badly we were getting beaten, Dad never left a game before the full-time whistle. We paid good money for those tickets, and we’d get our full value. All he demanded in return for his devotion was effort – for the players to apply themselves. To play for the badge.

Once it became clear that I was a genuine prospect, Dad acted as both my biggest champion and fiercest critic. After one particularly comprehensive thrashing by the Liverpool Under-15 squad, on the drive home, I announced my decision to pack it in, telling him that I’d never be good enough, that I’d never be able to match their level. My father remained silent, refusing to deliver any platitudes or reassurances. He let me wallow in self-pity until dinner, then asked me what we were going to do to prepare for the next game.

For years, my best performances always came when Dad was in attendance. Those special occasions when he could skip work or slip away early from the construction yard. Under the scrutiny of my father, I kept my elbows in and my mouth shut. Scoring in front of Dad was all the sweeter, for he recounted my goals to the rest of the family with richly embellished detail, making ordinary strikes sound quite miraculous.

‘You should have heard it, Lolly – his connection on that ball, so sweet it sung. Eighteen yards out, twisting and catching it on the volley. He couldn’t have placed it better if he’d used his hands.’

That evening, I spoke with my father over the phone.

‘He can’t do this, Dad. You need to call and get on to him.’

‘Sounds like it’s too late though, son.’

‘Bollocks, is it! You’re my agent – you’re supposed to have my back on this stuff.’

‘I’m also a fan of the club, and I know that sometimes you’ve got to put the team first. Come on, lad. Don’t go on being a petty shite about it. No one’ll thank you for it. Put some faith in the gaffer. He’s been around the block. He knows how to play these things a lot better than we do. You’ve fought for your place before, and you’ll do it again.’

‘It’s not about my place though, it’s about respect. He’s mugging me off. It was my fucking number.’

‘All right, son. How about this? We’ll hold off until the game on Tuesday, then see how you feel. If you’re still all fired up, I’ll try to have a word.’

‘But—’

‘Just wait a few days, all right? That’s all I’m asking.’

‘Fine. Whatever,’ I said, fighting the temptation to hang up dramatically. I took a long, deliberate breath – loud enough for Dad to take note. ‘What’s the news on my house?’

Purchased last season, shortly after L’oracolo brought me into the squad, I had agreed to a twenty-five-year mortgage on a property in the suburbs of our city – a commitment that could potentially outlast my playing career. The house was quaint – red brick and picketed, a garden large enough for goal posts. The interior was in the process of being renovated to my specifications. Or, more accurately, to my mother’s specifications. I’d given her licence to live out her interior-design fantasies, albeit on a conservative budget.

‘Your mam’s been over there all day. She’s getting herself in a state, faffing and fussing. The poor decorators. You know how she gets.’

‘But will it be ready before the start of the season? The gaffer’s always saying we need a stable environment to rest in.’

‘It’ll be ready when it’s ready. Worst comes to worst, you have to live with your old mam and dad for a few weeks longer.’

‘Great.’

‘I know you like the idea of your freedom, son, but trust me, it’s nothing but hassle.’

‘All right. Thanks, Dad. Speak to you soon.’

‘Love you, son. We’re proud of you.’
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For the duration of the Middle East tour, we were trusted with rooms to ourselves. During the season-proper, all but our most senior players would be forced to share rooms. Because of our club’s location in the UK, the squad always travelled to away games the night before the match, staying in a moderately priced hotel. The owner justified his miserliness with the sentiment that sharing rooms held us accountable and out of harm’s way.

Tommy, my roommate from the previous season, had recently been sold to West Ham for nine million quid. Tommy and I had developed a routine of playing FIFA from dinner until bedtime: a hundred pounds a game, with an extra five hundred if you lost by a margin of four goals or more. Tommy liked to play as Juventus, but I always picked our own club, putting myself at a significant disadvantage. But the novelty of seeing my digital avatar celebrate a goal never grew old. The game valued my digital self at thirteen million.

Following Tommy’s departure, there were only two academy graduates remaining in the first team squad: me and Kyle, our reserve goalkeeper. It was Kyle who had taught me to kiss. He was two years older and therefore infinitely wiser. As we grew into our bodies, we’d spend stolen hours pressed against each other in toilet cubicles and laundry rooms, our voices changing, deepening with each whisper. Kyle kissed hungrily, eyes scrunched closed, counting my teeth with his tongue, batting away my hand each time I reached for more. Kyle cut things off abruptly, ending his experiment, graduating to kissing girls, seemingly having used me for all I was worth. Though it had been years since anything happened between us, there remained a complicit trust. A pact of mutual destruction.

We sat together for breakfast the following morning. I knew that Kyle would sympathise regarding the loss of my shirt.

‘That shirt used to mean something,’ Kyle said, chewing assertively on some toast. ‘The other academy lads – they’d give their right foot to wear that shirt even once.’

‘Not sure how useful they’d be without a right foot.’

‘You know what I mean, dickhead.’

Across the room, uniformed servers stood with their backs to the wall, looking blankly into the middle distance like sentinels, springing to life the moment anyone approached their buffet, drawing their faces into affable, accommodating expressions.

I stirred my porridge.

‘My old man reckons I need to just shut up and get on with it.’

‘There are always other options.’

Kyle leaned conspiratorially across the table.

‘Between you and me, I’ve started lessons with a Spanish tutor. Twice a week. Supposed to make you more attractive to them lot in La Liga. Mi nombre es Kyle. Juego al fútbol.’

‘This tutor – pretty little twenty-something bird, is she?’

‘Yeah,’ Kyle smirked. ‘You know my type.’

Bert approached us from the buffet with a bowl of cereal and took the vacant seat beside me. I imagined Bert would be an aggressive kisser – inexact and boyish, partial to biting.

‘Morning ladies,’ he said, sitting and spreading his legs into my personal space. ‘Hope yous are warming up your voices for this evening. Have ya picked out an initiation song for us yet?’

‘I’m not singing again,’ I told him.

‘You’ll sing when I tell you to.’

‘Like fuck will I,’ I said. ‘No one wants to suffer through hearing me again anyway.’

‘Yous don’t know how good you’ve got it. It’s just a little sing-song. Back in my day, ye’d have a broom handle shoved up ye jacksie and be made to dance.’

‘Good thing you like that sort of thing anyway then, eh boss?’

‘Watch it, ye,’ Bert said, brandishing his spoon at me, flecks of milk spattering across the table.

‘How do you reckon Samson will fit in?’ Kyle asked.

‘Always hard to say with the Africans,’ Bert said. ‘Some of ’em got a reet attitude at first, but we’ll kick it out of him soon enough.’

I winced.

‘I think he’s French, actually.’

‘I think he’s French actually,’ Bert repeated, mimicking my accent.

‘Right,’ I said, pushing away the porridge. ‘I think I’m off then. No appetite. See you on the pitch.’

‘See you on the pitch,’ Bert said, continuing his impression, shoving me as I stood.
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We were staying in a spa resort with two full-sized pitches, tucked away behind tennis courts and a polo field. The whole complex felt supremely clean and well maintained. Stepping out from the air conditioning alongside Kyle, we were besieged by a rush of baking, carrion dryness. Across an expansive plane, downtown Doha shimmered in the distance: glass monoliths looming like mirages, the horizon oozed like liquid metal.

Tuesday’s game was an exhibition match against the reigning champions of the Qatari league. The fixture was to be played behind closed doors, with various emirs and sheikhs expected to attend.

When Kyle and I arrived at the training pitch, Samson was already there. He stood alone in the centre circle, dressed in our kit, doing keepie-uppies, alternating between feet, the ball tight to his boots.

‘Fancies himself, doesn’t he?’ Kyle said. ‘Bit keen – early to training on his first day.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, debating whether to confront Samson, measuring my fury.

‘All right, fella,’ Kyle yelled. ‘You know we’re not due to start till nine?’

‘I know,’ Samson called back, his focus unaffected, casually flicking the ball twenty feet in the air, then controlling with his left foot while shielding his eyes from the sun.

‘Suit yourself,’ Kyle said, jogging off towards the goal.

‘They gave you my shirt number, you know,’ I said, stalking forwards, trying to appear menacing.

‘Yes,’ Samson said, his eyes still fixed to the ball, now switching it from foot to foot, his lips pursed, a silver crucifix necklace bouncing off his chest with each kick.

‘I thought you might apologise at least. Given that you stole it from me.’

‘I am sorry,’ Samson said candidly, bringing the ball down under his studs and extending his hand. ‘Friends?’

I felt disarmed. I hadn’t rehearsed for this. I had intended to hate him. We were meant to be rivals, not buddies. Seeing him stood there, with his hand out, I had no recourse. All my indignation had been muted.

‘Sure,’ I heard myself say. As I accepted his hand, Samson unexpectedly pulled me in for a hug. He smelled of lotion and coconut.

‘The kit, she looks good on me, no?’ Samson said, drawing back and smoothing out his shirt.

‘Yeah,’ I said, dazed by his warmth.

Samson nodded towards Kyle, who was stretching his hamstrings against the goalpost. ‘Shall we shoot at him?’

‘The rest of the guys will be here in a minute,’ I said. ‘We usually do a proper warm-up before we start shooting.’

‘Nah, let’s shoot at him,’ Samson said, rolling his ball forward a few inches and taking aim.

‘EHH, KEEP-AIR!’ he called.

In one fluid movement, Samson arched his body back, swinging out his left arm while motoring his right foot under the ball, connecting with a thump that almost hissed with speed. The ball launched from the half-way line in an arc like a golfer’s drive, fizzing through the air and finding the middle of the goal, past a scrambling Kyle, caught off guard by the audacity of the shot.

‘Your turn,’ Samson said, readjusting his crucifix and running off to retrieve another ball.

By the time the rest of the squad arrived, I’d witnessed Samson replicate the same technique a dozen times, his body snapping like elastic. By comparison, my own efforts whimpered meekly into Kyle’s gloves.

Spotting us together, Jean-Claude, our first-team coach, paired me off with Samson to lead him through our standard stretching regimen: hips, calves and quads, then piriformis, groin and hamstring.

Jean-Claude had worked with L’oracolo for over a decade, leading his backroom staff at every one of the manager’s clubs. He was privy to many secrets and trusted unreservedly.

As we stretched out our quads, Samson held my shoulder, purchasing for balance he seemed not to require, effortlessly limber, openly surveying his new teammates.

‘L’oracolo, he is where?’ Samson whispered, switching legs.

‘I guess he’s out with the club owner, doing meetings and stuff. Jean-Claude leads these sessions.’

‘Never mind,’ Samson said, running his free hand over his closely shaved head, ‘I will make the fun today.’

We rushed through high knees, lunges, rotations and shuffles. Samson moved with a range of motion that seemed almost simulated – too measured and precise for an ordinary body. All eyes were on him, yet he seemed to derive pleasure from the attention. Throughout the warm-up, there was a smile on Samson’s face.

‘What’s he so fucking happy about?’ Bert asked me during a water break.

‘Ask him yourself,’ I said, spitting some water over my shoulder.

‘You’re supposed to be reet on him today, ain’t you? Proper knacking him, like?’

‘Nah, I’m over it.’

‘Ahh, you’ve gone soft on us already!’ Bert said, scratching at his groin.

‘Competition’s good,’ I shrugged. ‘No point being bitter, I reckon. Just more to prove.’

As we began our move-and-shoot exercises, Bert set the tone, targeting Samson – passing the ball aggressively, testing his control. Samson took everything in his stride, barely registering the collective scrutiny, dispatching goal after goal with alarming consistency.

Samson treated that three-hour training session as an exhibition of his art, a smile etched across his face. He nutmegged players during rondos, leapt over lunges, threw his body into every fifty-fifty. Jean-Claude loudly praised Samson’s sprinting, his control, his balance.

‘Tell you what, marra,’ Bert said to me as we walked off the field, ‘He’s proper canny like, that one. Good lad too. Clearly loves his football.’

‘Bit of a show-off though, right?’ I said. ‘Loves himself.’

‘Aye. But with feet like that, you would, wouldn’t you?’
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Following a light lunch, I showered and changed into my swimming trunks, inspecting my tan lines in the bathroom mirror. Compared to Samson, I looked like a boy – lithe frame and narrow shoulders, a face that would struggle to purchase alcohol unchallenged. I could still get away with shaving once a week.

On my way to the pool, I knocked on Kyle’s door.

‘Who is it?’

‘It’s me, you mug. You coming down then? It’s the best place to stay cool.’

‘Nah,’ Kyle shouted through the door. ‘Head’s pounding. Think I’ve got sunstroke.’

‘I’m sure you’re stroking something,’ I said. ‘If you change your mind, you know where you can find us.’

We had the pool mostly to ourselves. Just a few children in the shallow end, splashing and shrieking, occasionally chastised by a bored-looking woman in a one-piece.

Samson had claimed a sun lounger on the near side of the water. He was topless, lying on his back with his palms turned upwards, fingers softly curled, his head tilted to the side, the bud of a white AirPod just visible. His body glistened, a bottle of sun cream tucked between the gap of his legs, almost inviting me to reach.

Registering my presence, he looked out from over his sunglasses.

‘Lie with me,’ Samson said, pulling out one headphone and reaching languidly to tap the vacant sun lounger beside him.

‘All right,’ I said, my throat tightening.

‘She’s glorious, no? The sun?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, flattening out my towel and lying back. ‘Hope you’re not expecting this in England.’

‘I expect nothing. I come with no expectation.’

‘Right.’

‘Again, I am sorry about the ten. My agent, he says this is good for the sponsors, you know?’

‘It’s fine,’ I said, almost meaning it.

‘This agent, he is gone now. He has other business. Now, I am alone.’

‘Well,’ I said, a little flustered, ‘Not alone. You’ve got me. I hope we can do well together. I mean, as a team. It looked like you were enjoying yourself out there today.’

‘It is good. I like everyone. I hope they like me. You think they like me?’

I paused – unsure of how to answer, struck by the vulnerability of the question.

‘Yeah, of course. I think everyone’s glad you chose us. We need all the help we can get. It’ll be a tough season.’

‘Ah, but we like the tough, yes?’

‘I guess so.’

In this position, facing that faultless desert sky, it felt easier to be near him. He was just a disembodied, beautiful, inquisitive voice.

‘The goalkeeper, he is your friend, yes?’

‘Kyle? Yeah, he’s a good mate. We came through together. From the academy.’

‘I hate goalkeepers,’ Samson said flatly.

I laughed, reading the comment as jest, but Samson remained silent. I raised myself on one arm and peered over my sunglasses.

‘You’re serious?’

‘Of course,’ Samson said, unmoved. ‘Goalkeepers, they are cowards. The keeper is afraid of real football.’

He batted his index finger through the air between us.

‘We are the enemy of the goalkeeper. When I have a son or daughter, I would be ashamed if they hide in a goal.’

‘That seems a bit harsh.’

‘Do you have any kids?’ Samson said, glancing over at the splashing children.

‘What? No!’ I said, a little too sharply, lying back down. ‘No, I’m the same age as you.’

‘Ah, but age does not stop a child, correct? A child, she happens so easily. I am sure many women, they love to have your child.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ I said.

‘Maybe you have different priorities, eh? Still plenty of time for children.’

‘All I ever wanted was this,’ I said. ‘Football, I mean. My priority is playing for this club. To make my family proud, you know?’

‘And you worry they are not proud?’

I spoke defensively, scratching my arm and mumbling something about my father and local tradition, then attempted to redirect the conversation.

‘What’s Monaco like?’

‘My mama, she says Monaco is illusion,’ Samson said confidently, fingering his crucifix. ‘Monaco, it is as we say with the keeper – it is a place to hide – there is no substance to this city. The people, they worship themselves. They worship luxury. They have no purpose.’

‘You Christian, then?’ I asked, gesturing to his necklace.

‘Catholic,’ Samson said, ‘But only when it matters.’

Only when it matters – easing back into a reclined position, I considered his words, the sun brushing over my skin. I lay there, warm and relaxed, bathing in the audacity of Samson’s confidence, feeling emboldened by his mere proximity. Even God worked to his convenience.

Lost in thought, I fell asleep. When I woke, Samson was in the pool, his chest and shoulders above the water, hairless and gleaming, heading a ball back and forth with our Senegalese winger, Baba, who was counting their tally aloud in English.

‘Forty-eight, forty-nine, fifty . . . ’

I sat up and walked over, dangling my legs into the water, dragging my hand over the surface.

‘Come to join us?’ Samson asked, his eyes still tracking the ball.

‘Fifty-six, fifty-seven, fifty-eight . . . ’

‘Maybe,’ I said, twisting my body in a dramatic stretch. ‘Just got to wake up a bit first.’

Baba stumbled backwards, losing his footing, allowing the ball to hit the water.

‘It’s his fault,’ he said, pounding the water at me and kissing his teeth, ‘He distracted me, eh?’

‘I’m not taking any blame. And that looked boring anyway.’

‘You are right,’ Samson said. ‘It was boring.’

‘Fuck you both,’ Baba said, wading slowly to the shallow end.

‘They say I have to sing tonight,’ Samson said, pulling himself out of the pool to sit beside me, his trunks slipping deliciously down his waist.

‘Yeah,’ I said, swallowing. ‘Just a laugh. Everyone has to go through it.’

‘What is it you sing?’

‘Last season, after the manager brought me into the squad, I sang “Like a Virgin”, by Madonna. I didn’t pick it, they made me.’

‘“Like a Virgin”? I don’t know this song?’ Samson said, kicking gently under the water.

‘What? Come on, you must know it.’

‘No – how does it go?’

I hummed the tune, then began to sing the hook of the chorus.

Touched for the very first time

Samson stuck out his tongue and burst into laughter, ‘I’m joking, virgin boy. Winding you up, you know?’

‘Oh fuck you,’ I said, shoving him forwards, back into the pool, blushing fiercely.

After a short swim, we returned to our sun loungers and discussed music. Samson introduced me to some French rap, sharing his AirPods, sliding one into my ear and choosing the songs. My head was filled with a thick, foreign pulse, a rhythm within me that Samson controlled.

It felt intimate.

It felt good.
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Upstairs in my room, I took my third shower of the day; my face lifted to the beat of the water, cleansing me of the chlorine and the thought of him, the sinews of his forearms, the sharp edge of his jaw, the soft warmth of his skin.

Stepping out from the steam, I examined my suitcase, agape on the hotel floor. I found myself inspecting my clothes, assessing for Samson’s approval, imagining the fashions he would have been accustomed to in Monaco – a world of designer brands, ironed collars, subtlety and refinement.

Fashion was a freedom I had failed to fully embrace. In a world of strict schedules and even stricter diets, what footballers wear is one of the few ways we can exercise control and express our personalities.

I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and held up shirt after shirt, measuring the pastel blue and hot pink against my emerging tan. I felt unsure of what I was looking for – more feeling than thinking. More wanting and longing.

There was nothing special about my appearance except my height, and height alone is hardly worthy of compliments. I looked at my parted hair and willowy limbs and felt inadequate of reciprocated desire. In the end, I settled on a plain polo and smart jeans – sufficiently inconspicuous. Suitably adequate.

Downstairs, the hotel had decorated the dining room in our team’s colours and arranged their furniture into two long banquet tables. There were four new players due to perform, one scheduled between each course of our dinner. As club captain, Bert acted as the evening’s master of ceremonies. He’d scheduled Samson last, a sure sign that he’d be subjected to the harshest treatment.

‘How you feeling?’ I asked Kyle, taking a seat beside him.

‘Better, thanks – head’s still got a throb on. Probably just as well there’s no booze.’

‘If I were performing, I’d rather be pissed.’

‘Well, being pissed couldn’t have made you any worse.’

‘Get to fuck,’ I said, jabbing Kyle in the ribs and grabbing a bread roll.

As we ate, I chatted and scrolled absently through Twitter – a regular search of my own name: an endless parade of undulating opinion, veering from praise to dismissal and back again.

Passing behind me on his way to the toilet, Samson snatched the phone from my hand.

‘Oi, what the fuck,’ I said, my voice cracking.

‘This is bad for you,’ he said, examining the screen, tutting. ‘These fans, they are idiots. They know nothing. Do not listen.’

‘Give it here,’ I said, attempting to hide my alarm.

‘Be kind to yourself, eh?’ Samson said, handing the phone back.

While dishes were cleared between each course, the evening’s performers took their turn at the head of the tables, clutching water bottles as makeshift microphones and rushing a cappella through their allocated songs. Other members of the squad were elected to record or broadcast the proceedings on their phones, sharing the terrible singing and stilted dancing to their millions of followers.

As Mario, our new attacking midfielder, stepped up before dessert, ready to serenade us with his rendition of ‘Uptown Girl’, the mood in the room shifted. The club owner had arrived and was hovering in the doorway. He was accompanied by a man I recognised from pictures – it was the Oxford-educated son of the Emir. This was the sheikh who had championed football in his country. His well-groomed face was plastered everywhere in the hotel.

‘Don’t mind us,’ our club owner announced. ‘Just pretend like I’m not here.’

‘That’s what we always do!’ shouted Bert, prompting the rest of us to fall about laughing, more riotous than the joke really merited.

‘Albert,’ the manager hissed, standing and hustling his way towards the door, approaching His Royal Highness and the owner in a deferential stance, attempting to shepherd them both away, into the corridor.

‘I hope you have a pleasant stay,’ the sheikh said warmly, stepping around the manager and raising his arm to the room with a smile. ‘Good luck for next season.’

‘Cheers, mate,’ Bert replied on our collective behalf.

L’oracolo missed both Mario’s song and the dessert course, but returned just in time to witness Samson being called for his turn. He swaggered up the table with his back straight, shoulders wide – a posture of pure chutzpah. Bert brought the room to an expectant hush.

‘Well boys, we’ve reet been looking forward to this one, eh? Fancy feet here is going to be performing a proper banger. A real classic of the genre. For one night only, our very own Samson is joining the Pussycat Dolls, singing “Don’t Cha”.’

Hoots and cheers filled the room as Bert passed Samson a sheet of paper with the lyrics.

Samson examined the paper with a smile and brushed one hand over his head.

‘Bof!’ he said, removing a stone-coloured linen blazer and stepping up onto a chair. ‘I will need the help. You make the beat, oui?’

‘I think we can manage that, right lads?’ Bert said, initiating a clap.

‘Get on with it,’ called Baba, his phone aloft.

Unfazed, Samson paused, closed his eyes, held the paper at arm’s length, and started to sing. His voice was baritone, flat and toneless, but completely assured: each lyric sung with energy and purpose, each pause punctuated by a loose wiggle of his shoulders.

Between lines, Samson looked up from the paper and smiled down the table, blowing kisses and winking towards the coaching staff, dancing stiltedly on his chair, clearly enjoying himself, relishing his position as the evening’s final course.

Beside me, Kyle whistled like a catcall, thumping the table and knocking over a glass.

Stepping down off the chair mid-verse, Samson strutted over to where the manager sat and forcibly pulled back his chair, raising one long leg onto the edge of his seat, hands on his hips, shimmying his upper body. The manager pulled a good-natured grimace and leaned away, continuing to clap, while the rest of us cheered and laughed. I mentally willed Samson to thrust – just once, for my sake alone.

‘Here,’ Kyle said, leaning over and cupping his hands to my ear in an attempt to drown out the whooping around us. ‘Good job that sheikh’s not seeing this, eh? They’ve got pretty strong ideas on how to handle any queer shit – straight down the yard for a stoning.’

I pulled my head away and made no comment, watching as Samson stepped back up onto his chair, throwing down the sheet of paper and encouraging us all to sing along with his finale. The whole room wishing to be freaks like me. As Samson finished, our rhythmic clapping hastened to hard applause. He took a bow and climbed down.

‘Fucking brilliant, marra,’ Bert said, slapping Samson’s back as he rushed over to apologise to the manager.

‘Let’s have another hand for him, lads,’ Bert said, rousing us to our feet.

The moment felt significant. As the team cheered and gathered around him, reaching over each other to pat at his shoulder, Samson must have known that he’d won everyone over, that he’d successfully staked his claim to my shirt, that he’d laid the foundations for all that was to follow.

A short while later, I excused myself to bed, and found myself alone with Samson in the foyer, waiting for the lift.

‘Long day,’ I said dumbly, filling the silence between us.

‘Yes,’ Samson said soberly. ‘Long, but good. I enjoy your company.’

‘Oh – yeah, same. I mean, I enjoyed yours too. And you were great tonight. Really great.’

‘Thanks,’ Samson said, pressing again on the already illuminated up arrow.

‘I bet you’ll go viral. Your dancing.’

‘Ah, but I made them clap,’ Samson said, tapping his temple. ‘When you clap, you cannot record so well.’

‘Very clever,’ I said, unable to recall whether anyone had actually persisted with the filming. ‘It’ll be good – this season. I promise.’

‘You promise?’ he said, turning to face me, meeting my eyes. ‘Okay then, I hold you to this. You make it good for us both.’

The lift arrived with a sharp ping and we stepped inside, standing with our backs pressed to opposite walls of the box.

‘I call my mama now,’ Samson said, pulling out his phone. ‘She worries.’

‘Oh, cool. Is she still in Monaco?’

‘No, no. She lives in Paris.’ He paused, examining my face for recognition. ‘France, you know?’

‘Oh, yeah. Of course.’

The lift pinged again, arriving at my floor.

‘This is me. I’m in room fifty-three. Just so you know.’

‘Okay, bon soir. Dream well.’

‘Yeah. Night, mate.’

Swaddled in the dark of my bed, I allowed thoughts of him to consume me. The flex and pulse of his body. The harsh edge of his smile. The promise I had committed to. Desire throbbed in my groin like a disease I might succumb to. I lay there and held myself, commencing the telltale rustle of starched hotel sheets, gripping and stroking until I found relief, suddenly alone and wet with fresh shame.
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