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The last time I saw Kevin Yourdan alive, he was over the moon, top of his form, hyped up, wired and ready for action. In fact, all the clichés.

“I'm a journalist, Mickey,” he reminded me, “and football is my game.”

He slammed his pint of beer onto the table top and looked around the busy pub.

“I'm flying to Belfast with the United team this weekend,” he said, not for the first time. “Look around. Most of these guys in here would kill for a ticket like that.”

It was more than a ticket for the game, though. Kevin was going to be picked up from his flat in the middle of Manchester, chauffeured to the International Airport, Terminal 3, and then flown abroad, First Class, in the select company of several dozen men. Very special men. Football players, club owners and journalists – very, very few journalists. Because now, suddenly, they weren't popular.

“The owners went bananas after last Saturday's game,” he told me. “They hate losing and they hate criticism. When people started attacking their stewardship and saying they had turned an ace team into a bunch of losers, they just withdrew everybody's Press Pass.”

Everybody but Kevin and five others. Damn, that made for a 'select' bunch all right. Normally every hack with a pen and a notebook wanted to interview the United team – all day, every day. Well, the new owners had just slammed the door in their faces. It was fair, in a way. ‘Say bad things about us, you don't get invited to the party’. That was the new law at Manchester United, the cream of English football, renowned around the world, and beyond. The fact that they had hit a losing streak was just an unfortunate coincidence, apparently, and had nothing to do with the new owners, or their tetchy American temperament and new-found sensitivity. After all, it was strictly temporary, this lack of success, and the team would soon be back on top. Everybody said that, even Kevin.

“God, I'm looking forward to this,” Kevin said again and smiled the lascivious, evil smile of the born journalist. He had nothing to boast about. He was small, thin, a weasel of a man with continuously dirty and greasy hair and tiny, cheap eyeglasses and shabby, tatty and unwashed clothes. Still, I had to admire his level of undeserved self-adulation. I'd known Kevin for years, on and off, both when we stopped being friends and when we got together again. He had always been that way, temperamental and obnoxious one minute, your bestest, bestest friend the next. Still, we kept in touch. I envied him his exotic lifestyle and he envied me my freedom.

He looked me up and down. “You envy me this weekend, Mickey, don’t you?” he asked, sipping beer.

I sighed. “I'm busy this weekend,” I told him, and frowned.

It was true. My sister was coming to visit. Given that she's been living in Canada for the last seventeen years, that was a pretty big thing. That, and the fact that she was bringing her new fiancée with her – not just to meet me, but to show him our glorious old country and its many historical sights and shambling treasures.

“Where would you like to go?” I asked him on the phone. Where was the first place he would like to visit, when he was here, on the Saturday morning?

He didn't hesitate. “The Manchester United ground,” he declared stoutly.

I had a few days to think about that.

After my session with Kevin, I had a lazy time at home, but then it was get dressed and off to the airport.

The visit to the Man U ground was the start of a tense few hours, and that, merely the aftermath of a previous difficult day. I had met them off their plane on Friday afternoon, which gave me a chance to look around the terminal and imagine what it would be like for Kevin the next morning, when he arrived in cosseted splendour and luxury for his flight. My welcome was more low-key. I wasn't invited in to the V.I.P. Lounge or offered free champagne or chocolates. I had to sip tea from a paper cup and kick my heels on a bar stool while the numbers clicked up on the big board at the end of the Waiting Area.

My sister had changed. She was slightly older than me and had always been warm and protective to her oldest 'little brother'. Well, we didn't talk much about Nick, the youngest. Neither of us had seen him, either, since he ran away. It was very sad. That left the two of us. As I saw her walking towards me, I was suddenly struck by how old we had both grown. She looked as tired and battered as I felt, but I had been fighting for my country and slugging it out with spies and terrorists. What had she been doing to get that way? It didn't take long to find out.

The fiancée. He was the guy in the shorts and the Hawaiian shirt. Not recommended for a Manchester winter. My heart just kind of sunk into my boots at the sight of him. He was embarrassing. I could see I wasn't going to enjoy this visit. What was he thinking? The weather forecast said cold winds from the east and a splattering of snow to follow the overnight frost. Nobody had warned Bob, then.

“I'm Bob,” he announced and pumped my hand like he was experienced with Los Vegas slot machines, which of course, he was. He had a ready smile, a false smile I rather felt, and a loud voice that boomed embarrassingly around the enormous concourse.

“Not as big as Heathrow,” he observed.

That was true too, but then, Manchester International Airport was just his first disappointment. Nothing in England was as big, expensive, impressive or well-built as the places he had left behind, he said. When we took a taxi back to the city, he noted how small our motorways seemed. When we reached the hotel, he commented that it was only half the size of the hotels in Vancouver, where they had just come from. He also had words to say about the taxi, strangely enough. It turned out he was a part-time taxi driver, back in Canada.

“I've had Angelina Jolie in the back of my cab,” he boasted. I didn't want to ask for the details, but he added that the entire cast and crew of the TV show 'The X-Files' had been his passengers at some time or another. They always filmed in Vancouver, he told me. I nodded. Actually, I knew that.

We agreed to dine together. The hotel I had chosen was The Campanile. It had a nice view of the River Irwell and was within walking distance of the football ground we planned to visit in the morning. It was also French and had an excellent Bistro on the ground floor. Or so I thought. Bob immediately said he 'didn't like snails' and ordered everything off the menu that looked American. I didn't mind. Perhaps because of my travels round the world, I tend to enjoy a range of different foods. It was amusing to see him try and find things that reminded him of home.

My sister seemed oblivious to any problems. She had a concentrated look on her face for the whole meal. I found out later that it was caused by the unfortunate fact that she hated garlic. It brought her out in an alarming red rash, she said, but by that time, I didn't have to ask: I could see it. Her face flared up overnight and was positively glowing the next day. I was sorry she hadn't mentioned it earlier. Manchester, England, is full of hotels. We could have gone somewhere else. We could have gone to Chinatown.

The evening ended in chaos. Bob worked out in his own head that he hadn't made much of a fuss of my sister when she had her birthday last month. He made an excuse and strolled off, secretly going into the kitchen and making arrangements with the staff. Some minutes later an embarrassed looking waiter appeared with a cake on a silver tray. Several candles were burning on its top. My sister looked mortified, as if she expected the cake to contain garlic.

The next day dawned grey and overcast, typical weather for the city. I had booked a room in the same hotel for myself, to be on hand and available, and was up early for a run along the river. The city councils of Manchester and Salford have spent money on making the river bank accessible along its entire length through the urban area, and I was able to jog up to Salford University and back, an invigorating journey. I showered and went back to the Bistro for a leisurely breakfast. My sister came to join me, Bob in tow. He was wearing shorts again. He didn't seem to have noticed the inclement conditions.

“We'll go as soon as you're ready,” I told them. “It's Match Day, so even though United are playing away, the stadium will be open for business and the souvenir shop is there for you, waiting.”

Bob rubbed his hands in glee.

“This I gotta see,” he enthused.

He didn't look so good. That was partly due to the usual jet lag, which flying across a continent and an ocean does for you. But there was also the part about Bob not being able to sleep and looking out of his window and seeing that there was a Casino on the other side of the road. That's unusual, we don't have that many gaming houses in our town, but it meant that Bob was pleased. He seemed to think that I had arranged this proximity especially for him. I hadn't, I didn't realise he had such an obsession. Well, a problem, really. Still, he went over, waved his passport and somehow managed to get a temporary Membership. They let him in and he pored over a blackjack table till the early hours. I don't know how my sister enjoyed that, she wasn't saying, but my guess was that she hadn't gone with him, accompanying him while he lost his allowance. It emerged later that no, they didn't share everything. Not gambling, anyway.
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