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    PROLOGUE.


    
      Oxford 1986


      “Enough!” The word snapped around the room like the crack from a whip. Immediately all sound and movement within the lecture hall stopped. At the head of the room the speaker rose to his feet.


      “Mr. Linden, you have just ignored your last warning. Please leave the room and see me in my study in 30 minutes.”


      A small group in the centre of the room parted to allow a tall young man an exit route to the door. “Professor Arkwright, please.” he began to plead.


      “No more Mr. Linden, we will talk later, please leave now.” the Professor insisted.


      The small group around Luke Linden began to grin and congratulate each other as he barged towards the door. As he slammed the door behind himself he heard the voice of his chief tormentor announce, “Good riddance to bad rubbish!”


      “That will do Mr. Jeffers.” the professor murmured quietly. However the young man didn’t heed the warning and rushed on.


      “Lefty Linden doesn’t deserve to be in the company of civilised people – he should get back north to his whippets and clogs!” Basil Jeffers’ small group of cronies cheered and whooped but several others in the room looked uneasy.


      “Yes indeed Mr. Jeffers, once again you and your cronies have succeeded – you poked the northern boar until he growled, you must be feeling very proud.”


      Basil Jeffers spoke up once again. “Linden can’t take a joke professor, it’s an obvious sign of little or no breeding.”


      The Professor smiled, “Of course Mr. Jeffers, given your background, you are an expert on the subject.”


      Basil stared back at the professor, not fully understanding if he was being praised or damned.


      “Ladies and gentlemen we have wasted enough time, back to the text please.”


      Thirty minutes later the room emptied and Professor Arkwright made his way slowly through the twisting corridors to his private study. He didn’t know if Luke Linden would be waiting there for him and was almost surprised to see the tall, tense young man pacing the floor outside his door.


      “Come in and sit down!” the professor barked in his perfectly clipped Home Counties accent.


      Once inside, the professor stared at the pathetic figure slouched in front of him for a few moments and then sighed. “Well, what’s your excuse this time? Jeffers and his friends were being horrid to you again?”


      Linden offered no reply. The professor went on. “You have been at this University for six weeks and in that time we have had endless complaints about you – and as your personal tutor I have been stuck with trying to deal with the sorry mess you have left behind.”


      Linden finally spoke up. “It’s pointless. This is just a gentlemen’s club that I don’t belong to. You and Jeffers and his friends all look down on me as some sort of inferior species and you won’t rest until you see me out of here.”


      The professor sighed again, pulled himself from his chair and drew himself up to his full height of just over five feet. He seemed to think for a while and then appeared to have come to a decision. “Come with me.” he said and then proceeded to lead Luke into a part of the University he hadn’t seen before. They finally entered a dimly lit room which seemed to be some sort of gym.


      The professor walked to a mat in the centre of the room and then turned to face Luke. “I wanted to bring you somewhere completely private so that I can tell you exactly what I think of you and then you can reply in whatever manner you like. Since the first day you arrived here you have deliberately set yourself at odds with everything this institution stands for. You play the part of the poor little northern boy being bullied by the brutal upper-class mob and frankly – it’s all wearing a bit thin. Do you understand or would you like me to speak more slowly – or with smaller words?”


      Luke started to smoulder and his cheeks flushed. The professor laughed. “I see I have hit the mark! Poor little northern scruff doesn’t seem to like being told the truth by his betters!”


      “Be careful little man,” Luke growled, “looks like I will be leaving here soon anyway so it won’t cause me any more problems if I throw you out into the corridor.”


      “Big words from a big tough northern thug. Except you are on your own now – no bully boy miners like your father and his rabble to back you up!”


      The reference to his father pushed Luke over the edge and with a cry of rage he flung himself at the diminutive figure in the centre of the room. Seconds later he was flying through the air, coming to a halt with a crash as he hit the floor. Luke jumped to his feet and launched himself back at the professor only to find that once again he was being forced back onto the floor – this time to land face-first. A third time he advanced on his opponent, this time with slightly more caution but the result was again the same. This time however, as the professor flung him across the room he then quickly dropped onto Luke’s prone body. The professor began to apply a choke hold which Luke couldn’t break. Luke’s ear was pulled closer to the professor’s mouth.


      Suddenly, a voice sounding like Peter Kay whispered into Luke’s ear. “Now then, I bet thy feels like a right gormless clot!” Luke’s eyes opened wide in surprise. The voice went on. “They always say that a good little un will always beat a good big un!”


      The professor released Luke and sprang nimbly to his feet. He then reached down and offered Luke his hand. Luke was completely flummoxed. He allowed the professor to pull him to his feet and then stood there gasping and gawping.


      “Hopefully,” the Professor said, “you have just learned not to judge a book by its covers. That could be the most important lesson you will ever learn. Now come over here and sit with me.”


      Luke meekly followed the professor to the side of the room and sat facing him.


      “Luke, you are at a crossroads in your life. You came to Oxford as a brilliant student but also with a huge chip on your shoulder. I am aware of your father’s background but I’m fairly sure most other people in this university aren’t. However, you seem to think that everyone is looking down on you. You rage against anyone you consider to be “upper-class” and then in turn they taunt and deride you. You even hate me – mainly I think because of the way I speak. However, a few moments ago I surprised you by speaking as I did many years ago. I also surprised you by turning your anger against you and easily defeating you on the mat.”


      Luke was now more confused than ever. He seemed to have been ambushed by some kind of old, tiny, Lancashire Ninja!


      The professor went on. “As I said earlier, there have been many complaints about your behaviour and the Dean asked me to speak to you. This is a serious situation – you could be asked to leave. However, there’s always another way. You may not believe me but I know exactly how you feel. I was in a similar situation many years ago and until someone held out a hand of friendship to me I felt I had no hope. I am now holding out a similar hand to you – if you will take it?”


      Luke finally smiled. “Well, if that was the hand of friendship, I would hate to meet the hand of confrontation!”


      The professor laughed, “Sometimes actions speak louder than words. I have been studying martial arts for many years, more for the mental discipline than for anything else but it does come in handy occasionally. I knew I had to get your attention somehow.”


      “You’ve certainly done that.” said Luke ruefully. “Well, I seem to have run out of options so I am willing to listen to whatever you say.”


      “Excellent!” declared the professor. Then he paused for a moment whilst he gathered his thoughts.


      “I’ve spoken to your other tutors and they all agree that you are a very bright young man who is also polite and courteous – until you become drawn into arguments and then all reason seems to go out of the window. You need to gain self-control and learn perspective of the world around you. I can help you if you wish but it will be hard work. Much of the work will take place in this room. This is a dojo and in here you will train your mind and your body. You will learn to think before you act and then to act in the appropriate way, Most importantly – you will learn the meaning of the word “Respect”.”


      Luke didn’t hesitate. He’d already admitted that he had run out of options and he had begun to discover a new found admiration for the professor. Also he realised that if this didn’t work out at least he may be in a better condition to deal with Jeffers and his bunch!


      “OK,” he said, “when do we start?”


      “We’ve already started,” said the professor, “now I want you to meet someone.” He raised his hand and from the shadows at the end of the room a tall figure approached. “This is Alex, he’s going to work with us. He was in a similar position to you last year, but from a slightly different angle.” Alex seemed genuinely pleased to meet Luke.


      “The professor has told me all about you,” he said in a perfect cut glass accent. “so glad you decided to work with us, it should be fun!”


      Luke grimaced. “I really have no idea what is going on here but now I have given my word – I will give this my best shot.”


      “Well done my dear boy,” said the professor happily, “by the way I didn’t give you Alex’s full title – he is Lord Alexander DeCourt – the Duke of Beaucourt.”


      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    
      28 years later


      


      Fred and Jason Grimshaw looked around at the activity in the arena and a look of disgust passed between them. The game had only finished 30 minutes ago and already their precious turf was being invaded.


      Jason looked at his father and spoke. “I can’t believe that after all our hard work, he is still going through with this.”


      Fred snorted in reply, “I can’t believe that you are letting him get away with it! You should have made him listen to you.”


      “He won’t listen to anybody.” said Jason quietly.


      Their gloom deepened as more heavy equipment began to pour onto the pitch and slowly the grass began to disappear beneath a carpet of wood and plastic. It was often said by friends and family that Jason and Fred didn’t just have green fingers – they were like a mad horticultural, King Midas hybrid – everything they touched grew and flourished. Apparently it was in their genes. Fred’s father had looked after bowling greens and various other playing surfaces all his life and he had passed everything he knew onto his son. Fred then worked all over Lancashire before settling as head groundsman at Wishton Clough FC many years ago. In fact he wasn’t just head groundsman – he was the only person they could afford to pay to look after the pitch – which suited him fine. He loved being his own boss and the additional bonus was that he didn’t have to worry about other staff. He did however, need help from time to time and that was where Jason came in. It was obvious from a very young age that Jason had inherited his share of the Grimshaw gardening magic. Every spare moment was spent working with his father on the Wishton pitch. No one was surprised when he decided to go to agricultural college, it seemed a natural path to follow.


      The ground wasn’t the biggest or most handsome in the football league. In fact, even many of the home supporters fondly thought it was a bit of a dump but everyone agreed that it had the best playing surface for miles around. It was a pity that the quality of football generally seen most weeks didn’t measure up to the pitch. Wishton spent many years languishing in the bottom reaches of the Football League – a couple of times they had narrow escapes, just beating the drop to the conference.


      However, about five years ago things suddenly changed. An offer was made by a local businessman to purchase the club. The current owners had embarrassed everyone with the speed in which they accepted the offer. One of the biggest talking points was that part of the deal included a new multi-purpose stadium a mile away from the current ground. As soon as that was announced, Fred decided it was time for him to retire. He had no regrets but realised that a new surface for a new era had to be created and maintained by someone else.


      However, the new owner had other ideas. He knew how knowledgeable Fred was and he also heard that Jason had just graduated from college. The new Chairman approached Fred with a proposal. If he agreed to work at the new stadium – in an unofficial capacity, the position of Head Groundsman would be offered to Jason. It was an offer that neither Jason of Fred could refuse. Jason brought his new found experience with the latest technology and Fred contributed with years of practical experience and knowledge. It was the perfect partnership. Other, more cynical observers, also claimed it was a great deal for the new owner – he had two members of staff for the price of one. However, the Chairman did agree to eventually take on an apprentice – mainly to help with the heavier work.


      Jason and Fred split their time between the old ground and the new stadium. They had to keep the old ground going for at least a couple of seasons whilst the new stadium was being built and then they had to prepare the new stadium for a more modern pitch than Fred was used to dealing with.


      They worked with the installation team to ensure that the perfect surface was laid and maintained. Jason already understood the techniques involved in dealing with under soil heating, sprinklers and heat lamps but it was a brave new world to his father. Fortunately, the installation and subsequent bedding in period went well and everyone was happy with the result.


      Today had been the final game of the first full season on the pitch and Jason and Fred were looking forward to giving the surface a rest and some much-needed maintenance. Unfortunately the Chairman had other ideas. He planned a series of concerts to take place in the ground in the first two weeks following the end of the season. This would mean that the pitch would need to be covered over and protected. Jason and Fred were outraged but the chairman brushed aside their protests. He had taken professional advice and had been told that as long as the pitch wasn’t covered for too long and then it had at least a month to recover then there would be no problems.


      The club would make more money from this series of concerts than it had taken in gate receipts from the football supporters all season – this type of event was considered crucial to the club’s future.


      Now the final game of the season was over and the work to prepare the stadium for the concerts had begun. Jason and Fred stood in the middle of a hive of activity and watched in growing alarm as their beloved turf slowly disappeared from sight. Angrily they both turned to look up at the directors lounge, high in the stand. “I hope he knows what he is doing.” muttered Jason. His dad shrugged his shoulders. “We’ve done our best, it’s in the lap of the gods now but I can’t wait to see his face in two weeks when they pull these covers back.”


      High up in the stand the Chairman looked down upon the two small figures staring up at him and smiled to himself. “Two old women worrying about nothing.” he muttered to no one in particular. Then he grinned and turned away. Ed Tierney was in a good mood and he wasn’t about to let two merchants of doom spoil his day. The first season in the new stadium had gone well and now he had the added bonus of potentially making a lot of money in the next few weeks.


      Five years ago he had taken over the impoverished Wishton Clough who had been languishing in the depths of League 2. He wasn’t particularly a football fan but Wishton were his home town club and more importantly he saw an amazing opportunity to make a great deal of money. Ed was already a wealthy man but he realised that by mainly using funds from other people he could build something big in Wishton.


      His takeover bid had been eagerly accepted and he immediately put plans in place to move to a new ground. The local council fell over themselves trying to help – Wishton was a small, struggling town in mid-Lancashire and they would grab at any lifeline they could. Planning permission was quickly granted and using a combination of EU grants, Central Government re-generation funds and small amount of private money, Ed managed to build the new ground in record time on a local Brownfield site – a former abattoir.


      One of Ed’s biggest strengths was that he wasn’t too proud or stupid to try to take on something he knew nothing about. When it came to the actual football side of the venture he sounded out the opinion of many experts in the game. One name kept popping up during his conversations and subsequently he approached Sandy Dunbar to be his new team manager. Sandy was a perfect fit for Ed. He had done it all in the game – at both playing and managerial level – and was well-respected. He had been in semi-retirement for a few years because he had promised to spend some quality time with his grandkids but the rumours were that he was getting bored and needed one last challenge. Luckily for Ed, Sandy lived only a 20 minute drive from Wishton so it was relatively easy for Sandy to be persuaded to make a comeback – much to the disgust of his wife.


      The rebirth of Wishton Clough had begun. As the new stadium began to take place, the new team grew at the same pace. For a surprisingly small amount of money, Sandy had managed to put together a squad that had steadily climbed through the divisions until they reached the championship – the highest level Wishton had ever played at.


      The 2013-2014 season had begun with a bang – literally. The first game in the new ground coincided with the first home game in the Championship and Ed pulled out all the stops to make it an occasion to remember. Fireworks, parachutists and a rock band were some of the main attractions.


      After a few minor hiccups during the year, the new stadium had proved to be a great success – such a success that football now formed only a small part of the revenue stream. Conferences, weddings and concerts meant that the stadium was in use on an almost daily basis – there was even a pub built into one corner of the ground.


      On the pitch it had been a season of consolidation, culminating in a mid-table finish – which made Ed very happy. He didn’t want a relegation battle but neither did he want to be involved in a struggle to reach the Premier League just yet – that was something he would be ready to look at next season.


      With that thought in mind he turned back into the room and looked across at his guests. The small executive lounge had quickly emptied but there were still three figures sat around his private table.


      “Well, that’s that for another season,” Ed announced, “now perhaps we can relax and chat about other things?”


      “What kind of other things?” asked Luke Linden with a smile. Ed smiled back, “Well Luke, I need to know what it will take to get your wife to come and work with me?”


      

    

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    


    Sue Linden began to laugh softly. “You are nothing if not persistent Ed.” she said. Then the third member of the group spoke.


    “Come on Ed, it’s been a great day, let’s not ruin it by talking business.”


    “Don’t worry Harry,” insisted Ed, “there’ll be no pressure, I just want Sue to get an idea of what we are trying to do here.”


    Dr. Harry Green laughed. “I think you are wasting your time Ed, Luke would never allow his wife to work for such a rampant capitalist as yourself!”


    The three men laughed but Sue just grinned ruefully. “It’s a good job you are an old friend Harry or Luke and I would both be upset by that remark. Just for the record I would like to point out that my husband will support me in whatever I choose to do – within reason! I would also like to point out that Luke’s days of class warfare have been over for many years – isn’t that so dear?”


    Luke smiled. “Well my darling,” he said in an affected accent, “the struggle will always go on but I’m a lot more selective in my battles these days. Ed seems to be a perfectly acceptable fat cat – so for the moment at least I am more than willing to hear him out!”


    Sue noticed the mischievous glint in her husband’s eyes and flashed him an unspoken warning but the comments didn’t seem to bother Ed – he laughed as loudly as Harry.


    Dr. Harry Green was one of Ed most trusted advisors and it was he who suggested that Ed invite the Linden family to the private box to watch the game. Luke had been a Wishton Clough supporter all his life and now his two children were following in his footsteps. The children had left the box after the game to have a private tour of the ground and to hopefully meet some of the players. Harry had pointed out that if Ed managed to get the rest of the family on his side then it may be easier to get Sue to come and work with them.


    Ed paused for a moment to seemingly gather his thoughts before he spoke again. “Sue, please don’t be offended but I think it may be better if I assume that you don’t know anything about our organisation and then I can tell you everything from the beginning?”


    Sue smiled back. “I think you would be disappointed if I hadn’t done a small amount of fact-finding before we arrived? Harry persuaded us to come along today – the rest of the family were very enthusiastic and I was curious – and so far it’s been a great day. So please continue Ed, I’m intrigued to hear whatever you may have to tell us. Just one small request please before we begin?”


    “Of course,” said Ed eagerly, “just say the word.”


    “I seem to be empty – could someone pour me another glass of this lovely wine please?”


    Ed laughed and replenished all the glasses. “If only everything in life were so simple.” he sighed.


    Once again he paused as if wondering where to begin and then he started to speak.


    “I suppose all this began with my great-grandfather. He was a chemist working in Manchester but he had big ambitions. He had little or no money but through sheer hard work managed to scrape enough cash together to rent a small shop on the outskirts of the city. His young family lived above the shop. Great grandad began to make a passable living but he wanted more for his family. He began to look at homeopathic remedies and other natural types of medication – he was sure that somehow that could be the key to his fortune but he remained disappointed.


    After a few years his wife persuaded him to take a short holiday. Money was still fairly tight but the family had friends who owned a farm not too far from Wishton so they managed to get away for a week in the country. The fresh air seemed to re-invigorate him and each day he would go for a long walk – mainly to give him time to dream up new ways to make his fortune.


    One day he walked further than usual, right up to the outskirts of Wishton and just as he was about to turn back he spotted a small shop for sale. It seemed to be in a perfect spot – on a main road but also on the edge of beautiful countryside. Later that evening he mentioned the shop to his friend the farmer, who told him that for many years it had belonged to the same family of greengrocers. The last of the family was an old man who had died recently, he had run the shop alone right up to his death and the executors of his will wanted to get rid of what they saw as a millstone around their necks.


    It seemed that the amenities were fairly basic, the shop even had to take water from a spring in the garden – they weren’t connected to a mains supply. Apparently my great grandfather’s ears pricked up when he heard this. He became even more interested when he heard that the greengrocer had actually bottled the water and tried to pass it off in the shop as some sort of medicinal tonic.


    First thing in the morning great grandad contacted the estate agent and made an appointment to view the property the same day. He hardly looked at the shop and living quarters – he seemed to be only interested in the spring. Without consulting his wife he agreed to buy the property and within a few hectic weeks he managed to relocate his family and business from Manchester to Wishton.


    Within a short space of time the shop was ticking over nicely but great grandad was spending every spare hour working on his latest get-rich-quick scheme. He mixed the spring water with various natural ingredients and used his family as guinea pigs to test the different batches. One particular batch seemed more popular than the others, it was heavily laced with liquorice and all the family agreed it tasted fairly pleasant. Great grandad wrote down the recipe and put his first batch up for sale in the shop. He marketed it as “Tierney’s Tonic” – the elixir of life. He then sat back and waited for the money to roll in”


    At this point Sue broke into the story. “I’m sorry to interrupt you but is this the point where your family suddenly becomes fabulously rich?”


    “No,” said Ed with a wry smile, “this is the point where the tonic becomes yet another failure! Actually, that’s not fair, it wasn’t a total flop, great grandad had quite a few regulars who bought a bottle every week but the numbers were quite small – hardly enough to justify keeping the operation going.


    The next few years went by and great grandad still hadn’t made his fortune but he still refused to give in. In addition to the tonic he developed other pills and potions which proved to be equally unsuccessful. Then came the biggest stroke of luck of his life.


    Great grandad had two children, the eldest a boy named Francis – who obviously was my grandfather. Francis had thrived in the countryside around the shop and had turned into a very athletic boy. At the age of seventeen he had become something of an all-rounder, playing cricket in the summer and football in the winter. He proved to be such an outstanding football player that several Football League clubs wanted to sign him but he decided – quite wisely I think – that he was going to university. Football was not a very profitable career in those days. He did however, sign for Wishton Clough as an amateur. In those days Wishton played in the Lancashire Combination and were quite a successful little team. They were attached to the local colliery and the players were a mixture of pitmen and locals.


    Francis’s first season at the club coincided with an amazing run of results. For some reason Francis and his older teammates seemed unbeatable. They even had a great run in the FA Cup, moving through the qualifying rounds with ease – until they stood on the brink of glory. They somehow managed to get through to the third round proper for the first time in the club’s history. The whole town clustered around their wireless sets on Monday lunchtime to listen who they would draw in the next round.


    When the draw was announced they couldn’t believe it – they were to face First division Bolton Wanderers at Burnden Park! Bolton were a professional side filled with international players, no-one outside Wishton gave the underdogs a chance. It seemed however that the footballing gods had other ideas. The day of the match was wet and windy – almost blowing a gale. The surface was slippery in patches, bog-like in others. In those days it took more than a bit of wind and rain to postpone a game and the match kicked off as scheduled. It soon became clear that this was never going to be a classic. Both sides struggled to cope with the surface and with the gusting wind.


    The longer the game went on the worse the conditions became and both players and spectators alike were looking forward to the final whistle. With ten minutes to go Bolton realised that they were on the verge of an embarrassing draw and they re-doubled their efforts, throwing everyone forward in a desperate bid to claim a winner. Unfortunately for them their centre half slipped in the centre circle, just as he was going to thump the ball upfield to his waiting teammates.


    The closest Wishton player to the ball was my grandad and as he quickly looked around he realised there was no-one between him and the Bolton goal – apart from the goalkeeper. Grandad put his head down and set off with the ball at his feet, dancing through the puddles and trying to avoid the boggy patches. The goalkeeper advanced right to the edge of his area – grandad didn’t hesitate, he pushed the ball to the keeper’s right and he ran around him to the left. He still couldn’t trust the ball not to stick in the mud so he continued to run right into the back of the net to make sure he didn’t miss!


    The small group of Clough fans went wild and neutrals listening around the country on the radio were equally excited. Bolton restarted the game and threw everything they had at the Wishton defence but it was to no avail, they clung on and the final whistle went. The footballing world was stunned, an amateur side had defeated a first division team of professionals in the biggest cup competition in the world.


    However, the best was still to come. Everyone wanted to speak to my grandad and although he was probably more excited than he had ever been in his life, he was also a very shrewd young man. The newspaper reporters and radio interviewers all asked him what he put his success down to and he replied with the same answer every time. “All credit has to go to my teammates and manager, they are the real heroes here but I also have to give a big thanks to my father, I drink Tierney’s Tonic every morning and it has made me the man I am today.”


    The next day the papers were full of the story and the telephone in the small shop began to ring and it didn’t seem to stop for days. Everyone wanted to know how they could get their hands on a bottle of Tonic and this is where once again my grandad proved to be mature beyond his years. He advised his father only to agree to sell to shops who were willing to sign up for long-term agreements. This proved to be a very wise decision because soon they had to buy up adjoining buildings to the chemists shop in order to implement a small production line.


    Great grandad was happy at last. He had wanted to make his fortune but it seemed that being recognised as an innovator made him happier than being wealthy!”


    “What about Francis?” Luke broke into the story, “Sorry to interrupt you Ed but I have been a Wishton fan all my life and I didn’t know the background to this story.”


    “Good question Luke,” replied Ed, “however, I must apologise, I seem to have gone on with the first part of the story for longer than I intended, the children will be back soon. Let’s refill the glasses and then I can quickly bring us up to more modern times.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    


    Soon after the end of the game, Lexi and Tom Linden had followed Sarah Jenkins out from the executive suite. Sarah was Ed’s PA and she thought it was well below her position to act as nursemaid to two kids. She was, however, astute enough to recognise that it was important to her boss that the children were kept happily occupied for at least an hour. Lexi was equally unhappy at being dragged away from the adults and she didn’t hide her disappointment as well as Sarah. She had decided that as she was now 14 she was already almost an adult.


    “Is this going to take long?” she moaned.


    Sarah answered through gritted teeth, “I thought you were interested in looking around?”


    “The only thing Lexi is interested in is meeting the players – especially the young ones!” said Jack – taking great delight at his sister’s embarrassment.


    “Shut up Jack!” Lexi shouted, “You may only be 12 but stop acting like a five year-old!”


    Just then, another person appeared around the corner. “Perfect timing.” Sarah declared gratefully.


    “Lexi, Jack, this is Kevin Roots, he’s spending some time here with us on placement from university. He only arrived yesterday so I’m taking this opportunity to show him around with you. You don’t mind do you?”


    The expression on Lexi’s face told Sarah that she didn’t mind in the least. She gazed shyly at the eighteen year old Kevin with obvious interest in her eyes. Tom looked at his sister and laughed. “We’d better get moving before Lexi starts sending out wedding invitations!”


    Lexi kicked her brother but otherwise ignored the remark whereas Kevin just looked puzzled.


    During the next 30 minutes Sarah took the three of them through various parts of the stadium. Meeting the players was obviously the highlight of the tour but Lexi and Tom were both disappointed to find that most of the team had already disappeared – the last game of the season meant that many of them were already heading off on holiday. They did however get some photos and autographs and Sarah made sure that both of them received a shirt that had been signed earlier that day by all the team.


    The last place they visited was deep in the bowels of the main stand. Sarah explained, “This is where the groundstaff live. Jason Grimshaw will explain how the new pitch works and then hopefully his dad will tell you something about the history of the club. Fred probably knows more than anyone about this place.”


    Just as she finished speaking, Jason appeared. Sarah made the introductions and Jason smiled and led them back out onto the side of the pitch. As the turf continued to disappear under a blanket of various materials, he explained how the grass was grown in large trays then placed onto a mesh which helped it bond with the new surface. He also explained how the under soil heating, sprinklers and heat lamps all helped to keep the pitch in pristine condition. When he finished he led the small group back into the groundstaff workroom.


    Just before they entered the room Jason whispered to Sarah, “Your timing isn’t great – he’s in a foul mood.”


    Sarah hissed back, “You-know-who doesn’t care – he just wants these kids to have a good time so you had better sort your Dad out!”


    Jason rolled his eyes then smiled. “I’ll see what I can do….”


    Fred was sat in the corner drinking a mug of tea. He was still seething at what he as the desecration of the pitch. Looking up, he discovered Jason standing before him with a small group of young people.


    “Dad, Miss Jenkins hoped you would give these visitors some background information about the club?” Jason asked hopefully.


    “Sorry son, it’s not a good time.” snapped Fred.


    “Dad – these are Bob Linden’s grandkids. They’re Luke’s children, Lexi and Tom.” Jason explained gently.


    An amazing change seemed to come over Fred. “Please forgive me,” he said, “it’s always very busy at this time of the year but I’m sure we can spare a few minutes!”


    Sarah and Jason both relaxed and shared a small victory smile.


    Fred then paused whilst he decided where to start.


    “I know that Lexi and Jack will probably know a lot of what I am about to say but I’m sure they will help me out if I get anything wrong.” he said with a twinkle in his eye.


    The two Linden children laughed and agreed to assist Fred if necessary.


    Fred began. “Many English Football clubs have strange names – teams such as Crewe Alexandra, Sheffield Wednesday, Preston North End – I could go on – but probably one of the strangest is Wishton Clough. Clough is very much a northern word – most people agree that the word means a steep sided, wooded valley. There are many examples in Lancashire – probably the most famous is Boggart Hole Clough in Manchester. It’s a large park between Moston and Blackley and most of the park is made up of these valleys.”


    Fred paused again, then grinned. “As the name suggests, the park is said to be inhabited by Boggarts – and there are several other examples such as Boggart Bridge in Burnley. Wishton Clough also has its own Boggart – but more of that in a minute. On the outskirts of Wishton we also had several of these wooded valleys and during the industrial revolution, rich coal seams were discovered in many of the hills. One valley in particular promised to be very lucrative and a shaft was sunk deep into the hillside. The mine was named Wishton Clough Number One Shaft and over the years it expanded to include two other deep shafts. The pit became one of the biggest employers in the area and eventually, many years later, Lexi and Jack’s grandad worked there before it finally closed.”


    Lexi and Jack shared a long look with Fred before he continued.


    “Hundreds of men used to work at the pit and the sports and social club became a vital part of the community. Several teams sprang up, Cricket, Football and Rugby to name but a few. The most successful was the football team and over the years it expanded to include people from the town who didn’t work at the pit and eventually the team name changed from Clough Pit to Wishton Clough. The mine-owner had donated a small plot of land to be used as a ground and everything grew from there. If you look carefully on the club badge the crest is split into 3 sections. One section contains the red rose of Lancashire, the second section contains a picture of the pit head winding gear and the third is a figure of a Boggart.”


    At this point Kevin broke into the story. “I’m sorry to interrupt you Mr. Grimshaw but I have a couple of questions.”


    “No problem lad,” said Fred, “go ahead and spit them out!”


    Kevin grinned. “Well first of all – what’s with the Boggart? Surely the miners didn’t believe in fairies? And secondly, the Red Rose of Lancashire? I thought Wishton was in Greater Manchester?”


    Fred puffed out his cheeks and looked at the Linden children. “Knowing your family history I’m completely sure that one of you will be able to answer the question about the Red Rose?”


    Lexi volunteered. “Yes Mr. Grimshaw – you could say that!”


    For once Tom smiled in agreement. “Yep – we’ve had all the Lancashire stuff rammed down our throats since we were little – but I’ll let Lexi explain.”


    Lexi cleared her throat. “Lancashire stretches from Cumbria in the north down to Cheshire in the South and then across to Yorkshire in the East and includes cities such as Liverpool and Manchester. In 1974 an act of Parliament meant that new administrative regions were created, but these didn’t affect the boundaries of the ancient and geographical counties and the boundaries of Lancashire remained unaltered. However, because the Tory media began to refer to these new administrative regions instead of continuing to use the names and identities of the historical, geographical counties, some people were misled into thinking that they had been moved overnight into a new county.”


    Fred smiled to himself when Lexi mentioned the Tory media – she was definitely a chip off the old block!


    She continued. “Michael Portillo, Minster for Local Government eventually made a statement that stressed that the local authority areas and boundaries introduced in April 1974 did not alter the traditional boundaries of counties. In other words, the 1974 changes were entirely administrative.”


    Finally, she added, “The Royal Mail also stated that the inclusion of a geographical county name would not affect the way that they handled the mail providing the Post Code is included. This means that if you live in the “real” county of Lancashire you can include Lancashire in your address no matter which administrative area you live in. In other words – Wishton will always be in Lancashire, as will Manchester, Liverpool, Wigan, Warrington and a load of other towns!”


    “Well done Lexi!” said Fred, “someone has obviously taught you well.”


    Lexi glowed and smiled shyly at Kevin. Behind Kevin’s back Tom pretended to shove his fingers down his throat! Lexi glared at Jack and as Kevin turned around to look, Tom innocently sat down in the corner.


    Fred shook his head in amusement, then said, “The second part of your question was to do with Boggarts I believe? Perhaps I had better answer that question. To start with, no-one seems to be able to agree exactly what a Boggart looks like.”


    “I wonder why!” Kevin snorted.


    Fred ignored him and went on. “Many say that a Boggart can sometimes look almost human but others say they often look like animals. I think the only thing they seem to agree on is that they always seem to be ugly!”


    Fred considered making a joke about Mrs. Grimshaw at this point but the look on Sarah’s face convinced him it wouldn’t be well received. He went on.


    “The Wishton Clough Boggart was said to have amazingly long arms that trailed down almost to the floor and the first recorded appearance was a few years after the pit first opened. A group of miners were walking down to the coalface at the beginning of their shift, when they were terrified to see a wild creature running up the tunnel towards them. They were all hardened colliers but they turned tail and ran back towards the winding gear as fast as they could. They only just made it when the roof behind them collapsed dramatically. If the creature hadn’t stopped them they would have all been killed. Their story was greeted with general disbelief in the town but the fact they survived the fall convinced some people that there may be some truth in their tall tale. Over the years there were many such sightings of the Boggart – he always seemed to appear just before some sort of danger. Floods, poisonous gases and rock falls were all avoided because the Boggart allegedly warned the miners of danger.”


    “You don’t really believe this do you?” asked Kevin incredulously.


    “It doesn’t matter whether I believe it or not,” said Fred, “you just need to look at the facts.”


    “What facts?” challenged Kevin.


    “The safety record for the mine was the best in Lancashire. Sadly there was still the odd accident but miners queued up to work at Wishton Pit, they said it was a lucky mine and eventually they all believed in the Boggart. The mine may be closed now but it will always be a part of the club. The official club nickname is “The Boggarts” but some of the older fans prefer “The Pitmen”. Of course if that sod upstairs has anything to do with it then all that will probably soon disappear!”


    At that point Sarah quickly broke into the conversation – “Many thanks for that Fred, I think that’s probably a good point to break off, I’ll get them back upstairs now.”


    “No problem love, anything for the Lindens.” said Fred with a grin.


    Lexi, Tom and Kevin all thanked Jason and his dad and they headed back towards the lounge.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    


    Back upstairs Ed had continued with his story.


    “My grandfather’s success in the game against Bolton meant that Tierney’s Tonic really took off but sadly it proved to be the highlight of his footballing career. Wishton were crushed by Manchester City in the next round of the FA Cup and just before the end of that season grandad took a bad knock on his knee. It wasn’t a career-ending injury but he had to rest for a while and during this time he came to realise that he needed to concentrate on getting into university. He passed the entrance exams and although he played occasionally for his university he more or less packed it in. Francis concentrated on qualifying as a chemist – his ambition was to take over from his father and expand the business. In fact he proved to be a better businessman than a chemist!”


    “Didn’t he qualify?” Sue asked.


    “Oh yes, he did became a chemist but it soon became quite obvious that his heart wasn’t in it. He did, however, have a great flair for business. Over the years he took on more and more responsibility from his father and this arrangement suited both of them. Great-grandfather had the time to tinker with his experiments and Francis slowly expanded Tierney’s Tonics until it was a well known household brand.


    Francis continued to prosper, he married and they had a son – my father – and he in turn began to take an interest in the business. However, Father was more like Francis’s father – he preferred the chemist side of the business rather than making money. As he grew older he wasn’t as interested in expanding the business so by the time I came along, the good times seem to have passed by. People were now using antibiotics and some of the products we produced were almost seen as witchcraft.


    As I was growing up my grandmother died and Grandfather Francis came to live with us. He and I spent a lot of time together and he encouraged me to broaden my horizons and to look at new ways to bring the business back to life. Father used to laugh at us – he pointed out that we were still quite wealthy and the business still had a small hard core who swore by our products, He did admit however that it was highly unlikely that we would ever be as popular as we once had been.


    Grandfather encouraged me to be different and instead of attending university in England he urged me to try the United States. I still hadn’t made up my mind what to do when my grandfather sadly died. Although my father had been running the business for a number of years he now became the official owner. We were both surprised, however, when we found that Grandfather’s will contained a bequest leaving me a very large sum of money. There was a clause added to the bequest. In order for me to receive the money, I had to go to the US to continue my education. If I agreed then I could use a portion of the money each year to pay for my education and living expenses and then the remainder would be mine to do with as I wished – if and when I graduated. The only other condition my grandfather added was that I had to study business – not medicine.


    It seemed that my mind had been made up for me. I went off to America and it was the best thing that ever happened to me. In addition to receiving a first rate education I immersed myself in a country that wanted to be first in everything. The main lesson I learned was that what happens in the US this year will follow on in the rest of the world next year. In other words – study what is selling in the US at the moment because that will be selling in the rest of the world within 12 months.


    Anyway, I returned to the UK after almost 4 years away. I had only been back home a few times, I had been too busy and I didn’t want to waste grandfather’s money on air travel. When I finally did arrive home, I was shocked to find that the business was nearly bankrupt. Father still ran a successful chemist’s shop but the Tonic business was more or less finished. Mother and Father still lived in a large comfortable house but everything seemed very small and tired after my time in the US.


    I really didn’t know what to do. Should I go back to the US and try to make a new life out there or was there anything I could do in the UK? As I pondered on what to do, I started to unpack my cases containing my possessions and souvenirs from my time in America. I moved one of the cases and a can dropped out and fell onto my foot. Cursing, I looked at what had fallen and I realised it was an energy drink that I had become addicted to in the US. It was used by many students to keep awake – the caffeine level was amazingly high.


    It slowly dawned on me that perhaps I was holding my future in my hands! I gathered my thoughts and then later that evening I put an idea forward to my father. I proposed that I would use what was left of grandfather’s money to buy the Tonic brand and recipe from him and reinvent it as a high-energy drink aimed at teenagers and young adults. This kind of product line was booming in the US and I was sure it would soon take off in the UK.


    My father thought for a moment and then gave me his reply. “I’m sorry Ed, I can’t sell you the Tonic – it’s just not possible.” He looked at my crestfallen face and then went on, “However, what I can do is offer it to you as a gift.” My mood swung from misery to elation! “There will be one condition though,” my father said. “I would consider it a privilege if you would let me work with you on the new product.”


    I was thrilled. Not only had my father given me the Tonic business free of charge he was also going to help me tweak the recipe so that we could bring it up to date!


    Progress was swift. Father took the original recipe from the safe and the main change we had to make was to make it fizzy. We had to add sugar and caffeine in order to appeal to students and young people. Father was invaluable during this work. He knew all the legal safety levels for additives so once we had a working prototype we had no problem getting the drink signed off by the health and safety authorities. Once Father had produced the flavour I wanted – based on the old recipe – then it was up to me.


    I used every trick and technique I had learned in the US. I set up product testing groups and experimented with different size and colours of cans. Finally we had a product we were happy with – the final obstacle was finding the right name. We both agreed that Tierney’s Tonic couldn’t be used but we didn’t want to lose that link to the past completely – it could be another good selling point. We seemed to have hit a brick wall – every name was wrong. We wanted something short and snappy that still had some reference to the old product, it seemed we were asking for the impossible. During one fruitless brainstorming session I was replying to a text on my phone when my father remarked that it was a pity that I couldn’t just text someone to ask for a product name. I smiled and then went very quiet. “That’s it Dad – you are a genius!”


    My father looked very puzzled – whereas I was very excited! “We need to take the initial from Tierney’s Tonic and add something to them!” My father still looked blank. “We will call the new drink “TxT” By this point father was even more confused. “Don’t you see – it works on so many levels? It’s short, it’s punchy, it relates to the old product but its powerful – and the final clincher – kids will relate to it because it’s an abbreviation for text – which mostly uses nothing but abbreviations!”


    I was ecstatic but father just shook his head and shuffled out of the room smiling as he went. I tried the new name out on the product testing groups and they loved it. That was the final hurdle cleared. I used what was left of grandfather’s money and modified part of the old Tonic operation into a bottling and canning production line and we were ready for business.


    When my Great grandfather was at this point with the original Tonic, he had struggled to get his product noticed. If it hadn’t been for Francis then very few people outside of Wishton would have ever heard of it. I wasn’t going to let the same thing happen to me. Once again I used all my new-found knowledge and began to push the new TxT drink as hard as I could. Social media, product placement, paying people to hold the cans during televised events – I tried every trick in the book – and it paid off big time.


    Within two months of the launch I was already looking for new premises to create a new canning factory. That was 15 years ago and since then we have gone from strength to strength.”


    Ed paused. “Wow, I seem to have been talking for a very long time and I still haven’t got to the crux of the matter. Harry – maybe you can make a better job of this than I have?”


    Harry smiled. “I’m sure you have both realised by now just how passionate Ed is about this company – I’m surprised he managed to bring himself to stop!”


    He continued. “15 years ago Ed created a very successful energy drink. Sales throughout the world today are massive – the TxT brand is still the main product line for this company but we have many more strings to our bow these days.


    I became involved ten years ago when a mutual friend introduced me to Ed. As you both know my area of medical expertise concerns the human brain – in particular with regard to dementia and Alzheimer’s. I was seeking help to fund my research and Ed became interested. To cut a long story short I went to work for Ed as a clinical advisor in certain health-related areas – and in return Ed agreed to fund a research facility here in Wishton. That’s one reason that you don’t see much of me these days. I still spend some time doing NHS work at my GP practise a couple of mornings a week, then I have my brain injury patients at the hospital – and whatever time is left I devote to research.”


    “You missed out the football team.” smiled Ed.


    “Ah yes – how could I forget that!” laughed Harry, “In addition to all my other hats I am now also a director of this club that I have supported all my life. To be honest that doesn’t take up much time and it’s about the only way I relax! I’m also the official club doctor but I have a very good team to handle the sports injuries.”


    “So there you have it,” said Ed, “but we have just skimmed the surface. The holding company owns the drinks business, a football club, a research company and a few other smaller operations. We also have interests back in the US and I’m planning to expand more in the future. And if one day Wishton Clough could get into the Premier League – well that would mean global exposure for all the products.”


    Ed stopped. “Well Sue, what do you think?”


    Sue looked around the table and just as she was about to open her mouth the door opened and the kids fell noisily into the room. “I think I have just been saved by the bell!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    


    Harry could tell that Ed was annoyed as the Lindens left the room.


    “Well that was a waste of time!” he fumed.


    “Why do you say that?” asked Harry.


    “I’ve spent all day schmoozing them and we never even got near to making Sue an official job offer! Why did those flaming kids have to come back then? It’s Sarah’s fault, she should have held on to them for longer.”


    Harry smiled, “Sarah did exactly as we asked her. She entertained Tom and Lexi for over an hour and by the looks of things she made sure they had a great time.”


    “So you think this was a success then?” demanded Ed.


    “Of course it was,” answered Harry, “we have dangled the bait and I will leave it a few days before I approach Sue with a formal offer.”


    “Harry, you don’t seem to understand how urgent this is,” Ed shouted, “We haven’t had a Chief Financial Officer since James left and we need to get someone in as soon as possible!”


    “Ed, the reason James left was because the last time you chose a CFO you rushed your decision and picked the wrong person – and you are in danger of making the same mistake again!”


    Ed hated being reminded that Harry had advised against hiring James. What Harry didn’t add was that the main reason that James had resigned was that he was fed up with being bullied by Ed. Harry knew that Sue wouldn’t be so easily intimidated.


    Harry tried to calm Ed down. “Look”, he said, “do you agree that Sue seems to be the perfect person to become the next CFO?”


    Ed begrudgingly agreed. “Yes she seems to tick all the boxes. Her CV is very impressive and her background checks show her in a very favourable light – but I’m tired with all the delays. She’s good but I feel as though I am trying to woo a member of the aristocracy!”


    Harry took a more hard-nosed approach. “Look Ed, you are just going to have to face facts. Any decent candidate – including Sue – is going to have to work a lengthy period of notice before they can begin work – for once you are just going to have to be patient.”


    Harry had begun to notice a worrying pattern over the last year or so. It seemed that the more success Ed achieved – the more demanding he became. It did no harm to remind him occasionally that he couldn’t always have everything he wanted.


    Ed considered Henry’s words. He didn’t like being lectured by anyone but he was bright enough to understand that when Harry spoke he should usually listen. He had come to realise that Harry was one of the most intelligent people he had ever met and he seemed to have an uncanny knack of giving the correct answer. In addition to being a brilliant physician, Harry was a major factor in the rapid growth of the TxT group. However, Ed still felt that he needed to have the last word.


    “Well, I agree Sue could be exactly what we need but I’m not sure that I like the look of her husband. I can’t put my finger on it but he felt like trouble to me.”


    Harry sighed again. Sometimes dealing with Ed was like dealing with a spoiled child.


    “Actually Ed you could be absolutely correct with that assessment – Luke Linden may possibly be one of the most dangerous men you could ever meet but he may also prove to be a great asset to us.”


    The puzzled look on Ed’s face delighted Harry and also made it clear to him that Ed didn’t have a clue what he meant. Harry glanced at his watch before he spoke again.


    “Look, I don’t have long, I have to call in at the hospital before I go home tonight but I’ll quickly try to tell you why I think Sue will be the right person for this job and why her husband will also be the perfect person to get on your side. I’ve been quite open that they are both very good friends of mine but I’m sure you know me well enough by now to recognise that my advice to you is completely impartial.”


    Harry hesitated as if wondering exactly how much of the story he wanted to reveal then he shrugged his shoulders and began to talk.


    “OK,” he said, “I think it may help if you understand a bit about Sue and Luke’s backgrounds and how we all came to be friends. I don’t know if I can tell you the full story right now but I’ll try my best.”


    “Sue and I lived in the same street in the more affluent part of Wishton. Her father was a businessman and mine – as you know – was a doctor. We were in the same class throughout our time at the local Catholic Junior and Infant school. Back then we weren’t exactly the best of mates but we were friendly enough to each other. After we finished at junior school, Sue went to a convent school and I started at the local grammar school. This was one of the few remaining Grammar schools in the country and it was run by Christian Brothers – the standards were very high and I loved my time there. That was where I first met Luke, he was a year older than Sue and I and to be honest I thought that he went through the whole of his time at that school without being aware of my existence!


    Luke was almost the perfect pupil. He was extremely clever and very sporty. He played for the cricket team in the summer and the football team in the winter and could turn his hand to most other sports. In fact he was a better than average footballer – being quite tall for his age he played centre forward and scored a lot of goals. He seemed to have everything going for him but several of the parents warned their children not to associate with him. Most of the kids ignored the warnings but a small number refused to have anything to do with Luke.”


    “I knew it!” Ed interrupted, “he’s some kind of criminal!”


    Harry smiled. “Far from it,” he said, “Luke was polite, hard-working and extremely courteous. But he did have some baggage – depending on your point of view. Luke’s father was the chief union representative at Wishton Pit. Bob Linden was well respected by friends and workmates but the bosses hated him. They considered him to be a constant thorn in their sides and his name was poison at the local golf club and conservative club. He fought constantly to improve wages and conditions and to try to protect the miners futures.”


    Ed interrupted again. “I knew there was something fishy about this – are you trying to tell me Luke is a communist?”


    Harry shook his head irritably. “I thought you were a better judge of character than that. In fact it may interest you to know that Luke Linden is probably as wealthy as you.”


    Ed’s eyes widened in surprise.


    “May I continue?” asked Harry.


    Ed nodded.


    “In 1979 the country elected a Conservative government and for people like Bob Linden the warning signs were quite clear. He began to tell anyone who would listen that there was an agenda to decimate the coal industry but he was mainly ignored and considered to be a troublemaker. However, over the next few years his words were proved to be true. Things began to deteriorate until finally, in March 1984, the government announced their intention to close 20 pits straight away, followed by plans for the staggered closure of 70 others. Wishton was one of the 70.


    As soon as the closures were announced, mass walk-outs and strikes began throughout the coal industry, supported by other unions. Bob was at the forefront of the dispute but he was seen by many as one of the moderate voices. He wanted justice but he was willing to compromise if necessary. Bob saw that some closures were inevitable but he also thought that some profitable pits were being sacrificed for political purposes.


    Luke went with Bob to many meetings and both could see that the dispute was hurting a lot of the mining families – the winter of 1984 was particularly cruel. People had no money, no fuel, no food and very little hope. The Conservative government were trying to starve the miners into defeat. Bob and several others helped raise money to keep the families fed and warm whilst at the same time trying to seek a face-saving compromise. However, the dispute dragged on and small knots of men in some parts of the country began to drift back to work. They could no longer bear to see their children hungry and they were offered huge incentives as bribes to cross the picket lines.


    The day finally arrived at Wishton when a dozen men were persuaded by management to cross the picket line. They were offered big bonuses and were promised that when the dispute was over they would be given long-term jobs at other mines so they would escape possible retribution from their former workmates. Bob heard about the offer and he and some other committee members pleaded with the men not to cross the picket line. He managed to persuade two of the men to stay on strike but the other ten were determined to go ahead. The Wishton ten would become infamous in Trades Union history.


    Monday morning found Luke stood on the picket line along with other families. Bob had insisted on a peaceful demonstration for the watching TV cameras and reporters. As the coach carrying the ten men approached the pit gates it suddenly became clear to the people on the picket line that there were a lot more strangers than usual – shouting and waving placards. Bob began to worry – the strangers seemed intent on causing problems. As soon as the coach and the police escort reached the picket line a group of men at the back of the pickets surged forward, pushing the striking miners and their families forward towards the path of the coach.


    Suddenly, from side streets around the mine appeared dozens of police who had been concealed in removal vans and lorries. These weren’t local police but a mixture of southern forces bussed in to bolster the numbers. In the space of a few seconds it was clear to all what was happening. The police made no attempt to calm the crowd – they steamed in with batons raised and crushed anyone in their path – women and children included. Strangely enough, the men who had started the initial shoving seemed to have melted away.


    Bob Linden was horrified to see the peaceful demonstration turning into a bloodbath. He urged the men to stand together to allow the families time to get away – he ordered Luke to escort his mother and sister to safety. Luke obeyed his father and shepherded them towards the edge of the disturbance. Once he saw that they were safe he turned to go back and help his father. His mother tried to restrain him but he pulled away from her grasp and ran back towards where he left his father. It seemed like total chaos – all around him unarmed miners were trying to defend themselves against truncheons and miners were being dragged away in handcuffs. He dodged past a couple of policemen who tried to grab him and headed toward his father. Bob was still pleading for calm as Luke returned. Just as Luke turned the corner he saw four policemen manoeuvre Bob away from the main crush and then drag him towards a police van. Luke tried to follow and as he watched he saw his father thrown into the van. Through the open doors he saw the police systematically begin to beat his father until he seemed unconscious. Luke screamed and tried to push through the scrum towards the van but was blocked.


    Suddenly he was grabbed roughly and dragged backwards – Luke tried to fight but then he realised that he was being held by two of his uncles.


    “Come on lad – we need to get out of here!” Uncle Jack shouted.


    “They’ve got dad in that van and they’re beating him to death!” Luke screamed.


    “Aye and we’ll be next if we don’t get away.” said Jack urgently.


    Luke was pulled away by the two older men and then the ambulances slowly began to arrive for the injured miners and their families. It was a black day for the town. Accusations and counter-accusations flew. The miners believed that policemen in plain clothes had caused the initial crush and that the uniformed officers had been waiting for the pre-arranged signal before steaming in. The authorities scoffed at this – they accused the miners of deliberately using their families as a human shield in order to try to stop miners peacefully returning to work. What they couldn’t explain however was – why did none of the uniformed officers show any insignia of rank or numbers on their uniforms?


    Luke and his family struggled to get news of his father but it wasn’t until the local Labour MP became involved that they discovered where he was being held. They wouldn’t let Luke or his mother into the Police station but the MP managed to get inside. He was grimfaced when he returned.


    “He’s in a bad way – I’ve insisted they take him to hospital.” he said. “But that’s not the end of it. They insist that he attacked the police and hit one of them over the head. They’ve charged him with assault.”


    It took a few months for Bob to recover enough from his injuries to face trial. Everyone knew it was a farce but the police stood up and testified that Bob had attacked a sergeant with a brick. Luke testified on his father’s behalf – along with other witnesses but it was pointless. The union arranged for a barrister to represent Bob but even he couldn’t save the day. Bob was found guilty and sentence to 12 months in jail.


    Bob served 9 months and by the time he was released there had been big changes. The strike had ended on March 3rd 1985 and although Wishton Pit was still open when Bob was released, he was unable to return to work because he had been sacked due to his criminal record. Bob never fully recovered from the beating he received and his increasing isolation caused depression to set in. However, his true friends didn’t desert him and there was always a constant stream of visitors to the Linden home trying to raise his spirits. One piece of good news was that Luke had done very well with his A Levels and had won a scholarship to Oxford. Bob hugged his son and made him promise to stick at his studies and make something of himself. Maybe he had some kind of premonition because the day after their conversation, Bob Linden died from a massive heart attack. He was 48 and Luke was 18.


    The town of Wishton came to a halt for Bob’s funeral. The local police formed a guard of honour. They were ashamed at the treatment Bob had received and they wanted to show solidarity with Bob and his family. Their actions that day helped heal some of the divisions within the town.


    Another funeral took place a few weeks later. One of the Wishton ten had taken his own life. He left a note saying he couldn’t face the shame anymore and hoped people would understand why he had done what he did. The funeral was attended by Luke and his family – together with many others from the mining community. The only noticeable absences were the anonymous men of authority who had persuaded the men to cross the picket line.”


    Harry stopped. “I’m sorry Ed. I didn’t think I would get through the whole story today, maybe this is a good time to stop. I have to get to hospital. However, we need to finish this a.s.a.p. Can I call round to see you in the morning at home?”


    Ed nodded silently. Harry got up and left without another word. Ed stared thoughtfully out of the window onto the activity on the pitch below.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    


    The next day was Sunday and there was little or no traffic about at 8 am as Harry headed towards the centre of Manchester. Ed lived in a penthouse apartment just off Deansgate and Harry made his way towards a nearby car park. He left the car and hurried towards the apartment, pausing only to pick up coffee and croissants from a nearby deli.


    He pressed the intercom and as expected it took more than a few minutes before he heard a reply.


    “Who the hell is this at such a ridiculous time of the day?” a raspy voice growled from the speaker.


    Harry replied with a half-smile, “It’s me, it’s 8am and it’s time for our meeting.”


    Ed buzzed the lobby door open without uttering another word and Harry entered. He took the lift up to the top floor and then moved towards a large black door. The door was unlocked and Harry entered into a large airy space with fantastic views of Manchester. Ed was slumped in a chair in one corner of the room – tightly clutching an orange juice as if his life depended upon it. He looked nothing like the sophisticated figure from the day before. He wore a crumpled tracksuit, his hair was tousled and he had very large bags under his eyes.


    “You look terrible!” Harry said happily.


    “Thanks for pointing out the blindingly obvious.” Ed grunted, then he spotted the coffee that Harry was carrying and his eyes lit up.


    “Harry, I take it back, you are a wonderful human being! But I still don’t understand why we have to meet at such a ridiculous time – I’ve only been home a few hours.”


    Harry sighed. “The reason we have to meet so early is because I have a very busy day ahead and this is my only free slot. It isn’t my fault that you spent the night partying. However, you will probably go straight back to bed when I have finished because you have little or nothing else to do today. “


    Ed smiled as the coffee began to take affect. “Calm down Harry, I work hard during the week, I think I deserve some “me” time at the weekend.”


    “I suppose you’re right – maybe I’m getting old,” laughed Harry, “or maybe I’m just jealous! Anyway, this shouldn’t take long, I’m just trying to remember where we left off last night?”


    Ed’s smile disappeared. “Actually I have been having second thoughts. I agree that Sue seems to be a perfect fit for us – but from what I have heard so far I still think that Luke may be trouble.”


    Ed studied Harry for a moment and then continued, “OK, just let me finish up with all the background information and then you can make your own mind up without any pressure.”


    Ed nodded and Harry continued.


    “If I remember rightly we had just finished with Bob Linden’s funeral? Well, the following day Luke sat his mother down and told her he wouldn’t be going to university. He spoke quietly for a few minutes, explaining the need for someone to take care of his mother and his sister Janet. His mother listened without interruption and then simply smiled, stood up and walked out of the room.


    Luke was surprised and more than a little worried. He had expected either a noisy barrage of reasons why he would be going to university or perhaps just a quiet reasoned argument. The fact that his mother had passed no comment at all had shocked Luke. Perhaps his father’s death had been too much for his mother to take and it had knocked the fight out of her. However, Luke didn’t really believe that for one minute and deep down he knew that this wasn’t the end of this particular story.


    Luke decided to go for a run. He needed to clear his head. He had hardly left the house in the last few weeks and wanted to get out into the hills above the town. Luke quickly changed and slipped out of the door. He was gone for just over an hour and he felt much better as he let himself into the back door of the small terraced house. As Luke stood in the small kitchen pouring cold water down his throat he thought he could hear voices in the front room and alarm bells began to ring in his head.


    Sure enough, as he walked into the front parlour he knew he had been ambushed. His mother sat against the far wall but most of the rest of the space in the room seem to have been taken up by very large men. He recognised them all, his uncles and cousins and some of his father’s old friends and workmates.


    All of them seemed to be grim-faced and unsmiling. It soon became obvious that his Uncle Jack was to be spokesman and probably chief prosecutor.


    Jack coughed and then began to speak – he didn’t beat about the bush.


    “Your mother tells us you say you aren’t going to university.”


    Luke tried to speak but Jack just held up his hand.


    “Shut up. You’ve had your say – now it’s our turn.” he said brusquely.


    Luke suddenly felt an overwhelming feeling of helplessness wash over him.


    Jack continued. “Apparently you think that if you aren’t here then your mother and Janet will somehow suffer? How do you think that makes us feel? Do you think we would stand by and allow Bob’s family – our family – to suffer in any way?”


    Luke looked around the room and almost shuddered when he noticed the angry expressions on each face.


    “Your father had high hopes for you Luke. He wanted you to receive a first-rate education and then make a difference in the world. His death is very sad but it changes nothing. You are going to Oxford and you will make your parents and all the rest of us proud. And we will take care of your mother and Janet whilst you are away. End of discussion. Now go and get changed before you get pneumonia.”


    As Luke walked out of the room he noticed an almost-smug expression on his mother’s face. What he didn’t see after he had left the room was that the whole room nearly fell apart trying to stifle their laughter.


    “Well done Jack – that was perfect!” whispered Luke’s mother.


    “I just did exactly as you told me,” replied Jack, “I think we put the fear of God into him. I can’t believe he fell for it!”


    The men quickly left the room before Luke returned and when he finally reappeared after getting changed, his mother behaved as if nothing had happened.


    A few weeks later Luke arrived at University. He was normally a very confident young man but his father’s recent death seemed to have affected him more than anyone realised. During his first few weeks he struggled to make friends – in fact he probably made more enemies than friends. Luke had been brought up to believe that all men were equal but he couldn’t forget how badly his father had been treated by a certain section of society. Unfortunately – as far as he was concerned – he now found himself surrounded by a similar group of people.


    He became rude and belligerent. A small group of students became his main source of anger. They were all very wealthy, seemingly arrogant young men and Luke told himself that he hated them. Somehow they had found out all about Luke’s background and they baited him constantly. There were several rows and confrontations but they were too clever to expose themselves to scrutiny from the authorities – each time there was an incident it always seemed that Luke was to blame.


    The problem became serious and Luke was on the verge of being asked to leave the university when someone intervened – Professor Thomas Arkwright, Luke’s personal tutor, tasked with the pastoral care of a small number of students. In addition, Luke was in the Professor’s class for Language study. Professor Arkwright had noticed quite early during the term that there was a problem and had tried to reach out to Luke but Luke considered the professor to be almost as bad as his tormentors. The professor spoke perfect English without a trace of any accent, he dressed like a magistrate and was very much the picture of minor English aristocracy.


    What Luke didn’t know was that Tom Arkwright was a farmer’s son from a village near Preston. When he had arrived at Oxford, many years before, he had experienced similar problems to Luke. Through a combination of hard work and good luck he had managed to survive – and even prosper. He was still very proud of his roots but his appearance gave no indication of his original background. However, he always made a special effort to help if he saw a student, male or female, with a similar problem.


    The way in which he choose to help Luke was quite unorthodox but it was a spectacular success. He introduced him to martial arts and provided Luke with an unofficial mentor. The mentor was a student who was a year older than Luke – his name was Lord Alexander DeCourt . Luke objected to everything the Professor proposed to him but eventually he realised that he was in the same situation as when he faced his Uncle Jack and the room of angry men – he had no alternative. He couldn’t face the shame of returning to Wishton with his tail between his legs.


    So he begrudgingly accepted the professor’s plan. He began to train each day with Alex and slowly things began to change. The main discipline in the Dojo was karate and both the professor and Alex were experts. Alex also dabbled in other forms of martial arts and mixed the lessons up to keep things interesting. Luke began to realise that he was actually starting to enjoy himself. The physical exercise helped channel his aggression and the mental side of the various disciplines made him concentrate and focus.


    His tormentors began to despair when Luke stopped rising to their baiting and after a few months they thought they had beaten him and simply left him alone. Luke, however, hadn’t forgotten the way they had treated him and simply put it to one side.


    The most astonishing thing about the whole process was that Luke began to feel comfortable with Alex. He was a patient teacher and Luke began to feel more and more comfortable whenever they were together. The professor began to tease Luke, “I heard a rumour the other day that a working class warrior was becoming friends with the enemy – a member of the upper class! Do you know anything about this Luke?”


    Luke just grinned but he had come to realise that this was all part of the Professor’s plan. In addition to help him gain physical and mental stability he was trying to show Luke that class differences were not down to money and position – they were all about people. There were good and bad people in all walks of life and the professor wanted to make sure that Luke didn’t just concentrate on the bad people.


    Luke finally settled down at university and became a popular student. However, he didn’t become a complete saint, he still had to count to ten sometimes if he was provoked or if he witnessed what he considered to be some form of injustice. It’s actually quite lucky for me that he didn’t turn into a complete pacifist – otherwise I probably wouldn’t be here speaking to you today.”


    Ed’s eyes widened in surprise. “That sounds a bit dramatic.” he said.


    “Not at all,” replied Harry, “in fact I think it’s quite fair to say that one way or another, Luke Linden probably saved my life.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    


    “Good grief,” Ed spluttered – “saved your life? What kind of story is this?”


    Harry smiled thinly. “Maybe I mislead you slightly, I probably should have said that Luke saved my professional life.”


    Ed still looked puzzled so Harry quickly continued, “I’ll explain – just let me have another drink.”


    He took a swig of the now-tepid coffee and then carried on.


    “Luke was in the third and final year of his course and I was in the second year of a five year medical degree when our paths finally crossed. Although Oxford isn’t a particularly big place there are thousands of students – the vast majority of whom never meet.


    As you know, I was studying medicine, trying to follow in my father’s footsteps. The plan was for me to become a GP and then, if I was good enough, I was hoping to eventually become a surgeon. All was going well, I was enjoying my studies, I got on well with my fellow students – even my tutors seemed to like me.


    The only blot on the landscape was the usual student problem – money. Although my family was fairly well-off there never seemed to be enough money to get me through the week. Many other students were in the same position and most of them tried to get part-time jobs in order to survive but I decided that would impact on my studies – so I devised another plan.


    Around the time that I first arrived at university, a new craze was sweeping the country. Arcade games were springing up in pubs and clubs everywhere. Many were space invader type machines but a small number of quiz machines actually offered cash prizes. I spotted an opportunity. I’m sure you will agree that I am quite a modest person.”


    Ed coughed and raised an ironic eyebrow.


    Harry ignored him and continued, “I knew that I was lucky enough to possess above-average intelligence – so I decided to use it for what I considered to be the greater good. I started to play the quiz machine in the student union and quickly found that I could beat it every time. However, it was very difficult to actually get onto that particular machine – there was always a large queue waiting to play – so I started to look elsewhere.


    I worked out a system. I researched every pub and club in Oxford town centre and started to visit the ones that had a quiz machine. My scheme was simple. I never visited the same pub within a two week period, I always bought a drink and waited a few minutes before I started to play the machine and once I had won I quickly left without any fuss. I also varied the time of my visits, sometimes in the afternoon, other times later at night. I even changed my appearance from time to time – trying not to look like a student if possible.


    Throughout my first year the system worked perfectly. I perfected the art of blending into the background and unobtrusively emptying the machines. I built up quite a nice nest egg and it got me through my first year. My second year proved to be a little bit harder. Most of the pubs around the town centre were still fine but in one or two places I noticed that people were starting to watch me. I decided that I needed to broaden my horizons and move further out from the town centre to avoid suspicion.


    One evening I walked into a part of the town I wasn’t really familiar with but it offered me with several potential targets. The first pub I entered seemed perfect. I bought a drink, looked around and finally sauntered over to the quiz machine. A few minutes later I had answered all the questions, collected my prize as the coins tumbled out and then I quickly drank up. I strolled out of the pub and started to walk back home when I noticed another pub just around the corner.


    I decided to check it out for future reference and walked inside and ordered a pint of lager. It was early evening and the pub was almost deserted apart from a small group around a machine. As I walked past I checked it out and it was exactly the kind of quiz machine I was looking for. I went to the opposite side of the pub, sat down and watched the antics of the group. There were four of them, obviously already fairly drunk and they were pouring money into the machine without getting anything back. They looked as if they were builders and their leader seemed to be a young man with a very big mouth.


    It looked like nothing else was going to happen that evening – I got ready to drink up and leave. I planned to visit the pub again in the future, perhaps earlier in the afternoon. Just as I was about to finish my pint the group left the machine and disappeared into a back room. A few minutes later I could hear the clink of pool balls and I realised they weren’t coming back. I wrestled with the decision – should I just leave or should I risk a quick game? Maybe the second pint had given me some Dutch courage but no-one seemed to be around so I decided to take a chance.


    I put my money into the machine and a few minutes later I had hit the top prize. Unfortunately as soon as the coins started to pour out of the machine it seemed to provoke a response from the pool room. The four young men rushed out to see who the lucky person was. As soon as they saw me I knew I was in trouble. Their leader pushed his face into mine, “Students! I should have known. Coming here and acting as if they own the place – now you are taking our money!”


    Immediately I decided that this person had a major dental hygiene problem – his breath was rancid. My reaction just enraged him even more.


    “Don’t pull your nose up at me you snotty little git! Who the hell do you think you are?”


    I tried to protest but dog-breath wouldn’t let me get a word in.


    “Well we’ve had just about enough of you and your sort. First of all we are going to take our money back and then we are going to teach you a lesson you won’t forget!”


    Dog breath smiled, showing a line of crooked, broken teeth and I shuddered. His mates took this as a sign of fear and began to cackle.


    “Look at him he’s frightened to death – he wants his mummy!”


    Just as I began to realise that I was in big trouble, I received a temporary reprieve.


    “I’ve warned you lot before – no trouble in here or you are all barred.” This short speech came from probably one of the biggest men I have ever seen – he seemed to fill the space behind the bar and even my tormentors were stunned into silence. I quickly realised that it was now or never. There was a small gap between two of the lads and I dived through it and headed for the open door. I fell out onto the street hoping that the gang had had enough fun and would go back to their game of pool.


    Sadly that definitely wasn’t the case as all four of them poured out into the street looking for me. I began to run down an unfamiliar street, trying to put as much distance between us as possible. I soon realised that I was hopelessly lost but on the plus side my pursuers seemed to be falling back. However, my brief hope was short-lived. I ran around the next corner – straight into two of the group who had obviously taken advantage of local knowledge to take a short cut and get ahead of me. As I turned the corner the larger of the two lads punched me full in the face. It felt like I had been hit by a hammer and I fell to the floor.


    Seconds later dog breath and his other accomplice arrived and I was dragged to my feet.


    “C’mon – bring him round here.”


    I was dragged from the street to a narrow alleyway. My head was still spinning so I found it hard to take in what dog breath was shouting at me. I felt them pulling at my pockets – taking out all my winnings and my wallet. They whooped as they saw the large pile of pound coins on the floor.


    “Now we have our money back,” said dog breath, “it looks like we only have one thing left to do!”


    He grinned wickedly at the rest of his group. “Hold him tight – we’ll make sure he doesn’t play those machines again for a long time.”


    “What are you going to do?” I stammered.


    “I’m going to break your sticky little fingers.” he laughed.


    I suddenly realised how much trouble I was in. I wasn’t bothered about the money – I wasn’t really bothered about a few punches but if he broke my fingers then I may never become a surgeon – this was really serious.


    I began to shout for help and I struggled as hard as I could. My three captors just tightened their hold and one tried to clamp his hand over my mouth. I bit as hard as I could and he responded with knee in my back which caused me to drop to me knees.


    “Perfect!” dog breath purred. I realised that he had been searching around the alley and he returned with a heavy piece of wood which he was waving around like a club.


    “Now hold him still and we’ll have a bit of fun!”


    Just as dog breath spat out those words, we heard another noise from the end of the alley.


    “Now then girls, what’s going on here?” a quiet voice asked.


    Dog breath spun around. He saw a tall athletic-looking young man in jogging gear. “None of your business – keep on running.”


    But the runner carried on walking up the alley.


    Dog breath swore. “Listen mate – I won’t tell you again – we’re just teaching this thief a lesson. It’s none of your business – walk away before you get hurt.”


    The young man smiled. “A couple of points – first of all, I’m not your mate and secondly, it looks like you are picking on a friend of mine.”


    I looked up in surprise and finally recognised Luke Linden.


    He smiled as he spoke again. “Hi Harry, how’s it going?”


    “I’ve had better days.” I said weakly.


    Dog breath had heard enough. He whirled and advanced on Luke, holding the club in front of him. “You had your warning, now I’m going to smash your head in!”


    He screamed and hurled himself forward, swinging the club from side to side. Luke seemed to glide towards him, moving inside the arc of the swing and his right arm exploded outwards – almost too fast for the eye to catch. Luke’s stiffened fingers hit dog breath in the centre of his throat and he collapsed to the floor. Luke stepped over his prone body and walked towards us.


    “OK ladies,” he grinned, “who’s next?”


    My captors didn’t need to think twice. They released me and backed off. Luke threw his arm around me and began to laugh. “Hello Harry, long time no see!” Then he noticed the swelling around my face and his smile disappeared.


    “Who did this?” he asked in a very low voice.


    Two of the remaining group looked at my attacker. Luke spoke again.


    “I think Harry deserves compensation for his trouble. First of all you can give him his money back and then you can empty your pockets. I think that would be a fair exchange for not calling the police.”


    They began to protest until Luke’s face hardened and he stepped menacingly towards them.


    “OK, OK, here – that’s all we have.” said my attacker.


    “Pick up your money Harry.” Luke said, then he turned back to the three lads who were trying to lift dog breath from the floor. “Hopefully that will teach you not to pick on students in future. He should be all right in an hour or so but he’ll have a sore throat for a few days.”


    I still couldn’t believe what had happened and I stared at Luke in amazement.


    “Come on Harry,” he said, “us Wishton lads have to stick together!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    


    Harry continued with the story.


    “By now I was totally confused. I had no idea what had just happened and to make matters worse my eye was beginning to close.”


    Luke inspected my face and smiled. “That is going to be one hell of a shiner – the girls will be impressed. Is there any other damage?”


    I started to shake my head but that made me feel nauseous and I realised that my back was also beginning to throb.


    Luke seemed a little more concerned. “We need to have someone look at you. Are you OK to walk for a few minutes?”


    I replied that I would be fine and we set off in the general direction of the town centre. As we walked Luke started to explain how he came to rescue me.


    “You were lucky.” he said. “My lecture finished earlier than scheduled so I decided to go for a run. I had only been out for a few minutes when I saw you flying out of the pub doorway – I was on the other side of the street. I followed as quickly as I could – sorry I didn’t get there in time to stop the black eye.”


    “Your timing was perfect,” I said, “you stopped them breaking all my fingers. I’ll never be able to repay you.”


    I stopped and Luke realised that I wanted to say more.


    “I sense a but!” he said with a smile.


    I grinned in return. “But I still don’t understand – how did you recognise me? We’ve hardly ever spoken.”


    Luke seemed almost apologetic. “How many people do you think from Wishton are currently students in Oxford?”


    I shrugged and he continued.


    “Well – not many,” he said, “and even less came from the same grammar school. I knew you were here but I just never got the chance to talk to you – you know how busy we all are.”


    I nodded and once again he continued. “But that doesn’t mean I wasn’t keeping an eye on you. Professor Jackson is a friend of mine and she told me you are doing very well.”


    That surprised me. Professor Jackson was one of my tutors and although we got on fairly well I had no idea that she had taken an interest in me.


    Luke continued. “Even though I knew you had settled in I can’t claim that I was looking out for you today – it was pure luck that I happened to be passing that pub. Anyway – here we are – let’s go inside.”


    We were stood in front of a large but slightly shabby house.


    “Welcome to my humble home,” said Luke, “well, actually I just rent a room but it’s not a bad place.”


    He steered me through the front door then down a corridor towards the sound of laughter and chatter. We entered a large room containing half a dozen young people – four male two female.


    “Everyone, this is Harry, he’s a fellow Wishtonian and he’s had a bit of trouble. I’m glad you are here Kath – hopefully you can sort him out. Harry, this is Kath, she’s Dom’s girlfriend – far too good for him – but more importantly she is a final year med student. Kath – would you mind taking a quick look at him?”


    Kath looked concerned and quickly led Harry into the kitchen.


    “I’ll introduce everyone else when you come back – and don’t worry about Kath – she hasn’t killed anyone yet!”


    The rest of the group laughed and then began to question Luke. He evaded their questions until Kath and Harry returned.


    “He’ll live,” she pronounced. “Nothing broken and no signs of concussion but that eye will be swollen for a few days and also his back is going to be tender. He needs to go straight to his doctor if the pain gets worse – or if he starts to get bad headaches. Anyway – what happened? Harry seems reluctant to tell me the story.”


    Luke explained, “Harry is a friend from my old school and today I helped him out when I found him having a spot of trouble with the locals. It’s up to him if he wants to tell you anymore.”


    Everyone looked questioningly at me – so I slowly started to explain what had happened. I half-expected some sort of disapproval but instead I just received sympathetic looks.


    “Sounds like Luke came along just in time?” said Kath and I nodded my agreement.


    I was slightly surprised that no-one seemed to think that Luke had done anything out of the ordinary – it was almost as if this was something Luke got involved with every day. Anyway – I didn’t push it any further – I was just glad to be in one piece.


    “I bet you could use a drink?” Luke asked me.


    “Yes please,” I replied. “I could murder a cup of tea.”


    Luke and the boys laughed – “I thought you might want something a bit stronger but I think I can manage a cup of tea. Come back through to the kitchen.”


    Luke made me sit at the kitchen table whilst the kettle boiled.


    “You still look surprised.” he said.


    “I really can’t believe all this,” I replied. “but most of all I still can’t believe that you recognised me!”


    Luke smiled. “I never forget a face.”


    I sipped my tea and Luke continued. “Once again, I’m sorry that I haven’t been as friendly to a fellow Lancastrian as I should have been but perhaps we can make up for it?”


    “I think you have already helped me enough but what did you have in mind?” I asked.


    “Well,” Luke went on, “I belong to a martial arts club and it looks as if you may need to learn how to take care of yourself – maybe you could come down and take a look?”


    “I’d love to,” I replied, “but I don’t want to take part in anything that may damage my hands – I want to be a surgeon. I love sport but I have to be careful not to do anything too risky.”


    Luke seemed thoughtful, “That’s a fair point. I’m sure we could work something out that keeps your fitness levels up but won’t cause any problems for your hands.”


    “In that case I would love to take a look at your club.” I replied.


    “And so began a lifelong friendship. I was introduced to Luke’s circle of friends and in turn he met my mates. I spent time training with him and although I never really got involved with the sparring side of the club I began to feel fitter than I had ever done in my life. Luke and I even met up occasionally for social events and it was on one of these occasions that I managed to pay him back for saving me from dog breath and his mates.


    The only other person in Oxford that I knew originated from Wishton was Sue and she was studying Business and Finance across town. Our paths didn’t cross much but occasionally we would meet to catch up and one day she rang to invite me to a party. I asked if I could bring Luke – she was intrigued that someone else from Wishton was studying in Oxford so urged me to bring him along.


    For once it was my turn to laugh at Luke. I introduced him to Sue and his normally confidant, relaxed attitude fell away and he turned to jelly. He stuttered and blushed and I nearly laughed out loud – it was obvious that it was love at first sight! It wasn’t quite the same for Sue though. She really liked Luke and thought it was very cute how Luke acted when he was with her but she thought she was far too young to tie herself down. However, Luke was determined to win Sue over. He devoted all his spare time to convincing Sue that he was the perfect man for her. A few months after the party I met Sue in the pub and she gave me a big hug.


    “Thank you.” she said.


    I had no idea what she was talking about.


    “What for?” I asked.


    “You introduced me to Luke.” she said simply.


    After that, they became inseparable. Luke graduated and all 3 of us returned to Wishton for the summer – and Luke needed to find a job.


    Luke’s degree had been in modern languages – quite early in life he had discovered that it was something he had a flair for. During his time at Oxford he also realised that he could apply the same principles to computer code and operating systems. He explained that most programming languages or computer operating systems were just extensions of the various languages he had been studying. During his last year he had spent a lot of time in the computer sciences labs and he had decided that instead of working as perhaps a teacher of languages he would look to a career in computing.


    He applied to a large software house in Manchester and managed to get a place on a graduate program. Luke moved back into his old room at home and scraped together the money to buy an old car to get him to work and back. He worked long hours each day trying to master various systems and languages and when he wasn’t working he would head back to Oxford to spend time with Sue.


    The following year Sue graduated and Luke was promoted. Sue also got a job in Manchester and they travelled together each day. The next couple of years went by in a similar fashion – both made rapid advances at work and they continued to fall deeper in love with each other. Luke finally proposed, Sue accepted and a date was set.


    The wedding was magnificent. Luke’s friend Alex was best man and he tried to persuade Luke and Sue to have the wedding at his stately home. They were both very tempted but they knew they had to think of their families so they married at St. Bedes near to Sue’s parent’s home and then had a reception in a local hotel before moving into their new house.


    I didn’t see much of them over the next couple of years – I had to finish my medical training and they were both busy making their way in the world. I finally graduated and then after a stint in a couple of hospitals and was ready to try a spell as a GP. I didn’t want to work with my father straight away – I wanted to spend some time on my own first so I applied to be a locum in a surgery on the other side of town. The weekend before I started in my new job I met up with Sue and Luke to have a meal and catch up on old times.


    They seemed very happy and relaxed. Luke had just been head-hunted by a new company that had been set up by Alex’s brother. It meant that Luke was now a senior manager at a relatively young age and was now beginning to earn serious money. He was still based at an office in Manchester but the downside of his new job was that he would now be spending more time away from home.


    “We have won a contract to work at various UK Embassies around the world.” he explained. “Our main job at each will be to install a new accounting system but we will also be doing network upgrades and running security incursion checks.”


    When I looked puzzled he explained further. “The security service has its own IT department and they tend to look after firewalls, virus protection and the like but they do like to call in outside companies to test their defences – and that’s where we come in. We try to break into each embassy – not physically of course but using technology.”


    Sue had also been climbing the corporate ladder and now headed a division within one of the larger banking companies. She too, would have to travel more extensively as part of her blossoming career but they planned to try to coordinate their travel so they would be hopefully be back home at the same time.


    “Well it sounds as if you have all bases covered – as our American friends would say – I just have one question?”


    They both looked at me. “Well – in all this grand plan of yours – when do I become an uncle?”


    Luke roared with laughter and Sue just punched me on the shoulder. “Don’t you start!” she said, “we get enough stick from my mother and mother-in-law. We will have children when the time is right!”


    It seems that it would be a few more years before the time was right – Sue was past her 30th birthday before she realised she was pregnant. A baby girl came along and she was named Lexi – short for Alexander – after Luke’s great friend Alex. This was a sign of exactly how much Luke thought he owed Alex. Along with the new baby came new responsibilities and hard decisions had to be made.


    Luke was now a partner in the IT company and things were going from strength to strength. They had opened another office in London in addition to the site in Manchester. The only problem – as the father of a new baby – was that he still had to travel all over the world. Sue was in a similar position. She was now a junior director of a private bank and her career seemed to be on an upward trajectory. However, they both knew that they couldn’t continue in this way with a new baby to look after.


    After much discussion – they came to an uneasy agreement. Sue would stand down from her current position and take up something less demanding and closer to home – she had already been approached by a former customer. This would mean virtually no travelling but would allow her to keep dangling her toe in the corporate market. She would also get a housekeeper/nanny to help out home.


    Luke would continue to work in his present role – looking to build the business up to a point whereby he could also hopefully start to work from home. At this point Sue would then look at returning to a more high-profile position.


    The plan worked fairly well but just took a lot longer to reach a conclusion than either of them thought. Luke’s company continued to prosper and he was under great pressure to keep taking on more and more work all around the world. 18 months after Lexi was born Sue discovered she was pregnant again – this time they had a boy who they named Tom – after Professor Thomas Arkwright. Tom’s birth spurred Luke on to work even harder so that he could try to spend more time at home with his family but it wasn’t easy. He still seemed to be away for half of the year but at least he could usually work it so that he had a full month at home with Sue and the kids before he had to jet off to the other side of the world.


    Suddenly – a few years ago – everything changed. Luke and his partner received an offer to buy out their company. The figures involved made Luke’s eyes water. Sue helped with the negotiations and finally a deal was reached. Luke would receive an obscene amount of money and a nominal seat on the board which would mean that he had to attend a board meeting once a month. Luke made sure that as part of the deal his employees would be well-protected so it seemed that everyone was happy. It took several months to bring all the changes into place but finally, a few months ago, Luke signed all the papers and handed over ownership.


    As far as Sue was concerned this was a win/win deal. She and Luke were now extremely wealthy and Luke would now be able to spend more time with the family. However, another bonus was the deal they had made when Lexi was born – Sue was now free to look for another high-profile job! A large salary was no longer a driving force but Sue just wanted one last crack at something big – she wanted to make her mark in the business world before she spent her twilight years in the sun with Luke.”


    Harry finally stopped and looked at Ed. “And that, my friend, is where we come in. Sue is a perfect fit for us and she is looking for a new challenge – and it wouldn’t do us any harm at all to get Luke on our side.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    


    Luke sat back in the kitchen of his new house as the silence washed over him. Sue was at work, the kids were at school and the builders had finally left. Silence was a rare pleasure in Luke’s life. For many years there had always seemed to be someone shouting for his attention so when he had a chance to immerse himself in peace and quiet he grabbed it with both hands. The only sound seemed to be birdsong drifting in through the open windows.


    He gazed around the large, modern kitchen, realising as he looked around that he didn’t have a clue what most of these gadgets and devices were for. The kitchen had been designed jointly by Sue and their housekeeper Nell. Actually, the majority of the design had been completed by Nell because sadly Sue wasn’t exactly a domestic goddess. Luke shuddered when he thought about some of the meals she had prepared over the years. It was better for everyone that these days Nell made sure that they were always well fed.


    Just as he was thinking about Nell, a noise from the far end of the house broke into the silence. Luke sighed, he should have known that it was too good to last. He could hear Nell start up the Hoover and begin her seemingly never-ending battle with the dust left behind by the builders. Luke didn’t have the heart to tell her that by the time she had everywhere completely dust free, then the builders would probably be back to work on the rest of the property. On reflection, Luke decided that he would let Sue have that conversation with Nell.


    Luke picked up his coffee and walked across to the open patio doors. It was a lovely May morning and he gazed out across the open fields to the woods beyond. He still found it hard to believe that all this belonged to him. More than ever he wished that his father was alive to see all this. Then he laughed to himself when he realised that his father would probably say that all this was too much for one family. Luke sighed again and shook his head. Even after all these years he still missed his father so much.


    He turned his attention back to the house. When he had finally decided to sell the business, Sue in turn decided that they needed a new home to use as a base for whatever they planned to do once Luke came home for good. Luke agreed and they drew up a list of essential must-haves and in the months leading up to Luke’s return they spent hours searching for the perfect place. They finally discovered a lovely old farmhouse in acres of land surrounded by many outbuildings. Both Luke and Sue fell in love with the place after the first visit and it seemed to tick all the boxes. It was on the outskirts of Wishton, with incredible views over the town but it was still close enough to the kids school and to both Sue’s and Luke’s mothers. The motorway was only a few minutes away so Sue could easily commute to Manchester.


    Sue loved the old red brickwork and the light airy rooms and she quickly drew up a plan which involved knocking down walls and throwing up extensions and a large orangery. Luke agreed with her designs but it was other features of the property that caught his attention. The numerous outbuildings could come in very useful in the future but it was the position of the house that appealed to him most of all. He didn’t discuss that aspect with Sue but he wanted to buy somewhere that could be easily defended. If he had mentioned that to Sue she would think he was being melodramatic but then she would probably have become uneasy and wonder why Luke would want to defend the property?


    Luke had worked on the fringes of the Security Services for many years and it had slightly altered his outlook on life. He didn’t have any big secrets to protect but he would never take any chances with his family so as the work began on the new house he began to incorporate subtle changes of his own into the design. He installed a security gate at the end of the long drive – this meant that callers had to press an intercom before they could gain access. They would then be viewed by various cameras before they were buzzed through. The postman left letters and parcels in a secure steel box by the gate. The exterior of the property was crisscrossed with security devices. There were a couple of obvious, large cameras that looked out on the front and rear of the house – just to deter potential burglars – but there were dozens more hidden devices, cameras, heat and motion detectors.


    In addition, each external door had three locks. A traditional deadlock was accompanied by an electronic keypad and was topped off with a biometric fingerprint reader. All these devices were installed in a short space of time by a specialist company who arrive in unmarked vans. The first that Sue knew of this was when she tried to drive up to the house. She had been away for a few days on a conference and on her return she drove up to the new house to check on progress. She was annoyed to find that she couldn’t get through the new steel gate at the end of the drive until Luke buzzed her through. Then she was livid to find that her key wouldn’t open her lovely new front door.


    It took Luke a while to calm her down but he explained that they couldn’t take any chances with security and when Sue claimed it was all far too much and that he was playing with “boys toys” – he assured her that within a few days she would be completely used to everything. In fact even Luke was surprised at just how well the family adapted to their new surroundings. After only a few days they already felt completely at home and they loved everything about their new house.


    When Luke and Sue had began to earn large salaries they started to invest their money in what some people would consider to be high-risk projects. Luke wanted to do as much as he could to help his old friends in Wishton but Sue was more of a realist. She generally agreed with most of Luke’s madcap schemes but she always insisted on some stringent conditions. One of their more sensible projects was to start up a small construction company. To all intents and purposes Wishton Construction seemed to be owned by Bert Knowles but in fact the main shareholders were Luke and Sue.


    It was fairly obvious that Wishton Construction would be the company of choice to do the work on the new property. By the time the paperwork on the house had all been completed, Luke was finding that he had more and more spare time on his hands as he wound down his involvement with his IT company. Sue spotted the warning signs and asked Bert if Luke could help out with the construction. Bert had some concerns. They both knew that Luke sometimes became too involved in certain projects but Sue assured him that she would keep Luke in check. Thankfully, Luke’s involvement proved to be a roaring success. He worked hard all day long, mainly labouring jobs, such as digging and carrying but he loved every minute. All the men were amazed at how fit Luke was – he still seemed as fresh at the end of the day as he was at the beginning.


    The renovation was a big job but on the whole it went very well. There were some very ambitious aspects of the project and some days both Bert and Luke would be scratching their heads. Sue and Luke decided they wanted an indoor swimming pool in one of the outbuildings and Luke insisted on a large space to incorporate a gym. The children were encouraged to add their touches to the new property and they both decided that everything should be as green as possible. That meant that one roof of the barn had to be strengthened to hold a large array of solar panels. In addition there was a lengthy delay whilst research took place to find the optimum site for a wind turbine.


    Finally the main house and swimming complex were finished. There was still a lot of work to do with the outbuildings and other parts of the property but Luke and Bert agreed to put that off for a few months so that the family could settle into the house and begin to relax. The builders moved out and the Lindens – together with Nell Grimes moved in. Nell now had her own living space over the triple garage – complete with living room, bathroom and kitchen.


    Luke was still looking out of the window when he sensed a movement behind him. On one of the couches was what appeared to be a massive black and tan fur coat. On closer inspection the coat morphed into a very large Alsatian dog. Stretched out alongside the large dog was a tiny Yorkshire Terrier. Within seconds both dogs went from complete idleness to a state of heightened awareness. The Alsatian pricked his ears and a low growl came from somewhere deep in his throat and the Yorkie acted in a similar fashion. At almost the same time Luke heard the intercom from the gate bleeping. “Well done Biff, Bam-Bam.” he said. All that money spent on security and the dogs were still probably the best security device of all.


    He moved towards the screen and he saw that the car at the end of the drive belonged to Harry.


    “Whatever you are selling we don’t want it!” he barked into the speaker.


    Harry growled back. “I hate this machine. Anyone would think you were protecting Fort Knox! Hurry up and let me in.”


    Luke laughed and pressed the button to allow the large gates to swing open. He also disengaged all the locks on the front door so that Harry could walk straight in when he arrived. Both dogs were now wide awake and keen to see who the visitor was. As soon as Harry came through the door the dogs went mad and flung themselves onto him, licking and crying as they tried to gain his attention. Harry was almost knocked off his feet.


    “Flaming dogs!” he protested. “One day they will cause me some serious damage.” then he burst into laughter and started rolling around on the floor with the animals before rising to give them both treats from his pocket.


    “It’s your own fault, you spoil them!” Luke complained. Actually it was weird, there were very few people outside the immediate family who the dogs would tolerate but they both loved Harry.


    “Anyway – to what do we owe this honour?” asked Luke.


    “I just happened to be passing and I thought I would drop off the details of the job offer for Sue.” said Harry carefully.


    “Rubbish,” snorted Luke, “no-one “just happens to be passing” here – it’s on the road to nowhere – that’s why we chose it!”


    It was Harry’s turn to laugh. “Fair point,” he said. “Ed and I really want to get Sue’s answer as soon as possible so that we can begin to make plans so I thought I would strike whilst the iron is still hot.”


    Luke’s expression hardened. “I’m not sure that I trust Ed.” he said quietly.


    “Don’t worry about Ed.” said Harry dismissively. “His heart is in the right place – he just needs the gentle hand of guidance from time to time. I’m sure that between Sue and myself we will set him on the right path!”


    Luke didn’t look so sure. “Well, I’ll make sure she’s takes a look when she gets home. Sadly she seems to be quite excited about the offer so I guess she must have already made up her mind about Ed.”


    Harry grinned. “That’s great news!” he exclaimed. “Now – what does a man have to do to get a cup of tea in here – I’m dying of thirst!”


    Just as he said that the kitchen door opened and a pleasant woman in her mid-fifties appeared.


    “Good morning Dr. Green,” she gushed, “it’s always lovely to have the chance to have an intelligent conversation! I don’t get much opportunity these days.”


    “Good morning Nell.” Harry replied, rushing across the room to hug her. Behind her back Luke began to stick his fingers down his throat and pretend to vomit – just as his son had done the previous weekend.


    Nell whirled around and caught Luke in the act. All three of them began to laugh and then Nell spoke again.


    “Just like two schoolboys when you get together – you’ll never grow up!” She walked away shaking her head and smiling. “I’ll put the kettle on.” she said.


    “Thank goodness,” said Harry, “I’d just about given up!”


    Luke glanced across at Harry.


    “I don’t know what we would do without her,” he said, “we all owe you a lot.”


    “Hardly,” said Harry, “the way I remember it – you had a big part in bringing her here.”


    Both men fell silent as they thought back to that night almost fourteen years ago.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    


    Christmas 1999 was an unbelievably busy time for Luke and Sue. In early December they had moved to a new house – mainly because Sue was due to give birth to their first child in the early part of 2000. They both decided that they needed more room, especially if they were going to have a live-in nanny who would help Sue cope with the new baby during Luke’s long absences.


    Luke had almost had enough as far as the subject of the nanny was concerned. When they had first mentioned it to Luke’s mother it was as if they had decided to go and ask Mrs. Thatcher to live with them! The older Mrs. Linden had erupted in a fury that had seldom been seen in recent years. She saw a nanny as a betrayal of everything that Luke’s father had stood for – she even accused Luke of turning into a Tory! Luke and Sue buried themselves in their work but the row just rumbled on – there didn’t seem to be a solution in sight. The argument began to upset Sue and this slowly affected her health – this was when Harry decided that enough was enough.


    Sue was under the care of the antenatal team at Harry’s surgery and they brought news of Sue’s condition to him. He thought about it for a few minutes then went out to his car and drove home. Harry still lived with his mother following the death of his father a few years earlier. Harry spoke to his mother, explained what he needed her to do and then left her to it. A few minutes later Mrs Green left the house, got into her car and drove across town.


    She pulled up at the neat terraced house belonging to Luke’s mother. Mrs. Linden was surprised to see her but greeted her warmly and invited her in. After preparing the obligatory cup of tea the two ladies sat in Mrs Linden’s best room. Although the ladies came from very different backgrounds they were firm friends. Doctor Green Senior had been the Linden family doctor for years and Mrs Green had been a tower of strength for Mrs. Linden when Bob had died and more recently Mrs. Linden supported Mrs Green when her husband passed away. They were almost exact opposites – one small and fiery, the other tall, elegant and calm but they both brought out the best in each other. And of course they had the extra bond that their sons were probably closer than most brothers.


    During her visit Harry’s mother didn’t pull any punches. She explained that Mrs. Linden’s actions were causing problems with Sue’s health – and in turn this could affect Mrs’ Linden’s unborn grandchild. Mrs Green skilfully pointed out that this was probably all Luke’s fault but that Mrs Linden had to be the bigger person here – for the sake of the baby. She also suggested a compromise – what if Mrs Linden helped choose the nanny? Perhaps a nice local girl? Mrs Linden knew that she was being pushed into a corner but realised that she in turn had pushed her son and his wife too far. She quickly agreed that she would do her best to smooth things over.


    “There’s no time like the present,” said Mrs Green, “I’ll run you over while I’m here.”


    Mrs Linden smiled ruefully – she knew when she was beaten.


    “I’ll get my coat.”


    Luke’s heart sank when he saw his mother and Mrs Green approaching the front door. Everything was still in boxes and the last thing he needed at the moment was another argument with his mother. However, after a few minutes of pleasant conversation Luke was overjoyed at the change of heart in his mother and he could tell that Sue felt the same – she looked better than she had done in days. The only slight fly in the ointment was that Luke’s mother had even offered to help choose the nanny! They would deal with that closer to the time.


    The week before Christmas, Harry came round for a meal – cooked by Luke – and he was delighted to see the improvement in Sue. She was radiant and the staff at the clinic had confirmed her well-being. The new house began to look like a home and Luke had put up a tree and lots of decorations. Harry waited until Sue was out of the room before asking Luke about his plans for the weeks leading up to the birth. Luke frowned and kept his voice low.


    “We couldn’t have planned this birth for a worse time.” he began. “No – don’t look at me like that.” he said when he saw the disappointment on Harry’s face. “I don’t mean that I’m not looking forward to having a new baby – in fact I can’t wait.” he said, “it’s just the timing.”


    “I don’t understand,” said Harry, “I suppose there is never the perfect time?”


    “True,” said Luke, “but we could have picked a better time than the beginning of the year 2000. It’s probably the busiest time it’s ever been for anyone in the Computer industry.”


    “Ah – now I see what you mean!” said Harry.


    “It’s been crazy for the last few months,” explained Luke, “everyone thinks the world is going to end at midnight on New Year’s eve, we’ve been rushed off our feet preparing for something that is never going to happen.”


    “Are you really so confident?” asked Harry.


    “Yep,” said Luke, “it’s all a big waste of time but I suppose it does have a silver lining.”


    “What’s that?”


    “We are making a bucket load of money out all this paranoia!” laughed Luke. Then his expression changed.


    “Seriously,” he said, “I have hardly had a day away from work in the last 2 months. I managed to make sure that I get the rest of this week off but the day after Boxing Day I will be working round the clock until all this is sorted. Hopefully – if I’m right – it should all be cleared up by January 2nd and then I can take some time off to be with Sue.”


    “What if you are wrong?” teased Harry.


    “That doesn’t even bear thinking about.” said Luke glumly.


    Harry looked at his watch and realised that he had to check in at the hospital before he went home. He thanked his hosts for a great night and Luke walked him out to his car.


    “Thanks.” Luke said to him.


    “What for?” asked Harry.


    “I don’t know how you did it but you managed to get my mother off our backs – and we are really grateful.”


    Harry laughed. “That’s what friends are for,” he said, “anyway – it’ll probably be my turn to ask for a favour from you soon!”


    Harry drove away and Luke went back inside. It was still early so he and Sue settled down on the couch in front of the TV. “We’d better make the most of this,” he said “in a few weeks we’ll probably be knee deep in nappies!”


    Sue hit him then snuggled into his arms.


    An hour later Luke noticed the lights of a car approaching their drive. Frowning he wondered who it could be. Sue was asleep on the couch so Luke opened the front door before the bell rang. He realised that Harry had returned.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked, “forgot your keys?”


    Then Luke noticed that Harry seemed to be in a grim mood.


    “I have a problem,” he said, “and I was hoping you could help me.”


    “Sure,” said Luke “come on through.”


    Their conversation had woken Sue and she asked what was going on.


    Harry seemed unsure how to begin.


    “I have a patient who has been having problems with her husband,” he said. “To put it bluntly he has been knocking her about.”


    “How long has this been going on?” asked Sue.


    “Years,” Harry replied, “but she would never do anything about it because they had two kids and she has been protecting them.”


    “Was there nothing you could do?” asked Luke.


    “Nope,” said Harry. “She forced me to use patient confidentiality – basically all I could do was patch her up every time he used her as a punch bag.”


    “So what’s changed?” Sue asked.


    “The youngest daughter left home recently to join the Navy so both girls are now safe.” Harry explained. “Tonight she told her husband that she had been through enough and wanted a divorce. He didn’t take the news very well. He gave her a good hiding and then chased her when she tried to hide with neighbours.”


    “Where is she now?” demanded Luke.


    “Well that’s just part of the problem,” said Harry nervously. “Her name is Nell Grimes and she lives quite close to your mother Luke – it was your mother’s house that she took refuge in.”


    Luke flew to his feet. “Is my mother OK? What the hell is going on?”


    “Calm down,” said Harry, “your mother is perfectly fine, it would take more than a bully to stop her. It was actually her idea for us to come round here.”


    “What do you mean?” demanded Sue.


    “Well,” said Harry weakly, “she sent me in first to prepare the ground, your mother’s in the car outside with my mother and Nell.”


    Sue and Luke stared at each other in amazement before they both began shouting at Harry.


    “Outside – on a night like this – get them in at once!” screamed Sue.


    Both Harry and Luke rushed outside and stood helplessly as their mothers helped Nell inside. Once they were all in the warmth both Sue and Luke gasped when they saw what had happened to Nell. Her face was battered and bruised and she could hardly walk. She was very upset.


    “I’m so sorry,” she moaned, “I really didn’t want to be a burden but your mother insisted that I come here – she said I would be safe.”


    Luke glanced at his mother who was barely containing her anger, then Sue took over.


    “Come on,” she murmured, “let’s get you upstairs and into bed. We’ve plenty of room and we can talk more in the morning.”


    Sue and Harry’s mother helped Nell out of the room.


    “I’ll follow you up in a second.” said Luke’s mother. As soon as the lounge door shut she whirled around to face her son.


    “So this is what the world has come to.” she said in a low angry voice. “That thug has been beating her for years and no decent man would lift a finger to help. In the old days your father and his friends would have never stood for it. There are no real men left! Her worthless husband came into my home and tried to finish her off! How dare he!”


    Harry glanced across at Luke and saw something in his friend that he had never seen before. Luke’s face was a mask of controlled fury. Luke spoke.


    “Where is he?”


    His mother replied. “At this time of night he’ll probably be propping up the bar in the Labour club.”


    Just as Luke went to grab his coat the lounge door opened, Sue stood there.


    “Where do you think you are going?” she demanded.


    “I’m going to look for Nell’s husband.” Luke replied coldly. “Don’t even think of trying to stop me.”


    “Try to stop you?” Sue seethed, “I’ve just seen Nell’s injuries. I want you to make that swine pay!”


    Luke nodded at Sue and his mother then he and Harry rushed out into the cold night air.

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    


    As they sped across town in Luke’s large black 4x4, Harry looked anxiously across towards the driving seat.


    “Luke, are you OK?” he asked, “you’re not going to do anything stupid are you?”


    “C’mon Harry, you know what I am going to do – and that’s exactly why you came to my home tonight. Don’t play the innocent with me. You brought trouble to my door – to my pregnant wife’s door and now I’m going to do just what you and Sue and my mother want.”


    Luke fell silent and Harry realised he was right. He had known that Luke would not sit back when he discovered that in addition to Nell being cruelly beaten, his own mother had been threatened. Harry began to grasp just how serious the situation was and for once he realised that he was in above his head. They approached the dark terraced streets around Luke’s former home and soon they pulled into a car park behind Wishton Top End Labour club.


    “OK Harry, it may be better if you stay in the car.” Luke said quietly.


    Harry looked shocked. “What the hell kind of man do you think I am that I would ask you to do this alone. No way am I staying out here.”


    Luke shrugged his shoulders.


    “Anyway,” Harry continued, “It’s pretty spooky out here by myself.”


    In spite of the circumstances they both laughed then started to walk towards the club. However, by the time they reached the light of the front door Harry noticed that there was no trace of mirth remaining on Luke’s face. He looked grim and determined – and very scary – but Luke also seemed frighteningly calm.


    The two friends walked through the small foyer and on towards the sounds of muted conversation from the games room. As they walked through the door Harry could only compare the sensation with two strangers entering a saloon in the wild west. Conversation ceased and around twenty pairs of eyes settled on the two of them. For a few seconds no-one spoke then a voice rang out.


    “Good grief, it’s Luke Linden. You must be really slumming it tonight.”


    Luke glanced across towards the speaker.


    “Hi Bert, it’s nice to see you too.”


    Bert Knowles replied, “I had almost forgotten what you looked like – it’s been so long since you graced us with your presence – we thought you had forgotten all about the little people.”


    Luke replied in similar barbed tones, “I’ve been busy working so that I can pay my taxes to keep the country running.”


    The group of middle aged men around Bert snarled and some started to rise from their seats.


    “Calm down,” Luke said, “I apologise for that crack but I came here looking for someone and I’m not in the best of moods.”


    “Who do you want?” demanded Bert.


    “I’m looking for Jimmy Grimes.” Luke replied.


    As soon as he mentioned the name, most of the occupants of the room glanced at each other and began to squirm in their seats.


    Bert rose and approached Luke and Harry. “He’s not here yet but knowing that sod I’m sure he won’t be long. Be careful Luke – he’s a handful.”


    Luke opened his mouth to reply but just then the door crashed open and a large figure lumbered through.


    “That’s him.” Bert said quietly as he returned to his seat.


    Luke watched closely as Jimmy Grimes surged towards the bar.


    “Pint and a chaser and make it quick.” he snarled, throwing some change on the bar.


    The barman quickly served him and Jimmy threw back both drinks.


    “Again!” he snapped.


    As the barman was pouring the next round of drinks Jimmy turned to look around the room. He noticed that all conversation had ceased and that everyone seemed to be looking at him. Even the game of snooker had stopped.


    “What’s up with you lot?” he shouted, “You’d better mind your own business or I’ll rip your heads off!”


    “Jimmy Grimes?” a low voice asked.


    “What’s it to you?” he snarled at a tall young stranger.


    “I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” said the younger man, “my name is Luke Linden and earlier tonight you threatened my mother.”


    The atmosphere in the room changed abruptly. Some of the men muttered angrily when they heard Luke’s words – but they were nowhere near as angry as Jimmy Grimes. He turned puce and his eyes flashed with rage. Luke raised his hand to still the growing noise in the room.


    Luke continued to speak. “My mother was protecting your wife – you had just used her as a punch bag and you were trying to drag her home to hide the evidence.”


    Harry realised that Luke was deliberately goading the other, larger man into action but even he was surprised by how fast Jimmy sprang towards Luke. The only person in the room who didn’t seem surprised was Luke. he allowed Jimmy to almost reach him, then, just as Jimmy threw a punch towards his face, Luke moved his body slightly and the punch slid by – just barely connecting with Luke’s cheek.


    Luke spoke again. “I’ll be calling on all of you as witnesses that this piece of scum attacked me and forced me to defend myself.”


    Jimmy looked puzzled but when he looked at Luke’s face he finally understood that he was in big trouble. What happened next was something that no-one in the room would ever forget. Luke seemed to become a different person – almost machine-like. He didn’t utter another word but began to move around Jimmy like a lion with its prey. Jimmy roared again and threw himself back towards Luke but this time Luke hit him in the chest with a punch so hard that everyone in the room heard the crack of broken ribs. Jimmy staggered but before he could react Luke had hit him with two more body shots – both of which caused Jimmy to scream.


    Luke continued to work on Jimmy’s torso – strangely enough he didn’t aim a single shot towards his face. The onslaught had only lasted 30 seconds but Jimmy was finished and tried to slide to the floor, however, Luke wasn’t letting him off so easily. He forced Jimmy back until he was propped up against the snooker table. Another flurry of punches hit Jimmy in the arms and chest. Suddenly Luke stopped and aimed one final punch towards his opponent. Harry knew what was coming – he had seen it before.


    A right arm flew out towards Jimmy’s throat – so fast that most of the room didn’t see it. Jimmy then sank to the floor in agony. Luke motioned towards his friend. “Harry – put him in the recovery position.” he said simply.


    Luke then turned back towards the other occupants of the room. “Someone needs to call an ambulance and the police.” he said. Then he helped Harry up and they started to walk towards the door. Suddenly he stopped and turned back to Bert and his friends.


    “What’s happened to all of you? What’s happened to this place?” he asked them sadly. “When my dad was alive you would never put up with scum like Grimes. It would have been stamped out before it got to this stage.”


    He shook his head and began to walk away when a roar halted him.


    “Who the hell do you think you are talking to?” Bert raged at him. “You have no idea what our lives are like these days. We’ve no work, no money and precious little pride left. We don’t need posh, rich kids like you coming back here to remind us how crap we are. We already know it. So get back into your big car and sod off back to your big house.”


    Luke was stunned. For once in his life he didn’t have an answer. He walked away with Harry following close behind. When they were back in the car Harry turned to look at him.


    “Are you OK?” he asked.


    “No, I’m not.” replied Luke.


    Harry became concerned. “Where does it hurt?”


    Luke frowned irritably and shook him away. “I’m perfectly fit,” he replied, “but I’ve just made a terrible discovery.”


    “What discovery?” Harry asked again.


    “I’ve let them all down.” said Luke miserably. “But most of all I’ve let my dad down. I’ve lost sight of what matters.”


    Luke and Harry drove back in silence to Luke’s house. Once inside, neither man would talk about what happened in the club – all they would say was that everything was sorted and that Jimmy wouldn’t trouble Nell again. Harry went upstairs to check on Nell He was back in a few minutes.


    “She’ll be fine.” he said. “I’ve given her something to help her sleep and I’ll call back in the morning. Are you sure you will all be OK?”


    Luke assured his friend that they would be fine and Harry took both their mothers home. When Harry arrived home he called the hospital and spoke to a friend. By the time he put down the phone he was ashen-faced. Jimmy Grimes had arrived at the hospital and they had diagnosed numerous injuries – two broken arms, broken ribs, damaged spleen and crushed larynx – but the amazing thing was that there was hardly a bruise on his body. Harry poured himself a large whisky. He estimated that it took Luke less than a minute to inflict that damage – and when he had finished he wasn’t even out of breath. What the hell had happened tonight?


    Back at the Linden home Sue had gone to bed and Luke had also poured himself a large drink. He didn’t go to bed until well into the early hours – he had a lot of thinking to do.


    Luke woke in the morning to the smell of bacon cooking. His first thought was that his mother had returned and he groaned – he couldn’t face her so early in the day. Luke quickly showered and left Sue sleeping whilst he followed the smell of cooking bacon. He was very surprised to find Nell Grimes limping around the kitchen with her arm in a sling.


    “My God!” he exclaimed. “My mother and Harry will kill me if they see you having to cook your own breakfast.”


    Nell smiled at him. “It’s not my breakfast – it’s yours.” she said. “Sit down”.


    Luke continued to protest but she forced him down into a chair and then pushed a full English breakfast towards him. Luke didn’t realise how hungry he was and he wolfed the food down.


    “Unbelievable,” he sighed with satisfaction. “I haven’t had a breakfast as good as that since I left home.” Then he quickly glanced around. “But please don’t tell Sue that!” he added with a worried grin.


    They both laughed. “It’ll be our secret.” said Nell.


    Luke suddenly became more serious. “What do you plan to do now Nell?” he asked.


    Nell shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve no idea.” she said sadly.


    Luke thought for a moment. “Well – the first part’s quite easy. You can be our guest over Christmas.” he said holding up a hand to stop her protests, “no – I don’t want any arguments. You need to get well and whilst you are doing that we can help you plan your future.”


    Nell smiled and grudgingly agreed to stay for a few days. “But what about Jim?” she asked.


    Luke’s smile disappeared. “Don’t worry about him.” he said. “He won’t bother you again.”


    Harry soon reappeared to check Nell out and seemed satisfied with her condition. He was very pleased that Luke had invited her to stay for Christmas and then listened intently as Luke outlined a plan to him. Harry smiled and agreed to meet Luke at the hospital later that afternoon.


    Sue came downstairs – apologising for sleeping so late but Nell waved away her excuses. “No need to apologise – in your condition you need as much rest as possible.” She said.


    “I could say the same thing about you.” Sue replied with a smile.


    Both women laughed and Luke was happy that they seemed to be getting on well. He broke into the conversation. “Nell – I’m going to check on my mother – I’ll call round at your house and ask mum to pick up a few things for you if you like?”


    Nell seemed relieved at Luke’s suggestion. “Luke, that’s a wonderful idea,” she exclaimed. “ I haven’t exactly packed for a holiday!”


    This time all three of them laughed. Luke went on, “I have to make some phone calls first but just write down a list and then I’ll be on my way.”


    Nell’s eyes glistened with gratitude. “I can’t thank you enough.” she whispered.


    Luke quickly left the room before everything became too emotional, then he made a few calls and was soon back in the kitchen. He found Sue and Nell gently arguing about who was going to make Sue’s breakfast – both women insisted they were fit enough to take care of the job.


    He asked if the list was ready and she produced it from her pocket. Luke hesitated, then spoke again. “Nell, I hate to ask you a personal question but do you and Jimmy own that house?”


    “Yes we do.” she answered. “We still owe a bit on the mortgage but most of it is ours – not that it matters any more. I won’t be going back there. I’m filing for a divorce as soon as possible.”


    Luke nodded then kissed Sue and left. He drove round to his mothers and asked her to go round to Nell’s house with him. She readily agreed and they drove the short distance around the corner. When they arrived at the house there was already someone waiting.


    “Mr Linden?” a young woman asked.


    “Yes.” Luke replied. “I take it you must be Sally Evans?”


    She nodded her head. “My boss is a friend of Dr Green,” she explained, “he told me to drop everything and get round here to meet you.”


    Luke’s mother seemed confused. “Mum,” said Luke, “this young lady is from the Estate Agents, she is going to value the house for Nell.”


    Mrs. Linden didn’t seem convinced but she took Nell’s list from Luke and as Sally walked through the house making notes, Luke’s mother filled a suitcase with the items on the list. After a few minutes both women had finished and Sally wrote a figure on a piece of paper, then handed it to Luke.


    “That’s a fair market value figure,” she said, “please don’t hesitate to call if you need anything else.”


    Luke thanked her and then he drove his mother home – avoiding all her questions.


    “Patience mum,” he said, “all will be revealed as soon as possible. For the moment let’s just say that last night I learned a valuable lesson.”


    After dropping his mother off, Luke drove into the town centre – he didn’t know it at the time but he was laying the foundations for the future.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    


    Back in the present day, Nell broke into both their thoughts as she brought them two steaming mugs of tea.


    “What’s wrong with you two?” she asked. “You’re both too quiet and in my experience that’s always a sign of trouble!”


    Both men grinned guiltily.


    “No, we’re not up to any mischief Nell,” Harry said, “we were just reminiscing.”


    Nell raised her eyebrows theatrically. “Well I wish I had time to sit around dreaming all day,” she said “but someone has to try to get rid of all this dust. Those builders must have been the messiest men I have ever met!” she complained.


    Luke grinned but knew she was only joking. Nell left to go back upstairs and Luke turned to Harry.


    “You know Harry, that thug did us all a big favour all those years ago.” he said.


    “Well I don’t think Nell would agree with his methods but I think I know what you mean.” replied Harry with a grim smile.


    Following the attack 14 years ago Nell had stayed on at the Linden house over Christmas and her visit was a great success. The day after Boxing Day Luke had to go back to work and he took Nell to one side.


    “Nell, I have to go back to try to get ready for this big Year 2000 computer problem and I probably will be working around the clock for the next couple of weeks or so. It would be a big help to me if you could stay on a few days longer to keep an eye on Sue. The baby’s not due for another month but I’d feel much happier knowing that you were here.”


    Nell happily agreed to stay on a little longer. She was recovering quickly from her beating but she still hadn’t a clue what she was going to do with the rest of her life.


    She was also totally unaware that Luke and Harry had been putting wheels into motion behind her back. After Luke had spoke to the Estate Agent, his next appointment that day was with a solicitor – who was an old friend. The solicitor assured Luke that what he was proposing was quite straightforward and quickly drew up a simple document.


    Luke had thanked his friend and had then driven to the hospital to meet Harry. They walked towards a side room where Harry had arranged for Jimmy Grimes to be placed. Harry spoke to the Sister on duty and she waved them on into the room. As soon as Jimmy saw who his visitors were he went pale and began to open his mouth to scream. Luke quickly held up his hand to calm him.


    “Don’t worry, if I was going to hurt you again then I would have done it by now.” he growled.


    Harry quickly moved between them.


    “We are here with a proposal.” he said calmly.


    “You’d better both disappear quick before the police arrive!” Jimmy croaked.


    “The police may well be paying you a visit later Jimmy,” continued Harry, “but they will only be coming to arrest you – Luke is in the clear.”


    Jimmy looked confused and his eyes flicked from one man to the other.


    “The police spoke to the men in the club last night and they all agreed that you attacked Luke and he was merely defending himself.” explained Harry. “However, we also have statements from several other people saying you attacked your wife on various occasions.”


    Jimmy began to panic.


    Luke took over. “So we aren’t here to hurt you again – although I would love to do that – but to offer you a way out.”


    There was silence for a few seconds. Jimmy cracked first.


    “Go on – I’m listening – but you’re wasting your time.” he whispered menacingly.


    Luke moved threateningly towards the bed and Jimmy whimpered.


    Harry held his hand up.


    “OK – you both need to calm down. Jimmy you don’t realise how much trouble you are in here so maybe you need to alter your attitude or perhaps I will slip out for a moment and leave you alone with Luke?”


    Jimmy shook his head and Harry continued.


    “We have a deal for you. Your house has been valued by an independent auditor and this is currently what it is worth.”


    Harry held up a piece of paper to Jimmy who read the figure without comment.


    “Your wife is willing to buy you out,” said Harry, “but her offer is only on the table for the next 10 minutes. In addition to agreeing to sell your house you will also agree to leave the area and never come back.”


    “But my job, my mates.” croaked Jimmy.


    “You never had any mates,” Harry went on, “just a few people who tolerated you. Now they know what kind of man you are they will walk the other way the next time they see you – or maybe they will do something worse. Plus – from today you have no job either.”


    Jimmy’s eyes widened.


    “The man who runs the haulage company you work for is a patient of mine. I spoke to him this morning and it seems that he has no longer any need of your services.” Harry smiled happily. “So there you have it, no job, no friends – no hope!”


    “Apart from this.” Luke spoke, holding up a piece of paper.


    Harry took the paper and moved across to Jimmy. “This is a legal document saying that you agree to sell your half of the house to your wife and that you also agree to an uncontested divorce. If you sign this then as soon as you are well enough to leave the hospital you will receive a cheque and then you will leave the area – for good.”


    “No chance!” Jimmy tried to shout.


    “Then the other option is to bring in the Police.” Harry said calmly. “Whilst you are in prison Nell will sell the house and divorce you anyway so one way or another she will get what she wants. For some strange reason she wanted to give you a chance – but we prefer the other option.”


    Both men made as to leave.


    “Wait!” Jimmy begged. He tried to play for time whilst he thought of another option but it soon became obvious that he had none. He finally agreed to sign.


    Harry opened the door and signalled to someone waiting outside and Jimmy began to panic in case he had been tricked. Two young doctors entered and stood silently at the side of the room. Harry presented the document and a pen to Jimmy – he signed with some difficulty and then both doctors added their signatures as witnesses before walking out.


    Harry gave the document to Luke who folded it and put it into his pocket.


    “Goodbye,” Harry said, “we won’t be meeting again.”


    “I wouldn’t bet on it!” whispered Jimmy, “I’ll get you both back one day – just you wait!”


    Luke leaned over the bed and Jimmy began to shake.


    “If I ever see you in this town again you won’t need to visit the hospital – you will be going straight to the morgue.” he whispered into Jimmy’s ear.


    “What did you say to him?” asked Harry as they left the building.


    “Just wished him well – why?” replied Luke.


    “Nothing really – just looked like he didn’t quite make it to the toilet in time.” remarked Harry.


    After leaving the hospital they went their separate ways and Luke headed back towards the area where his mother lived. However, he didn’t head straight to his mother’s home but stopped in an adjoining street. He got out of his car and knocked on the door of a tidy, terraced house.


    A friendly face appeared at the door.


    “Hello Maggie.” Luke said quietly.


    “Luke,” she screamed. “It’s been a long time.” She greeted him with a massive hug. Luke tried to reply but he was smothered in her embrace.


    Abruptly she stood back. “There’s nothing wrong is there?” She examined his face for signs of bad news.


    “No,” he said, “far from it, I just want to talk to your husband, is he in?”


    Maggie’s face clouded. “Aye, course he’s in, he’s nowhere else to go these days.”


    “Bert!” she shouted, “looks like you have a visitor.”


    Bert Knowles walked into the small hallway then stopped when he saw Luke. Both men seemed embarrassed and Maggie wondered what the hell was going on. As she looked from one man to the other it was Luke who broke the silence.


    “Will it be OK to leave my big car outside your house Bert? Only I don’t want the neighbours thinking you have posh friends!”


    Bert paused for a second then broke into a huge grin and then he and Luke hugged fiercely. Maggie shook her head in amazement.


    “Are you two thinking of running away together or something? I’ll go and put the kettle on so you can smooch in peace!”


    The men laughed and then walked into the sitting room. Both tried to apologise for the previous evening, then there was another embarrassed silence – it seemed that no-one knew what to say next.


    Luke finally spoke up. “Look Bert, we can sit here all day saying who was right or wrong last night regarding what we said to each other but I think we just need to put it behind us and move on.”


    Bert smiled wearily. “I’ve no problem with that but move on to what exactly? That was the whole point behind my frustration last night – people like me around here have nothing to move on to. I’m not getting at you again Luke but you live in a different world now.”


    Luke seemed even more embarrassed. “I understand that Bert and I’m here to do something about it.” he said. “My dad would be outraged if he saw what had happened round here – and even more upset if he thought that I hadn’t tried to do anything about it!”


    “Don’t beat yourself up about it Luke.” Bert replied. “You’re just one man – none of this is your fault. This area has been going steadily downhill since the pit closed. We need new investment, new jobs but no one cares.”


    “We have to start making up for lost time.” said Luke. “You need to stop feeling sorry for yourself and I need to start remembering where I came from. I’ve been so wrapped up in work over the last few years that I’ve pushed everything to one side – well it’s got to change.”


    Luke then went on to explain what had happened since he left the club the previous evening – highlighting the fact that Jimmy Grimes had agreed to sell his house. What he hadn’t told Jimmy was that Luke himself was going to buy the house from Nell and Jimmy. He first intended to buy the house just to speed up the process of getting rid of Jimmy – but then he spotted an opportunity. He went on to explain to Bert that he was going to renovate the house and then rent it out to someone from the area at a more than reasonable rent. He had a proposal for Bert.


    “I want to set up a property company,” he explained, “we’ll start small at first but hopefully we will grow into something big. I have been lucky enough to get some start-up cash and I’m hoping you will come in with me.”


    Bert looked puzzled. “That’s great news Luke but I don’t see how I can help – I haven’t got any money – if it wasn’t for Maggie’s cleaning job then we wouldn’t survive.”


    “No, no,” said Luke, “I’m sorry, I’m not making myself very clear. My wife Sue will run the finance side of the business – she’s a genius at that kind of thing – and you will handle all the building and renovation.”


    Bert’s face brightened. “That sounds interesting – but where do you come in?”


    Luke laughed. “That’s easy – I keep going out to make the money we need to buy up the empty properties! I noticed there are loads of empty houses around here – and the banks are practically giving them away to get them off their hands. We buy them – you renovate them then we rent them out to local people but only at a rent rate that covers our costs – we aren’t in this to make a big profit.”


    “Are you serious Luke?” Bert asked eagerly.


    “Never been more serious!” relied Luke with a laugh.


    Bert suddenly went quiet and Luke could see that he was filling up.


    “I hope Maggie doesn’t come back in now you daft old fool!” Luke tried to joke.


    Bert and Luke agreed in principle on everything Luke had proposed but Luke asked if Bert could be patient for a few more weeks until he had the Y2K problem out of the way. They agreed to meet again early in the next Millennium to firm up the details.


    Luke then returned back to work and for the next few days he hardly left the office. Everyone in the world who had a computer seemed to be panicking and as the countdown began to the New Year the panic grew worse. For the first time in many years, Luke and many of his colleagues were not with their loved ones when midnight struck on New Year’s Eve. They all waited with bated breath – and nothing happened – just as Luke had predicted.


    They stayed around the office the following day to make sure there were no hidden surprises but it was agreed that most of them could go home that evening. Luke was one of the last to leave and he arrived home to find that Sue and Nell were still waiting up for him. He and Sue talked long into the night and the following morning they asked Nell to sit down and talk with them.


    The outcome was that they asked Nell to stay on and become their housekeeper and nanny. Sue said she already felt like one of the family and she felt so much more comfortable when Nell was around. Luke said that she would have her own room and they would knock through into the next bedroom to create a bathroom for her. He also mentioned a proposed salary and holidays but Nell had made up her mind well before Luke started on the details. She couldn’t wait to say yes. Once she had agreed then Luke gently explained that he and Harry had spoken to Jimmy and showed her the document he had signed. He also quietly explained that Jimmy had moved away from the area and would not be coming back.


    Nell began to cry gently – “I will never, ever, forget what you have done for me.” she said simply.


    14 years later she was still doing her best every single day to pay back the Lindens for their kindness. As Luke and Harry exchanged glances over their mugs of tea they realised just how perfectly Nell fitted into the Linden family.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    


    Harry rose from his chair and began to walk towards the door.


    “Leaving already?” asked Luke.


    “Some of us have busy lives with jobs and other mundane problems,” said Harry, “we aren’t all fortunate enough to be able to retire at 46!”


    “I’m not retired,” sniffed Luke, “I’m just examining my options.”


    They both laughed.


    “Well,” replied Harry “whilst you are “examining your options” this afternoon, I will be dealing with a waiting room full of patients – so spare a thought for me.”


    Luke pretended to commiserate with Harry but both of them knew that Harry loved his hectic lifestyle.


    “Don’t forget to hand that package to Sue – Ed would like to have a reply as soon as possible,” stated Harry “and the reply he wants is yes……”


    Luke smiled, “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’ll make sure she gets it.”


    Harry drove away and Luke returned to the kitchen shaking his head. If only Harry knew half of what Luke still had on his plate he would be very surprised – retired indeed – hah!


    Luke jogged down to the swimming pool and quickly changed. He dived into the deep end and began to methodically swim up and down, lap after lap – aiming to swim for at least 30 minutes. He planned to add a minute each day until he reached his target of one hour. At the end of his swimming session he would then move into another hour of cardio-vascular exercises combined with Pilates and Yoga.


    As he smoothly moved up and down the pool, Luke used the time to drift into an almost trance-like state. Ever since he began training with the professor and Alex many years ago in Oxford he had realised that certain types of exercise helped mentally as well as physically. Luke was in superb physical shape – probably better than most men twenty years his junior but his mind was fresh and keen as well. He could remain calm and focused in the most stressful of situations – many people commented that nothing seemed to upset him. Luke realised that this transformation from the angry, resentful young student he had been, had probably been one of his greatest achievements. However, he had also grown humble enough to know that he had many others to thank for his current mental – and physical well-being.


    The professor and Alex had been his first tutors – mainly in Karate. He learned how to defend himself and also to attack if necessary but he also studied the various Katas – the almost dance-like movements that connected mind and body. He would block out the outside world and glide through the movements until he achieved almost near perfection – of course no true student would ever claim perfection. Before he left Oxford Luke had become a third Dan Black Belt – a serious student of the art.


    Luke continued his training after leaving Oxford, mainly at a back-street Dojo in Manchester but he also began to explore other disciplines such as Aikido and Tae Kwon Do but Luke’s real education began when he began to work overseas.


    His work with Alex’s brother meant that he had to visit various UK Embassies located around the world and Luke loved it. The only drawback was that he was away from Sue for a month at a time but as far as he was concerned – everything else was a bonus. First of all there was the salary. For the first time in his life Luke didn’t have to worry about money, in fact he was actually managing to put some aside each month for the future. The next pleasant surprise was that he actually enjoyed each country he visited – no matter how grim they were supposed to be.


    Luke took advantage of the trips to practise the local language – after a few years he could get by in most languages but he became fluent in a small number. The final bonus for Luke was that wherever he went he always found somewhere to train – usually with security staff but sometimes with the locals. The security staff were usually ex SAS or SBS veterans who nearly always made the wrong assessment about Luke when they first met him. Although he looked tall and fit they always assumed that he would be a computer geek and they only usually realised their mistake when they were flying through the air in the gym.


    Gradually they had began to respect Luke and many friendships were born during the years that Luke spent touring the world. Eventually the senior figures in the embassy hierarchy began to encourage Luke to try extended forms of exercise – such as weapons training and advanced car driving. They reasoned that it was better all round if their overseas contract staff could look after themselves in the difficult diplomatic climate.


    Luke went from strength to strength and began to be trusted with assignments in some of the more troubled parts of the world such as the Middle East and parts of the former Russian empire. Luke still did the basic IT work he was contracted to but occasionally he was exposed to some serious levels of information. Luke had signed the Official Secrets Act but he took everything in his stride and he soon became much in demand.


    His popularity reflected well on the company he worked for and he quickly rose through the ranks to become a director. Finally – helped by Alex’s father – Luke and his partner Toby bought out the other partners and the business was theirs. The contracts with the UK government continued as before and the new partnership thrived.


    All went well until a couple of years ago when both Luke and Toby realised that it was all getting too much. Toby had an ultimatum from his wife – unless he spent more time at home he would soon be divorced. Luke didn’t want that to happen to him and in addition – he had simply had enough of being away from home nearly all the time. They were both pondering what to do when they were approached by a large Global IT firm who wanted to buy them out. The amount of money they offered was staggering but there were also a few strings attached. However, after nearly two years of wrangling – they had managed to get the deal signed and now both Toby and Luke were wealthy men. However, part of the deal was that neither man would set up a similar IT company – anywhere in the world – for the next five years.


    There had also been another small price to pay that neither Toby or the takeover company were aware of. The government didn’t want to lose Luke – or his expertise. They insisted that both he and Toby had a seat on the board of the takeover company but they also wanted something more clandestine from Luke. In exchange for the government not raising any concerns over the takeover bid, they encouraged Luke to start up a small, secret enterprise that could be used to continue some of the work that Luke had been doing. This time there would be no travel – all the work would be done remotely.


    The new company would work exclusively for the government and would mainly look into security concerns. There had to be complete secrecy and no apparent link to Luke Linden. Luke had no choice but to agree – if he didn’t then the takeover bid would have fallen through. After taking advice from various sources he rented some offices in a run-down industrial estate about 15 miles from Wishton and set about transforming it into a discreet but impregnable operation. He assembled a small team of around 6 experts who would be based mainly at the office but could also work from home. The new company had a cover name of Album and on the face of it seemed to be concerned with Kitchen design and everything about it was very low key. The other occupants of the industrial estate hardly knew they were there.


    The new company was now up and running and Luke rarely visited the office – he would either video-conference or he would meet up with some of the staff at different locations around the North West of England. At the moment things were going well and everyone wanted to keep it that way. At the very least it could be embarrassing if the company that had bought him out found he had broken one of the terms of the takeover deal. Even Sue didn’t know about Album – and Luke intended to keep it that way.


    Luke considered all these issues as he ploughed up and down the pool and he chuckled to himself when he thought back to Harry’s earlier comment about Luke having an easy life these days. He did seem to have more time on his hands but he compared the situation to the appearance of a swan – on the surface the swan appeared to glide along without any effort but below the water his feet were kicking like crazy.


    That’s what Luke’s life was like these days – though very few people knew about it. In addition to the new start up Information Technology company, Luke still owned the property company – and this had turned into a sizeable operation. Sue and Luke now owned dozens of properties and Luke insisted that all were rented out to local people who needed them. Bert had expanded the building side of the company and they now employed several men. Once again Luke insisted that they took on a number of unemployed local youths as apprentices and this arrangement was working very well.


    There was also another part of Luke’s hidden empire. A few years ago Sue’s younger brother Rob had been in trouble with the police for stealing cars. He was well-educated but bored and had fallen in with the wrong company. The main problem probably was that Sue’s father had died suddenly and Rob didn’t seem to handle it too well. The only thing in life that he seemed interested in was cars. The next time Rob crossed the line he would be going to prison and Sue and her mother didn’t know what to do. Luke suggested that he take Rob to one side and have a quiet word but Sue knew what that would mean so that wasn’t an option.


    Instead they came up with a plan to have Rob work at a local, old-style garage run by yet another Linden family friend – Bill Round. To Luke’s great surprise, Rob and Bill became firm friends and when Bill had to slow down due to ill-health after a few years, Rob approached Luke for advice. Luke offered to lend Rob the money to buy Bill out but with a few strings attached. Sue and Luke would lend Rob the money but only to buy fifty per cent of the business. Sue would own the other half of the garage as a sleeping partner – just in case Rob was tempted to fall back into old ways. Rob grinned and agreed – they shook hands. Luke added another condition as an afterthought. Rob should offer Bill a part time managerial position – it would be a good deal for everyone. Once again Rob agreed and the business was up and running.


    The new venture prospered and soon they had opened another garage across the other side of town. They catered for the more specialised vehicles and also provided a more friendly service than the larger chains of garages. In addition they opened another service dealing with tyres and exhausts – once again, the friendly touch proved to be a winner and all 3 workshops were constantly busy.


    Indeed – Luke smiled to himself as he swam up and down – it was great to have so much time on his hands!


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    


    It was early morning on the Friday after the last home game of the season and Ed was already at his desk high in the stand overlooking the pitch. He was in a relatively good mood – the first two pop concerts had been sold out and had gone off without incident. So far it had been a very profitable venture and three more similar events were planned over the next three evenings, then on Monday morning the covers would be removed and he could get the groundstaff off his back.


    Ed loved being busy – and he expected those around him to follow his example. This last week had been busier than usual. He seemed to have had meetings at all times of the day and night, he was trying to pull together all the details for next season in addition to running the TxT business and he seemed to have spent all week dashing between the TxT headquarters and the Wishton ground. Today was hopefully the culmination of the week’s activities as far as the football club was concerned. A full board meeting was scheduled to start at 9am and it was scheduled to last until all the details for the forthcoming season were resolved.


    The agenda for the day should have involved all four members of the Wishton Clough board and at certain intervals relevant staff would be wheeled in and out to give their input. That, in theory, was the plan but already there was a fly in the ointment – there were only three current members of the board – the CFO still had to be appointed. Hopefully that was something that would be resolved today.


    Ed worked on for a while then his phone rang, it was his PA telling him that they were ready to begin. He liked to be the last person to enter the room – it was only a little thing but it was one of several little tips that he had picked up during his time in the US. Ed grabbed some papers and his laptop and headed into the boardroom.


    He saw that the large room contained only a few occupants. Harry Green and Dave Bycroft, the Director of Football – sat at one side of the table – across from the Stadium Manager and Sarah, Ed’s PA. Ed took the seat at the head of the table and greeted everyone.


    “Sarah – what’s the first item on the agenda?” he asked – even though he knew exactly what the schedule for the day consisted of – because he had drawn it up.


    “First up is the discussion regarding admission prices for next season – including season tickets.” replied Sarah.


    “OK.” Ed said. “Let’s hear what you have to say Jeff.”


    Jeff Myers provided a summary of several hours of prior discussion with Ed. Harry knew that Ed wanted the board meeting to appear to be as democratic as possible but in reality Ed had already made his mind up about most of the decisions that would be taken today – the other people in the room were there just in case Ed may have missed something. As far as the admission fees were concerned for example, all the costs had been meticulously worked out and Ed had decided to keep the prices artificially low. This decision was not because he felt any sense of loyalty towards the Wishton public but because he simply wanted to make the ground look as full as possible. The public and media didn’t know that of course and they would praise him for his benevolence. The other bonus as far as Ed was concerned, was that the more people came through the gates, then the more pies and pints were sold! It all fitted together very well.


    Jeff finished his presentation with recommendations for price levels for both home and away fans for next year. It was proposed that the away fans pay the same price as the home fans. Again there were a couple of advantages to this, first of all the price was so low that it was the cheapest ground in the division to visit – again providing great publicity but the second bonus was even cleverer. Because the price for home and away fans was the same, there was little or no danger that the away fans would try to sit in the “wrong” part of the ground. This meant less chance of any trouble in the ground which in turn meant that there wasn’t a need for as many stewards.


    After a brief discussion Ed proposed that they accept the prices that Jeff proposed with an added incentive that if fans bought a season ticket within the next month they would receive a 10% discount. The motion was passed and Sarah duly noted the agreement.


    Jeff went on to discuss the price and range of refreshments that would be available at various sites around the ground next season. He took a deep breath and then proposed that they used a new source for pies next season. Harry glanced up quickly. In most grounds this kind of decision was part and parcel of the season’s preparations but pies were always a tricky subject in the North of England – especially in Lancashire.


    “What are you proposing Jeff?” Ed asked.


    Jeff gave the name of the new pie company and Harry snorted.


    “No chance!” he said. “They’re made in St Helens and they taste awful – they won’t eat them in Wishton.”


    Ed smiled. “Look Harry, I know how much the natives love their pies but when they see they are 10p cheaper then they will love them!”


    Harry shook his head and voted against the proposal but his fellow directors voted it through. He thought that Ed looked very pleased with himself and it was a few weeks before he found out why. The pie company in question had been in financial difficulty for some time and Ed had picked it up – before the board meeting – for a bargain basement price. Another addition to the Tierney empire.


    Jeff then left the room and the Corporate Sales Manager took his place. He went through a range of proposals concerning every day of the week at the stadium – ranging from match days to weddings and corporate events. One of the first things Ed had arranged when the stadium opened was that it could be licensed to perform marriages and the venue was full every weekend. Harry began to lose interest as proposals for different themed match days and menus flashed up on the screen at the end of the room. As expected, all the proposals were voted through and the Sales manager quickly departed.


    Ed proposed a quick 10 minute break whilst they checked their messages and when they returned he was smiling. “Good news!” he cried. “Sue has accepted our job offer and will be handing in her notice tomorrow. Once she has worked out the necessary details she will be all ours!”


    Harry was also very pleased and he and Ed shook hands. What he didn’t tell him was that Sue had given him the news the previous evening and they had discussed a few concerns that Sue brought up. Harry had settled her fears and she seemed happy.


    Next up was an item that Harry was genuinely looking forward to – it was time to hear from the team manager. Sandy was warmly greeted and for the next couple of hours they discussed the current squad, talking about which players would soon be out of contract, who should be on the retained list – and probably most importantly – who the manager had his eye on to bring to the club. Wishton was similar to other clubs in that it used a network of scouts to watch games at all levels and they had to sift through a lot of information before Sandy finally left the room.


    If it all worked out then Wishton would have their strongest team ever next season – but it would come at a cost and Ed was determined that he would see a big return from his investment, he now wanted Premier League football sooner rather than later.


    They decided to carry on working through lunch as both Harry and Ed had other duties to attend to so they had sandwiches as Sarah read through “Any other Business”. Several minor items were quickly dealt with until they reached a proposal from the Chairperson of the Supporters Club. Fran Lafferty was in her late fifties and had been a supporter since she was a little girl. Her whole family was Wishton mad and they hardly missed a match – home or away.


    She proposed a competition for all supporters club members to win a chance to become a member of the first team squad for a season. Ed’s reaction was immediate. “No way.” he said. “Move on to the next item!”


    “Hang on,” said Harry, “we haven’t even taken a look. I’ve known Fran for many years and she is a clever cookie – let’s at least have a quick glance at what she says – in fact here is something on the first page that should appeal to you Ed.”


    “What’s that?” said Ed irritably.


    “Fran claims that there is no cost involved with this plan!”


    Even Ed had to smile when he heard that.


    “OK,” he said, “but I’m not having some overweight old man or worse pulling on a shirt and making us look stupid.”


    “I agree,” said Harry, “but it looks like Fran has already thought of that. She proposes that you have to join the supporters club to enter – so at least it will be real fans who get involved – and her next suggestion is also quite clever.”


    “Go on.” said Ed.


    “Well Fran proposes that all entrants have to pass a fitness test. They have to run a mile in a certain time, do so many sit-ups, press-ups, chin-up’s etc, etc. before they can go into a draw to win the competition. Also she proposes that each entrant has to agree to write a short column for the local paper each week. It’s quite brilliant really – she proposes a competition that will cost us nothing to run and all the entrants will be fit, educated people.”


    Ed gazed thoughtfully back at Harry. “I have to agree that I see a lot of merit in this scheme – but I do see one potential, delicate problem.” He paused for a second and glanced at Sarah before he continued. “What if a young lady wins the competition? We can’t include her in the first team squad – it must be against FA rules?”


    Harry also glanced at Sarah before he replied. “The fitness levels will be the same for all.” he murmured. “We will encourage everyone to enter but I will be very surprised if there are any ladies who pass the test.”


    Sarah went red but passed no comment.


    “In that case I take back my objections.” said Ed. “I like the idea of a competition with no cost involved and a chance of some great publicity. However, I’m going to make you personally responsible Harry so don’t mess up.”


    “Don’t worry Ed,” said Harry, “in fact another thought has just occurred to me – let’s make it another condition that as well as being a member of the Supporters Club you have to purchase your season ticket in the next month in order to be eligible to enter the competition?”


    “Excellent Harry,” said Ed, “but remember – it’s on your head if there are any problems.”


    The final item on the agenda was a report from Harry concerning the medical situation at the club. He spoke about a couple of players with long-term injuries and the various methods being used in their convalescence. He went on to talk about the need for one or two pieces of new diagnostic equipment and a summary of the rest of the facilities.


    Ed then brought the meeting to a close and they left to pursue their various appointments. They all seemed happy with the outcome but none seemed to be smiling more than Harry.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    


    Sue claimed that Luke’s favourite night of the week was Wednesday – she actually went as far as to say that he preferred to be with his friends than his family! Luke always strenuously denied this but he had to admit that over the last 18 months or so he had began to look forward more and more to meeting up with his mates for a game of five a side football.


    Once again it was Harry he had to thank for putting him back in touch with old friends from his younger days. When Luke was travelling frequently for work he didn’t get chance to commit to any long-term projects at home but now he relished the prospect of running around like a daft kid every Wednesday evening. Even though Sue was joking when she spoke about Luke’s night out – she saw how much he enjoyed it – and it did him good.


    Harry and his friends had been playing for many years but sadly Harry had picked up too many silly knocks and strains so he had reluctantly decided to call it a day. He couldn’t afford to get injured anymore – his research was at a critical point – but he still came down most weeks to cheer the team on and to have a few pints afterwards.


    Until Luke had arrived, the small group of forty-something’s enjoyed their weekly run-around but they never actually looked like winning anything. Most of the competition were much younger and fitter so eventually the older guys would run out of steam. This year, however, was different. They now had a new secret weapon.


    Luke had always been a very good footballer. Tall and strong he made the perfect centre forward with a very nice touch for a big man. He also had something that most of his team mates didn’t have – stamina! Some of his friends were still quite good footballers but they just didn’t have the staying power to run around like children anymore. However, Harry had worked out a system whereby he rotated the team so that none of them spent more than a few minutes on the pitch at a time – apart of course, from Luke who just seemed to be able to run all night.


    Tonight was a big night. For the first time ever they had progressed to the semi-final of the five a side knockout cup. All of them – Luke included – were very excited. They seemed to work together well – their goalie had been on top form and Luke had been scoring goals for fun so they were hoping to get to the final. Only one thing stood in their way – and unfortunately that was a very big obstacle.


    Thorley Tornadoes were a bunch of 18 year olds from the local college who were very good indeed. Most of them had grown up together and they were unbeaten over the last couple of years, in addition they had actually beaten Luke’s team – Green Seniors – twice in the previous weeks. However, the last game had been very close and the Seniors thought they had improved since then. The Tornadoes were a cocky bunch of kids but their captain was the most obnoxious of the lot. Away from the pitch Adam Collier was quite a pleasant young man but once the whistle went he changed completely. He was a very good player but he tried to play mind games with the opposition and he was widely disliked.


    Luke and the rest of the team were warming up and Harry was explaining how he was going to rotate the players. After giving his usual team talk he turned to Luke.


    “OK,” he said, “I’m just going to come right out and say it. Things would be much easier for all of us if you just accidentally bumped into Adam Collier in the first few minutes – just give him a little knock!”


    Luke laughed. “We’ve been through this before Harry. If things start getting rough then I’ll join in as much as anyone but I’m not going to turn into some sort of Vinnie Jones figure in a five a side game.”


    Sid Smith moaned, “But it’s Adam Collier – he’s just a cocky little prat but with him out of the way we would have a good chance to win!”


    “OK then Sid,” Luke replied, “then why don’t you try to take him out of the game?”


    Sid looked embarrassed. “Because every time I try, he just dodges round me as if I wasn’t there.”


    The rest of the Seniors laughed.


    “Exactly,” said Luke, “so let’s just play our best and enjoy ourselves – and beat them!”


    The two teams came together with the referee and as expected Adam began to talk.


    “Have you got your oxygen bottles ready? You’ll need them when we have finished with you.”


    Adam’s team mates laughed and cheered and most of the Seniors glared back miserably – apart from Luke who just laughed and then went to shake Adam’s hand.


    “Best of luck lads,” he shouted, then he gripped Adam’s hand so hard he nearly cried.


    Adam didn’t show how much pain he was in but for most of the first half he was actually fairly quiet – for once he concentrated on playing football rather than sledging. He had to concentrate – because the Seniors were playing like men possessed and when the half-time whistle went they were leading two nil. Luke had scored first followed by a cracking goal from Sid. Lanky Lowe in goals was having a stormer.


    As they gathered around for a half-time chat they were disturbed by a large noise from the other end of the sports centre.


    “What’s going on down there?” someone asked.


    “It’s the fitness trials for the supporters club contest.” Harry replied. “The trials are going on every night this week and it looks as if there is a fair turn out judging by the noise.”


    “Are you going in for it Luke?” asked Sid.


    “No chance!” said Luke. “I’m not getting involved in anything Ed Tierney has dreamed up. No offence Harry.” he added, glancing at his friend.


    “None taken.” said Harry. “Look, just forget about the noise from over there and concentrate on winning this game. We’re halfway to the final but these lads always come on strong in the second half.”


    Harry’s words proved right. The Tornadoes ran at the Seniors in wave after wave until finally they scored. Harry screamed at his team.


    “Just 2 minutes left – come on – keep em out!”


    They nearly did it. Then – with more or less the last kick of normal time, Adam Collier danced through the tiring defence, skipped round Lanky and tapped the ball into an empty net. Seconds later the final whistle went and the Seniors slumped to the floor.


    “What happens now?” moaned Sid.


    “Golden Goal.” said Harry. “First to score wins – and you had better make it quick. Most of you won’t last much longer but they all look as if they could run all night.”


    The Seniors looked at the opposition who all looked fresh and keen and silently they groaned to themselves. Thankfully at least Luke seemed to be raring to go.


    “Listen,” he urged, “you lot just drop back and defend and I’ll do my best alone up front. Just keep it tight and try to get the ball to me. We can still do this!”


    His team mates replied with a half-hearted cheer and they all lined up for extra time.


    “Right gents,” the ref shouted, “first goal wins, we play until someone scores.”


    “This won’t last long.” shouted Adam with glee and his team mates roared.


    The whistle went and the Tornadoes were straight on the attack. For a few minutes Luke began to have some hope. The Seniors defence seemed to be holding strong. Then, disaster struck. One of the Tornadoes picked up the ball deep in his own half and set off on a mazy run upfield. The boy was like lightening and flashed past the weary Seniors. Second later the ball was in the net and it was all over.


    The tornadoes smirked and celebrated and most of the Seniors looked as if they were going to be sick.


    “Do you want us to call you some ambulances?” crowed Adam.


    “Get away you little creep,” threatened Sid, “or it’ll be the last game you’ll ever play!”


    Adam just laughed. “You couldn’t get near me during the game so how are you going to catch me now? Most of you can’t even walk. You should all be looking to book yourselves into retirement homes!”


    The taunts went on and on until Harry could bear it no more.


    “OK big mouth,” he shouted, “let’s sort this once and for all.”


    Adam began to look worried – maybe he had gone too far. “Come on – we’re only joking,” he said, “are you all too old to take a joke?”


    “How about that?” Harry said, pointing to the far end of the room.


    Adam and his mates seemed puzzled.


    “No idea what you are talking about Grandad, I think you’ve finally lost it.”


    Harry struggled to keep his temper. “What I’m proposing is that we have a contest. One person from your team and one from ours take on the Supporters club fitness tests and we see who comes out on top.”


    The tornadoes began to laugh.


    “OK.” Adam said, “But do you really think that any of your team will be able to finish this without having a heart attack?”


    Harry replied, “Who are you putting forward?


    The tornadoes had a quick conference and as expected Adam strode forward.


    “I’ll do it,” he said, “this should be a laugh!”


    “OK,” said Harry, “then our candidate is Luke.”


    Even though Luke had been expecting Harry to call out his name he was reluctant to take part.


    “Come on lads,” he pleaded, “what’s this going to prove?”


    In reply the tornadoes began to do chicken impersonations. Luke sighed – he knew there was no way out now. They all walked over to the group at the far end of the hall and Harry spoke to someone who seemed to be in charge. A few minutes later he returned.


    “OK,” he said, “it’s all sorted. Just a few minutes and they will be able to fit us in. Five events. First is a 100 metre sprint, then 3 minutes of press-ups, followed by 3 minutes of sit-ups, then 3 minutes of chin-ups. Finally we go outside to the running track for a one mile run. The winner is the one who wins the majority of events.”


    “Fine,” said Adam, “but what do we get when I win?”


    The Seniors looked puzzled.


    “I guess you get to rub our noses in it?” replied Harry.


    “No, that’s not good enough,” said Adam, “when we win – you lot will all retire for good!”


    The Seniors looked around and finally they all nodded their heads.


    “Agreed,” said Harry, “but when we win you will also have a price to pay. We insist that you withdraw from the tournament and allow us through to the final!”


    “No problem.” said Adam.


    The fitness attendants called Luke and Adam across and explained the rules and then they were ready to start.


    The first event – the sprint – was a disaster for Luke. He finished in a perfectly respectable time for a 46 year old man but Adam streaked away and won by a wide margin. The tornadoes cheered and the Seniors groaned – it wasn’t looking good.


    The next event was the sit-ups. Once again Adam streaked into the lead – he was flying up and down whereas Luke seemed to only have one steady pace. However, after 2 minutes it was obvious that Adam was flagging and Luke showed no sign of slowing down. The pattern was repeated for the next two events – it was the classic tale of the tortoise and the hare. Adam flew ahead whereas Luke just went in the same steady rhythm. After each event the three neutral judges compared notes and nodded in agreement. Harry had agreed that the results would only be revealed after the final event.


    Adam and Luke trudged outside and readied themselves to run the mile. The starter sent them on their way and as expected, Adam flew into the lead. After the first lap he was almost 100 metres in front but it became obvious on the next lap that Luke was slowly fighting back. Halfway during the 3rd lap there was only 10 metres in it and then – just as they hit the fourth and final lap, Luke drew level.


    The small crowd was going wild – the Tornadoes and Seniors were trying to cheer their runner across the line. Suddenly the Tornadoes began to look worried as Luke grinned at Adam then waved goodbye! As they hit the final straight Luke powered on and comfortably beat his younger opponent. Luke stood gasping but Adam seemed to be throwing up.


    Everyone waited in anticipation – they knew Adam won the first event and Luke won the last but they couldn’t work out the other three events. They had made a rough estimate at each sit-up etc. but they knew that the judges would have ruled some of them out because they perhaps hadn’t been done correctly. Finally they were ready to reveal the results.


    The senor timekeeper moved forward to speak.


    “OK,” he said, “both contestants won one event each – here are the results of the remaining three events. You can all study the exact count later but each event went to the same person. We declare the winner to be – Luke Linden!”


    For a few minutes there was bedlam. The Seniors were trying to carry Luke around the hall whereas the Tornadoes were all complaining that the contest was fixed. Then the exact figures for each event were revealed and they finally had to accept the inevitable. The only person who didn’t seem bothered was Adam who was still throwing up outside.


    “Well done Luke.” Harry said. “We never doubted you!”


    The rest of the team dragged Luke away to enjoy a few well-deserved pints. Harry was the last to leave and no-one noticed as he nodded to the chief fitness assessor. Then he passed Adam on his way out and once again – no-one noticed as they both winked at each other as they passed……


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    


    The weeks of late May and June are usually the quiet time of the year at most English football clubs. The season is over and most players and staff use the time to get away on an early summer holiday before pre-season training starts again in July – leading up to a new season in early August. There are always some people however, who seem to be busy all year round and the groundstaff fall into that category.


    The summer months are used for pitch and ground renovation and there always seem to be a million and one jobs to do. This year however, at Wishton Clough there was something extra to contend with.


    The day after the final concert at the TxT stadium Ed was walking into the ground when he was confronted by a furious Fred Grimshaw.


    “We warned you but you wouldn’t listen!” he shouted angrily.


    Ed was taken aback and looked around for some kind of explanation – just then Jason appeared and began to restrain his father.


    “Leave it Dad,” he said, “come away.”


    “I won’t leave it,” Fred shouted, “this idiot thinks he can walk on water – well someone needs to tell him a few truths!”


    Ed finally began to speak, “What the hell is going on?” he asked coldly.


    Jason pushed in front of his father before he could speak again. “I’ll tell you what’s going on,” he said in an equally calm voice, “they’ve just taken the covers off the pitch – and it’s ruined!”


    Ed visibly paled, brushed past the pair of them and ran towards the pitch. When he pushed through the last set of doors he walked out onto a yellow, stinking mess – which once had been a lovely green playing surface.


    “No, no, no,” he moaned, “they said it would be fine!”


    “Aye – and we told you it wouldn’t be – but you always know best don’t you!” snarled Fred.


    Ed whirled round to face the older man and it took every ounce of restraint in his body not to fire both of the Grimshaws on the spot. Deep inside he knew Fred was right but he hated being told that he was wrong. However, he was not so stupid that he didn’t realise he needed both the Grimshaws if they were going to get out of this mess. But after everything was resolved – then he would have his revenge – no one spoke to him like that.


    Ed finally smiled weakly. “You’re right Fred, this doesn’t look good. I suggest we all take 10 minutes to calm down then we regroup in the boardroom to work out a plan of action.”


    Things got worse when Ed discovered that there only appeared to be himself, the Grimshaws and security staff at the ground so early in the morning. He made some calls and then reluctantly pushed the emergency meeting back to 9am, by which time Sarah had arrived and had begun to pull everything together. Harry was at the hospital and was unable to get away but agreed to conference in by phone. The meeting finally began and it seemed that Jason had managed to get his father to calm down – but now he was annoying Ed more than ever. Fred just sat there with a smug expression on his face and Ed just grew angrier and angrier. It soon became obvious that no-one was going to take responsibility for the disaster and it was Harry’s disembodied voice that cut through the recriminations.


    “Listen,” he shouted, “we can sort out who is to blame at some other time – what we need to do now is to begin work – immediately – on getting a new pitch in place.”


    Everyone reluctantly agreed and surprisingly they all began co-operating. Within a few minutes they had a plan to begin stripping away the old surface and replacing with new turf. Secretly Jason and Fred knew that they had plenty of time to get the job done before the new season started but they wanted Ed to squirm. The meeting was adjourned and everyone left the boardroom.


    Ed stomped off to his office and he spent the next hour working through some figures until he came to realise that a large portion of the profits for the concerts would now be taken up by repairing the pitch. He groaned in frustration and made a promise to himself that someone would have to pay for this. After another few hours he was just becoming more frustrated until he came to a quick decision. He grabbed his stuff and strode out to Sarah’s desk.


    “I’ve had enough. This place is full of idiots and I need to get away for a while. I’m flying off for a break to the US – I’ll probably be gone for a week or two. Don’t make any decisions without letting me know – my phone will be switched on 24/7.”


    He strode out without another word and Sarah sighed with relief. The next few hours seemed to pass in a blur as far as she was concerned. Sarah acted as a go-between for the Grimshaws and various companies. They ordered heavy machinery to strip the surface back to the top soil and then they placed an order for the replacement turf. The problem with the turf was that because of the advanced technology involved, it would take a week or so for the consignment to arrive at the ground. Fred and Jason weren’t too worried about that – it would probably take that long to remove the existing surface and then spread a special growing compound. If all went to plan then the new surface should be in place within 3 weeks – hopefully giving it time to bed in before the new season started.


    One thing that no-one had pointed out to the chairman was that the pitch would not be ready to play three high-profile pre-season friendly matches he had arranged. A lot of money had been invested in persuading a top team from Italy, Spain and France to play a game at the new stadium. Sandy was happy to test his side against higher-class opposition but Ed hadn’t even considered that aspect – he just wanted the publicity. Sarah shuddered when she realised that someone had to tell Ed that the games had to be cancelled – and she knew that someone would have to be her! She smiled and decided that she would take the cowards way out and tell her boss by e-mail – that way she wouldn’t have to listen to his petulant whining.


    Sarah worked through her lunch and she was just considering having a coffee when her phone rang. The call was from reception – regarding an appointment that they had all forgotten about. The competition to find a member of the supporters club to be part of the first team squad had been a great success. Many young people had joined the supporters club so they could have a chance to take part – season ticket sales had also increased, partly due to the competition.


    The scheme had been widely covered in the local media and had even attracted the attention of some of the national papers – they had even done a small piece on Sky Sports News. However, there was now a small problem. Around fifty people who were eligible had made it through the fitness tests to the final draw – but two of those were women. Ed had been very pleased about the publicity and had gone on record to thank Fran Lafferty for her great idea. No one bothered to tell Ed about the two female contestants.


    The phone call to Sarah was a reminder that the final draw to decide the winner was due to take place that afternoon and the Chairman had promised to attend. Sarah began to panic. Ed had left for America and Dr. Green was at the hospital, that left Dave Bycroft – and he was on holiday. Sarah groaned and realised that she would have to represent the Chairman at the draw. She picked up her mobile and quickly spoke to Fran. She explained what had happened during the morning and said that Ed had been called away to an urgent meeting and that sadly she would have to take his place. Fran didn’t believe a word but was secretly pleased that Ed wouldn’t be there – he wasn’t the easiest person to get on with. All the work that Fran did was for the club – not for Ed Tierney. Sarah was relieved that Fran seemed relaxed about the situation and they promised to meet up in one hour – just before the draw.


    The culmination of the competition was to take place in one of the larger function rooms in the stadium. There were about 40 of the final competitors in the room, along with supporters club officials and a few media representatives. Two members of the supporters club carried a large circular container from Fran’s car to a table at the head of the room and then Fran herself stepped forward and picked up the microphone.


    “Thanks for coming along today ladies and gentlemen,” she began, “I just want to take a few minutes to explain how this is going to work. We have a couple of members of the supporters club committee who are currently folding up pieces of paper containing each entrant’s name. Each paper will then go into a small round container until we have fifty exact containers. All containers will be placed into this large tub and the lid will then be closed.”


    Fran then paused for questions, when she saw that everyone seemed happy she continued.


    “The whole of this process is taking place before you all to ensure strict fairness. When all the balls are in the tub I will then place my hand through the small hole at the top and I’ll draw out one ball. I will then hand that ball to Sarah Jenkins who will open it before you all.”


    They were finally ready to begin and as Fran walked forward, Sarah secretly prayed that one of the two girls would win! She knew it would cause big problems but she didn’t care. She knew her boss didn’t think much about women in general but she was surprised that Dr. Green seemed to agree with him. Hopefully this may teach both of them a lesson.


    The room went quiet as Fran thrust her arm deep into the tub and whirled the balls around. She seemed to be going to extreme lengths to make sure that the balls were really mixed up. However, what no-one else the in room realised, was that Fran had pressed a small concealed button on the inside of the tub that allowed her to reach into a hidden space to retrieve another ball. She placed one of the original balls into the alcove and quickly closed it up. Removing her hand she theatrically held the ball aloft. She then passed the ball to Sarah who opened the container in front of her rapt audience.


    “The winner is,” she announced theatrically, “Luke Linden!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    


    The announcement was received with mixed feelings. Most people applauded politely but most just groaned good-naturedly because they had been unsuccessful. The vast majority in the audience seemed to have no idea who Luke Linden was and when Fran announced that refreshments were being served, they all quickly turned their attention to the other end of the room.


    Fran asked her two assistants to carry the tub back out to her car and she quickly began to clear up the table. Sarah turned to her and began to laugh.


    “Well that’s another problem for our beloved Chairman.” she said.


    “What do you mean?” asked Fran.


    “Well,” Sarah began, “I don’t think that Ed and Luke are exactly the best of friends – this could be interesting!”


    Sarah wanted to talk some more but she got the distinct impression that Fran was in a hurry to leave.


    “Sorry,” said Fran, “now that we have a winner I need to get everything out on the website and the twitter feed and I’m guessing that the club will need to sort Mr. Linden’s registration out?”


    Sarah nodded, “Mr. Tierney has put Dr. Green in charge of all that side of things so I will let him know as soon as possible.”


    “Thanks for all your help Sarah.” called Fran as she swept from the room.


    Sarah stood in silence for a few seconds. It was strange that Fran hurried away like that – she always wanted to have a chat and usually it was Sarah who had to drag herself away. It was weird – if it wasn’t for the few remaining people munching sandwiches at one end of the room it would seem as if the last few minutes had never happened – all other traces of the competition had disappeared. She shrugged her shoulders – she had other things to worry about. Then she smiled as she realised that she could have at least a small piece of fun by sending an e-mail to her boss telling him who had won the competition!


    Outside the stadium the two supporters club members placed the tub in the boot of Fran’s car and she thanked them before they went back inside. She sat behind the wheel and picked up her phone. When the call was answered she spoke quickly.


    “It’s done, Luke Linden is the winner.”


    “Thank you Fran,” said Harry Green “I owe you one.”


    “You don’t owe me anything Dr. Green,” she laughed in reply, “actually I think it’s the other way round.”


    Harry thanked her again before ending the call. He then sat thoughtfully at his desk for a few minutes before he composed a text message.


    “Good news,” it read, “your dad has just won the competition to join Wishton first team squad!” He then sent the message to Lexi and Tom and composed a similar message for Sue. Just as he had sent the last message his phone rang – it was Sarah giving him the news about Luke and asking for instructions on what to do next. After the call had ended Sarah reflected that Dr. Green hadn’t seemed at all surprised when she gave him her news……


    A few minutes later Harry’s phone went yet again – this time it was Luke. Harry spoke first.


    “Luke – what a coincidence – I’ve been trying to call you with some good news but your phone was engaged.”


    “Rubbish.” replied Luke. “I haven’t been on my phone in the last hour – and anyway what’s wrong with the landline?”


    “Calm down Luke,” Harry said soothingly, “why are you so upset?”


    “You know why – what the hell is all this rubbish the kids are telling me about some competition I’ve won? I haven’t even entered a competition!” Luke complained.


    “OK – I knew you would be like this – let me call round on my way home and I can explain.” Harry pleaded.


    “You’re wasting your time.” said Luke. “I’m not getting involved with anything that Ed Tierney has dreamed up!” The line then abruptly went dead.


    “See you soon Luke.” murmured Harry. He then dialled another number and spoke again.


    “Hi Sue,” he said cheerfully, “are you still at work?”


    When Sue replied that she was, Harry continued.


    “I just spoke to Luke about winning the competition and he isn’t very happy – I don’t think he trusts Ed. If I come round later will you help me talk to him?”


    Sue agreed to help and they talked a little longer about a few other things – they promised to present a united front to Luke. Harry drove up to the Linden house just after 6pm and Sue buzzed him through the gate. He received his usual welcome from the dogs until Sue called them away and took Harry’s coat.


    “Where is he?” asked Harry nervously.


    “Sulking in his study.” Sue replied.


    Just then Lexi and Tom burst into the room – fighting as usual. They stopped when they saw Harry.


    “Hi Uncle Harry.” they chimed in unison.


    “Where have you been?” asked Tom, “we’re starving and Mum said we had to wait for you before we could eat dinner.”


    “Oh,” said Harry anxiously, “I didn’t realise I was invited to dinner.”


    “Don’t worry Uncle Harry,” smiled Lexi, “Nell’s doing the cooking so Mum won’t be poisoning you!”


    Sue threw a cushion at Lexi and the whole room was laughing as Luke walked in.


    “I’m glad to see that you lot are in a good mood,” he announced with a sniff.


    “Your problem Dad is that you are far too suspicious.” stated Lexi solemnly. “Anyone else would be thrilled that they had won such a great competition!”


    “I just don’t trust Ed Tierney.” Luke growled.


    “Well you had better start trusting him,” said Sue, “because very soon he’ll be my new boss!”


    “I’m not worried about that – I know you will easily put him in his place – but it just seems very suspicious that the same week you get a new job at Wishton Clough – then I win a competition that I didn’t even enter!” replied Luke.


    “OK, OK,” Harry broke in, “maybe I can clear up some of the confusion. First of all – Sue is going to work for TxT Enterprises – Wishton Clough is a fairly small part of her future responsibilities – and secondly, Ed didn’t really want this competition to go ahead at all.”


    “Ahh,” said Luke, “so then maybe we need to look elsewhere to find the criminal genius behind this scheme?”


    “I think you have worked in the security business for far too long,” sniffed Harry, “you see trouble under every rock.”


    “Fair enough,” said Luke, “then please explain to me how I managed to win a competition that I didn’t even enter?”


    Before Harry could answer, Nell swept into the room and ordered them all to get to the table before the meal went cold. A few minutes later all of them, including Nell, were seated round the large table in the huge kitchen.


    “I see we are slumming it Nell,” Luke commented, “no dining room today?”


    “You know very well Luke that the dining room is reserved for special occasions – and special guests,” Nell mischievously announced, “and I don’t see anyone important here today!”


    Everyone laughed again and then they began to eat. Nell made Harry wait until she had served coffee at the end of the meal before he could make his sales pitch to Luke. She asked the children to clear away the plates and stack the dishwasher and then Harry began to speak.


    “This whole scheme was Fran Lafferty’s idea.” he started. “She came up with the plan and presented it to the board. She organised everything – including the fitness trials and the final draw this afternoon. Neither Ed or I were even present at the draw today. The only involvement I will have is that I agreed to make sure that whoever won behaves themselves.”


    “But you still haven’t explained how I came to be entered into the competition!” insisted Luke.


    “You just ticked all the boxes I guess.” answered Harry. “The Linden family are all members of the Supporters club and I know that you have all renewed your season tickets for next season. On top of that you took the fitness tests after the five a side competition a few weeks ago. All the details were sent forward to the club and your name qualified and went forward into the draw.”


    “Well you can just explain to Fran that I am flattered but that it has all been a big mistake.” said Luke calmly. “I don’t think it is something that would work very well.”


    Harry looked around at all the members of the Linden family before he continued.


    “Give it a chance – you don’t even know what you would be expected to do – and there are several good reasons why you should do this.”


    “Name me one.” demanded Luke.


    “Well first of all it would be very embarrassing for you all if Luke turned this down. The supporters club would see this as something of an insult. It wouldn’t look very good for Sue coming into a new job to find that her husband had upset everyone. I’m also guessing that Lexi and Tom have been telling their friends that their dad will be in the Wishton squad next year?”


    Both Lexi and Tom nodded in unison.


    “Well that wouldn’t look very good for them if you turned it down.”


    Luke began to squirm in his seat as his family glared accusingly at him.


    “Well, if I did agree to maybe think about this – what would I be expected to do?” he said quietly.


    “Nothing really.” said Harry eagerly, sensing a lowering of Luke’s guard. “Just enjoy yourself!”


    “C’mon – there must be more to it than that.” snorted Luke.


    “You just turn up occasionally at training, do as much or as little as you like and do a bit of promotional work. Oh and write a weekly column for the local newspaper – dead easy really.”


    Luke began to soften – in fact most of his brusque manner had been for show – he was secretly intrigued with everything that was happening – but he didn’t like the feeling that he was somehow being manipulated.


    Harry sensed a change of mood and began to press his advantage.


    “Look – there’s nothing stopping you. This is the team you have supported all of your life and now you have chance to be a big part of it for a season. Hundreds of fans would jump at the chance to be in your shoes. Plus – this has happened at the perfect time. You’ve just sold the business and have lots of time on your hands – and, you are probably fitter than most of the Wishton squad! You’re in great shape.”


    Luke knew that Harry had won – Harry didn’t know about all of Luke’s other business interests so he couldn’t use that as an excuse – besides which, the businesses were so well run that they really didn’t need his day-to-day involvement. Harry had also played upon Luke’s love of his football team – and the wrath of his family if he turned this down!


    “OK.” Luke grinned. “I give up! I’ll go along with this – but don’t grumble if I embarrass you all!”


    Harry and the rest of the family cheered and then they looked around at each other – they were all sure this would be a big success – so why were they all suddenly worried about being embarrassed…..


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    


    “The mass is ended – go forth in Peace.” announced Father Kennedy.


    “Thanks be to God.” replied the congregation.


    Luke, Lexi and Sue left the bench, genuflected and made their way to the back of the church. Father Kennedy was greeting his parishioners as they left and he smiled at the Lindens.


    “Good morning.” he boomed. “It’s obviously our turn this week to be graced by the Lindens!”


    Father Kennedy was referring to the fact that one week the Lindens would worship at their local parish – St. Benedict’s – with Father Kennedy and the following week they would go to Luke’s old parish across town. They liked to split their time between the two parishes so they could attend mass occasionally with both Luke and Sue’s mothers.


    “Yes Father,” Luke agreed, “but if your sermon is as long next time then we may be spending more time at St. Joseph’s! Father McNamara has a much quicker turn around.”


    The young priest laughed. “Maybe I need to have a word with him?” he joked.


    Just then Tom appeared. “All done Father.” he reported.


    Father Kennedy thanked Tom. “Well done – I don’t know what I would do without you!”


    Tom beamed. He had been an altar server at St. Ben’s for a number of years and he enjoyed helping out. Now however, his mind was firmly fixed on his breakfast! Since Luke had stopped travelling around the world a tradition had developed that after mass most weeks the family would descend on Luke’s mother’s house for Sunday breakfast – and the whole family looked forward to it.


    The Lindens said their goodbyes and drove across town to Luke’s old neighbourhood. Luke always felt a surge of pride in the improvement in the area over the last few years. Every spare penny Luke could find had gone into buying up old properties and restoring them to a decent standard of living. Luke had stuck to his promise and introduced a Housing Company that rented the refurbished properties out to local people. The area was now a thriving community filled with people of all ages, colours and creeds. It wasn’t always totally peaceful but by and large people pulled together and there was always a long waiting list to rent a property in the area.


    Just before they turned into his mother’s street they passed the old Miner’s Welfare Club. This was probably Luke’s greatest achievement to date. As his IT company had become more successful, Luke had bought the lease of the derelict building and turned the property into a community centre, He encouraged the locals to raise money to help refurbish the property and he promised to match whatever money they raised pound for pound. His only condition was that when the property re-opened it would be named after his father. The Bob Linden Community Centre was an amazing success. Luke made sure that the right people were on the various committees that ran the centre and he also made sure that Sue was in charge of the funds to keep the place going. Now it really was the centre of the community and the building was in use from early in the morning until late at night. Luke, Lexi and Tom visited at least once a week – Luke taught a karate group. He was very proud that both of his children were already karate black belts.


    Luke pulled up in front of his mother’s house and everyone jumped out of the car. As soon as the front door opened they could smell bacon sizzling – and as usual Luke’s mother greeted the children and Sue with a hug and then turn to Luke.


    “Have you wiped your feet? Last week you dragged cement dust all over the place from that building site you live in!”


    Luke rolled his eyes and the kids laughed – they loved it when Grandma told their dad off.


    “Yes mum,” he sighed, “ I’ve wiped my feet. How come nobody else ever gets told off?”


    “Because no-one else causes as much trouble as you!” she replied with a wink to the children.


    “You’ll never win lad,” came a familiar voice from the corner. Uncle Jack was sat in a chair reading the sports pages from the Sunday papers. “Your mother has bossed me around for the last sixty-odd years!”


    Jack lived around the corner from Luke’s mother and since his wife had died a few years ago Sally Linden had taken him under her wing. Most Sunday mornings he would be part of the meal around the big table in the dining room.


    “What did you think of Father McNamara’s sermon this morning Uncle Jack?” Sue asked with a mischievous smile.


    “Well – to be totally honest Susan love, I couldn’t hear it very well, the acoustics in that old church are getting worse.” Jack replied with a straight face.


    “Acoustics!” Luke’s mother exploded. “The only acoustics you could hear this morning were in your bedroom – sleeping off the ale from last night in the Red Lion! You haven’t been to mass for weeks and I’m fed up with making excuses for you, goodness knows what Father Mac must think.”


    “I know exactly what he thinks,” said Jack with a smile on his face, “in fact he told me last night when we were having a pint together in the Red Lion.”


    Luke nearly choked on his tea and Sue and the kids tried their best not to laugh. Luke’s mother stomped off into the kitchen and began banging pots and pans around but even though she had her back to them Luke could see that her shoulders were shaking with laughter.


    “Religion is for you young uns.” Jack said. “I’ve spent years praying and my knees can’t take it anymore. Besides which – I don’t do anything wrong these days so I have no sins to confess!”


    The noise of banging pots grew louder from the kitchen!


    “At your age you should be careful what you say!” scolded Luke’s mother.


    “I’ll be fine,” said Jack, “ I intend going to meet my maker in the same way that Luke’s grandad did.”


    Everyone – including Luke’s mother, looked puzzled. “What do you mean?” she asked.


    “Well the night he passed away there was a terrible snowstorm,” Jack began, “and Dad knew that he was dying. He told me to get wrapped up and run down the road and bring the Reverend Jackson back with me. I was confused. “But Dad,” I said, “Reverend Jackson is the Protestant Vicar and you’re a Catholic.” “Aye Lad,” he replied, “But I can’t bring myself to drag Father Riley out on a terrible night like this!”


    The room erupted! All the younger members of the family were laughing whereas Luke’s mother was doing her best to hit Jack with a tea towel!


    Sue wiped a tear from her eye. “Jack you are incorrigible!”


    “Well love,” he replied, “I’ve no idea what that means but I’ll take it as a compliment!”


    Finally they all sat down to breakfast and just as they were about to eat Lexi’s mobile chimed. All eyes flicked to Luke’s mother. She didn’t speak but Lexi wisely knew the consequences of answering the phone at the breakfast table. She ignored the call and Luke sighed with relief – they didn’t need another lecture from his mother!


    Actually, Luke was quite proud of the way both his children had embraced technology. Throughout his working life Luke had recognised that the growing global reliance on technology was a double-edged sword. He was determined that his kids would not become slaves to their phones and laptops. They had a few simple rules. Sue and Luke agreed that both kids could have the latest phones and tablets – as long as a few conditions were followed.


    First of all they had to help Nell at home. They would fill the dishwasher, clean their rooms and generally try to keep things tidy. A slightly more unusual request from Luke was that they both agreed to continue attending mass until they were both 16. Luke wanted them to give the church a fair chance but if they reached the age of sixteen and decided that it wasn’t for them then so be it – Luke had done his best. The final condition was that they never post anything on their devices that they wouldn’t want their parents to see. Both children knew that Luke had so many resources at his disposal that that if he wished he could pry into every detail of their cyber lives so they agreed to all conditions.


    Luke swelled with pride as he looked across the table at his kids. He was happy because they were so – well, so normal really. Lexi was worryingly starting to become more aware of the opposite sex but apart from that they were really good kids. They had always been interested in whatever their parents did and both youngsters had been to karate classes with Luke since they were both toddlers. Nowadays they were both more than capable of taking care of themselves – and each other. Luke had been worried about Lexi on Facebook and Twitter but Sue reassured him that she was a sensible kid and he begrudgingly agreed. Sue scolded him because he didn’t seem as worried about Tom and Luke agreed with a grin that he was probably being a teeny bit sexist!


    As he enjoyed his bacon and eggs, Luke gave a silent prayer – he was so lucky. He had a wonderful family and a great life – he had a lot to be thankful for. He also grinned when he thought about the various tracking devices he had placed on his kids phones. Not only did he know exactly in the world they were 24 hours a day but if they ever tried to post or access anything that was slightly dodgy – he would know in seconds. He consoled himself with the thought that it was for their own good!


    Luke’s daydream was broken by his Uncle’s voice.


    “What’s all this I hear about you finally becoming a footballer?” he asked.


    Luke reddened. “Hardly a footballer Uncle Jack,” he replied. “I won a competition to be part of the Wishton squad next year. I’ll get my own squad number, I’ll be on the official team picture and I’ll get to train occasionally with the squad.”


    Jack nodded. “A pity it’s twenty years too late.” he shook his head sadly. “Your father was a really good footballer when he was young,” he said to the kids, “but circumstances meant he couldn’t afford to follow that path.”


    “Come on Uncle Jack,” Luke smiled, “I was never that good.”


    “Well we’ll never know – will we?” Jack grunted. “After what they did to your Dad everything changed.”


    “That’s enough of that kind of talk,” Luke’s mother broke in, “now, has everyone got enough to eat and drink?”


    Everyone had enjoyed their breakfast but somehow the happy mood had been broken – it was as if a cloud had passed over the room.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 19


    


    The summer moved on and Ed returned from his trip to America refreshed and reinvigorated – full of ideas for his various businesses. The main focus for the next few months would be the launch of his new drinks line – TxT Plus – but he knew he couldn’t afford to let his attention slip in any of the other areas.


    As far as Wishton Clough was concerned Ed had been keeping his eye on things from a distance. He was still smarting from the problems with the pitch and the subsequent embarrassment and expense. In addition he was disturbed to discover that Luke Linden had won the competition to find a fan to join the first team squad. In many ways Luke was the perfect winner but Ed had a nagging feeling that something was wrong – it just seemed too much of a coincidence. However, he pushed those distractions from his mind – he was determined to stay positive.


    There was, however, one other small potential problem that he had to deal with. On his return from America he was summoned to visit his mother who still lived in the family home in Wishton. In truth Ed knew that he didn’t visit her often enough but in all honesty – she wasn’t really a welcoming person. In fact it could be said that Ed inherited a lot of his less endearing traits from his mother. Ed’s father had been a fairly happy and warm person but his mother was generally cold and aloof – even to Ed.


    That didn’t mean that Ed didn’t love his mother – far from it – he always made sure that she had everything she wanted but he never really felt comfortable with her. So it was with some trepidation that he drove up to the old family house. His mother’s housekeeper opened the door.


    “Good morning June,” Ed said, “How is she today?”


    June merely rolled her eyes.


    “Same as usual then.” said Ed drily.


    “Come on through, she’s expecting you.” June led Ed down the hallway into a pleasant, sunny conservatory.


    “Edward my dear,” said Mrs. Tierney, “lovely to see you after so long – I thought you had forgotten that I was still alive!”


    “Now mother,” Ed replied, “you are hardly housebound – you could come over to see me any time – besides which, I’ve been out of the country – and I called you most days.”


    Ed’s mother didn’t seem convinced and sat stiffly as Ed lowered himself onto the couch. They made small talk for a few minutes and then suddenly Ed’s Mother’s attitude seemed to change slightly. She smiled at Ed.


    “Anyway,” she began, “it’s always lovely to see you – I know how busy you are these days – your father used to be exactly the same.”


    Ed immediately was on guard – he knew from past experience that when his mother seemed to be in a pleasant mood then usually it meant she wanted something.


    “Both your Father and Grandfather would be so proud to see what you have achieved,” she continued, “you have really put the family name on the map.”


    Ed remained silent – he sensed that his mother was slowly leading up to the point of his visit.


    “Yes – they were both very keen on the family unit and family values – and I know you are exactly the same.”


    Still Ed refused to comment – he just smiled sweetly at his mother.


    “However,” his mother continued, “on the subject of family, I was talking to your Aunt Jennifer the other day.”


    Mrs. Tierney paused and Ed took the hint.


    “I hope she’s well?” he asked.


    “Actually – now you mention, it she does have a small problem.” replied his mother.


    Ed realised they were approaching the point of the exercise.


    “In fact,” his mother seemed to be thinking aloud, “perhaps this is something you could help with?”


    Ed smiled. “In what way?” he asked.


    “It isn’t Aunt Jennifer who has the problem,” Ed’s mother began to explain, “it’s your cousin Jessica.”


    Now Ed began to feel really uneasy. Jessica was bad news. She was around the same age as Ed but at the last count she was on her third marriage. As far as Ed was concerned, trouble seemed to follow Jessica around. The last he had heard she was living in the South of France with husband number three.


    “Poor Jessica has been let down again.” continued Mrs. Tierney. “Her latest husband has abandoned her and she has been forced to return home penniless to your Aunt Jennifer. And as you are well aware – your Aunt Jennifer doesn’t have the funds to support her. We were hoping you may be able to help…..”


    Ed began to protest. “I’m sorry Mother but throwing money at this problem really isn’t the answer.”


    “Don’t be silly Edward,” she snapped, “I’m well aware that wouldn’t be the solution! No, I was thinking of perhaps something more constructive.”


    Ed had no idea what his mother meant.


    She sighed. “Isn’t it obvious?” she demanded.


    He shook his head.


    “It’s quite simple really,” his mother continued, “you need to find her a job working with you.”


    Once again Ed began to protest but his mother stopped him dead.


    “No protests Edward,” she said firmly. “I have told your Aunt Jennifer that you will help Jessica get back onto her feet and that’s the end of it.”


    Ed didn’t speak for a few minutes – his brain working feverishly to try to find an escape route. Finally he realised that he didn’t really have an option.


    “OK.” he sighed. “I’ll sort something out. When will she be available?”


    “As soon as possible,” his mother responded, “and please make sure she has a suitable position – we don’t want a family member in some kind of menial role.”


    Once again Ed stifled his protests. He would stick Jessica in an office somewhere away from sight and she would soon get bored and leave. He smiled when he realised that things probably weren’t as bad as he had originally thought.


    He wasn’t smiling the following day when his cousin turned up unannounced at his office at the canning factory.


    “My dear Jessica,” he greeted her – trying to hide his irritation, “it’s been far too long.”


    “I agree Ed,” she purred, “I don’t see enough of my favourite cousin.”


    Ed had to admit that although Jessica had to be in her mid-thirties she had looked after herself very well. Slim and blonde, with flashing green eyes he could quite understand why men seemed to fall at her feet.


    “Well I hadn’t expected to see you so soon,” Ed began, “I haven’t really had chance to finalise the details regarding your new position.”


    “That’s exactly why I am here.” Jessica replied. “I wanted to speak to you before you made any final decisions so that we could make sure we both get the best from this opportunity.”


    “How so?” Ed asked warily.


    “I’m sure you have already had some thoughts about what vacancies may be available,” continued Jessica, “and I thought it may be sensible for us to have a chat.”


    Ed nodded. “Go on.”


    “I’m not sure what you had in mind for me,” Jessica said, “but essentially I am a people person. I need to be involved with social interaction – I would be wasted stuck away in some dreary office.”


    Ed began to fidget – this wasn’t going well. “Actually, I do have an interesting opening in our Finance department. We have a new CFO starting soon and I remember that you were always good with figures – I was thinking that perhaps you could be her PA?”


    “Oh no,” said Jessica sadly, “I think that would be a waste – I think I definitely would be more useful to you in some kind of selling role.”


    “But we have nothing like that available,” began Ed, “nothing at all.”


    Jessica began to sniffle. “Mummy will be so disappointed. She thought this would be the start of a whole new future for me – looks like we were all wrong. Ah well, it can’t be helped – thank you for trying.”


    Jessica rose to leave and Ed began to panic. “Wait – let’s not be hasty,” he blurted, “there must be some way we can help each other.”


    Once again his mind went into overdrive as he tried to think of a way to keep his mother off his back and also to put Jessica somewhere where she couldn’t cause any trouble.


    Suddenly Ed smiled. “I may have solution,” he said, “do you like football?”


    Jessica shook her head. “Not really,” she replied, “but I do like footballers…..”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 20


    


    Sarah packed her bag to head for home and reflected that it had been a very mixed day. It had all started so well when Ed had called up to ask her to meet up with Sue Linden. Sue was still working out her notice on her current job but was finding more free time as she gradually handed over her duties. This meant that she could start to do some background work on her new position and Sue was determined to hit the ground running.


    She had asked Ed’s advice on the best way to acclimatise herself in advance and he suggested that Sarah may be a good place to start. Ed knew that she had a broad depth of knowledge about Tierney Enterprises – in fact she knew much more than he realised. He advised Sue to sit down with Sarah to have an informal chat. Sue was shrewd enough to realise that she needed to get Sarah on her side so she decided to whisk her away from the office to have lunch in the centre of Liverpool.


    Sarah was impressed. “Well, I have to say that I am more used to having a sandwich at my desk but I could get used to this.” she grinned.


    Sue responded with a smile. “I’m not going to try to pull the wool over your eyes – I want to pick your brains and I’m not going to be able to do that with your boss hovering over us!”


    “I appreciate your honesty,” said Sarah, “it’s not something I get too often working with Ed.”


    “Thanks.” replied Sue. “Look – let’s set some ground rules. We’ll eat first – no business talk and then when the coffee arrives we can have a chat about Tierney Enterprises – but one thing I will say is that I won’t pressure you to talk about anything you aren’t comfortable about – but if you do share a confidence with me then I promise I won’t say a word.”


    “That sounds fair.” Sarah answered. “Let’s eat!”


    The next half hour flew past – Sarah couldn’t remember the last time she had enjoyed herself so much and it soon became apparent to Sue that Sarah didn’t seem to have much of a life outside work.


    “It wasn’t always like this.” said Sarah sadly. “I used to have a great social life and even had a long-term boyfriend but Ed became more successful and my workload increased with it. Ed was good enough to recognise how hard I was working and gave me a whopping pay rise but my boyfriend got fed up with the late hours and one day he simply wasn’t there.”


    “I’m so sorry.” said Sue.


    “Oh don’t worry about me.” replied Sarah cheerfully. “On the whole I love my job, I get to travel all over the world and I’ve nearly bought my own house. In a few more years I’ll be in a position to look for something a little less demanding and then perhaps I’ll find Mr. Right!”


    Both girls laughed and then Sue turned serious. “OK – I guess that would be a good point to start talking about what I have let myself in for!”


    For the next 30 minutes they chatted informally about the different divisions within Tierney Enterprises – ranging from the Drinks Division right down to Wishton Clough. They didn’t go into any great detail, Sue had already done some quite extensive background research but she just wanted to try to get a personal feel for the company. Sarah was a great help – providing just the right mix of gentle gossip and insightful comments. Far too soon it was time to head back to Wishton and Sue turned to Sarah.


    “That was really helpful Sarah,” she said, “and I think this should be something we should do on a regular basis. You need to get out more and I don’t get enough female company.”


    Sarah was delighted. She prided herself on being a good judge of character and she really liked Sue.


    “That sounds like a great idea – I’ll hold you to it!” she replied.


    Sue drove them back to Wishton and they continued to chat as they travelled. Sarah asked to be dropped off at the football stadium – she was due to have a meeting with Ed there later in the afternoon. They were both surprised at how comfortable they were in each other’s company and Sarah was slightly sad when Sue drove away from the stadium.


    The lunch proved to be the high point of the day – things went rapidly downhill in the afternoon. Ed turned up as expected but he wasn’t alone, he was accompanied by a striking blonde.


    “Sarah – this is my cousin, Jessica Villiers,” Ed announced, “she’s going to be a new member of staff – Jessica, this is Sarah, my right-hand woman.”


    Sarah stood to greet Jessica who responded by handing Sarah her coat. “Hang that somewhere for me would you,” she murmured, “and I could murder a coffee.”


    Sarah was slightly taken aback but soon recovered her poise. “Well this is a nice surprise Ed, where exactly will Jessica be working?”


    Ed seemed slightly uneasy, “I’ve spoken to John Knox and Jessica will be joining the hospitality team.”


    Sarah nodded but made no comment. Jessica sighed theatrically. “Ed darling, is this going to take long – I have a hair appointment this afternoon?”


    “You won’t be able to make your appointment,” Ed answered smoothly, “I’m afraid the rest of the afternoon is spoken for.”


    Jessica looked annoyed but Ed continued. “Sarah will show you around the stadium and introduce you to everyone and then she will leave you with the Hospitality team.”


    Jessica began to protest but Ed cut her off. “I’ll pick you up at the end of the day and then tomorrow you can drive yourself here and start work. Sarah – over to you.”


    He swept from the room before either of the women could protest and it was a few seconds before either of them spoke again.


    “Well I suppose we had better get on.” Sarah said through gritted teeth.


    “Let’s get this over with.” Jessica agreed sulkily.


    The tour was an ordeal for Sarah – it soon became clear that Jessica was a horrible person! The next couple of hours fell into a predictable pattern. Each time Jessica was introduced to a female member of staff she treated them appallingly. She would either pass some sarcastic comment or just be incredibly rude. She received a mixed reaction from the various ladies. Some just ignored her comments, others seemed a bit in awe when they discovered she was Ed’s cousin but a few simply played her at her own game. Lisa in the ticket office looked and listened then simply said. “I’m busy now – would you mind awfully if I ignored you some other time?” For once Jessica seemed totally bewildered.


    However, Sarah was amazed at the change in Jessica when she was introduced to any of the men who worked at the stadium. She suddenly turned into a giggling, flirtatious little girl – and the men loved it – with one exception. Sarah had taken Jessica down to meet the ground staff and Jessica had immediately started to flirt outrageously with Jason. Sarah couldn’t understand it but she felt somehow betrayed by Jason and made sure he understood that she wasn’t happy with him. Poor Jason was completely confused and was struggling for something to say when his father entered the room. Jessica was introduced and once again began her little-girl-lost act but Fred was having none of it.


    “So you’re Ed’s cousin?” he said with a smile.


    Jessica preened and nodded her head.


    “Aye love,” he continued, “I can see the family resemblance – and Ed dyes his hair as well!”


    Sarah ushered a red-faced Jessica out of the office and turned to give a thumbs-up to Fred, whilst at the same time glaring at Jason. She then led Jessica along the corridor to the hospitality team offices. Sarah introduced Jessica and then left them to it – Jessica didn’t offer a word of thanks, just simply turned her back. Sarah was furious – she couldn’t believe how obnoxious Ed’s cousin had been!


    As she packed her bag to drive home she compared the two women she had encountered that day. She had instantly took a shine to Sue but the opposite was true with Jessica. Sarah believed that the two women were poles apart and wondered idly what would happen if their paths ever crossed.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 21


    


    Luke spent the whole of June preparing to join the Wishton Clough squad. They were due to start back in pre-season training the first week in July and Luke was scheduled to meet up with them for the first time on the second day of training. He’d had a brief meeting with a couple of junior club officials and had been given a full list of things he could and couldn’t do. These instructions were mainly to do with confidentiality clauses – the club wanted him to write a weekly column for the local newspaper but they didn’t want him revealing any secrets. It didn’t sound as if he would have much to talk about.


    The club also issued Luke with his squad number. They actually consulted him rather than just pick a number at random and they were quite amused when Luke opted for number 46 – which was his age! The largest amount of paperwork was concerned with Luke’s health. Even though he was never expected to play for either the first or reserve team, Luke still had to have a full medical – for insurance and other reasons. It was decided to use an independent assessor so Luke spent a full morning in a clinic in Manchester being prodded and poked before they announced that he had a clean bill of health. In fact the medical team were really impressed with Luke’s level of fitness – and that was something he intended to maintain.


    Luke knew that he would be under the spotlight in the coming weeks and he was determined not to embarrass himself or his family. His plan of action was to keep a low profile and just try to join in wherever possible. He knew he had a more than decent level of fitness and in the weeks leading up to meeting the team he stepped up his training.


    He spent most of each day swimming, running or working in the gym but he also spent an equal amount of time with Yoga, Pilates and meditation. He realised as he had grown older that it was important to keep his body as supple as possible – he had read somewhere that Ryan Giggs at Manchester United had followed a similar regime. He mixed things up as much as possible – some days he would run for miles in the countryside with Biff by his side, other days he would pound away on the exercise equipment whilst watching various news and sports channels – but always he would warm up and down properly.


    The Wishton squad reported back for training on the first Monday in July and the assessment process began. They were all weighed and put to work checking on their fitness levels so that the backroom staff knew what kind of program had to be put together. There were also one or two new faces to welcome – Sandy had been busy over the summer recruiting new players but there had also been some who had left the club. The majority, however, had been at the club for a at least a couple of seasons now and Sandy was hopeful that the team spirit would continue to grow this year.


    Towards the end of the first day the squad was assembled in the canteen attached to the training ground and they were addressed by their manager.


    “It’s good to have you all back boys.” he began. “Most of you are looking fit but one or two of you have probably enjoyed the Pina Coladas too much over summer!” He looked pointedly at a slightly chubby individual who promptly began to protest his innocence.


    “I can’t help it boss – it’s me genes that make me put on weight!”


    The rest of the team jeered and hooted.


    “If you carry on at this rate Nobby – you won’t be able to fit in your jeans!” Sandy roared with just a hint of a smile on his face.


    Nobby Barnes held up his hands in a sign of good-natured defeat and the manager continued.


    “I really think that this year we can win something – maybe something big and I know you all feel the same way.”


    The team all cheered in agreement.


    “We just need to stick together,” Sandy continued, “support each other and play like I know you can and the world is our lobster!”


    The team dissolved into laughter and then Sandy held up a cautionary hand.


    “One thing we need to be aware of is that tomorrow we will have the winner of the supporters club competition joining us. As far as I am concerned it’s just a publicity stunt but you all know what I think about the chairman and his “ideas”. So be polite to the winner – his name is Luke Linden but don’t worry – I’m sure that after a couple of training sessions we won’t see him again.”


    The players grinned and the meeting broke up as they headed to the showers. Only one player stayed back with Sandy and a few of the backroom staff.


    “The boys are looking good boss.” said Andy Tiler, the team captain.


    “Aye,” agreed Sandy, “for once they seem to have mostly stuck to a sensible diet over the summer – I think we may get off to a good start this season.”


    “What about this Luke Linden?” asked Andy. “Do you see any problems there?”


    “Hopefully not,” replied Sandy gruffly, “but there is one thing I didn’t tell the lads – I found out that he has connections with some of the directors so maybe Tierney is up to something.”


    “Well don’t worry gaffer,” Andy smiled, “we’ll keep a close eye on him.”


    The following day Luke arrived bang on time at the training ground – his large black 4 wheel drive car not looking at all out of place amongst the various flashy vehicles on display. Luke felt good. In spite of his initial protests to his family he was looking forward to seeing what may come of this. Ed and Harry were waiting inside for him and if Ed was at all disappointed that Luke had won the competition he didn’t seem to show it.


    “Good morning,” he said happily to a small knot of cameramen, “this is our lucky winner – Luke Linden! Luke will be representing the fans as a member of the Wishton Clough squad this year!”


    Ed was in full flow and went on to claim that it had been his idea to promote better ties between the club and the fans and he knew that this would be mutually beneficent for all concerned. He beamed as he posed for photographs with Luke and then he swept Luke away to meet the manager and the team. Soon they were all assembled in the canteen and Ed strode to the front with Luke.


    “Gentlemen,” he announced, “it gives me great pleasure to introduce to you the winner of the supporters club competition – Luke Linden!”


    Ed’s announcement was greeted with less-than enthusiastic applause and Sandy moved forward to speak.


    “Thank you Mr. Chairman,” he said, “we all know that without the fans there wouldn’t be a club so we are all happy to welcome Mr. Linden today and we will do our best to look after him.”


    “I’m sure that Luke doesn’t want to be given any special treatment Sandy!” Ed grinned as he spoke, “Luke?”


    “Thank you all for the warm welcome,” Luke began, “I’m very pleased to win the competition, I’ve been a Wishton supporter all my life and I’m very excited to be here with you today. I will try to be as unobtrusive as possible – and yes – I certainly do not want any special treatment.”


    Luke didn’t miss the grins that passed between some of the players and he smiled to himself – they would be in for a shock if they thought they were going to have a bit of fun with a star-struck fan!


    “Well Luke, I’ll leave you in the tender care of Mr. Dunbar,” said Ed “try not to cause too much trouble!”


    “I’ll be on my best behaviour.” replied Luke with a grin.


    “I know what that usually means.” murmured Harry as he walked away.


    Luke smiled and followed the manager out of the canteen and into the changing rooms. He was presented with an armful of training gear and led to his own locker.


    “This is yours – for as long as you are here.” smiled Sandy. “You’d better get changed – we have to take the team photo.”


    Luke changed quickly and locked his belongings into his locker. He made his way out onto the pitch towards where the players were assembling. The photographer was fighting a losing battle to get the team into some kind of order until Andy Tiler barked at the players and then they all finally did as they were told. Luke was told to stand in the back row and a few minutes later they were all free to move around again.


    Sandy introduced Luke to Andy who in turn led him around all the other players and backroom staff. It was clear to Luke that although Andy was being polite he really didn’t want Luke around. Luke waited until the introductions were finished and then he pulled Andy to one side.


    “Look,” he began, “I know that most of you don’t want me here – you think I will get in the way or worse but I promise you I will do my very best to keep from getting under your feet.”


    Andy smiled grimly. “It’s nothing personal – I’m sure you’re a great bloke but this is our place of work – this is what we do every day to feed our kids and we can’t afford any distractions. I’m glad you brought this up because you now know how serious we all are – right from the gaffer down to the apprentices. We don’t have time to play the chairman’s games.”


    Luke smiled back. “I’m probably more suspicious of the chairman than you are but once again, I’ll do my very best to keep out of your way – and who knows – I may not be as much trouble as you think!”


    Andy shook his head and gestured Luke over to the fitness conditioners. “You’d better spend some time today with those guys – I’m sure that after you have had a taste of what we do every day you’ll feel a little differently about being a part of this.”


    Luke trotted across to the fitness team and began running drills with a small group of players. Within a few minutes he had forgotten about Andy and the rest of his potential problems and was starting to enjoy himself.


    An hour later the head fitness coach, Dave Kingston, trotted across to Sandy and his assistant manager who were working with a group of first team players at one side of the field.


    “Problem Dave?” asked Sandy.


    “Sort of.” said Dave. “It’s this competition winner.”


    “What’s he done?” barked Sandy. “He’s only been here a few hours – don’t tell me he’s causing trouble already? I knew this was going to happen!”


    Dave seemed unsure of how to proceed.


    “Well,” shouted Sandy, “what the hell’s wrong?”


    “Nothing really.” Dave finally replied. “It’s just that Luke Linden is twice as old as most of the players – and he’s also probably the fittest person in that group!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 22


    


    Luke sat alone in the canteen until Maud bustled in with a large mug of tea.


    “Here you go love,” she fussed, “sorry I had to keep you waiting.”


    “No problem,” Luke replied with his boyish grin, “why don’t you sit down and keep me company for a bit – you must be exhausted.”


    Maud blushed and then sank into the chair opposite Luke. “Well – just for a minute then – they’ll be finished with the morning session soon and then it’ll be chaos.”


    Luke beamed at her. He had learned long ago that in order to fit in anywhere, you had to make friends with the people who really mattered. As far as he was concerned that usually meant people like Maud who worked in the background but ultimately knew all the secrets. He had drank in Embassy canteens all over the world and he knew it was the Maud’s of this world who pulled all the strings.


    “Anyway,” she smiled, “what did you do to get sent inside so early? You’ve only been here two minutes – have you been causing trouble already?”


    Luke just carried on grinning.


    Maud continued. “I’d be very surprised if Mr. Dunbar was unhappy with you – he may be a bit gruff at times but everyone loves him – all the team would run until they dropped if he asked them. Now if it was that Ed Tierney then that would be a different story – he’s a wrong un!”


    Luke raised his eyebrows questioningly.


    “Oh don’t worry love,” Maud laughed, “Ed Tierney knows exactly how I feel about him – he never comes down here and if he did decide to fire me – well I don’t do this job for the money!”


    Luke let Maud continue to talk for a few more minutes, gently prising nuggets of information from her about the various characters around the club until suddenly the door opened.


    Nobby staggered inside. Luke was a big admirer – he thought Nobby was a really gifted midfielder but some of his critics said that Nobby was a touch lazy and didn’t always give 100%. Today he didn’t look capable of giving even a fraction of that amount of effort.


    “Nobby love, you don’t look well,” Maud sympathised, “sit down and I’ll get you a brew.”


    “Thanks Maud.” groaned Nobby. “Must be something I ate – coach sent me in till I feel better.”


    “That’s strange,” said Maud seriously, “if I remember rightly, the exact same thing happened at the beginning of training last year?” She winked at Luke.


    Nobby appeared not to hear her and slumped down next to Luke. For a few seconds he didn’t speak and then he finally opened his mouth.


    “That’s a relief.” he muttered.


    “What is?” asked Luke.


    “I thought I was going to puke again.” moaned Nobby.


    “Again?” said Luke.


    “Yeh,” said Nobby, “I’ve already thrown up on the skipper’s boots.”


    Luke had to choke back a laugh.


    “I’m just glad that you were here.” Nobby muttered.


    “What do mean?” Luke asked.


    “Well I don’t know what happened with the group you were training with but the Gaffer is going ballistic.” said Nobby. “Nobody seemed bothered about me so I just sloped off. What happened?”


    Luke just shrugged. He knew exactly what had happened but he decided to play dumb for a little bit longer. He had realised after only a few minutes that the group he had been placed in were out to teach him a lesson. He let them get away with it during the short sprints they started off with – in fact he couldn’t do much about that even if he had wanted to! But after that he started to up the pace a little.


    When they moved on to star jumps, sit ups and press ups, Luke began to joke with the rest of the group.


    “Is that all we are doing? You don’t need to hold back because you are training with an old man!” he insisted.


    The players glanced at each other and decided to move up a gear and really teach Luke a lesson but after a few minutes they started to get worried. They were into their third set of 100 sit-ups and Luke wasn’t even sweating. Dave Kingston tried to get them all back on to their feet but Luke continued to goad them.


    “No wonder we didn’t win many matches last year if that’s the best you can do!” he joked.


    That drew another angry response from the players and they threw themselves into another set of reps. After a few minutes Dave could see that they were all struggling – apart from Luke – who still seemed fresh as a daisy. He forced them to stop and dragged them all to their feet – he decided to try another approach.


    “OK,” he said, “looks like some of you are still a bit rusty after the summer – let’s try some laps to run it off.”


    The players smiled to each other – Luke was obviously fitter than they had been led to believe but he was an old man – they would run the legs off him and leave him begging them to stop.


    Dave started them off, ordering them to keep together and to run at an easy pace. Luke smiled to himself – this was exactly what he wanted – at that pace he knew he could run all day. After a few laps the players began to glance around uneasily – Luke seemed to be going far too well for a pensioner. A couple more laps and some of the players were starting to struggle and Dave began to worry – he decided to call a halt – his plan hadn’t worked.


    “OK guys,” he shouted, “well done, take a five minute break.”


    “Five minute break?” laughed Luke, “I’m just getting warmed up.” and he continued to jog easily around the field. The other players were furious and they had no choice but to carry on with Luke or risk losing face. After two more laps they were starting to admit defeat and one by one they began to drop out. Luke waited a while longer before he realised that he was running alone. He turned to find the group lying on the grass all across the park and trotted up to Dave who didn’t seem to know what to do.


    “What’s next?” enquired Luke innocently.


    “Err, I think you’d better have a brew whilst I talk to the gaffer.” said Dave nervously.


    “OK.” agreed Luke with a grin.


    So now he was sitting alongside Nobby, wondering what would happen next – and he didn’t have long to wait. The door opened again and Sandy walked in followed by the players and other assorted staff. Sandy approached Luke and barked at Nobby.


    “What’s up with you?”


    “Gastric.” Nobby moaned.


    “I’ll give you gastric you lazy little sod!” exploded Sandy, then he took a deep breath and tried to calm down. He turned to Luke.


    “Mr. Linden, “he said with a forced smile, “you seem to be something of a surprise package. Is there something that maybe you want to share with us?


    Luke smiled and shook his head. That wasn’t the answer that Sandy wanted and he struggled to contain his anger.


    “Perhaps you could humour me and tell us all a little bit more about yourself?” Sandy was practically begging. “That may help us to understand how we can help you fit in?”


    For a few moments Luke seemed to be considering his options then he reluctantly stood and walked to the end of the room to face everyone.


    “I told you a few hours ago that I would do my best to keep a low profile and keep out of your way and that’s exactly what I’ll do. And I also said that I would do anything I could to help – perhaps I should have elaborated.”


    Some of the younger players looked puzzled.


    “He means explained in greater detail.” said Andy Tiler in disgust at their ignorance.


    Luke smiled and continued. “I did a lot of work during the last twenty years or so for the government which meant I had to travel around the world a lot so wherever I worked I took advantage of the fitness facilities and the people who worked there.”


    “What exactly does that mean?” asked Sandy.


    “Well,” Luke said slowly, “most of the people I used to train with were SAS or other Special Services so I had to work hard to keep up.”


    Everyone in the room glanced around nervously.


    “Bloody hell,” said Nobby, “are you some kind of trained assassin?”


    “No, no,” laughed Luke, “I’ve just always kept myself pretty fit and I’ve picked up a few tricks along the way. I’m sorry if you thought you were going to have some fun with a decrepit old man.”


    The players seemed to relax and one or two even laughed. Some just blushed and tried to slide down into their seats.


    “Mind you,” Luke added, “I do know several ways to kill without leaving a mark.”


    “OK,” shouted Sandy, “I think that’s enough for now, I think it’s time that Mr. Linden and I had a little private chat.”


    The players seemed to shrink away from Luke as he followed Sandy out of the building. A few minutes later they were sat in the manager’s spartan office. Sandy didn’t seem to know where to begin.


    “I really don’t need this you know.” he said finally. “It’s a hard enough job as it is without being saddled with some kind of keep-fit fanatic.”


    Luke laughed. “Look Mr. Dunbar, nothing has changed since I arrived this morning. I really am a life-long Wishton fan who is thrilled to be here. That last bit about killing people was just a joke! I promise that I won’t get in the way but if all this bothers you so much then I will just walk away.”


    Sandy considered this for a minute then shook his head. “No, we can’t do that, it would raise too many questions. I just need to know that I can trust you and you have the club’s best interest at heart.”


    “I can assure you that I want only what is best for the club.” replied Luke. “And what’s more – no one will hear a word from me about the fact that I am fitter than most of the first team squad.”


    Sandy stared at Luke for a moment and then they both burst out laughing.


    “I really had thought that I had seen it all but I should have known better.” Sandy said ruefully. “Well Mr. Linden, looks like I don’t have much choice – welcome to the club.” He stood and offered his hand.


    Luke accepted and they shook hands. “Please call me Luke.” he asked


    “You can call me Gaffer for the time being,” said Sandy gruffly, “but be aware that I will be watching you very, very closely.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 23


    


    Luke walked back to the canteen and joined the players who were eating lunch. Some of them seemed a bit more friendly but Andy Tiler and some of the others still seemed very wary. Lunch was a buffet affair consisting of pasta and salads and once everyone was finished they went into a large recreation room next door to relax for a short time to allow their food to settle before they began the next training session. Some of the lads started playing pool or table tennis, others just sat around looking at their mobiles or watching sport on the large TV in the corner.


    Before he could decide what to do next someone called Luke’s name. He turned to see Ed’s PA standing in the doorway. A few of the players called out good-naturedly to Sarah but a quick shout from Andy quickly calmed them down. Sarah blushed but she waved back at most of the players. Luke walked across to see what she wanted.


    “Hi Luke,” Sarah began, “sorry to drag you away but there are a few more things that you need to look at before you carry on playing with the boys.”


    Sarah’s eyes twinkled mischievously – Luke wondered if she had heard about what had happened this morning.


    “OK,” he replied, “I’m all yours!”


    Sarah led the way back to the small admin block which contained Sandy’s office. Luke followed her into another small, poky office and they sat at opposite sides of a small desk. Sarah wrinkled her nose.


    “I’m sorry about these offices,” she said, “Mr. Tierney doesn’t believe in wasting money.”


    Luke nodded but at least the rest of the site wasn’t as bad. It looked as if Ed had been forced to spend some money on the gym and the pitches – even the canteen and recreation room were comfortable if not luxurious.


    “OK,” she continued, “I have some paperwork to go through with you and then I need you to meet someone – shouldn’t take long and then you can go back to play.” she finished with an impish grin.


    “First of all I have the details of your club Facebook and Twitter account – the username and passwords.”


    “I won’t be needing those.” Luke said firmly.


    Sarah seemed confused. “But when you agreed to be part of the squad you agreed to sign up to all this – is it a problem?”


    Luke paused for a minute before speaking. “I don’t know how much you know about me Sarah but all my working life has been spent in the IT industry.”


    Sarah nodded her head.


    He continued. “During the last twenty years I have witnessed some great advancements in technology but in my humble opinion Facebook and Twitter don’t rank very highly.”


    Sarah looked doubtful – she used both Twitter and Facebook almost constantly.


    Luke laughed, “Don’t get me wrong – I’m not some prehistoric fossil who doesn’t understand technology – I have so many computer-related qualifications I probably can’t remember them all – but I just think some applications – including those two – are dangerous. It’s purely my opinion but I don’t put any information whatsoever about myself or my family out into cyberspace.”


    “OK,” said Sarah doubtfully, “But what do I tell Mr. Tierney – he’s very keen on this kind of thing?”


    “Don’t tell him anything.” replied Luke. “If he asks just tell him that you passed on all the details as you were asked to and I accepted them.”


    Sarah nodded in agreement and then reluctantly passed across a couple of pieces of paper.


    “That’s your Twitter username and password and those are the same details for Facebook.”


    Luke opened the paper and inwardly groaned. How could people be so stupid?


    “Is something wrong?” asked Sarah anxiously.


    “No it’s OK.” muttered Luke. He pulled out his mobile phone and unlocked the screen. Sarah’s eyes widened.


    “Wow,” she said, “that’s quite an impressive phone – I’ve never seen one like that before.”


    Luke smiled. “It’s a prototype – I’m testing it for someone.” he said.


    Sarah was smart enough not to comment when she noticed that in addition to entering what seemed like a very complex password, Luke also used his thumbprint to access the device. Once the screen came up Luke moved slightly so that Sarah couldn’t see what he was doing. Luke took another look at the piece of paper and sighed again. The password for both applications was “Clough46”. He was fairly sure that the other players would have a similar password – the club name and their squad number. He logged into both Twitter and Facebook and changed the passwords to something more complex. He then logged out and shut down the phone.


    “OK,” he said, “now you can honestly report back to Ed and tell him you watched me log into both of my accounts.”


    Sarah smiled her appreciation. “Thanks Luke. Now to the next piece of business. Do you remember that a part of the package was to write a column every week for the local paper?”


    Luke nodded.


    “Great,” she continued, “well in a few minutes I’m going to introduce you to the reporter you will be working with.”


    Luke seemed a bit surprised. “I didn’t know that I would be working with anyone – but I can’t see that being a problem.”


    “Good, I just need to remind you about a few ground rules.”


    Luke appeared a bit more uncomfortable. “Ground rules?” he grunted.


    Sarah squirmed a little. “Well we have to draw a fine line between keeping the fans up to date with what is going on at the club but without revealing too many secrets……”


    Luke nodded “I’ve already been warned to be careful about what I write.”


    “Don’t worry,” Sarah reassured him, “We don’t have many secrets we just want you to be – what’s the word? – discreet!”


    Luke laughed, “My wife says that I can be very discreet when it suits me!”


    Sarah laughed with him. “Sounds like we are on the same page – now we have sorted that out I’ll go and find Sam.”


    After a few seconds Sarah returned with a large man who was probably in his forties but looked much older. Sarah introduced him as Sam Barker and then she left them for a short while to get to know each other.


    Sam wore a suit that had obviously seen better days but he was a cheerful, if untidy, man. Luke couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm and for a few minutes they chatted about nothing in particular and then they started to work out how they would produce the column each week.


    Finally Sam turned to Luke. “You know,” he said, “I don’t think that you will really need me – you seem more than capable of putting a few words together. Don’t know why I am here really but the editor insisted – and I am a big Wishton fan so it’s always a pleasure to be involved.”


    Luke smiled, “I’m sure I won’t be able to do this without you,” he replied, “after what Sarah has told me I’m going to need all the guidance I can get.”


    “Ahh.” Sam murmured. “You’ve just had the “censorship” speech have you? I suppose that means that you won’t be able to talk about what happened on the training ground this morning?”


    Luke kept a straight face but suddenly became slightly cautious. “I don’t know what you mean.”


    Sam laughed. “Wow, you should be a politician – you never even blinked when you lied! Don’t worry, I know all about your “exhibition” this morning but I also know that sadly I can’t use it – I have to follow the rules.”


    Luke grinned sheepishly – he decided that he and Sam were going to get on just fine.


    “Don’t worry Luke,” Sam said, “I enjoy writing about Wishton Clough – it helps me forget about all the bad news out there.”


    He gave Luke a card. “We can talk on the phone or meet in person but if you need me at anytime – those are my contact details.”


    Luke was just about to thank Sam when a phone started to ring.


    “Sorry Luke,” said Sam, “that’s mine – I should have turned it off.”


    Luke insisted that it wasn’t a problem and urged Sam to answer his phone. Sam smiled his thanks and took the call. Luke noticed that Sam’s eyes suddenly widened and he darted a quick glance towards Luke.


    “Are you 100% sure?” he barked down the phone. “OK – thanks for the call.”


    Sam stared at Luke for a few seconds. “Have you spoken to Ed Tierney or Sandy Dunbar today?” he asked.


    “Yes,” Luke replied. “I’ve had conversations with both of them. Why?”


    Sam paused for a second, “I just wonder if either of them said anything to you about signing Jake Pryce?”


    For once Luke was visibly shocked. “No way!” he finally spoke. “He wouldn’t come here even if we wanted him – which we definitely don’t.”


    “Well I’ve just heard from a very good source that Jake Pryce has just signed on a season long loan from Italy. Maybe we should try to find out if it is true or not?”


    Sam moved remarkably quickly for a large man and Luke hurried behind him. They headed towards the canteen which seemed to be empty apart from Maud who was in the final stages of mopping the floor.


    “Don’t walk on my mopping!” she shouted. “What do you want?”


    “Hi Maud,” said Sam, “have you seen Sandy?”


    “I saw him earlier,” she replied evasively, “but he seems to be very popular at the moment.”


    “Why’s that?” asked Luke.


    “There’s been a stream of people in here looking for him in the last few minutes.” she replied. “It’s made a right mess of my floor! What’s going on?”


    “We’ve just been told that Wishton have signed Jake Pryce and I just wanted to ask Sandy if it was true.” Sam explained.


    “Who’s Jake Pryce?” asked Maud. “All these footballers look the same to me.”


    Sam and Luke stared at each other. “Do you want to tell her or should I?” asked Sam.


    “Be my guest.” said Luke grimly.


    “Jake Pryce is the original football bad boy,” said Sam, “he has played for most of the top clubs in England and Europe and has made and wasted a fortune on booze, betting and birds!”


    “He sounds like Georgie Best.” smiled Maud.


    Sam’s smile faded. “Not at all.” he said seriously. “By all accounts Jake Pryce is a right evil sod – no decent club would touch him anymore.”


    Maud looked just as serious.”Well that explains it then.” she said.


    The two men waited for to her to continue.


    “That’s probably why Sandy Dunbar drove away like a bat out of hell about 10 minutes ago!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 24


    


    It seemed that there was a race to get to Ed Tierney first and Ed was determined only to be caught when he felt the time was right. As soon as the story about Jake Pryce leaked out Ed knew there would be a media storm breaking over his head – in addition to all the people within his own organisation whom he’d mislead.


    Thirty minutes ago his phone had begun to ring as if the end of the world was on its way – finally Ed smiled and turned it off. He had deliberately sent Sarah off to the training ground so she wouldn’t be able to pester him and for the last couple of hours he had worked alone in a seldom used office in the upper reaches of the stadium. He knew that the Manager and the other directors would be tearing around trying to find him and he smiled as he imagined the havoc he had probably created.


    Ed had no intention of facing each of his accusers separately – he would wait until they were all together and then explain why he had signed Jake Pryce and then he would also remind them that he was the boss and if they didn’t like it then they all knew what they could do! As far as the media was concerned – well, Ed had always been of the opinion that all publicity was good publicity so that didn’t concern him.


    He had left strict instructions with the security desk that he was only to be disturbed when Dr. Green, Sandy Dunbar and Dave Bycroft, had all arrived. He hadn’t summoned them – he just knew that they would all soon turn up at the stadium and around twenty minutes later he was proved right. He received a call from downstairs saying that the three gentlemen had arrived and had spent the last few minutes angrily rampaging around the ground looking for him. Ed smiled and told the receptionist to get a message to the three men saying he would be in the boardroom in 10 minutes.


    Fifteen minutes later he strolled down towards the boardroom and even from a distance away he could hear angry voices. He steadied himself and then with a broad grin fixed to his face he swung the door open.


    “Gentlemen,” he cried, “always nice to see you – I hope there isn’t a problem?”


    “Problem! Problem!” Sandy could hardly get his words out he was so angry. “What the hell have you done, you stupid, stupid man?”


    Ed’s smile didn’t move an inch. “Calm down Sandy – what’s wrong?”


    “What’s wrong?” Sandy turned in frustration to the other two men in the room. “Has he lost his mind?”


    “No, he hasn’t lost his mind.” said Harry coldly. “He thinks he knows exactly what he has done but as usual he doesn’t have a clue.”


    Ed’s smile slipped a little but he still remained calm. “Now gentlemen, let’s not say anything we will regret later.”


    “It’s too late for that.” said Harry bitterly. “You’ve made us into a laughing stock – you’ve signed one of the few men in football who everyone hates. Why couldn’t you have at least spoken to one of us first?”


    “Because I knew this was how you would behave.” Ed retorted. “You are like three old women! I take it that you agree with them Dave?”


    The Director of Football shook his head. “What is the point of having someone like me in place if you completely ignore me?” he asked sadly.


    “I really do not understand why you are all so upset.” said Ed. “I have signed a world-class footballer for a fraction of his true worth.”


    “You fool!” exploded Sandy. “He has no value – no decent club would touch him! He has lied, cheated and caused mayhem all over Europe and everyone else has washed their hands of him – and then you sense a bargain and so you sell all our souls. You should be ashamed.”


    “Don’t you dare preach to me you sad old man!” shouted Ed. “If it wasn’t for me this club would still be playing part-time football on a cow field.”


    Sandy smiled bitterly. “Well that’s just fine – because that means you won’t miss me. I’m resigning as of now.”


    It was Ed’s turn to smile. “No you’re not. You have two years left on your contract and if you walk away now I will sue you for every penny you have.”


    Sandy moved menacingly towards Ed and Harry had to restrain him.


    “You’ve hit a new low Ed – even for you.” Harry said menacingly.


    “Stop snivelling Harry – you’re in the same position as our noble manager. If you walk away you will lose all the money I give to your precious dementia clinic so you had better just shut up and start backing me up.”


    Ed looked towards the Director of Football. “Well, what do you have to say? If you know what’s good for you then you’d better get over there and get in line with the rest of them.”


    Dave stood silently and then slowly walked towards the door. As he passed Ed he moved quickly and punched him in the stomach. Ed collapsed as if he had been shot and the three men grinned and all walked out together.


    “I wish I had done that!” laughed Sandy.


    As they walked down the corridor, Harry ushered them all into a small office.


    “OK,” he said, “at least we had a little bit of fun out of all this mess but what are we going to do now? Sandy and I can’t walk away at the moment – you heard what Ed said. And we don’t want to lose you Dave – otherwise that’s another battle that Ed has won.”


    “What do you suggest?” asked Dave. “We can’t let him get away with this.”


    “I suggest we act as if nothing has happened.” replied Harry.


    “What do you mean?” asked Sandy.


    “Well,” said Harry, “when we get asked any questions from the press – we just answer them honestly. We tell them we have no idea who has signed Pryce – we tell them we had no involvement whatsoever.”


    “But that will make Ed look stupid.” said Dave.


    “Exactly.” smiled Harry. “He has made this mess so let him dig himself out of it!”


    The three men made their way towards the front doors and noticed that a large crowd had gathered. As soon as they set foot outside the questions started.


    “Mr. Dunbar, can you tell us why you signed Jake Pryce?”


    “No idea.” smiled Sandy. “First I’ve heard of it.”


    The crowd of journalists and photographers began to sense an even bigger story.


    “Mr Bycroft – you are director of football – you must have had some part in this deal?”


    Dave also smiled. “Nope – I’m just like Mr. Dunbar and Dr. Green – we have only just found out that apparently we may have signed this – ah – individual.”


    The shouts and screams increased.


    “Dr. Green, Dr. Green, if you are saying that none of the board members know about this deal, then who has set this up?”


    Harry looked straight into the cameras. “I suggest you talk to the chairman.”


    The three men resisted all other questions and moved away to their cars.


    High up in his office Ed began to panic. He had gambled that he could force the three men to back his decision to sign Jake Pryce but it seemed to have backfired. Now he wished he had ignored the constant calls from Jake’s agent – he had allowed himself to believe he had pulled off a big coup but in reality it seemed as if it was all blowing up in his face. He needed to rescue the situation – and fast!


    Just as he was starting to really worry, Sarah walked into his office. She knew better than to speak first when trouble was in the air – she just stood and looked questioningly at Ed. Suddenly he pulled himself together – Sarah actually saw the change come over him – he began to show signs of the man who had built a multi-million pound empire.


    “At last.” he grunted. “I wondered where you had got to. There’s a bit of a flap going on – slight breakdown in communication – and I need you to help me fix it.”


    Sarah forced herself not to smile – slight breakdown in communications! He was fooling no-one.


    Ed continued. “OK – this is what I need you to do. In one hour I will speak to a select bunch of journalists in the media room.”


    He wrote some names on a pad and passed it across to Sarah.


    “You start to work on setting that up and I will try to pacify those three stupid, old women.”


    Sarah left the room and couldn’t believe how Ed was behaving – the whole world seemed to be crumbling around him but Ed behaved as if it was a minor hiccup. Maybe this time he had finally gone too far.


    Back in the office Ed wrote an e-mail and sent it to Harry, Sandy and Dave. He begged their forgiveness, explaining that Pryce’s agent had guaranteed his behaviour – he had a full report from an anger management specialist who had been treating the wayward footballer. Ed also agreed that he would ditch Pryce at the very first sign of trouble. He then detailed the amazing deal he had pulled off to bring Pryce on loan from his current Italian club – they were practically paying Wishton to take him. Ed finished the e-mail with another grovelling apology and asked that they all meet up the following day to bury the hatchet.


    He followed up the e-mail with a call to each of the men but as expected, the calls went straight through to voice mail. Using his most humble voice he summarised what he had written in the e-mails and apologised once again. Finally he sent a brief text message to the same three numbers – with an even briefer apology. It irked him to have to grovel but he needed the three of them back on his side as soon as possible – he would have plenty of time in the future to reward them for their betrayal.


    A few minutes later Sarah came through to tell him that the boardroom had been set up and the journalists he had requested were waiting. Ed checked his appearance in the mirror and set off down the corridor. He entered the room as if he didn’t have a care in the world, greeting each person personally before he moved to the front of the room. There were three representatives from the daily papers and three from television companies. Sarah wondered why Ed had singled out these six people, there was outrage from the dozens of other media representatives when she told them a few minutes ago what was happening.


    “Good afternoon everyone, lovely to see you all today,” Ed began, “hopefully by the time you leave this room we will have cleared up this – confusion.”


    “Confusion!” One of the reporters laughed. “It seems to be a bit more than that Mr. Chairman. You may or may not have signed the most controversial man in football and no-one in the club – apart from you – seems to know about it!”


    “I can see where the confusion may have arisen,” smiled Ed, “and that’s why we are here now – to clarify a few issues.”


    Before anyone else could comment Ed raised a hand and continued. “First of all I would just like to confirm that in the last few hours we have indeed signed Jake Pryce on a 12 month loan.”


    The room stirred excitedly and again Ed raised his hand. “Please – allow me to explain. This has been an extremely delicate situation because – as you have intimated – Jake Pryce does have something of a reputation. I was unable to include anyone else in the discussions because that was part of a secrecy clause insisted upon by his current Italian club. I have apologised to anyone within this club whom I may have mislead and I’m sure they have already forgiven me.”


    Ed wore a truly remorseful face and the hard-bitten journalists had to stifle their laughter.


    “OK,” said one of them, “you admit to fooling the manager and other board members – but you say they are now happy?”


    “I didn’t fool anyone.” Ed replied smoothly, “I simply wasn’t at liberty to reveal the details of the possible deal until it was concluded. I have now done so and everyone seems more relaxed.”


    “More relaxed? You’ve signed the biggest troublemaker in football – I bet Sandy Dunbar is thrilled!” The latest remark came from a tabloid journalist.


    Ed suddenly turned serious. “I believe that everyone deserves a second chance,” he said quietly “We are all human and we all make mistakes.”


    One of the two women journalists present in the room spoke up. “I think that Jake Pryce has had several chances Mr. Tierney – what makes you think he will change this time?”


    Ed smiled. “Jake has been undergoing intensive behavioural therapy and he appears to have made fantastic progress so we are very hopeful.”


    Another voice spoke up sharply. “He’ll never change!”


    Ed looked at the speaker sharply. “Mr. Bryant isn’t it? I seem to remember you lost your license last year for drink driving but your employers took another chance with you and didn’t sack you. Are you saying that you can get another chance but Jake Pryce can’t?”


    Tim Bryant opened and closed his mouth like a stranded fish.


    Ed continued with his attack. “And you Mrs Jenson – you have admitted to having an affair with a much younger man but your husband still welcomed you back home when you came to your senses – yet here you sit today in judgement on someone else! In fact I could probably go all round this room and find that we have all made lapses of judgement in the past – should we all be forgiven but Jake Pryce doesn’t get the same treatment?”


    The room was in total shock – no-one knew what to say. Sarah had to hand it to Ed – he picked out a group of people who he knew had troubled personal lives and he had deflected the spotlight away from Jake Pryce and on to them – and the whole interview had gone out live on TV!


    Ed looked around the room. “Any more questions?” he asked.


    You could hear a pin drop.


    “I thought not.” murmured Ed as he rose and left the room.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 25


    


    Friday evening found Luke sat on the patio at the rear of the house with a beer in one hand and a newspaper in the other. He didn’t seem to notice the wonderful view but was absorbed in something in the paper. His concentration was broken by Lexi.


    “Dad, Uncle Harry’s here.”


    Luke glanced up just as Harry came out onto the patio.


    The two men looked at each other ruefully and started to laugh.


    “What a week.” Harry said simply.


    “You’re not wrong.” agreed Luke.


    “I see you’re reading your new column.” Harry remarked, “What do you think?”


    Luke snorted. “Well, seeing as though I can’t really write anything about what actually goes on within the club – it doesn’t seem too bad.”


    Harry sympathised. “You’re right – it may be tricky finding something to write without revealing any gossip or training-ground antics.”


    “Well there have certainly been plenty of those this week.” Luke shook his head. “What’s the latest on the Jake Pryce saga?”


    Harry looked uncomfortable. “Looks like he is due to arrive for training on Monday morning. The whole thing will turn into a circus – he won’t have changed.”


    Luke shrugged, “Well there’s no point you beating yourself up over it – we all know where the blame lies.”


    Harry smiled. “You know I have to admit a sneaking admiration for the way Ed engineered this. He knew that Sandy, Dave and I wouldn’t agree so he simply kept us out of the loop until it was too late. And then he even turned the tables on the press – making them look like hypocrites if they continue to chase Pryce.”


    “How long did it take before you agreed to speak to Ed?” asked Luke.


    “We made him sweat for a couple of days,” grinned Harry, “then we met him at the stadium. It wasn’t the best of meetings but at least we were all civil to each other. Ed’s got his own way again but he’s crossed the line this time. None of us have any respect for him now.” he added sadly.


    “Is it true that Dave gave him a good hiding?” asked Luke eagerly.


    “No,” said Harry, “but he did give him a nice dig in the guts!”


    Both men laughed again.


    “Dear me, Harry,” Luke nudged his friend, “what have you landed me in the middle of?”


    “I don’t know what you have to complain about,” sniffed Harry, “by all accounts you’ve had a great week!”


    It was true. After all the excitement of the first day Luke kept his head down and just tried to melt into the background at the training ground and after a couple of days he actually managed to kick a ball! He had been included in some five-a-side sessions with the under-18 squad and he had really enjoyed himself. The watching backroom staff were delighted to find that Luke didn’t fall over when he kicked the ball and he gradually became involved in more practise sessions.


    Luke didn’t know but earlier that morning Harry had spoken to Sandy and he asked him how it had gone during the week with Luke. Sandy looked at Harry quizzically.


    “There’s something strange going on here Harry.” he had said.


    “In what way?”


    “Well first of all we found out that Luke Linden was actually fitter than most of our players – then after a couple of days we also discover that he isn’t bad at football!”


    Harry had stifled a grin.


    Sandy had gone on to say that Luke was slower than a carthorse but he seemed to have unlimited stamina. Also – for a big man – he had a remarkably good touch on the ball. He was also very good in the air and very difficult to knock off the ball. Sandy reflected that he wished he had seen Luke twenty years ago – he may have recommended him to one of the lower league sides.


    Harry decided not to share this information with Luke – he had his own reasons.


    “So all in all – you haven’t had too bad a week then?” summarised Harry.


    Luke smiled happily. “I hate to say you were right,” he admitted, “but it felt really good to be part of something again. I know I’m only pretending but at least I wasn’t totally embarrassed and as long as Jake Pryce doesn’t upset everyone then I think I may enjoy my year with the team.”


    “I wish I was as happy.” grumbled Harry.


    “What’s the problem?” asked Luke, “If it’s Ed – then just tell him to get stuffed – you don’t need all the hassle.”


    “But unfortunately I need his money.” said Harry sadly.


    “Sod him – I have loads of money since I sold the firm – I’ll help with your research.” Luke offered.


    Harry hesitated before replying.”It’s not so simple,” he said, “but maybe you could help in another way.”


    “Anything,” Luke declared, “just name it.”


    “Maybe we should start at the beginning,” mused Harry, “then you will be able to see why I need Ed so much at the moment.”


    “Fire away.” said Luke. “Do you want a beer before you start?”


    Before Harry could answer Sue called them both in for dinner – she had insisted that Harry stay – so it was another couple of hours before they could resume their conversation in private.


    After dinner they went back out onto the patio. Sue sensed that they wanted to be alone so she shooed the kids away and left the two men to it. It was a glorious summer evening, the sun was still quite hot and the views across the valley were stunning. Luke waited patiently for Harry to begin. Finally he seemed ready.


    “I guess that as long as you have known me I’ve always made it clear that I wanted to be a doctor – just like my father.” Harry began.


    Luke nodded.


    “He was so proud when I graduated and even prouder when I joined the family practice. Sadly we didn’t have too much time to work together. You were a good friend back then – back when dad became ill. I’ll never forget your support.”


    Luke’s face clouded at the memory. It had been so unfair. Dr. Green senior had been a great doctor, caring, popular and very clever. However, things changed almost overnight when he was struck down by Alzheimer’s Disease. He quickly became unrecognisable and although Harry and his mother bravely took care of him – he deteriorated rapidly and sadly died at a relatively young age.


    Harry continued. “It was after dad became ill that I decided that if possible I was going to try to specialise in Dementia care and research. As you know – since then – I still keep my hand in as a GP but I also spend a lot of time at the hospital helping with dementia sufferers. Over the years I have managed to study with doctors from around the world and we are slowly building up a database that we hope will be helpful in the future.”


    “We all know how hard you work Harry,” Luke said, “in fact you work too hard – you need to take some time out for yourself occasionally – you won’t be any use to anyone if you burn out.”


    Harry smiled. “Don’t worry about me,” he said, “I still have mother keeping me on the straight and narrow!”


    Luke smiled – it was true that they joked about Harry still living at home with his mother in his forties but it worked well for both of them.


    Harry suddenly became serious again. “However, there’s also some other work I do – and that’s what we need to talk about now. Did I ever tell you exactly how Ed and I came to meet?”


    Luke suddenly realised that he had never asked that question before – for the last 10 years or so Ed and Harry seemed to have been colleagues if not exactly bosom buddies. He shook his head.


    “We met for the first time when Ed’s father was also diagnosed with Alzheimer’s.” Harry revealed.


    Luke was slightly surprised but given that Ed was about 10 years younger than both he and Harry, he realised that he didn’t really know that much about him.


    Harry went on. “I had started working with dementia patients at the hospital and Ed’s father was brought in. We did our best to make him comfortable and Ed and I started to become acquaintances – if not exactly friends. A few weeks after Ed’s father finally passed away I received a phone call asking me to meet up with Ed. I went along and we had quite an interesting conversation.”


    Luke grimaced. “I’m betting that Ed must have wanted something.” he said.


    “Absolutely correct!” Harry replied with a grin. “But there was also something in it for me. Ed proposed we set up a research trust in memory of both our fathers. He would put up most of the funds and I would provide the technical expertise.”


    “And what did he want from you in return?” grunted Luke.


    “Ed asked me to become involved with medical matters for the whole of Tierney Enterprises.” said Harry.


    “With no salary I suppose?” ventured Luke.


    “Exactly!” agreed Harry. “But he did offer me something a lot more interesting – and that’s the main reason I can’t walk away from Ed at the moment. Also – a few years later he bought Wishton Clough and Ed asked me to join the board and become Chief Medical Officer.”


    Luke was intrigued. “Well I already knew about the research facility and the involvement in the club but are you saying that there’s something else?”


    Harry nodded.”Yes,” he replied, “I also do some work for Ed at the canning factory.”


    Luke seemed puzzled. “Well we knew that you spent time there but we all assumed that you used the laboratory for research purposes looking into Dementia?”


    “That’s true,” answered Harry, “but there’s a bit more to it than that. The TxT drink makes millions of pounds a year for Ed but you can’t stand still in that industry – they are always looking for new product lines and that is where I came in. I agreed to be a sort of link between product research and the medical authorities. As you know – all drink additives have to be thoroughly tested and approved before they can go on sale and I became involved in looking for new additives. I viewed it as more of a hobby really – it provided some distraction from the dementia research.”


    “And once again I suppose Ed got you to do it free of charge?” asked Luke.


    “No,” replied Harry, “for this service he actually pays me quite well and I plough the money back into the research trust.”


    Luke frowned, “Seems like a pretty sweet deal – so what’s the problem then?”


    Harry hesitated before he spoke again. “Luke – what I have to tell you next is completely confidential – no-one else can know.”


    Luke seemed slightly offended but Harry held up his hands “I know, I know,” he said, “I feel ashamed even saying the words but I just need to stress how important this is.”


    “OK,” Luke seemed to accept what Harry said, “go on.”


    Once again Harry seemed to hesitate – as if he was unsure where to start. Finally he began again.


    “Most of the ingredients in so-called “power drinks” are very similar,” he said, “the main component is caffeine – because people need the rush, the buzz, usually to keep themselves awake. However, can you imagine what would happen if something was discovered that was completely natural but had no side-affects?”


    Luke stiffened. “Are you saying that you’ve found something?” he asked.


    Harry nodded. “Well – it wasn’t me who found it but I’ve been chiefly instrumental into developing the ingredient. We actually test loads of different things every year – some of them are weird and wonderful. A lot of what we look at is from the Amazon – there are thousands of plants, blooms, trees etc. that could hold the answer to many of the world’s health problems and we have barely scratched the surface. A few years ago we started looking at a fruit we found in the Colombian part of the Amazon basin – in a region called Putumayo.”


    Harry paused to sip his beer. “This fruit has largely been ignored by the natives because they find it more profitable to grow other – erm, more commercially viable products.”


    Luke grinned – he knew exactly what Harry meant.


    “Anyway,” Harry continued, “we started work with this fruit and the results have been remarkable. They have passed all our stringent tests and it will be the main ingredient in Ed’s new power drink – TxT Plus. We are checking and re-checking all our data but we are confident that we will be able to launch the new drink next year and Ed will make a fortune.”


    Luke didn’t know what to say. “Well,” he began, “that sounds great but it doesn’t really explain why you can’t walk away from Ed – unless he has you tied up with some kind of confidentiality clause?”


    Harry shook his head. “No, it’s nothing like that,” he said, “the problem is that I think that the Putumayo fruit could eventually lead to a possible cure for Alzheimer’s!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 26


    


    Luke was stunned. “I don’t know what to say – you’ll have to tell me more.” he stammered.


    Harry smiled, “I was hoping for that kind of reaction!” he said. “Let me tell you the full story.”


    This time it was Luke’s turn to take a large swig from his bottle of beer.


    “I worked on the fringes of the team who were developing the new drink and I could see how excited they were about the new fruit,” said Harry, “so I took some samples away with me to the Dementia research facility. Although it’s fairly basic and we only have a small team we began to run some tests and the results were amazing.”


    “Amazing in what way?” Luke broke in.


    “Well – unexpected may be the better word.” replied Harry. “We found that the animals we tested it on reacted slightly differently but there was a general pattern to their behaviour. They all seemed to become more aware of their surroundings – more intuitive somehow. In certain tests they seemed to be able to sense danger before it happened and they began to sort of predict when things would happen.”


    “That sounds weird.” said Luke uneasily.


    “Not at all.” said Harry. “We weren’t giving them something they didn’t have – it was as if their existing senses had been slightly heightened – and different animals had slightly different actions. The drug didn’t make them faster or stronger but seemed somehow to heighten their perspective or sharpen their instincts.”


    Luke nodded as if he understood but in reality he was just confused.


    Then Harry became more animated, “But the real breakthrough came when we gave the fruit extract to humans!”


    “Whoa!” said Luke, “You tried this out on people?”


    “Of course.” said Harry. “We’ve proved it’s a non-toxic plant extract with no side effects – I knew it wouldn’t cause any problems.”


    Luke couldn’t hold back his curiosity. “Well,” he asked, “what happened?”


    “I tried it on some patients who were showing severe signs of early-onset dementia,” said Harry excitedly, “and the results were amazing!”


    “You mean it cured them?” cried Luke.


    “Course not you idiot!” grumbled Harry, “but it did give them temporary relief and in some extreme cases for a couple of days they seemed more like their old selves.”


    “So what happened next?” asked Luke.


    “Well for the last couple of years I have been running extensive tests on different patients using different dosages. I’ve mostly kept the research to myself – the staff involved are very encouraged by the results but they think that I am using a combination of traditional drugs and therapy.”


    “And now?” asked Luke.


    “Well the big problem always has been that I can make a temporary improvement but I can’t make it last – but during the last six months I have been trying a new approach. What do you know about Nanotechnology?”


    Luke grunted. “Well I probably know a little bit more than the average bloke in the street but it wasn’t something we used too much – although it was becoming more popular in areas such as Artificial Intelligence.”


    Harry tried to explain. “I suppose what we have actually been trying to use is Nanomedicine – which is an extension of Nanotechnology. In its most basic form Nanotechnology refers to working with material that can be delivered in very small amounts to hopefully achieve improved results. The size of nanomaterials, therefore, hopefully means that this can be useful for biomedical research and applications.”


    Luke seemed lost.


    Harry went on. “New commercial applications in the drugs industry these days include advanced drug delivery systems, in other words – several companies have been experimenting with this kind of technology to deliver drugs in a new way. Targeted drug delivery will reduce side effects but also we can hopefully deliver them straight to the intended treatment area without being absorbed by surrounding material.”


    “Still not fully with you mate.” apologised Luke.


    “I thought you had a Masters Degree?” Harry grumbled.


    “I do,” argued Luke, “But I’m not Stephen Hawking!”


    “OK.” Harry smiled. “Simple as possible – I use tiny robots to carry the plant extract to the brain and attach it there permanently.”


    “Is that it?” asked Luke incredulously.


    “More or less.” said Harry. “In conjunction with the injection we still have to use regular doses of the plant extract in the traditional way but that’s about it.”


    “And that cures Alzheimer’s?” asked Luke incredulously.


    “Course it doesn’t!” said Harry angrily “How could you think that?”


    Once again Luke seemed totally baffled.


    Harry calmed a little. “So far I have managed to partially arrest the condition of patients with early-onset – and that is a massive step forward but we are still a long way from a full cure. We may never actually get there but this new treatment could be the biggest breakthrough for years. If we can treat people as soon as they start to show signs of dementia then we could change millions of lives around the world.”


    Finally Luke understood. “Harry that’s fantastic – you must be so proud.”


    Harry still seemed troubled.”I’m really pleased with the progress so far but hopefully now you see my problem?”


    Luke immediately understood. “Ed?” he asked.


    “Ed.” Harry agreed. “If he makes a link between my research and the main ingredient in the new drug then he may try to claim Intellectual Property which means he will try to license the treatment.”


    “That could be a big problem.” Luke agreed. “Intellectual Property is a big issue in the IT world at the moment. Under intellectual property laws, owners are granted certain exclusive rights to a variety of intangible assets, such as musical, literary, and artistic works, discoveries and inventions. I guess Ed could claim that it was his company that made the discovery.”


    “Exactly.” said Harry. “I reckon I need at least twelve more months to cover my tracks so that Ed doesn’t get his hands on my work. That’s why I can’t afford to walk away from him at the moment – I don’t want him to close down the research facility and I also don’t want him to become suspicious.”


    “So what are you going to do?” asked Luke.


    “Nothing.” said Harry. “Well as far as Ed is concerned I’m going to do nothing but I’ll continue to cover my tracks and also I need to keep on with my research. And that’s where you may be able to help me. You did say that you would do anything to help?”


    “Wait,” said Luke, “hang on a minute – I’m not becoming some kind of guinea pig!”


    “Calm down.” said Harry with a grin. “I wouldn’t do anything to you that I haven’t already tried myself.”


    “You’ve tried this extract yourself?” asked Luke.


    “I told you it was harmless.” said Harry. “I’ve been taking it since we made the break through and it hasn’t done me any harm – in fact it has some interesting, beneficial side-effects.”


    Luke seemed more than sceptical so Harry continued.


    “As I said a few minutes ago,” explained Harry, “this new treatment won’t turn anyone into a super hero but there are other advantages. As far as I am concerned it has really helped me concentrate and I seem to be able to multitask much more easily.”


    “But you could do that before?” broke in Luke.


    “Exactly!” replied Harry excitedly, “But now I seem to be much better at it!”


    “So what you are saying is that it will just heighten existing instincts and talents?”


    “Eureka!” cried Harry, “By Jove he’s got it!”


    “OK,OK,” grinned Luke, “you’re still not too big for a slap!”


    Both men laughed and then Luke sat back to consider what Harry had just shared with him.


    “So what do you want from me?”


    “Pretty straightforward,” Harry answered, “I want you to become part of the study group. You will receive the initial nano-drug – which may or may not be a placebo – and then each day you will top it up with the new drink.”


    “How many are in the study group?” asked Luke.


    “Don’t worry about that,” answered Harry, “just remember that all of you will be doing vital work. In fact some of the group have already been taking the treatment for 18 months but I am always looking for new members.”


    “But you may not even give me the initial nano-drug?” asked Luke.


    “That’s correct.” answered Harry. “A valuable part of the study deals with the comparison between the two groups.”


    “But what about the football team?” asked Luke.


    “What do you mean?” replied Harry.


    “I know that I’m only really pretending to a footballer but I am a registered player and it could happen that at sometime in the future I may be asked to take a random blood test.” Luke explained.


    “Don’t worry about that,” replied Harry, “I told you that everything about this plant is completely natural – there are no stimulatives or sedatives so nothing would show up on a blood test. In fact – just to be doubly sure we will register you as an official member of the TxT Plus test group – then even if the plant extract does show up then you are fully covered.”


    Luke still didn’t seem sure. “If I agree to go ahead with this then what can I expect?” he asked.


    Harry shook his head. “We don’t really know.” he answered honestly. “In some cases nothing at all happens. In others there have been some interesting results. One person looked forward to having a bet on the horses at the weekend and he was always moderately successful – after he took the treatment, things improved dramatically!”


    “What do you mean?” asked Luke.


    Harry laughed, “Don’t worry,” he said, “it’s not like some kind of crystal ball – he just seems to look at the horses before a race and occasionally one just literally jumps out at him. He doesn’t win every time but his win ratio has certainly improved. As far as you are concerned I’m interested to see how you would react on the football pitch.”


    Luke stared at Harry.


    “We both know that some of the greatest goal scorers of all time haven’t been the most skilful players.” explained Harry. “They just seemed to know how to be in the right place at the right time. You are a decent footballer and even at your age I’m hoping that the plant extract will make you more aware of your surroundings – and now you are in the ideal environment to test it.”


    Luke nodded. “But it may not even affect me at all?” he asked.


    “Exactly,” agreed Harry, “but there are one or two things that I will guarantee. First of all – not a single person who has tried this product has had a problem – not one person. Secondly – the one thing I am sure about is that you will always get a good night’s sleep! That’s a great side effect! Finally – and probably most importantly – you will be helping us work towards perhaps conquering a cruel illness that destroys individuals and families alike.”


    For a few seconds Luke didn’t speak, then he rose and began to walk away. “Wait there a second.” he asked.


    Luke returned a few moments later with what looked like a fountain pen in his hand. “Given what you said about Ed I think that from now on you are going to need this.”


    He handed the pen across to Harry – for the first time today it was his turn to look puzzled. “I’m sorry Luke – I don’t understand, I have plenty of pens.”


    Luke grinned, “Ah, but I bet you don’t have one like this.” he said. “It’s one of the many toys I still get asked to test by my friends from my past life. It’s a digital voice recorder – but with a twist.”


    Harry gazed at the pen. “Why would I need something like that?” he asked.


    “Well not so much for the voice recorder,” Luke explained, “although that can be useful – but it’s the other feature that may come in handy. It’s a jammer.”


    “Jammer?” asked Harry nervously.


    Luke laughed, “Don’t worry,” he said, “it’s not like Dr Who’s sonic screwdriver! Quite simply, if you think that someone may be recording your conversation, then you flick the switch and voila – everything is scrambled! If you think that Ed – or anyone else could be monitoring your conversations then just keep this turned on.”


    Harry looked at Luke. “That’s a great idea – I’ll definitely start using it – I’m sure that over the next few months it could come in handy.” Then another thought struck Harry. “Do you use one of these?” he asked.


    “Why would I need one?” Luke asked innocently.


    Harry didn’t seem convinced but carried on. “OK – back to the original subject. What do you think about joining the study group?”


    Luke hesitated than smiled. “I trust you,” he said, “If you think it will help then I will do whatever you need – when do we start?”


    Harry sighed with relief. “That’s great – I can’t thank you enough. If you can make an excuse to disappear for 30 minutes or so over the weekend then we can sort everything out – is that OK?”


    Luke nodded and then both men shook hands. Harry had to check on some patients on his way home so he said goodbye to Luke and Sue and thanked Nell for the meal. Luke watched Harry drive away and turned and walked back into the house. As he walked he reached into his pocket and pulled out a fountain pen – and flicked a hidden switch to “off”.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 27


    


    Monday morning arrived and Luke drove towards to the training ground. He had quickly established his routine so that he arrived well before the players – this allowed him the luxury of a cup of tea in the canteen and the chance to catch up with all the gossip from Maud. Today, however, wasn’t going to be a normal day. As Luke approached the gates he was surprised to see a large crowd on both sides of the road.


    As soon as the crowd noticed Luke’s vehicle they sprang into life and moved towards him. Some hoisted cameras onto their shoulders, others pushed microphones towards the car. They saw the large black vehicle with tinted windows and sensed that it could be their target. However, as soon as Luke slowed down and slid down his window they realised they would have to wait a little longer. Most of them simply turned their backs on Luke but one familiar face stepped forward.


    “Morning Luke,” said Sam, “Looking forward to today?”


    “Not as much as you lot it seems.” joked Luke. “I take it that I am not what this lot expected?”


    It was Sam’s turn to laugh, “Not really,” he said, “most of them don’t even know who you are! They’re all here to catch Mr. Pryce.”


    “I guessed as much but for a minute I thought I had become famous!” Luke said. “Any way – what are you doing outside with all the commoners – I thought you had special status?”


    “Sometimes it does a little bit of good to mix with these guys for a while,” whispered Sam conspiratorially, “you never know what you might pick up. I’ll listen for a bit longer then I’ll follow you in.”


    Luke waved goodbye to Sam and then the security guard waved him through the now-open barrier – he suddenly realised that it was the first time he had seen the barrier down, normally he just drove straight through. He parked as close to the canteen as possible and then strolled into the room to find Maud already pouring him a drink.


    “Morning Maud,” he called, “what’s new?”


    “Morning love,” Maud replied, “it’s all happening here today – I’ve never seen that sneaky sod in here as early as this before!”


    “I take it you mean our beloved Chairman?” said Luke as seriously as he could manage.


    “You know very well who I mean!” sniffed Maud, “and I can tell that you are trying not to laugh! He’s got the rest of the board with him – it’s like they are waiting for royalty!”


    They chatted for a little while longer as Luke drank his tea and then they started to hear other cars arrive outside so Luke stood to leave.


    “Did you have a good weekend love?” was Maud’s parting shot.


    “Not bad,” replied Luke, “same as usual really but it’s always nice to spend time with the family – and my mother!”


    They both laughed as Luke walked towards the door – Luke smiled to himself as he thought that this weekend had been anything but “same as usual”. Yesterday he had managed to slip away for an hour to visit Harry at the Dementia research clinic. He had arrived to find only Harry in the office and he was surprised that the first thing Harry presented him with was a bunch of papers to sign.


    “What’s this?” demanded Luke.


    “Standard paperwork.” replied Harry. “That first one is a confidentiality document from TxT saying that you won’t pass on the prototype drink to anyone. The second paper is from the clinic saying more or less the same thing about the tests we are going to run.”


    “And the final document?” Luke enquired.


    Harry grinned, “That just says that you agree not to sue me if your hair falls out!”


    Luke stiffened.


    “Calm down!” laughed Harry. “It’s all perfectly standard and perfectly safe.” Then he turned serious. “Look – I don’t want to bully you into this – if there is any doubt at all then you shouldn’t go through with it.”


    Luke shook his head. “No, I trust you,” he said, “let’s get on with it.”


    Luke signed the documents and then Harry began to beam.


    “What’s so funny?” asked Luke.


    “I love this bit!” replied Harry as he pulled out something that resembled a space-age phaser.


    “Please don’t tell me you are hoping to use that on me?” said Luke nervously.


    “Don’t be a wuss,” Harry grunted, “you won’t feel a thing!”


    “That’s exactly what you told me when I had to have that prostate examination as part of my last medical,” replied Luke, “and that certainly brought tears to my eyes!”


    Harry ignored Luke’s protests.”You may have seen a version of this on Tomorrow’s World or maybe The Gadget Show – it delivers an injection without actually using a needle.”


    As usual Luke was sceptical. “Let’s just get this over with.” he urged.


    Harry went behind Luke and placed the gadget near Luke’s neck. There was a sudden hiss and then Harry moved away.


    “Is that it?” asked Luke.


    “Yep,” replied Harry, “all done. The gadget uses a compressed mechanism to fire the drug straight to the cerebral cortex.”


    Luke frowned. “You know,” he said, “it’s a bit creepy when you refer to this thing as a drug.”


    “Force of habit.” Harry said, “When we have proved that it works and we start to hand it out to patients then we will have to refer to it as a drug – but once again just let me say, it’s perfectly natural and perfectly safe.”


    Harry then led Luke through into the next room.


    “OK,” he said, “I need to make sure you have enough TxT Plus to last you for a while. The finished product will be carbonated but for the duration of this experiment you can choose either fizzy or still – take your pick.”


    Luke picked up two identical bottles with two different coloured tops. He took a sip from both bottles.


    “That’s surprising,” he said, “they both taste quite nice!”


    Harry laughed, “I told you – Ed is going to make a fortune from this.”


    Luke decided to take equal measures of both types of drink and Harry helped him carry the cases to the car.


    “What now?” Luke asked.


    “That’s it!” laughed Harry. “For non-dementia sufferers there doesn’t seem to be a pattern. You may not get any reaction at all but then again you may notice something straight away. Just keep a diary on your phone and please call me if you have any questions.”


    And that was it. Luke had returned home and stashed the drinks in a locked cabinet in an outbuilding and as he moved towards the changing room on Monday morning he had to admit that he felt no difference whatsoever.


    A few of the now-familiar faces greeted him as he entered the room and he moved towards his assigned locker. Luke quickly changed and sat down to wait to hear what was in store for the rest of the day. A few minutes later the whole group were ordered outside and split into smaller units for the usual warm-up sessions. After 30 minutes the players had started muttering amongst themselves – it looked like once again Jake Pryce wasn’t going to turn up. The training staff were struggling to get the players to concentrate and they were becoming slightly concerned. Suddenly a group of people emerged from the admin block and all activity ceased.


    Leading the group was Ed Tierney together with a tall figure with long curly hair. Behind the two were Sandy Dunbar, the rest of the board and various hangers-on. As the group got nearer they could all see that one of the two leading figures was already dressed in full Wishton training kit – Luke recognised him as Jake Pryce. There was complete silence as the two groups came together.


    “Good morning gentlemen.” Ed boomed, “I’m sure you are all as excited as I am to welcome Jake Pryce to our club!”


    Ed then paused to wait for the round of applause that never came – in fact his words were met with complete silence.


    Ed didn’t seem concerned. “We are sorry that Jake couldn’t be here for the start of training but it’s my fault – we had a few details we had to attend to but he’s here now and raring to go.”


    To be fair to Jake he did look keen – which couldn’t be said for most of the Wishton team. Ed led Jake forward and began to introduce Jake to each member of the squad. It soon became clear that the players seemed to be split into two camps. Many of the younger players were secretly in awe of such a famous figure and one or two of them grinned as they shook hands. The older players were more hostile, most of them shook hands with Jake but didn’t seem happy. There were two players however, who definitely weren’t happy. As Jake approached Stan Taylor he held out his hand.


    “Good to see you Stan,” he grinned, “looking forward to playing with you again.”


    Stan’s eyes narrowed and he ignored the outstretched hand “Keep out of my way or I will snap you in two.” he said with silent menace. Stan then turned his back and walked away.


    “I’m sure he will come round.” smiled Jake and one or two of the players laughed.


    The last player in the line was Adi Abale – the veteran centre forward whose massive frame fairly bristled with suppressed rage. Once again Jake held out his hand. Adi just looked at him and then spat at the ground between Jake’s feet. He then turned slowly and walked away. Jake simply shrugged and turned and walked the other way.


    Sandy groaned and then stared hard at Ed. “I warned you about this,” he whispered angrily, “both Stan and Adi are two of the most level-headed and reliable members of the squad but do you know what else they have in common?”


    Ed shook his head.


    “They have both played with Jake before!” Sandy fired his words at Ed.


    Ed shot back at Sandy, “Well I suggest that you keep them apart until Jake settles in.” he then turned and strode away.


    Sandy and his assistants shouted and cajoled the group back into training but it had to be said that the rest of the day continued under a cloud. There were no more incidents but there was a nasty atmosphere that wouldn’t go away.


    For once Luke was glad when training finished and he stopped by the canteen for his final brew.


    Maud looked at Luke and shook her head. “I’m guessing that didn’t go as planned love?” she asked.


    Luke shook his head. “No.” he said, “To be fair to Jake Pryce he did seem to try his best – if he carries on like that I don’t think that there will be a problem.”


    “I think it may be too late.” said Maud sadly.


    “What’s happened?” asked Luke.


    “I’ve heard on the grapevine that Stan and Adi have asked to go on the transfer list!” whispered Maud conspiratorially.

  


  
    CHAPTER 28


    


    Everyone was very surprised that the rest of the week continued without incident. Each day at the training camp the mood seemed to lift a little until by Friday things seemed almost back to normal. This was due in no small way to Jake Pryce who seemed go out of his way to be nice to everyone. He wasn’t sickly-sweet nice but he was pleasant and courteous and this seemed to win over several of the doubters. There were still one or two however who would not be swayed.


    “He was exactly like this at the last club.” Stan said. “Nice as pie for a while then he just flips and doesn’t care who he hurts.”


    Adi agreed. “I’m not hanging around here to put up with all that again – as soon as my agent sorts out a move I’ll be on my way. It’s sad really because I’ve been happy here and I think we could go all the way this year but I know he’ll screw it up for everyone.”


    Jake was early for training each day and did everything he was asked without complaint and then at the end of each day he did extra training alone. Sandy shook his head.


    “Either he has been abducted by aliens,” he said, “or everything we have all heard about him was wrong.”


    One person who was very happy about the peace and calm was Ed – he took every opportunity to tell everyone that he had been proved right and that Jake would be a great long-term asset for the club. Luke wasn’t so sure – he had a bad feeling about the whole situation. He laughed to himself that it may be the plant extract sending him a message!


    Harry questioned Luke daily about any possible reaction to the treatment but in all honesty Luke felt no difference at all. In one sense he was disappointed but in another he was relieved – but he felt like he was letting Harry down. By Friday afternoon Luke had stopped expecting something to happen and everyone else was distracted by the preparations for the club pre-season tour. The first-team squad were going out to Holland for a week where they would play three friendly games against hand-picked opposition. Sandy wanted to really push the team so that he could assess if they still needed to sign other players before the season started. He also wanted to spend the time away building the team spirit within the club.


    The squad were due to fly out on Saturday morning but Luke didn’t have an invitation to join them. Harry said that if he really wanted to go then he could probably make it happen but Luke didn’t want to rock the boat – he had a few things he needed to do at home anyway. Both Stan and Adi were also allowed to stay back in Wishton and there were also a few players with injuries who carried on with their treatment rather than travel to Holland.


    The following week the training ground seemed deserted and Luke decided only to train for a few hours in the morning and use the afternoons to catch up on some business work and also to take Sue out to lunch a couple of days. She was spending less and less time at her old job at the moment and was counting down the days to her new role.


    The week went by quickly with very little news coming back to the training ground from Holland. It seemed that the team had won their first two games and were due to travel back home after their final game on Friday. It had been a good week for Luke. He continued training each day but had managed to catch up with a lot of his business commitments each afternoon. He did so well that he decided to take Friday afternoon off and spend some time at one of his favourite hobbies.


    Apart from spending time with his dad watching Wishton Clough, Luke also used to go with his father to watch horse racing. Haydock Park near Wigan was the closest track to Wishton and Luke and his dad spent many happy days at the Lancashire track – all year round. He noticed that there was a meeting on Friday afternoon and in the middle of the week he asked if any of the few remaining players would like to be his guest at Haydock on Friday? Adi and Stan both agreed along with a couple of the walking wounded so Luke booked a box and all was set.


    One of the reasons Luke was keen to go to Haydock was to meet up with an old friend who was a trainer. Ever since his retirement Luke had been considering buying a racehorse and he was going to speak to his friend to get some more details. Not many people knew about it but Luke liked to gamble – in fact Luke was quite a good gambler. Frequently during many of his overseas trips he had played poker and backgammon to combat the boredom – usually just for a couple of pounds – but he also liked to have occasional wagers on the horses. More importantly, he knew his limits and he knew when to stop.


    After training on Friday the small group of players and Luke left the ground and travelled to Haydock Park. On arrival they were taken through to Luke’s private box where they enjoyed a buffet meal. Luke introduced them to his friend the trainer who passed on a few tips for the afternoon before presenting Luke with information about the horse he was interested in. Luke said he would look at the details over the weekend and discuss things with Sue.


    The afternoon then fell into a familiar rhythm. Before each race some of the group would go out to the parade ring to watch the horses before they were saddled and then they would place their bets and retreat to the box to watch the race in comfort. One or two of the group had wins in the first few races but Luke hadn’t had any luck – but to be fair there wasn’t anything that he had really fancied.


    Luke walked down alone to the parade ring before the start of the fourth race – studying his race card as he walked. There were one or two horses he was interested in but as he leaned on the rail to take a closer look he suddenly felt a strange sensation come over him. it was hard to describe but as he looked at the horses being led around the parade ring his eyes were drawn to one horse in particular. There was something about number 5 that seemed to make it stand out from the others. He looked at his race card and saw that number five was called Xanadu Boy. The horse seemed to have decent form in the previous season but hadn’t done anything in two runs so far this season. However, Luke noted that both his runs this season had been over shorter distances than last year – and in addition the horse had won at Haydock before.


    The horse certainly seemed full of life – positively bouncing around the parade ring and then Luke watched as his jockey mounted and guided him towards the start. He couldn’t explain why but he was sure that the horse would win – or at least give a very good account of himself. Luke headed back into the members enclosure and then out towards the major bookmakers who were strung out along the rails. He quickly scanned the odds displayed by each bookie and noted that Xanadu Boy was available generally at odds of six to one – then he noted that one bookmaker was offering seven to one. He quickly pushed his way through and held out his hand.


    “A grand on Xanadu Boy please.” Luke offered a roll of cash to the bookie who shot him a questioning glance before muttering something to his assistant. Luke received his ticket and noted that the bookmaker had immediately shortened the odds on his board to five to one.


    Luke made his way back up to the box and arrived just as the horses were entering the stalls. The occupants of the box compared notes – between them they seemed to have placed a bet on every horse in the race! Their conversation was interrupted by the commentator announcing that the race had started. They stood on the balcony of the box and had a panoramic view of the picturesque course. The current race was over one mile two furlongs and the start was on the opposite side of the course.


    In the centre of the course was a massive screen and Luke’s attention kept flicking from the live action to the close-up images on the screen. He noted that Xanadu Boy had been settled in midfield and seemed to be going quite easily. Within seconds the horses had turned into the home straight and the race began in earnest. One or two horses began to drop away and although Xanadu Boy kept his place he didn’t seem to be making any progress. With three furlongs to go Luke began to feel that he had misread all the signals. Maybe he was trying too hard and looking for instincts or feelings that simply weren’t there?


    Then the horses were into the final two furlongs and Xanadu boy was still sitting in around fifth place when suddenly his jockey seemed to raise his whip for the first time. The jockey didn’t hit the horse but just waved the whip past the side of his head – Xanadu Boy saw the whip flash past his eye and seemed to understand what was expected of him. Within a few strides Luke was astonished to see that he had passed three of the horses in front of him and was now sitting in the slipstream of the leader. With half a furlong to go the leading horse seemed to be tiring and Xanadu Boy cruised up effortlessly on his outside and went on to win the race in almost a casual manner.


    Luke stopped himself from jumping in the air but his mind was whirling. Was this what Harry had described – had the treatment actually began to heighten his senses? Luke slipped out of the box and walked down to the line of bookmakers. Not many were paying out as Xanadu Boy had been generally un-fancied. Luke approached the bookie he had placed the bet with and presented his ticket.


    “Well done sir!” the bookie cheerfully congratulated Luke as he handed across eight thousand pounds. A casual bystander might wonder why he was so happy at handing out such a large sum of money but Luke knew that the fancied favourite would have been well backed and that the bookmaker would have more than covered his loss to Luke. He placed the bundle in his inside pocket and went back upstairs. As he walked away a couple of spectators nodded to each other.


    The rest of the afternoon passed quickly. Luke didn’t have any more flashes of inspiration – nor did he have any more winners but everyone had enjoyed themselves and Luke had more than covered the cost of the day with his winnings. The meeting was over and Luke’s group had a last drink as they waited for the transport that he had arranged. Luke received a call to say that the cars were at the gate and they set off downstairs through the almost deserted stands. Just before they reached the bottom Luke was side-tracked by his friend the trainer and by the time he managed to get away the others had gone outside. Luke took a short cut between two large buildings along a narrow passageway when he suddenly felt a strange sensation that he was in danger. Whirling he saw two young men coming up fast behind him. He realised that he had seen them before – when he was getting his money from the bookie.


    Without a sound they both threw themselves at Luke but they had lost the advantage of surprise – plus the passageway was too narrow for them both to attack Luke at the same time. They were surprised that Luke advanced quickly towards them instead of running away and he suddenly lashed out with his foot and connected with his first attacker’s groin. The second attacker fell over his mate and his chin collided with Luke’s right fist. As both men hit the ground Luke stamped down hard on their knees and their screams pierced the calm of the afternoon. In a matter of seconds the danger was gone and both Luke’s assailants were writhing in agony on the floor. Luke heard another sound behind him and whirled to face another attack. Instead he was faced with a wide-eyed Adi and Stan who were holding up their hands to warn Luke that they were on his side! They had heard the screams and had rushed to check that Luke was OK.


    “Shall we get the police?” asked Stan.


    “No point,” said Luke, “just a misunderstanding – lets go.”


    Luke and his guests climbed into the awaiting cars and Stan and Adi couldn’t help noticing that Luke was completely calm – not even slightly out of breath or sweating. Considering they had just seen him leave two men unable to walk, they began to wonder what any of them really knew about Luke Linden?


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 29


    


    Luke spent some time on Friday evening talking to Harry about what had happened earlier in the day at Haydock Park. Harry was very happy. He explained to Luke that the two reactions that Luke had encountered fitted perfectly into the pattern he expected. Luke had dabbled in gambling all his life so the fact that he had recognised a likely winner wasn’t some kind of new-found gift – it was simply an extension of existing life skills that Luke already possessed.


    Harry felt the same way about the second incident. Luke had spent most of his adult life exploring different types of martial arts so once again he wasn’t being given something he didn’t already possess. The warning bells that rang when his attackers were approaching were – in Harry’s opinion – a heightened awareness of something Luke already had. Harry also did a few basic checks to make sure that Luke was still in good working order and then he asked Luke how he felt.


    “Perfectly fine.” Luke answered honestly. “I just feel – well – normal. If it hadn’t been for those two weird feelings then it would have been just an ordinary day.”


    “It’s hardly an ordinary day when you put two people in hospital.” Harry frowned. “You need to start thinking about keeping a lower profile.”


    Luke’s shrugged. “What did you expect me to do – hand over my money and probably still get thumped?”


    “No.” Harry replied. “I know violence is only ever a last resort for you but it would have been inconvenient if you had ended up in the police station.”


    “Inconvenient!” snorted Luke. “It would have been a lot more “inconvenient” if I had ended up in hospital!”


    “Fair point.” Harry admitted. “And on that note, I have checked up on your two friends.”


    “How did you do that?” asked Luke. “Hang on, that was a stupid question given that between the two of us we probably know half the people in this town.”


    Harry grinned. “Do you remember Jan Townsley?”


    “Didn’t she used to go to school with Sue?” Luke replied.


    “Yep – she was in the same class at Junior school as Sue and I and then she went to the convent school with Sue. She went into the police force and after working all over the north west she is now back in Wishton as a Detective Inspector.”


    “And don’t tell me – she is one of your patients?” asked Luke with a smile.


    “No actually, I think she thinks it would be a bit weird – seeing as we both went to the same Junior school, “ Harry responded, “but her parents are on my books and I still bump into Jan and her husband from time to time.”


    “And?” Luke felt like he was dragging the story from Harry.


    “And she was down at the hospital earlier with two mugging victims who were unwilling to explain what had happened to them.” Harry explained. “I pretended to be interested in their condition and Jan confided in me that something didn’t smell right – they both had criminal records for theft and violence.”


    Luke raised his eyebrows.


    “Jan also said that in her opinion they probably tried to rob someone who gave them more than they bargained for……”


    Luke smiled thinly.


    “Anyway – it doesn’t look like the matter will be going any further – they won’t talk.” Harry explained. “Jan was also quite upset that there were no CCTV cameras in the area of the incident.”


    Harry and Luke talked a while longer – Luke promised to call his friend if there were any more “occurrences”. Luke spent the rest of the weekend relaxing with his family and he was looking forward to getting back to the training ground on Monday morning to hear all about the pre-season tour.


    Luke drove into the training ground and parked in his now-usual space. Maud was ready with his brew and for once she was unable to provide any gossip – no-one else had been in to see her yet and everything seemed very quiet. Soon Luke could hear other cars starting to arrive so he drained his mug, picked up his bag and headed towards the changing rooms.


    At first everything seemed fine but then he began to notice a definite change within the group. A lot of the younger players seemed to be laughing and joking with Jake Pryce whereas most of the senior players seemed to be keeping their distance. Sandy came into the room and congratulated them on winning all three of the games during the tour and he said he now expected them to build on that success. However, Luke could tell that Sandy seemed uneasy and a little agitated. The players were ushered outside and then were split into the usual groups and training began.


    Luke was itching to ask someone if something had happened during the previous week but he didn’t want to be seen as prying and it was lunchtime before he found someone to talk to. The morning session was OK but Luke could sense a definite atmosphere and Luke was sure that he wasn’t imagining that Jake Pryce seemed a lot louder than he had during his first few days at the club. He seemed to be constantly playing to an audience and some of the players were hanging on his every word.


    During lunch Luke sat with Adi and Stan and as soon as he sat down Adi turned to him with a grin.


    “Well – we warned everyone – and now it’s started.” he said triumphantly.


    “What do you mean?” asked Luke.


    “Last week during the tour.” replied Stan. “Have you heard what happened?”


    Luke shook his head.


    “We’ve been told that as soon as they got on the plane Pryce started to play up,” explained Adi, “but he was very clever – he never openly defied Sandy or any of the staff.”


    “So what did he do?” asked Luke.


    “Apparently he just generally stirred it up – just like he always does.” Stan replied. “Playing jokes that were cruel rather than funny and trying to play cards for large stakes. Then he caused a few arguments between some of the players by setting one against the other. Whenever Sandy had to get involved Pryce would be innocently out of the way.”


    “He’s managed to create a split in the camp.” claimed Adi. “On the one side are all the young players who are eating up everything he tells them and on the other are people like us and – more importantly – the skipper. Seems like Pryce and the captain have clashed a few times already.”


    Luke digested all this information and then looked around the room. He noticed that it did seem to be exactly as Adi and Stan suggested. Luke had become used to the players sitting in different places each day with no cliques or groups but now he could see that seemed a thing of the past. Towards one end of the room there was a group of mainly younger players centred around Jake Pryce and at the other end of the room were the rest of the players. Luke suddenly with a grin that he was sat with the group that seemed to represent the “anti-Jake” faction! He wondered whether that was just a coincidence or was his new sensitive nature trying to tell him something else?


    He realised that Stan had been talking to him again and that he hadn’t heard a word he had said.


    “Sorry Stan,” he apologised, “I was miles away then.”


    “You weren’t dreaming of giving someone a good hiding where you?” asked Adi cheekily.


    “Come on lads!” Luke protested. “We’ve been through this – it was self-defence and it’s all done with.”


    “OK,” grinned Stan, “but if we need someone to smack Jake Pryce then we are volunteering you for the job!”


    Luke smiled ruefully. “Never mind that – what were you saying when I was dreaming?”


    “I was just trying to make the point that Pryce is even making his usual impression on the pitch as well.” said Stan.


    Luke waited for him to continue.


    “He played a blinder in every match.” Stan explained. “Scored twice and made two other goals in the three games – just the same as always. He becomes popular with the fans whilst at the same time he’s winding up half of the players.”


    “Next thing it will be stage three.” said Adi ominously.


    “Stage three?” repeated Luke.


    “Stage three.” said Stan darkly. “That’s when he starts messing about with players partners!”


    “No way!” said Luke incredulously.


    “It’s true,” said Stan bitterly, “I should know – it happened to me.”


    “I’m sorry.” said Luke. “I didn’t know – I don’t know what to say.”


    “Don’t worry.” Stan replied. “Everything is fine between me and my missus these days but I don’t really want to talk about it.”


    “I understand.” Luke said. Then he turned to Adi.


    “Do you mind me asking what he did to upset you so much?”


    Adi glowered then spoke. “Let’s just say it was racially based and leave it at that.”


    Luke nodded again and then the three of them settled into a silence that was only broken by the constant laughter from one end of the room.


    Suddenly the door opened and Ed entered followed by a worried looking Sandy.


    “Look at the gaffer.” Stan whispered. “He knows something is going on but Pryce is too smart to show his hand. He’s just making bullets for everyone else to fire.”


    Ed walked to the end of the room and held up his hands for some order.


    “Gentlemen.” he began. “I’m sorry to disturb your lunch but this will only take a minute. I just wanted to remind you about an event taking place in a couple of weeks. We are holding a fund-raising event in conjunction with our sponsors and we would like you all – together with your partners – to attend. You will be given all the details and we hope to see you there. It’s a very high profile event so I don’t need to tell you all to be on your best behaviour! Thank you.”


    Ed walked out of the room to a round of applause led by Jake Pryce and the pair shared a handshake as Ed passed Jake’s table.


    “Idiot!” Jake whispered to his cronies as Ed left the room. The table erupted with laughter and Luke suddenly had a sinking feeling about the upcoming function.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 30


    


    The Wishton Clough Black Tie Ball was an annual event that helped raise money for Harry’s Dementia research but also served as a curtain raiser to the season. The players were introduced to the media and usually it was a relaxed affair. However, this year Luke was sure that wouldn’t be the case. The function was due to be held almost two weeks after Ed had announced the event in the canteen – the week before the new season started – and in the days leading up to the event Luke began to wish that he had never become involved with the club.


    Each day brought new conflict and Luke was becoming fed up with the mainly childish behaviour. There seemed to be petty arguments and stupid practical jokes every day. Some of the younger players had been in to see Sandy demanding pay rises and improved bonuses. Everyone knew that Jake Pryce was behind the mischief-making but he was very crafty. He never involved himself directly in any of the pockets of trouble that seemed to break out – he just stood on the fringes grinning to himself. Harry had a theory that Jake had a mild form of autism that didn’t react well to peace and quiet – he felt that he was only happy when surrounded by constant conflict. Harry would have loved to spend some time examining Jake but he knew that would never happen.


    If all the problems with Jake weren’t enough then another major distraction had appeared on the scene. The chairman’s cousin had started to appear at the training ground for no apparent reason. She just turned up one day on the pretext of looking around before she brought in some potential hospitality clients but after that she seemed to pop up every other day. The main problem was that her visits caused further disruption to the players – she would flirt outrageously with whoever was present and if the player wasn’t interested then she took that as a challenge. Each day she seemed to drive away with a different player at the end of training and there had already been a couple of scuffles between her admirers.


    Even Luke wasn’t safe. At first she wasn’t interested in the competition winner but then someone let slip that Luke was very wealthy and everything changed. Luke was in the canteen at the end of the day when the door opened and Jessica Villiers entered. Maud gave Luke a warning glance and he winked at her.


    “Can I help you?” Luke asked, “We don’t normally get visitors in here.”


    “I’m waiting to pick someone up,” Jessica replied, “but now that I see that you are all alone I would much rather be taking you home.”


    Luke laughed easily. “I’m sure my wife would say that you have excellent taste.”


    Jessica came across to Luke’s table and draped her arm around his shoulder. “I’m sure we don’t need to involve your wife.” she purred.


    Before Luke could respond, the door to the serving hatch opened and a bucket of dirty water came hurtling across the floor – followed by Maud with her mop. The water drenched Jessica’s expensive shoes and splattered her legs.


    “Oooh, I’m sorry love!” Maud exclaimed. “I thought everyone had gone – I need to get my mopping done.”


    “You stupid old woman!” Jessica screamed. “Do you have any idea how much these shoes cost? You’ll pay for this – I’ll make sure my cousin sacks you first thing in the morning!”


    Luke stood and glowered down at Jessica. She suddenly noticed the cold expression in his eyes.


    “I think it’s time you ran along and played somewhere else.” he said quietly. “And I will be having a word with Ed as well – just to be sure that he gets the full story.”


    Jessica glared spitefully at both of them and stomped out of the canteen. Maud placed a grateful hand on Luke’s shoulder.


    “Thanks love.” she said. “That one’s trouble.”


    Luke grinned. “I make it a big rule always to stay away from trouble!”


    “Pity some of the other lads don’t feel the same way.” Maud sniffed.


    Luke drained his tea, said goodbye to Maud and headed for home. The Charity event was due to take place the following evening at a large hotel on the outskirts of Wishton and he spent the drive home frantically thinking of an excuse not to attend.


    Sue was waiting to meet him – she was spending nearly all her time at home at the moment and she was getting bored – she was itching to start her new job. Each day she would interrogate Luke to extract every detail about what may have happened that day. She told herself she needed to know so that she could eventually do her job better but deep down she knew she just wanted to hear some gossip.


    Luke knew from experience not to hide anything from Sue – on the few occasions he had tried he had always come unstuck. These days he didn’t volunteer information but if Sue asked him a question then he certainly wasn’t going to keep the truth from her. The family usually ate together in the large kitchen but this evening Nell was out with friends and both children didn’t want to take the risk that Sue was going to cook so they were both spending the evening with friends.


    In the event Nell had prepared two fantastic chicken salads so all Sue had to do was to take them from the fridge to the table. It seemed that as soon as Luke tried to taste the first mouthful – Sue wanted to talk about his day at the training ground.


    “Anything new today darling?” she asked.


    Luke thought quickly. This was the point at which he should innocently bring up the subject of Jessica but he knew that whichever way he played it – he could end up in trouble himself. He sighed inwardly and then decided to get it over with quickly – like ripping off a plaster!


    “Not really love.” he answered. “I’ve told you about all the trouble Jake Pryce has been causing and there were a few minor skirmishes again today but nothing too bad.”


    Sue frowned.”I don’t like it.” she said. “Obviously because I’m a fan I’m worried about the effect this will all have on the team but also as a future director of the company I think we should be nipping this in the bud.”


    “Well you know what Ed thinks about Jake,” answered Luke “so unless he changes his stance then we are in for a lot more trouble.”


    Sue nodded thoughtfully. “Anything else happened today?”


    Luke took a drink before he continued. “Not really.” he said – then he appeared to remember something. “Oh yes – there was a bit of a kerfuffle in the canteen just before I left.”


    “Really?” asked Sue. “What happened?”


    Luke took another quick drink and then slowly explained what had gone on earlier. He sat back to wait for the inevitable further questioning but was surprised when Sue just shook her head and smiled – then she asked if Luke wanted anything else to eat. Luke was relieved that Sue didn’t want to take the matter any further but deep down he knew that he hadn’t heard the last of this. He groaned to himself and wondered what the hell was going to happen next.


    After they had finished the meal Sue stacked the dishwasher and Luke asked her if she’d like to go for a walk with the dogs.


    “I’d love to darling,” she replied, “but I’ve just remembered something I need to do before the function tomorrow evening.”


    Luke shook his head but accepted her excuse and whistled for the dogs – a few minutes later Sue was alone once more in the house. She picked up her mobile and hit a key, seconds later a familiar voice answered.


    “Hi Sue,” said Sarah, “great to hear from you.”


    “Sorry to disturb you Sarah,” Sue replied, “but I just wanted to talk about tomorrow evening.”


    Sarah was puzzled. “But I thought we sorted all this out last week?”


    The previous week Sue and Sarah had spent a lovely day trawling through the shops in Manchester to find dresses, shoes and bags and by the end of the day they had both returned home with a complete outfit.


    Sue laughed. “Sorry,” she said, “that was just my excuse to ring you – I need to chat about something else.”


    Sarah paused. “That sounds ominous.” she said.


    “Not really.” Sue replied. “I just want you to tell me everything you know about Jessica Villiers.”


    It was Sarah’s turn to squirm. “Erm – what exactly do you want to know?”


    Sue repeated the story that Luke had just told her and Sarah sighed.


    “I was hoping to talk to you about this tomorrow,” she said, “when we both had the benefit of some alcohol inside us.”


    “Is it as bad as that?” Sue exclaimed.


    “It’s worse.” moaned Sarah. “That woman is a nightmare. Every female in the place hates her and most of the men fall at her feet. She is an obnoxious, arrogant, conniving cow!”


    “Wow.” said Sue. “Don’t hold back, tell me what you really think!”


    “Actually,” Sarah went on, “it’s worse than that. I know for a fact that she has been out with at least three of the team – and a couple of the married players are looking guilty as well. From what I hear she is causing quite a few arguments between the players.”


    “Great.” said Sue through gritted teeth. “Any other good news for me?”


    “Well,” said Sarah, “I was going to hit you with it at the same time tomorrow but we have similar problems with Jake Pryce.”


    “Oh I know all about him.” said Sue. “Luke’s been keeping me up to speed.”


    “Really.” said Sarah. “So Luke knows all about the two players wives that Jake has been seeing?”


    “Actually,” Sue said, “it seems he didn’t get round to passing that piece of news on to me!”


    “To be fair he probably didn’t know.” said Sarah. “It seems that Jake is very good at covering his tracks. So now you see that we could have a few problems tomorrow evening?”


    Sue laughed. “I think you could be right. However, at least now I know what I am heading into!”


    “I’m so sorry Sue,” Sarah wailed, “I should have told you sooner! It’s just that because she’s Ed’s cousin and everything…..”


    “Don’t worry Sarah.” Sue smiled grimly. “It’s not your fault but at least tomorrow shouldn’t be boring!”


    The two girls talked for a little longer before agreeing to speak again for an update before they met the next evening. Luke came back home with the dogs to find Sue sitting on the couch with a glass of wine in her hand and a gleam in her eye. He suddenly became nervous – something about the way she was smiling at Luke made him feel that someone was in trouble – he just hoped it wasn’t him!


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 31


    


    The following day Luke returned from training with a terrible sense of impending doom. He knew he was being over-dramatic but the atmosphere around the training ground – together with the look on Sue’s face the previous evening made him wish that he could stay at home that evening and watch TV. All hopes of being excused went out of the window when he walked into the house to find Sue putting the finishing touches to her makeup. She looked stunning. Luke was always proud of his wife but tonight she seemed more gorgeous than ever.


    He noted that she had obviously been to the hairdressers and he shook his head as he wondered how much the dress, shoes and handbag had cost. Her jewellery was understated but served to complement the overall effect – she looked simply fabulous.


    “Wow,” Luke said, “I sometimes forget just how beautiful you are.”


    “That was exactly the right response!” Sue smiled. “Now go and get changed – I don’t want to turn up with a scruffy escort!”


    Suddenly Luke realised that all this wasn’t just for his benefit.


    “Sue.” he began.


    “Yes darling?” she turned to look at him.


    “Nothing.” he muttered, unsure what to say.


    It didn’t take Luke long to get ready and soon the car was arriving to take them to the ball. Lexi was thrilled.


    “Mum!” she shrieked. “You look absolutely fantastic!”


    Sue felt great.


    “Amazing how you can still look so good at your age.” Lexi added cheekily. “I’m guessing there is a lot of Spanx to thank for that effect!”


    Sue threw her bag at Lexi – narrowly missing but hitting Tom on the back of the head.


    “What’s that for?” he shouted as he rubbed his neck.


    “You should know by now to move faster when these two start.” Luke said without a trace of sympathy.


    Luke ushered Sue out of the door before she could do any more damage and twenty minutes later they were entering the hotel. Ed and Harry were waiting to greet them and Harry wolf-whistled when Sue approached. Sue blushed and Harry insisted on the first dance later. Luke and Sue moved through to the main function room and they were soon mingling with the other guests. They were just about to sit down for dinner when Ed reappeared with another guest in tow.


    “Luke,” he cried, “I believe I have found an old friend of yours!”


    Luke turned to discover Basil Jeffers grinning at him.


    “Basil is here representing the government and we are honoured to have him with us,” Ed announced, “but I didn’t know that you two already knew each other!”


    “Luke and I are old friends,” Basil gushed, “actually we used to call him lefty – because of his political views but Ed tells me that you are something of a capitalist these days? Surely that can’t be true?”


    The smile never left Luke’s lips as he politely replied. “No nothing has changed Basil, I still think that Capitalism is the exploitation of one man by another – and now that you’re a Conservative MP it’s good to see that you still believe in that very same principle too.”


    Ed and the other guests seemed unsure if Luke was joking or not. Basil, however, turned beetroot red.


    “You know,” Luke addressed the small group – whilst still smiling, “going back to when we were all at university, everyone knew what Basil would do after he graduated.”


    Basil seemed to relax a little and then Luke spoke again.


    “Yes, we all agreed that Basil would become the best politician that money could buy!”


    Basil began to splutter and Ed looked shocked whereas Luke just grinned and patted Basil on the back.


    “Only joking old chap, only joking!” he murmured.


    Before anyone could say another word Luke whisked Sue away to their table.


    “Well done!” she whispered.


    Luke glanced at his wife. “So I’m not in trouble for winding him up?” he asked.


    “No,” she replied, “I’m guessing that in the old days you would have thumped him so I think you have matured rather nicely!”


    They both laughed and at that point the waiters began to serve dinner. The meal passed without incident and Luke actually began to relax a little. The table he and Sue were seated at contained a few local business people and their partners and a few other representatives from the club. However, both the Lindens began to feel nervous when they noticed that towards the end of the meal Jake Pryce and Jessica Villiers now seemed to be seated on the same table. The volume levels from that particular table began to increase and even Ed started to glance across to see what was going on.


    He decided that it was time to say a few words so he rose and tapped his glass with a knife. The room fell fairly silent and Ed welcomed everyone to the charity event. He spent a few minutes talking about the hopes of Wishton Clough for the new season and then he handed over to Harry to explain why their donations were so important.


    The audience gave their full attention as Harry explained more about his work and more importantly – why this work needed to be done. He made a barbed comment about the lack of funds from the government which Basil chose to ignore – there was a smattering of applause at this point. Harry spoke for a few moments longer and then sat down to rousing applause. Ed rose again to his feet.


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced, “it gives me great pleasure to introduce the Honourable Basil Jeffers – Member of Parliament.”


    Basil rose to his feet to muted applause and just as he was about to begin he noticed that Luke Linden had risen from his seat and was walking through the centre of the room. As Luke drew level with Basil someone stopped him and asked him if something was wrong. Basil heard Luke’s reply.


    “No – nothing wrong – I desperately need the toilet – and I’ve heard this comedian’s material before!”


    The group around Luke burst into laughter and then both Ed and Basil noted with horror that a few other people began to follow Luke towards the door. Basil swallowed and began to speak.


    “Well I thought the meal was perfectly lovely – perhaps it was something they ate earlier?”


    Basil’s remark was rewarded with weak applause and he battled for the next few minutes to talk about the latest government initiatives. When he finally sat down he glared at Ed.


    “Thanks very much!” he hissed. “That was totally humiliating!”


    “I’m sorry.” Ed replied. “Don’t worry – I’ll fix it!”


    Ed rushed outside the ballroom to find Luke deep in conversation with Harry. He pulled the two of them to one side and without raising his voice he did his best to tell Luke how angry Basil was.


    “I can perhaps understand how you may have no deep love for Basil but just think of the damage you could have done to Harry’s work.” Ed seethed. “The donations we receive tonight are invaluable.”


    Luke nodded gravely. “I’m so sorry – I totally agree – it was childish and I will apologise to Basil in front of everyone.”


    Ed was taken aback. “Well I’m sure he will be pleased to accept your apology.”


    The three of them walked back into the ballroom but not before Luke had nodded at Harry.


    “Be ready.” he whispered.


    The trio walked up to where Basil was still seated at the top table – Luke swept straight up to his old enemy.


    “Basil,” he murmured smoothly, “I’m so sorry I had to visit the bathroom but I know it must have seemed that I was snubbing you – I intend to make a full apology in front of the entire room.”


    Everyone was watching Luke and Basil in deep conversation and they noted that Basil nodded after hearing Luke’s words.


    “Thank you.” he said. “Very gracious of you.”


    Luke nodded to Harry who had found Sam Barker and the official photographer for the evening. Luke mimicked Ed and tapped a glass with a knife.


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he shouted, “if I could just have your attention for a minute.”


    The room came to a halt and people from outside began to wander back in.


    “I was unable to hear all of Mr Jeffers speech because I wasn’t feeling too well but I’m sure he was wonderful.”


    One or two people tittered.


    “I’m sorry if it seemed that I was deliberately avoiding him but nothing could be further from the truth – both Basil and I have always loved the sound of his voice!”


    Basil began to look uncomfortable again.


    “Another thing that Mr. Jeffers and I are in total agreement about, is the wonderful work that Dr Harry Green does with his Dementia research.”


    This time the room erupted in applause.


    Luke held his hands up to silence his audience and then nodded to Harry. “So much so that Mr. Jeffers and I have agreed to make a special donation to add to tonight’s total.”


    At this point Basil Jeffers began to turn pale.


    “A few minutes ago I offered to donate ten thousand pounds,” announced Luke, “and immediately Basil Jeffers agreed to match my donation – pound for pound – from his own funds.”


    The room again exploded into applause as Luke dragged Basil up from his chair and held his arm above his head in triumph. Basil – with a politician’s instinct – managed to produce a sickly smile as cameras flashed and people whooped. He didn’t notice that Harry had been filming Luke’s announcement on his Smartphone.


    After a few minutes the applause ceased and a beaming Ed approached Luke and Basil.


    “Well done you two,” he gushed, “that was wonderful.”


    “Don’t be stupid you idiot!” Basil hissed. “He set me up – I didn’t offer to pay a penny!”


    Ed gawped like a fish as Luke seemed dumbstruck.


    “I don’t understand it?” Luke mused. “I’m sure that was what you told me – how could such a misunderstanding happen? Oh well – no harm done – I’m sure you can afford it – and think of the publicity!”


    “I can’t afford it!” Basil wailed. “Have you seen how little an MP earns! I refuse to pay – you’ve tricked them all!”


    “Well that is rather a serious allegation,” said Luke quietly, “and you didn’t seem to protest when I made the announcement – in fact you actually smiled. Ah well – there’s nothing we can do about it now – I believe someone videoed the whole thing and it’s probably out on the internet as we speak.”


    Basil groaned. “I can’t believe this. I came here to help you,” he aimed this comment at Ed, “and I end up being ridiculed and ripped off. Well I won’t pay – you haven’t heard the last of this!”


    With that he turned tail and headed for the nearest exit with a bewildered Ed chasing vainly after him. Luke turned as Harry approached him.


    “OK.” Harry said. “I sent the clip to the address you gave me.”


    Luke nodded. Within a few minutes the video would be all over the internet. He had even arranged it to look like it had been posted out by Conservative Central Office.


    “You enjoyed that didn’t you?” Harry asked.


    “Yes indeed.” Luke agreed. “I’ve waited a long time to get my own back and I did it in a way that will make my old tutor – and my dad – proud, using my head not my fists.”


    “There’s no way he will pay me £10,000 though.” Harry pointed out.


    “Don’t worry about that,” said Luke, “if he doesn’t pay up then I will pay £20,000 – and then we will humiliate him even more when we announce that he reneged on his promise.”


    Harry shook his head. “Please remind me never to upset you.”


    Luke and Harry were still laughing together as Sarah rushed up to them.


    “Trouble,” she said simply, “and I can’t find Ed.”


    “He’s chasing Basil Jeffers.” Luke explained. “What’s up?”


    “I think Andy Tiler is going to kill Jake Pryce!” Sarah replied urgently.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 32


    


    As Luke and Harry hurriedly followed Sarah from the room she tried to explain what had happened.


    “It seems that Jake has upset Andy’s wife and now Andy is on the warpath – we have to get to him before he gets to Jake.”


    At the far end of the ballroom were a number of smaller meeting rooms and Sarah led them to one of these rooms. Inside they found two women comforting a third girl who was quietly sobbing.


    “Paige – are you OK?” Harry’s medical training took over and he moved towards the distressed woman.


    “I’m fine. He didn’t touch me – just wouldn’t leave me alone and then Andy came back into the room just as Pryce was leaving – I’m frightened that Andy will do something stupid.”


    Luke left Harry with the group and headed off in the direction that Paige indicated. As he reached the end of the corridor he heard raised voices from within the men’s toilet. He rushed inside to find Andy Tiler banging furiously on a cubicle door. From within the cubicle came the sound of laughter and this seemed to enrage Andy.


    “I’ll kill you – come out before I break down this door.” Andy yelled.


    Luke studied the door and realised with relief that it was sturdily built so Andy wouldn’t be knocking it down just yet. He also studied his surroundings until he was happy that there were no concealed CCTV cameras within the room.


    “Andy,” Luke said, “Paige’s fine – leave it – this is exactly what he wants.”


    “Go away.” Andy growled. “This is nothing to do with you – he’s gone too far this time!”


    “If you carry on then you will be the one in trouble – and he will have won.” Luke said simply.


    Andy seemed to calm a little until more laughter erupted from behind the toilet door. This enraged Andy again and he threw himself at the door. Luke let him take his anger out on the very stout piece of wood – happy in the knowledge that it would stand up to the battering.


    After a few minutes the main toilet door opened and Harry stood in the doorway.


    “Andy,” he said, “Paige wants to talk to you.”


    Andy hesitated then took a massive breath and slowly walked to the door. Paige stood behind Harry and slowly the couple embraced.


    “Take me home Andy,” she begged, “he’s not worth it.”


    Andy nodded and then with a backward glance at the locked door he walked away with his wife without another word. Luke moved Harry to the far end of the room and whispered in his ear.


    “What happened?”


    “Looks like Pryce deliberately set out to wind Andy up. He had been pestering Paige all night but was clever enough not to touch her. Andy found her crying in that room just as Pryce was going out of the other door. If he’d caught him he would have killed him.” Harry explained.


    Luke nodded at Harry and then raised his voice.


    “OK Pryce – he’s gone – you can come out now.”


    After a few seconds the door slowly opened and a familiar face peered out.


    “Has that nutter finally gone?” Jake laughed.


    When he noticed that neither Luke or Harry seemed particularly pleased to see him he shrugged his shoulders.


    “Well I guess I better get back to the party.” Jake said smoothly.


    “It doesn’t bother you at all does it?” Harry asked.


    “Don’t know what you mean Dr. Green.” Pryce replied innocently.


    “All the mayhem you leave behind you – it doesn’t affect you at all.” Harry stated.


    Pryce just stared.


    “As you know Jake, I’m a doctor and I think I may be able to help you.” Harry said slowly.


    Pryce reacted as if he had been stung. “Don’t you dare suggest that there’s something wrong with me!” He shouted as he moved aggressively towards Harry.


    Instinctively Luke moved between the two men. Pryce made as if to push Luke to one side and then noticed the expression on his face and the way he had calmly folded his arms. As he backed off a step, Harry spoke again.


    “I’m sorry Jake but it’s my medical opinion that you have a problem and in my capacity as the Chief Medical Officer and Board Member of Wishton Clough I will be speaking to the Chairman at the first possible opportunity.”


    Pryce looked as if he may throw himself at Harry but seemed to think better of it. He snatched open the door and as he left he threw out a parting comment.


    “Do whatever you want but you had better be 100% sure of your facts.”


    In the moments that followed, Harry shook his head and Luke once again wondered what the hell he had let himself in for. They wandered back out into the corridor.


    “I need a drink.” Harry sighed.


    “Me too.” Luke agreed.


    They headed towards the nearest bar which was in another side room alongside a buffet table. The room was almost empty – most people were back in the main ballroom, dancing or listening to the band. Harry and Luke were just beginning to enjoy a well-earned beer when Harry’s phone rang.


    “I’m sorry,” he apologised, “but I have to take this.”


    He moved off into the corridor and Luke was just about to follow him when he felt an arm around his shoulder.


    “Well, well, if it isn’t the hero of the hour,” a familiar voice whispered in his ear.


    Luke groaned – this was the last thing he needed – Jessica Villiers.


    “You are very brave – saving Jake Pryce from our noble captain.” Jessica gushed.


    “I didn’t do anything really.” Luke quietly replied.


    “Oh I wouldn’t say that – I just love a man of action!” Jessica continued to get closer.


    Luke wasn’t worried – over the years he was used to dealing with troublesome people of both sexes so he just politely smiled and looked for an escape route.


    However, Jessica was not easily deterred. She leaned in close to Luke and continued to stroke his back. Luke leaned away and was just about to firmly put Jessica in her place when they both heard another familiar voice.


    “Luke darling – there you are, I didn’t realise you were so popular.” Sue sweetly remarked.


    Luke grinned. “Hi darling. Jessica – this is my wife Sue.”


    Jessica eyed Sue warily. “Pleased to meet you Sue – I have to say that I thought you would be much younger.”


    Sue smiled again then leaned in close to Jessica and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Don’t worry, I’m still young enough to rip your head off if I ever see you in the same room as my husband again!”


    Jessica ignored the warning, she just sniffed. “It’s a shame when older women still try to compete with the younger generation – it’s embarrassing really.” She announced loudly to no-one in particular.


    Sue continued to smile and moved to put her arm around Luke. As she did so she manoeuvred herself between Luke and Jessica. Suddenly – with a flick of her hips – she sent Jessica flying towards the buffet table. Jessica was completely off-balance and landed in the middle of the table in a crash of glass and crockery. Ms. Villiers was covered in cake, cream and other sticky substances.


    As if by magic a number of young ladies appeared with Smartphones and the room was filled with flashes. As Sue walked slowly from the room with an satisfied smile on her face she received a round of applause from the mainly female audience.


    “There seemed to be a lot of the players partners in that room.” Luke reflected.


    “Was there dear?” Sue replied innocently. “I hadn’t noticed.”


    Luke smiled wearily. He had known that Sue was up to something but he hadn’t imagined it would involve dumping her boss’s cousin into the middle of a table full of food.


    “How long had you been standing in the doorway?” he asked.


    “I followed her into the room.” Sue replied. “Luckily for you I saw that you behaved like a perfect gentleman but it was time that someone taught her a lesson.”


    “And you decided that someone would be you?” Luke laughed.


    “That little display served two purposes.” Sue explained. “First of all it told the world that no-one messes with my man – and secondly it also sent out a message that the new CFO is not someone to trifle with.”


    Luke pondered upon the choice of the word trifle then once again he just shook his head. Unbelievable. They walked into the ballroom and spent the next few minutes drifting around the room in a slow dance.


    “Finally,” Luke said, “we can actually spend some time enjoying ourselves.”


    Sue agreed but all too soon she noticed a small group of people in the doorway in a seemingly heated conversation. She sighed and pointed the scene out to Luke.


    “Leave them alone,” he muttered, “I’m having a good time at last.”


    Sue good-naturedly shoved him and reluctantly they both headed toward the argument. Sandy, Ed and Harry were trying to keep their voices down but there was obviously a problem. As Luke and Sue approached, Harry turned to face them.


    “Luke was with me,” he said, “ask him how unbalanced Jake seemed to be.”


    “I don’t care what you two say,” Ed snarled, “I’m fed up with this constant sniping at Jake. It has to end.”


    “But you don’t understand,” hissed Sandy, “first thing Monday morning at training, Andy will be gunning for Jake and when he gets hold of him then most people will be cheering!”


    “Well it’s your job to make sure it doesn’t happen.” Ed growled. “Speak to Andy and warn him of the consequences. This evening has turned into a disaster! First of all Luke upsets Basil Jeffers and then Andy Tiler tries to attack Jake. We had better wrap this up before something else goes wrong.”


    “Too late.” Sue smiled.


    Ed paled. “What do you mean?”


    “Seems like your cousin may have had too much to drink and she has just collapsed in the middle of the buffet table!” Sue announced happily.


    Ed visibly crumpled. “I don’t believe this!” he moaned and sped off to find out what the hell was going on.


    The remaining group looked at each other.


    “On that note,” Harry announced, “I think we should all call it a night. Looks like the next few days could be interesting for all of us.”


    Sandy exchanged worried glances with Harry as they all headed away to their waiting cars.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 33


    


    Luke felt as apprehensive about going in to training on Monday morning as he had about going to the charity function the previous week. He kept telling himself that he didn’t need the hassle – he wasn’t one of the players – he didn’t get paid so he had no real need to keep getting involved with all the grief. However, he still pointed his car towards the training ground and set off on the now familiar journey.


    On arrival nothing seemed out of place – just another Monday morning. He called into the canteen as usual and was greeted by Maud laughing and waving her tea-towel excitedly.


    “Sounds like you had a fun night on Friday love!” she grinned.


    “I have no idea what you mean.” Luke said innocently.


    “Don’t try to act like that,” she laughed, “I’ve seen the pictures of that snooty cow!”


    “That was nothing to do with me.” Luke said seriously.


    “Well what about Andy and Jake Pryce?” Maud asked.


    “I was just trying to act as peacemaker,” explained Luke, “and anyway – this is all wrong – I normally get all the gossip from you – not the other way round!”


    Maud continued to laugh. “Not much I can tell you today I’m afraid love,” she said, “all I know is that Mr. Dunbar has been locked in his office with Andy for the last 30 minutes.”


    Luke digested that information as he drank his tea.


    “Ah well,” he finally said, “looks like it’s going to be just another boring day at the office!”


    Luke finally went off to get changed and a few minutes later all the staff were assembled on the training ground to be addressed by Sandy.


    “I just want a quick word lads,” he announced, “last Friday there was an unfortunate incident at the charity function and it caused some ill-feeling. Today I have spoken to both the players who were involved and they have agreed not to take the matter any further. Now I want them both to come forward and shake hands.”


    Andy and Jake moved to the front of the group and Jake walked towards Andy with an outstretched arm and a big smile on his face. You could hear a pin drop as every eye seemed to be on Andy. After a few seconds he moved towards Jake – and then completely ignored him and walked away.


    “I may not be able to hit him,” he called to Sandy, “but I’m not shaking his hand!”


    Sandy shook his head in frustration but knew that there was little he could do about the situation.


    “Make sure you keep them apart today.” Sandy muttered to Craig Sett – his assistant manager. “Hopefully this will blow itself out.”


    The rest of the morning surprisingly passed off without incident and soon it was time for lunch. All the players assembled as usual but today there was little conversation in the canteen. All eyes were on Andy and Jake and they were seated as usual at opposite sides of the room. Something didn’t seem right to Luke and then he realised that the number of people on Jake Pryce’s table seemed to have seriously dwindled. There were now only a small number of players who seemed to be prepared to eat with him and even they were very quiet.


    Maud started to serve the meals and she tried to lighten the atmosphere with a few jokes but even she went quiet as she approached Jake’s table. She handed out the plates without a word and Luke noticed that Jake Pryce’s usual calm exterior was beginning to crack. He wasn’t smiling too much today and seemed to be itching for an argument. Just as Maud approached him with his cup of tea, Pryce moved suddenly, causing Maud to drip the tea across his shirt.


    Pryce jumped up with a roar.


    “You stupid old bag!” he screamed. “You could have scalded me – you useless old woman – I’ll make sure that you won’t be working here tomorrow!”


    Maud stepped back in alarm – her face pale and frightened. Pryce glanced around the table at his friends for support only to realise that finally he may have gone too far. He quickly looked at the rest of the room and realised that no-one was left at his table. All the players – Luke included – had risen from their seats and were moving towards Pryce.


    “Leave it!” A voice rang out. Andy pushed his way to the front of the crowd.


    “We’re not going to lower ourselves to his level – there’ll be no mob justice here – I’ll sort this out.”


    He motioned to a couple of players to guard the front door and then he turned to face Pryce.


    “OK. You’ve done this once too often and now it’s over. No-one talks to Maud like that. Stand up and face me man to man – I promise that no-one else will interfere. If you win then you will just walk out of here.”


    Pryce seemed to have regained his composure and sneered at Andy.


    “Get lost you mug.” he laughed. “I’m not fighting anyone – you heard what the gaffer said this morning – you daren’t touch me or you’ll be the one in trouble – not me.”


    Andy smiled and then quickly moved behind Pryce – gripping him in an arm lock.


    “You’re a coward.” he said triumphantly. “I didn’t think you were enough of a man to fight so I’ll treat you like the animal we all know you are.”


    With that he forced Pryce’s face down into his still warm food and rubbed it all around the table. Pryce tried to struggle but Andy was too strong. Then, with his free hand Andy began to pour the remainder of Pryce’s mug of tea over his head. Then he released him and moved back.


    Pryce sprang up and Andy readied himself for an attack – but nothing happened – Pryce just glared at them all.


    “I’ll make you pay for this.” he said quietly.


    Suddenly the players began to point their phones toward him and started snapping photos showing the food clogged in his hair and running down his face.


    “We all knew you were pathetic,” Andy said, “you’re not fit to share the same space as real men – get out before I change my mind.”


    Pryce slowly walked the length of the room with all the players laughing and mocking him. He burned with shame and as he passed through the open door he vowed vengeance. He stalked back to the changing room and as he unlocked his locker he was shaking with fury, scattering the contents on the floor as he searched for a towel to wipe his head and face. After a few minutes he had calmed down enough to take a shower and then as he slowly dressed he racked his brains to think what he could do next. He was deep in thought as he started to pick up his belongings from the floor and he absent-mindedly played with a piece of paper that had fallen out of his wallet.


    He sat down and after a moment or two he glanced at the paper – it was the details of his official club twitter account. He was just about to screw it into a ball and hurl it across the room when he had a sudden thought. He looked again at the contents of the paper and realised that his password related to his squad number. He soon came to the same conclusion as Luke had a few weeks earlier – what if all the passwords were the same – the word “Clough” followed by the squad number?


    Thinking hard he pulled out his Smartphone and brought up the Twitter logon screen. He entered what he knew would be Andy Tiler’s username and then anxiously typed in what he hoped would be his initial password. Jake hoped that either Andy had never used the Twitter account or if he had used it then hopefully he had never changed the original password. He hit enter and then punched the air as he found that he was looking at Andy Tiler’s Twitter page. He sat back down and quickly changed the password so that no-one else could get in – then he logged off and quickly packed his bag.


    Pryce headed back to his car and he was almost there when he heard Sandy shouting. He reluctantly stopped and Sandy asked him what the hell was going on. Jake told him that he had been attacked by all the players in the canteen and he didn’t feel safe at the club anymore – he was going home and his agent would be in touch. Sandy tried to stop him but then decided it would be better if Jake went home early, things seemed to be going from bad to worse.


    Sandy headed back to his office to gather his thoughts and he had just sat down when his mobile rang. He sighed when he saw the name on the screen and as soon as he accepted the call the screaming began.


    “What the hell is going on?” Ed demanded. “I told you to keep Andy and Jake apart but all I can see all over the internet are pictures of Jake – literally with egg on his face!”


    Sandy explained that he had spoken to both players and they had agreed to take the matter no further but it seems like there had been an incident over lunch. He had only just found out about it and was going to investigate further. Sandy quickly switched off his phone before Ed could respond. He strode to his office door and looked around for someone to talk to. He noticed Luke walking towards the changing room and made a quick decision.


    “Luke.” Sandy shouted. “A quick word please.”


    Luke jogged across to Sandy and entered his office.


    “I needed to change my boots boss,” he explained, “what can I do for you?”


    Sandy studied Luke carefully. “OK – I know you’re not officially one of them,” he nodded towards the players they could see out on the pitch, “and that might actually be better at the moment.”


    “What do you mean?” Luke asked.


    “I need to know what happened in the canteen,” asked Sandy, “and I’m fairly sure they won’t say a word to me.”


    “I’m sorry boss,” Luke replied, “but you won’t get anything out of me either. I may not be a player but I’m not going to grass anyone up.”


    Luke stood to leave but as he reached the door he appeared to come to a decision.


    “But I will tell you what Pryce did to upset everyone.” Luke then went on to tell Sandy what happened between Jake Pryce and Maud.


    Sandy’s face hardened. “Thanks Luke. That’s all I need to know.”


    Luke wandered back outside and wondered when and how this was all going to end. The new season was only a week away and there seemed to be nothing but trouble everywhere.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 34


    


    It was early morning and Luke normally loved this time of the day. He ploughed up and down the swimming pool completely at peace with the world. He worked through a set of mental exercises that gradually cleared his mind until he felt so relaxed it almost hurt. Each morning – even when he was due to head to the training ground – he prepared himself this way and he felt it was the perfect start to the day. Today, however, his tranquillity was shattered by a flurry of activity from the far end of the pool room.


    “Dad, Dad – you have to see this.” Tom shouted as he ran across the side of the pool. Without stopping to explain himself, Tom switched on the large TV at the far end of the room and quickly flicked to Sky Sports News. Luke hauled himself out of the water and as he grabbed a towel he tried to focus on the screen.


    “Breaking news at this early hour,” trumpeted the presenter, “is that the captain of Wishton Clough – Andy Tiler – has been accused of sending extremely offensive Twitter messages. No news as yet from either Tiler or the club. The messages seem to have been sent out overnight and have attacked a wide section of the population. Some messages were sexist – others racist and have caused widespread outrage.”


    Tom looked at his Dad. “This is bad isn’t it?”


    Luke nodded his head. “The only thing I can say Tom is that I am 100% sure that Andy would never send out that kind of stuff.”


    Tom seemed close to tears – Andy was his favourite player. “You know all about the Internet Dad – can you help him?” he pleaded.


    “I’ll do my best son.” Luke promised as he ran to get changed.


    Luke didn’t bother with breakfast – once he was dressed he just grabbed his bag and headed for the door. Sue and Lexi tried to stop him to see if he knew what was going on but he just shook his head and hurried out to the garage. As soon as the car was on the road he hit a pre-set button on his encrypted phone. The device took a fraction longer than other phones to dial the connection because it was initiating a secure link. Inside the vehicle the dial tone sounded through the car’s speakers and Luke prepared to speak – his words would be picked up by several tiny microphones dotted throughout the car. The system design meant that the inside of the car was soundproof and shielded from potential electronic eavesdroppers.


    After only two rings he heard a familiar Mancunian voice. “Hi boss – what the hell are you doing out of bed so early in the morning?”


    “Nice to talk to you too Sami.” Luke grinned.


    Sami Dbele’s parents were from Ethiopia and they had escaped civil war many years ago and had been given asylum in the UK. They settled in Manchester and had started a family. First Sami was born and then later his brother and sister. Luke had a network of people who watched out for potential recruits and someone had spotted Sami at University. Luke and Sami had hit it off immediately and Sami had now been working for Luke for around three years – he was currently based in the Album office.


    “Sami – I have something urgent I need you to look at.” said Luke.


    Sami recognised the serious tone of Luke’s voice and instinctively prepared to act. “Go ahead boss.”


    Luke recognised the shift in manner and knew that Sami’s training was kicking in. “Do you have the screens up?”


    There were a number of large plasma screens all around the walls of the Album incident room. Some were switched to various global news channels – others hacked into Telecom companies and showed the flow of data around the world. There was always at least one person on duty at all times in the incident room.


    “All running as normal boss – could this call be something to do with the Andy Tiler problem?” asked Sami.


    “That’s it Sami.” Luke replied crisply. “There is no way that Andy posted those messages. We need to find out who did it and we need to do it fast. If we get the Twitter authorities involved it could take weeks to cut through all the red tape. I need you to do it for me in 10 minutes.”


    “I’m on it boss.” Sami wasted no words and killed the connection.


    Twelve minutes later Luke was approaching the ground and his phone rang.


    “Sorry boss,” Sami apologised, “took me two minutes longer than you wanted – but I have struck gold.”


    “Go ahead.” said Luke tensely.


    “Well,” Sami began, “I piggybacked off some of our “friendly” networks to get the info we needed and you are right – those messages weren’t posted by Andy Tiler.”


    “I knew it!” Luke grunted with relief.


    “They were, in fact, posted by Jake Pryce.” Sami said solemnly.


    Luke tensed. “That’s exactly what I was expecting – and I think I know how he may have done it.” He was thinking back to the stupid passwords that had been handed out with the accounts.


    “Actually,” said Sami, “you know that we can’t say 100% that it was Pryce who posted those messages – all we can say is that the messages came from his phone. And if he has any sense then he will have deleted all trace of them by now – and – as you say – it will take Twitter months to get to the bottom of this and clear Andy.”


    Luke didn’t seem disappointed. “So now you are going to tell me how we are going to fix this?” he said lightly. He could sense Sami grinning down the phone at him.


    “Well we do have a few options.” Sami replied. “First of all – it doesn’t matter if Pryce has deleted the messages – if I can get to the phone I can get the messages back. It all depends how crafty he is.”


    “What do you mean?” asked Luke.


    “If he has thrown the phone away straight after he posted the messages then it makes it more difficult for us but I don’t think he has done that.” Sami explained.


    “Why’s that?”


    “Because I am tracking his phone as I speak and he is heading straight towards you!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 35


    


    Jake Pryce was whistling happily as he drove towards the training ground – once again he had come out on top! Last night had been the most fun that he’d had in ages! First of all that wimp of a chairman had spent 30 minutes pleading with him to come back to training in the morning and to forgive them all. Jake had made him suffer before seeming to be the bigger man and agreeing to turn up and talk face to face with Ed and Sandy. He intended making them all apologise and maybe he would also squeeze a bit more money out of them before he would agree to forgive and forgot.


    He had then waited until the early hours of the morning before he had started on the next stage of his plan. Using his phone he logged onto Twitter using Andy Tiler’s club account and then entering his new password. Once he was in the system he literally ran wild. He started creating all sorts of poisonous posts and slowly but surely people began to pick them up and many responded, others re-tweeted the original messages This just made things worse because then Pryce insulted the people who were trying to argue with him. He attacked virtually every group he could think of until it seemed to the outside world that Andy Tiler must be having some kind of breakdown.


    Once he had decided that he had done enough damage, Pryce systematically deleted all the messages and even removed the Twitter application from his phone. He knew from past experience that it would be ages before Twitter began to investigate the incident and by then he would have a new phone and his current device would be at the bottom of some landfill. He knew that if he disposed of his phone straight away it would look too suspicious so he just needed to keep his nerve for a few days and everything would be fine.


    As he approached the ground he noticed a growing crowd of journalists – he laughed when he realised that for once they weren’t waiting for him but he decided to have some fun with them anyway. As he approached the small group he slowed down and lowered his window.


    “Waiting for me boys?” he asked and appeared surprised when he was told that they were looking for Andy Tiler.


    “Is this something about the trouble yesterday?” Pryce asked innocently.


    “What trouble?” one of the journalists asked eagerly.


    “Andy Tiler attacked me yesterday in front of dozens of witnesses,” Pryce explained, “is that what you mean?”


    The journalists sensed blood and began to press forward for more details but Pryce moved forward quickly before they could ask further questions. He grinned as he parked the car – this was getting better by the minute!


    He wandered across to the changing room and the fact that he was completely ignored by the few players already in there didn’t seem to bother him one bit.


    “Morning boys!” he crowed, receiving a stony silence in reply. Chuckling to himself he quickly changed and made sure his locker was securely locked before he went out to look for Sandy and Ed. Luke watched him go, he had his phone to his ear and was listening intently to Sami’s instructions.


    “OK,” said Sami, “I can see that you are virtually on top of the signal from his phone?”


    “That’s right,” said Luke, “he’s just left the changing room but all his belongings are securely locked away – I can’t get at them without breaking into his locker.”


    “There’s no need for that,” explained Sami, “I just need you to get within six feet of the phone and then I need you to launch the handshake app on your phone. Once you’ve done that just leave it to me.”


    Luke did as Sami asked. The application Sami wanted Luke to use was something they had developed initially as a trial to perhaps replace Bluetooth but they found that it had come in very handy in their line of work. If anyone in the room was watching it just seemed that Luke was sending a text message. In fact, after a couple of minutes Luke’s phone beeped and Sami spoke again.


    “OK boss,” he said smoothly, “the handshake was successful and I have transferred everything from his phone via your phone back down to me. I now need a few minutes to sift through everything.”


    “Great work Sami.” Luke said gratefully. “I don’t need to tell you…”


    “That you need this sorted yesterday!” Sami finished his sentence.


    Luke grinned. “Thanks mate.” and the conversation ended.


    By this time the changing room had filled up and there was only one topic of conversation. The overwhelming opinion was that Andy Tiler would never do such a stupid thing but for the moment things weren’t looking good. After a few minutes one of the trainers stuck his head around the door.


    “The gaffer wants to see everyone in the canteen straight away.” he announced.


    The players and Luke all filed out and were soon stood around the canteen waiting to see what was going to happen next. They didn’t have to wait long. The door opened and Ed Tierney entered, followed by Jake Pryce and Sandy. Luke noted that they all wore completely different expressions. Ed looked furious whereas Sandy looked stunned – Pryce however looked like the cat who had got the cream.


    They walked to the front of the room and Ed wasted no time.


    “You will all have heard about what happened last night in relation to our club captain.” he said. “It’s my sad duty to announce that in the current circumstances I have decided to suspend Andy Tiler until we get to the bottom of this. We have just spoken to him and he has been told not to turn up here or at the stadium until further notice. The police have been in touch and they will be speaking to Mr. Tiler later today. I am also advising you not to make any contact whatsoever with him.”


    The room stiffened at the last sentence. “How are you going to stop us talking to him?” someone shouted from the back of the room.


    Ed strained to see who had spoken but the crush of bodies was too great.


    “It’s just better for all concerned if you do as you are told!” he growled. “And on that subject, I can’t believe the appalling way you all treated Jake Pryce yesterday. I won’t stand for it and you need to understand that I’m in charge here – not you lot! I have assured Jake that it won’t….”


    Ed broke off as Luke began to walk out of the room – quickly followed by the rest of the players. He was furious.


    “Get back in here – you’ll all be sorry!” Ed shouted to their backs.


    At that moment Luke’s phone rang and he hurried away to the privacy of his car so that he could talk. He slid into the back seat so that no-one could see he was inside – he figured that for the next few minutes he would need to keep a low profile. He noticed that the players had headed off to the training ground and began to run laps.


    Luke answered his phone.


    “Good news boss,” said Sami, “everything we need is there – and more!”


    “What do you mean – and more?” asked Luke.


    “Well it looks as if Jake Pryce has some photographs on his phone that look like the wives of certain players. I’ve been doing some checking up and these photos go back over several years!”


    “Blimey!” Luke said. “What an idiot!”


    Luke then thought for a moment. “Sami – as usual you’ve done a great job, now I need to tie up a few loose ends here but I need you on standby – we’ll need to talk again soon. In the meantime can you summarise the details in a quick document and send it to me please?”


    Luke had the document on his phone in five minutes and he then dialled another number.


    “Jan? It’s Luke Linden – not sure if you remember me or not?”


    Jan Townsley replied. “Hi Luke, course I remember you – I was talking to Harry recently and your name came up – we’re all big Wishton fans! On that subject – what the hell is going on with Andy Tiler?”


    “That’s exactly why I rang you,” Luke replied, “I have evidence that Jake Pryce sent those messages and I need someone from your end to come down to the club so that I can explain what has happened. Pryce is still here but he may leave at any time so we need to act fast. I was hoping you could help us?”


    “I knew Andy Tiler wouldn’t have sent those messages!” Jan responded angrily. “Look, I’ll come down there myself but you need to make sure that you have all the proof you need.”


    “Don’t worry,” said Luke, “we have everything covered.”


    “I’ll be there in 10 minutes.” Jan replied.


    Luke made another call – this time to Sam Barker.


    “Sam, it’s Luke. Listen, there’s no time to waste. We have evidence that Jake Pryce has stitched Andy Tiler up and the police are on their way to the training ground to arrest him. I’m giving you the heads up so you can cover the story first but it will be all over the internet once the police arrive.”


    “I’ll be with you in five minutes.” said Sam.


    “One last thing Sam.” said Luke.


    “What?” asked Sam.


    “There’s to be no mention of my name in connection with any of this.” said Luke.


    “Understood.” Sam agreed.


    Luke remained in the back seat of his car until he saw Jan drive into the car park. He picked up his phone again.


    “Hi Jan – I’m in the black Audi Q7 parked across from you.”


    Jan and a male colleague walked across to Luke’s car and he opened the door.


    “This is all very cloak and dagger.” Jan said – she didn’t seem impressed.


    “Please give me two minutes and I will explain.” Luke pleaded.


    Jan looked at her partner and indicated with her head that they should both get into the car. Luke gave them a very brief rundown about his previous life as an IT contractor working for the government. His story was that one of his contacts had passed all this information on to Luke but that neither Luke nor his contact could be revealed. Jan looked surprised but then Luke showed her the document containing the proof that Luke was behind the twitter messages. She showed the details to the man beside her who seemed eager to get his hands on the Luke’s phone.


    “This is Joey Betts,” she explained, “he works in our forensic department and doesn’t get much chance to work on something like this.”


    Joey nodded to Luke and then turned back to Jan.


    “This all looks genuine,” he finally agreed, “but we do need to get our hands on Jake Pryce’s phone in order to verify this.”


    Luke explained that they needed to start their search for Pryce at the admin block but it would be better all round if he wasn’t seen with the police. Jan nodded but then Joey spoke up.


    “Mr. Linden, from the look of this document it seems that Pryce has tried to delete the messages. I’m hopeful that I can get them back but if I struggle will your contact be able to help me?”


    Luke nodded. “If you have any problems then just get D.I. Townsley to call me.”


    Jan and Joey got out of the car and walked towards the admin block. Luke waited until they were inside and then decided it was time he moved. As he was walking away from the car he noticed Sam Barker walking towards him.


    “Luke, what’s going on?” he asked.


    “Let’s walk.” Luke said, moving towards the training pitches.


    As they walked Luke explained that there had an anonymous tip-off that someone had sent information through showing Jake Pryce to be the person behind the offensive messages – not Andy Tiler. The police had just arrived to talk to Pryce and to hopefully examine his phone. Sam nudged Luke – from behind the admin building they saw Jake Pryce and Sandy Dunbar walking towards the changing rooms with two people who Sam assumed were the police. It was only then that Luke noticed that there were a further two uniformed policemen waiting at the other side of the car park. A few minutes passed and then Luke’s phone rang. He looked at the incoming number and then answered.


    “Hi Jan – what can I do for you?”


    “Joey is struggling to get at the detail – if you can’t help us then we have little evidence to go on. At the moment his phone seems clean.”


    “Someone will call you back on your phone in two minutes – they will talk Joey through the process.”


    Luke then called Sami and explained what he needed. Sami called the number that Luke had given him and a few minutes later Sam and Luke watched as Joey came to the changing room door and beckoned to the uniformed policemen. They entered the room and seconds later they were back – this time they were holding Jake Pryce between them – he was in handcuffs. Sam signalled to someone who had been waiting in Sam’s car who immediately began taking photographs.


    Jan walked behind the group as they headed to the waiting police van, she looked around the car park and when she spotted Luke she gave a discreet nod. No-one seemed to notice apart from Sandy who seemed happier than he had been in weeks.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 36


    


    After the police had left, Sandy gathered everyone together again in the changing room and announced that it looked like Jake Pryce was behind the offensive messages and that he had been arrested by the police. His words were met with a mixture of relief and anger. Sandy calmed them and urged them to try to put the incident to one side. Andy would be back tomorrow and they needed to concentrate on the start of the season which was only a few days away.


    He sent the players out to continue training and he studied Luke intently as they left the room. His thoughts were interrupted by his phone. He smiled as he recognised who was calling.


    “Mr. Chairman,” he said happily, “what can I do for you?”


    Ed Tierney was not a happy man. He demanded to know what was going on and after speaking to Sandy for a few moments he announced that he would be returning to the training ground a.s.a.p. Sandy smiled and as he walked back to his office he was whistling cheerfully.


    The rest of the day passed without incident as far as Luke was concerned. He kept his head down and was happy for once to be leaving at the end of the day. As he headed towards home Luke began to relax for the first time since Tom had broke the news to him earlier that day. He smiled at how easily he had slipped back into his former life. It felt good but he was glad he didn’t have to regularly face problems like that anymore.


    Tom was waiting as he walked through the front door.


    “Well done dad!” Tom shouted as Luke entered. “I knew you would sort it out!”


    Luke grinned but tried to act innocently, “No idea what you are talking about Tom – looks like the police caught the real criminal.”


    Tom laughed but knew better than to press his dad further. Just then Sue came into the room.


    “What’s all the noise about?” she asked.


    “We were just talking about Andy Tiler being cleared.” Tom said, “Isn’t it great news?”


    Sue nodded. “It is indeed – but I just need a quick word with your dad – go and finish your homework please.”


    Tom grinned and shook his head. Maybe his dad could get away with playing dumb with him but he knew his mum would demand the truth – the next few minutes would be very interesting for his father!


    But for once Sue just wanted to congratulate her husband.


    “Luke – I don’t want to know how you did it – I’m just glad you did.”


    “How do you know it was anything to do with me?” Luke asked.


    “Don’t worry – your secret is safe with me.” Sue replied.


    Just as Luke was about to reply, the intercom buzzed. Luke glanced at the camera.


    “It’s Harry.” he announced as he pressed the entry button.


    A couple of minutes later the front door opened as Harry entered – followed by Sandy Dunbar and Andy Tiler. Luke was surprised but Sue seemed as though she was expecting them.


    “Harry called me a few minutes ago.” Sue explained to Luke.


    “Well – what can we do for you all?” Luke asked.


    “I needed to come to see you as soon as possible to thank you.” Andy blurted out.


    Sue held her hands up. “Let’s at least get comfortable before we talk.” She said and lead them all through to the spacious conservatory. “What would you all like to drink?”


    Minutes later they were all seated and they looked around as if unsure where to begin. Sandy decided to break the ice.


    “Maybe I’d better start.” he said. “I remember Ed telling me that you were the owner of a large IT company so when the police said that they had a tip-off that Pryce was the real culprit then I did suspect that maybe you had something to do with fixing this mess. And then when the police were taking Pryce away I watched the Inspector and she nodded to you. Now that nod could have been because she knew you or because she wanted to tell you that you were right?”


    Luke remained impassive so Sandy continued.


    “Harry arrived soon after the police left and I asked him if he thought you could be the one who saved Andy and he didn’t deny it – but he didn’t know for sure. Ed arrived soon after so we didn’t discuss it with him. We decided to go to see Andy and then come and talk to you.”


    Luke scanned the room and then sighed. “Look – it’s no big deal. I managed to get someone to look into this and they managed to clear Andy and find the real culprit – I really didn’t have much to do with it.”


    Everyone in the room broke into smiles and Sandy seemed the happiest.


    “I knew it!” he said. “If it weren’t for you then we would be in big trouble!”


    “No.” Andy said quietly. “If it wasn’t for Luke then I would be in big trouble. I haven’t been able to move out of the house today. We have had death threats and my wife and kids have been in tears – all because that nutter wanted to get back at me. You have saved my life.”


    Luke shifted uncomfortably. “It was nothing.” he said. “I’m sure you would have done the same for me.”


    Sandy shook his head. “If you hadn’t been there then Andy would be facing criminal charges now and his career would probably have been over. And Jake Pryce would have continued to cause havoc at Wishton. We all owe you a big debt for acting so quickly.”


    Sue squeezed Luke’s hand. “Well done darling.” she whispered.


    Luke tried to change the subject. “It’s not like you to be so quiet,” he aimed his comment at Harry, “have you lost your voice?”


    “I’m overcome with emotion!” Harry joked and everyone laughed.


    Luke stopped laughing. “OK – can I just say one final word on the subject please?”


    Everyone nodded.


    “I really didn’t do much today to help but I did involve other people and it’s important that these sources are protected.” Luke explained. “So if you are all really grateful then could I ask you to please not mention my involvement to anyone – it’s very important?”


    Sandy looked at Andy. “You have our absolute word that no-one will hear about your involvement from us.” he said solemnly.


    Luke grinned. “Great.” he said. “Now I suggest we have a real drink to celebrate!”


    Andy, Harry and Sandy stayed for another 30 minutes or so and Sue insisted that Andy and Sandy must return again with their families for a barbecue the following week. Andy gripped Luke’s hand as they left.


    “I’ll never forget this,” he whispered, “anything you need in the future – just let me know.”


    Luke just smiled and as Harry’s car drove away Sue whispered in his ear.


    “I think you’ve made a friend for life there……”


    Back inside the house Sue became more serious.


    “What’s wrong?” Luke asked.


    “I think we may still have a problem.” Sue replied. “How do you think that Ed will react to everything that has gone on today?”


    Luke thought for a moment. “I’m not sure there is anything he can do. It all seems fairly cut and dried. If he tries to defend Pryce then he may as well resign because no one will ever take him seriously again.”


    Sue nodded in agreement. “You’re right but it would be nice if we had something that would push him over the edge.”


    Luke grinned. “I think I may have just what you need.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 37


    


    The following morning Ed had summoned a small group of people to an early meeting at Tierney Enterprises headquarters. He didn’t want to meet at the stadium or the training ground because he knew that the media would be watching, in addition he asked for the meeting to begin at 6am in another attempt to cover his tracks.


    Joining him around the table was Harry, Dave Bycroft and Sandy Dunbar. He had also asked Sue Linden to join them – although she was not officially a board member yet he wanted to spread the blame for this situation as far as he could.


    “OK.” Ed began brusquely. “How do we get out of this mess?”


    “Don’t you mean – how do you get out of this mess?” Dave asked. “We know it’s not exactly nice to gloat but we did warn you about this.”


    “Yes of course,” Ed brushed the comments aside, “but that’s in the past – we need to act now. I have to make a statement at 8am – what do I say?”


    This time it was Sue who answered. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I know I haven’t been involved in most of this but it seems perfectly straightforward to me. Jake Pryce is a loathsome animal who tried to implicate our club captain in a horrible incident but thankfully he was caught. We just need to publically wash our hands of him!”


    Ed held his hands up. “I agree that on the face of it things aren’t looking good for Jake but we don’t want to rush into anything.”


    The others just shook their heads in disbelief but refused to be drawn into an argument, they allowed Ed to continue.


    “He hasn’t actually been charged with anything yet – what happened to being innocent until proved guilty?”


    Harry sighed. “Ed, you are grasping at straws – we all know that Jake is guilty – and not just because of his past record. The police have found all the evidence they need and the only reason they haven’t charged him yet is because they are making sure they don’t miss anything. The only reason you are reluctant to act is because this is all your fault. Why can’t you just admit it and then we can move on!”


    Ed flared up. “I hope you are not trying to blame all this on me!” he shouted.


    “Of course we are.” Sandy said simply. “Now just be a man for once and just stand in front of the cameras and admit that you were wrong.”


    Ed glared and blustered and then everyone realised that he was trying to get one of them to take his place in front of the media.


    Sue decided to act. “Look Ed, it seems like this is rather more complex than you may think.”


    “What do you mean?” he demanded.


    “The Detective Inspector who arrested Pryce is an old friend of mine.” Sue said.


    “And?” Ed glared.


    “Well she spent yesterday afternoon trying to talk to you, Harry or Dave but conveniently you all seemed to have your phones turned off.” Sue said accusingly.


    The three men looked slightly guilty but no-one spoke.


    Sue continued. “So when she couldn’t contact you three she spoke to me. She knew I was ready to join the board so felt that she could talk to me as she couldn’t reach you. She shared some information with me that perhaps I should share with you now.”


    Ed waited expectantly.


    Sue reached into her bag and pulled out a slim folder. “In addition to the Twitter messages the police found other material on Pryce’s phone. This is one of the images that they found.”


    She hesitated before sliding the folder across to Ed. He moved it to where no-one else could see the contents and then opened the cover. He went white, then red and then slammed the folder down onto the table.


    He glared at Sue before continuing. “Have you seen this?”


    She nodded defiantly.


    “OK.” he said. “This is what is going to happen. I will take the interview at 8am at which I will throw Jake Pryce to the lions. Then we will never mention his name or discuss the contents of this folder again.”


    With that he stormed out of the office and hurried off to his car.


    The three remaining men all turned to Sue. Harry spoke first.


    “Come on Sue.” he begged. “Spill the beans – what was in that folder that got Ed so fired up?”


    Sue shook her head. “Sorry boys,” she grinned “you heard our glorious leader…..”


    As she headed out of the door Harry began to wonder which of the Lindens would cause Ed the most problems in the future!


    Bang on 8am Ed walked into the large room at the stadium that had been allocated to the press conference. He looked completely calm and as he sat down he began to talk over the stream of questions being hurled at him.


    “Quiet please everyone. I won’t be taking any questions today – I will be reading a prepared statement and hopefully that will cover everything.”


    Ed paused for effect then began to speak again. “On behalf of Wishton Clough FC I would like to begin by apologising to our club captain, Andy Tiler, for the atrocious attack on his character yesterday. For legal reasons I can’t go into the details but I can say that Andy was the innocent victim of a vicious crime. Once again I can’t say too much but following a police investigation I can confirm that Jake Pryce is no longer a player at this club. He has been fined the maximum amount by Wishton Clough for various internal offences and the police are continuing to interview him in regard to other matters. I would just like to add that it is a sad day when an act of kindness is thrown back in your face. We opened our home to Jake Pryce and tried to help with his rehabilitation but sadly he seems to be beyond help. I truly believe he needs to seek further professional help. Thank you.”


    Ed rose from the table and walked quickly from the room – ignoring all questions as he left. He went straight to his office and picked up his phone.


    “Send her in.” he said quietly.


    The door opened and a fuming Jessica entered. “How dare you drag me here at this time of the morning and then keep me hanging around like a common employee.”


    “Sit down and shut up.” Ed said menacingly. “And you are far lower than a common employee.”


    Jessica glared but after seeing the look on Ed’s face she did as she was told.


    “First of all, I want to talk to you about the incident at the Charity Ball last week.” he said quietly.


    “That cow Sue Linden attacked me!” Jessica shouted. “I’m going to sue her.”


    “Sue Linden is a director of this company and I would believe her word before yours any day of the week.” Ed said.


    Ed hesitated before he pulled a folder from his drawer. “You’re a dangerous woman Jessica and I can’t afford to have you continuing to make trouble.” he said thoughtfully. “I was going to sack you but ideally I need to keep you somewhere close where I can keep an eye on you.”


    Jessica began to feel worried but she continued to act as if she couldn’t care less – then Ed spoke again.


    “I’ve decided to move you within the hospitality team,” he said, “instead of working with our clients I think it would be safer to put you in the kitchen.”


    Jessica laughed scornfully. “Is this some kind of joke? I’ve had enough of being treated like this, I’m going to see mummy and tell her how awful you are. In fact I think I may even talk to some of those reporters outside – I’m sure they would love to hear the truth about this place.”


    Jessica’s eyes glistened triumphantly. Ed stared at her for a moment before he pushed the folder across to her.


    “Take that with you when you go – I’m sure the reporters would love to take a look.”


    She nervously opened the folder and gasped when the contents were revealed.


    Ed smiled wickedly. “That photo was found on Pryce’s phone. It seems like you and he were more than friends?”


    Jessica began to cry.


    “Shut up.” Ed growled. “Now here’s what we are going to do. I’m going to take you down to the kitchens where you will meet your new colleagues. If you behave yourself then in a few months I will consider moving you somewhere else. If you misbehave or refuse to work in the kitchens then this photo will be released onto the internet. The choice is yours.”


    Jessica shook with rage. “I hate you,” she said simply. “and one day it will be my turn.”


    “Perhaps so,” murmured Ed, “but not today – today it’s my turn.”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 38


    


    The opening day of the season finally arrived and even Ed Tierney had to begrudgingly admit that the Grimshaws had done a fantastic job rescuing the pitch. In fact the whole stadium looked wonderful – the paintwork gleamed and the pitch looked like a bowling green – all that was needed now was the team to do their bit.


    High up in the stand Luke was more nervous than he had ever been at the beginning of a season. He normally looked forward to each season but this year was different – he was a lot more involved this year and in turn that had meant that he knew all about the turmoil of the last few weeks. The last couple of days training had gone well but Luke still wondered if Jake Pryce had left some lasting impact on some of the players.


    Andy Tiler had been greeted back with open arms by everyone at the club and at least that seemed to have a positive effect – everyone seemed happier now that he had been cleared. Luke glanced at his match programme for the hundredth time – Sue grasped his hand.


    “Calm down dear.” she whispered.


    Luke grinned – no-one else around them could tell that Luke was on edge but Sue knew him too well. As far as Lexi and Tom were concerned their dad was just his usual self but Sue knew that he was just a little bit nervous. The moment was broken by the stadium announcer with the team news. There were few changes to the team that had ended the previous season but the main difference was that Sandy was giving a chance to a 18 year-old youngster who had come through the ranks at Wishton.


    Rae Bradshaw was Wishton born and bred and had signed for his local club as soon as he was eligible. He had shown great promise in the youth team and had played really well on several occasions for the reserve team. Sandy had been patient with him, the previous season he had made a few substitute appearances for the first team but today was his first big break – he was starting up front alongside Adi. Sandy was hoping that he had discovered something that every manager craved – a goal scorer.


    Today’s opponents were Sheffield Wednesday – a team in the process of re-building but the bookmakers claimed they were quietly fancied to do well this year. The stadium was filling up fast – the early August day was hot with hardly a cloud in the sky and most of the supporters wore shorts and sunglasses. In contrast Luke felt uncomfortable in his club suit and tie, although he wasn’t down on the bench with the rest of the squad he was still technically a representative of the club so he had to dress accordingly. Sue noticed him casting envious glances at Tom who was wearing a Wishton team shirt and shorts.


    “Don’t worry,” she teased him, “you can cool down with a pint at half time and it will soon be time to go home and change!”


    Luke smiled thinly but the heat was the last thing he needed on top of his nerves. In contrast his wife looked like coolness personified. She wore an oversized pair of expensive sunglasses and a dress that seemed to float around her. He suddenly snapped out of his dreams as a roar erupted around the ground – the teams had just entered the stadium.


    After the game Luke went down to the dressing room and as he laughed and joked with the players he wondered what he had been nervous about. After a bit of a nervy start, the Wishton players had settled very well and began to apply a lot of pressure to the Sheffield goal. Wednesday had held out until almost half-time then Adi headed down a long ball into Rae’s path and the ground exploded as the youngster smashed the ball into the roof of the net for his first senior goal. Rae returned the favour just after the break when he slotted a perfect ball through to Adi who slid in from five yards out.


    The game ended two – nil and Luke could see the relief on the faces of Sandy and his backroom staff. They knew the players had prepared well but no-one could gauge just how much the previous week may have affected them. The players had answered that question in the best way possible and now everyone was smiling.


    Sandy pulled Luke to one side.


    “I may need to ask you a favour son.” he said.


    “Ask away boss.” Luke replied.


    “One or two of the boys have picked up a couple of knocks – nothing serious but we need to treat them over the next few days. The ideal treatment for these kinds of injuries would include swimming but in his infinite wisdom our chairman won’t even shell out for a paddling pool!”


    Luke grinned. He thought he knew what was coming next but he decided to ask anyway. “So how can I help boss?”


    Sandy remained poker-faced. “If I knew someone who had a lovely, heated swimming pool with an attached gym, then that person would be a god-send!”


    Both men looked at each other for a few seconds then burst out laughing.


    “No problem boss,” Luke smiled, “when do you want to start.”


    Sandy clapped Luke on the back. “Excellent son, excellent – I knew you wouldn’t let us down. Ideally these kind of injuries should be treated as soon as possible – would it be too much trouble if we brought the lads round first thing in the morning?”


    Luke couldn’t see a problem and spent the next few minutes talking to Dave Kingston who would be driving the players round to the Linden home in the morning.


    “Once you get through the gate just drive round the back of the house and park up.” he explained. “The pool and gym are to the left of the outbuildings.”


    Dave thanked Luke and they agreed upon a time for the morning session to begin.


    The following day, Luke had just finished a few laps of the pool when the intercom sounded – the main doors could be opened from various parts of the property. Within a few minutes Dave and the two injured players were standing in the pool room. All three were gazing round in amazement.


    “Flipping eck Luke, this is some place you have here.” Dave enthused and the two players simply nodded their heads in agreement.


    Luke smiled. “Just make yourselves at home – but not too much at home – the place is covered by CCTV and booby traps!”


    The three men looked worried until Luke laughed.


    “Calm down – I’m only joking – come on, let me show you around.”


    Within a few minutes the two players were slowly moving up and down the pool following Dave’s instructions. They alternated swimming with walking through the water and Luke watched intently to see if he could pick up anything he could use. After a few minutes he knew he needed to move to the next room to begin his stretching exercises.


    “Dave,” he shouted, “I’ll be next door if you need anything.”


    Dave gave him the thumbs-up then turned back to his charges. Luke moved away to the custom-built room in which he spent a lot of his time. As soon as he walked through the door the heat hit him and he smiled in anticipation. The smell was a mixture of spices and aromatherapy herbs and the overall effect was both calming and invigorating. Luke knelt on the mat in the middle of the floor and began to move through his daily schedule of stretches, yoga and Pilates. After a few minutes the door opened and although Luke didn’t seem to notice the interruption he spoke – without opening his eyes.


    “What can I do for you Dave?” he asked.


    “Flipping eck Luke,” Dave spluttered, “how hot is it in here?”


    Luke grinned. “This room is part of the reason that I keep as fit as I do.”


    Dave suddenly became interested. “Go on,” he said, “I’m all ears.”


    Luke explained that he had studied different training methods all over the world and he had noticed that a common thread running through several systems was the use of heat. He had put together his own program and now he always did these exercises in a relatively hot room. Dave listened intently as Luke went on to say that he started each day with a swim, followed by a session in the hot room and then a cardio-vascular session at a lower temperature in the adjoining gym.


    “Then I always finish off in here.” Luke led Dave through to a small room at the far end of the building. He switched on the light and opened the door, Dave noticed a square hole in the ground and he noted with amazement that he could see ice cubes floating in the water.


    “This is my ice bath.” Luke said through gritted teeth as he plunged into the water, totally immersing himself. After a few seconds a body exploded from the depths of the plunge pool revealing a grinning and glowing Luke.


    “Come on in,” he joked, “it’s lovely!”


    Dave swallowed nervously. “Maybe next time.” he laughed. He stayed in the room with Luke for a while longer, asking several probing questions about the different techniques that Luke used. Luke answered all Dave’s questions but after 10 minutes he had to hold his hand up.


    “Dave – we are going to have to leave it there.”


    “I’m sorry,” Dave replied, “have I said something I shouldn’t have?”


    “Not at all,” Luke shivered, “but if I don’t get out of this pool in the next few seconds then I think that important pieces of my body may start dropping off!”


    Dave began to apologise for asking too many questions but Luke stopped him.


    “Don’t worry,” he said, “that’s the normal amount of time I spend in the ice bath – you didn’t keep me there any longer than necessary.


    Luke and Dave went back through to the main pool area to check on the two players. They were still slowly swimming up and down and Dave called across to them.


    “OK guys, I think that’s enough for today – we don’t want to overdo it.”


    The players swam to the side of the pool and within a few minutes they were showered and changed then Luke led them to the patio at the back of the gym. Just as they arrived Nell appeared with a large plate of bacon butties and four steaming mugs of tea.


    “Thanks Nell.” Luke grinned before introducing the three strangers.


    Thirty minutes later Dave shook Luke’s hand as they prepared to leave. “Luke – you’ve been brilliant – and you’ve opened my eyes with some of your training methods – we need to talk some more. Please thank Nell for the wonderful breakfast and we’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of your Sunday in peace.”


    Luke snorted. “Peace – no chance of that, I have to get ready for church now and then it’s the highlight of my week – visiting my mother!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 39


    


    The next few weeks flew by in a happy blur for Luke. Things seemed to have settled down at the club and the days of Jake Pryce seemed a distant memory. On the pitch the team continued with their encouraging start – out of their first four matches they won three and drew one – this meant that Sandy Dunbar was awarded Championship manager of the month for August.


    Back at the training ground Luke had been approached by Sandy to see if he would work with small groups of players to see if his exercise regime could be of benefit to the club. Luke was flattered but hoped he wasn’t being humoured just because he had helped the club during a tricky time. He brought the subject up with Sandy.


    “Don’t be stupid son,” he scoffed, “I’m not doing this to win friends! Dave was very impressed with your training methods and he has convinced me to let him work with you. The two lads who used your pool are back in full training so you must be doing something right.”


    The two players had returned for a few extra sessions in the pool and this time Dave encouraged them to also exercise in the heat room and even persuaded them to use the plunge pool. Although they were reluctant at first they were both pleased with the rapid recovery from injury. Luke went through some of the exercises with them and found that he had enjoyed the experience.


    So Luke began to work with small groups of players – both at the training ground and at home in addition to continuing to take part in training sessions at the ground. Luke had now progressed to participating in full scale training matches and although he struggled some days to keep up with the speed of the younger, swifter players, he was always still plugging away at the end of 90 minutes, when others may have started to flag.


    There was only one small cloud on the horizon as far as Luke was concerned – and that was in regard to Harry’s study group. Luke was now convinced that the two incidents that he had originally thought were related to the new treatment were just coincidences. He hadn’t felt any kind of twinge for weeks and he was sure that Harry had placed him in the placebo group. Harry also seemed disappointed but he told Luke that some people in the group also didn’t react for weeks then suddenly something triggered an impulse and they became a lot more alert.


    Luke pushed all thoughts of the dementia project to the back of his mind – at the moment there simply wasn’t enough hours in the day for him to worry about it. In addition to enjoying himself at the training ground he still had other business interests to look after and sometimes he worked long into the night checking documents that were relayed to him during the day. In spite of his busy lifestyle Luke was now incredibly happy. The kids were keeping out of trouble and next week Sue was finally about to start her new job so maybe she would finally stop mooching around the house.


    He was smiling to himself as he thought how lucky he was.


    “What are you so happy about?” shouted Andy who had noticed that Luke was running about the pitch seemingly in a world of his own.


    “Nothing skip, sorry.” Luke apologised – he realised that he shouldn’t be daydreaming in the middle of a practise match. The first team squad was playing against a team made up from the youth team, the reserves – and Luke. The aim was to allow the first team to continue to bond and grow – playing against a supposedly inferior team was designed to assist that growth. Of course the rag-tag team tried their best but the first team were more experienced, faster and more skilful. Little or no contact was allowed during these type of games – injuries in training matches were frowned upon. Luke was instructed to take a spell in the centre of defence – his height and build made him a difficult player to face.


    The match continued for a few more minutes – the first team were winning 3-0 – when one of the reserves conceded a corner. The reserve team goalkeeper barked out orders , telling the defenders where to stand in order to keep the ball out of the net. Luke was assigned to take care of Adi and began to follow him around the area. The ball was swung in and it headed towards Adi. Both Adi and Luke moved towards the ball and just as they were about to jump Adi felt his take-off foot slip and he crashed into the back of Luke – their heads collided with a sickening thud.


    Both men fell to the ground and within seconds medical staff were attending to them. After a few minutes they both seemed OK but Sandy ordered them back to the changing room to rest. As they walked back, Luke and Adi joked with each other about who had the hardest head. In Luke’s opinion Adi’s head must be made of concrete – Luke’s head was throbbing!


    It seemed that no harm was done but as a precaution both men were told not to train any more that day. Adi was too important to risk – he was on fire at the moment having scored in each of the first four games. It seemed that all the problems with Jake Pryce had actually had a positive effect and seemed to have revitalised his career. In addition he seemed to be forging an excellent rapport with Rae – who had scored 3 goals. The medical staff also wanted to make sure that Luke was fully recovered before he played again – Luke joked that they weren’t really bothered about him but said that Sandy didn’t want to risk losing his swimming pool!


    Adi and Luke relaxed in the canteen and then both left early for home – the following day they both seemed perfectly fine. Luke began the day at home, working out with an injured player and then they both drove into the training ground together. Luke was checked out again by the medical staff and pronounced fit to train and he began to jog around the pitch with the other players. The day then began to fall into a familiar pattern, exercising in the morning, then lunch followed by ball work in the afternoon. There was a slight change to the routine today as the first team squad had left for London at lunchtime – they were playing in the capital at the weekend and this meant a few days away from home.


    Luke continued to train with the reserve team players and the day ended with a seven a side game designed to help the players exploit all the open space on the pitch with intelligent running and passing. Once again the players were warned to keep the contact to a minimum and Luke was told to take his place at the centre of defence. For the first ten minutes the game ebbed and flowed without incident until Luke’s side won a free kick just outside their opponents penalty box. Luke’s team mate stepped up to take the kick and a small defensive wall was assembled in front of him.


    Suddenly, Luke felt an overwhelming urge to move to the outside edge of the penalty area. He drew a few enquiring glances as he wandered into an area that presented no threat to his opponents. In fact his own goalkeeper began to shout at him to pull back to defend his own penalty area. For some reason Luke ignored him and stayed rooted to the spot. Luke’s team mate strode up to the ball, seeming to hit it perfectly into the far corner of the net but at the last second the ball slammed up against the post. The deflection flew away from the goal and dropped at the feet of an unmarked Luke who calmly tucked the ball into the open net.


    Players from both sides laughed and hooted. “You lucky sod!” someone shouted. Luke grinned and shrugged his shoulders as he ran back to his own half. A few minutes later the opposition responded with a well-worked goal and the game was finely balanced as they went into the last 10 minutes. Throwing everything forward in a last-gasp attack, Luke’s team forced a corner.


    “Take the front post Luke.” the reserve team captain ordered and Luke ran to do as he was told. However, just before the ball was swung in, Luke peeled away and ran to the far edge of the penalty area. The ball was in the air as the players tried to understand what Luke was doing but they didn’t have time to worry about it as they tried to get to the ball. However, the goalkeeper seemed to have the situation in control, he rose unopposed and raised his hands to catch the ball. Suddenly he seemed to juggle the ball and it flew out of his hands and shot across the penalty area – straight to the unmarked Luke Linden. Luke deliberately headed the ball straight back into the top corner of the net and then wheeled away triumphantly!


    Once again the hoots of derision echoed across the field and on the sidelines the remaining backroom staff grinned. “Twice in one game – you are definitely pushing your luck!” shouted one of Luke’s team mates. Once again Luke just laughed as he ran back to restart the game. There wasn’t enough time for the opposition to respond – within seconds the game was over and the players headed back to the changing room, laughing and joking as they walked.


    Luke quickly showered and changed and then walked towards his car. He dialled Harry’s number and waited nervously for him to pick up. Finally he heard his friend’s voice.


    “Harry – I think it’s happened – I think the treatment is beginning to work!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 40


    


    Harry was waiting when Luke arrived home – he didn’t want to go into details over the phone but wanted to examine Luke. First of all he made Luke explain everything that had happened – starting with the head injury. When Luke had finished his story, Harry seemed deep in thought and then he asked to examine Luke. Harry spent a long time looking at the area of impact on Luke’s head and then he checked his reflexes and other vital signs. Finally he shone a torch into Luke’s eyes – never speaking throughout the examination. Finally he seemed to come to a decision and turned to speak.


    “Well the good news is that there is no sign of concussion – but I’m sure the medics at the ground have told you that?”


    Luke nodded.


    Harry continued, “All your vital signs seem good and your reflexes also seem to be performing as expected. However, this is all a bit confusing.”


    “How do you mean?” Luke asked.


    “Well, the last time we spoke about this subject I told you not to worry because sometimes the treatment needed a stimulus to start things going – but I didn’t mean a bang on the head!” explained Harry. “The kind of stimulus I was referring to included smells, memories or perhaps a shock – but certainly not a physical blow.”


    “I’m sorry if I don’t conform but I’ve always been a bit of a rebel.” joked Luke – who then turned a bit more serious. “Having said that – do you think this will cause any problems?”


    Harry tried to reassure Luke. “Oh no – don’t worry, I’m sure everything will be fine, I just need to keep a closer eye on you in future but I have to admit that it isn’t the best news.”


    “Why?” Luke asked again. “It looks as if the treatment may finally be working?”


    “I agree,” replied Harry, “but it won’t be a very popular method of treatment if I give someone medication and then bash them on the head to activate it!”


    “Oh.” Luke said. “I hadn’t thought of that!”


    Harry instructed Luke to continue filling in his diary and he also said he would now try to spend more time at the training ground to personally asses Luke’s condition. It now seemed that Luke’s reaction to the plant extract was associated with football so that was where Harry needed to be.


    True to his word, Harry made several excuses so that he could attend several training sessions over the next few days. He pretended to watch all the players but he spent the majority of his time watching Luke play – and it seemed that Luke’s suspicions were correct. He seemed to have picked up an uncanny knack of being in the right place at the right time on the football pitch. He began to score in most practise games he played in and he was also becoming invaluable in defence. He would often pop up on his own goal line to head the ball to safety – he just seemed to always know where to stand. The goals he scored were rarely spectacular – they were mostly tap-ins or easy headers – but they were happening with increasing regularity.


    Soon it wasn’t just Harry who was watching Luke closely – word began to spread and quite often Sandy could be seen on the touchline when Luke was playing. Finally, Sandy called Luke into his office.


    “Sit down lad – I just want a quick chat to see how you are doing.”


    They spoke for a few minutes about the training Luke had been doing with some of the injured players and Sandy seemed anxious to check that Luke was enjoying his time with the club. Luke wondered where this was going – he even began to suspect that Sandy was getting ready to try to get rid of him when Sandy suddenly changed tack.


    “I’ve been watching you in a few practise matches recently son and I have to say that I’m impressed at how much you have improved since you first started training with us. Your fitness was always sound but recently you have started scoring goals – and that doesn’t happen for many players. For someone of your age you have become quite a good player.”


    “Thanks for the compliment – I think.” grinned Luke.


    “I’m sorry if that seems rude,” laughed Sandy, “I was always suspicious about having a fan wandering about the place but I’m happy to say that you’ve proved me wrong – you’ve actually been a pleasant surprise.”


    Luke didn’t know what to say so he kept his mouth shut as Sandy continued.


    “In fact – you may be able to help us a bit more.” he said slowly.


    Luke sat up straighter in his chair.


    “As you know, we’ve made a great start to the season and I want to do whatever I can to keep the run going.” Sandy explained. “But we are moving into a period that’s always very busy – cup games are coming up and the squad gets stretched to the limits.”


    Luke still didn’t have a clue where this was going.


    “Andy and some of the boys have been nagging at me for weeks – so what do you think?” asked Sandy.


    “About what?” Luke had no idea what Sandy was talking about.


    “About you perhaps playing a game or two for the reserves!” Sandy grunted. “Have you not understood a word of what I have been saying?”


    Luke just shook his head in amazement. “Me – the reserves – are you sure?”


    “Don’t get carried away son.” Sandy said. “You’re not exactly Lionel Messi – you’re old, slow and stubborn but you do have a couple of things going for you.”


    “It’s always nice to be flattered.” Luke joked.


    Sandy ignored him and continued. “You seem to able to run all day, you are very hard to knock off the ball, you have a nice touch for a big man – and even more importantly – you have started to score goals.”


    Sandy sat back and waited for Luke to say something. Finally he opened his mouth.


    “OK – so what happens next?”


    “Well we don’t tell the chairman anything for a start.” Sandy said. “I don’t want to be blunt but if this goes badly wrong then we want as few people as possible to know about it. The reserves are playing Middlesbrough away next week – it’s a long drag and I need to keep some of the better players here as cover for a cup game a few days later. I propose sending a few youth team players with the squad – and you.”


    Luke nodded and once again Sandy continued. “We won’t announce the squad until just before the kickoff and all being well you will be one of the substitutes. You may not even get a game but if you do then it will all be low key and hopefully you won’t embarrass us – or yourself.”


    “That doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.” Luke said.


    “Don’t worry.” Sandy replied. “I’m not Father Christmas – I’m not giving you this as a thank-you – I’m giving you this chance because I really think you can hold your own at that level. Just don’t let me down.”


    Luke took that as a dismissal and wandered outside. Andy was waiting for him wearing a wide grin.


    “Well?” he said.


    “Well what?” asked Luke.


    “Well you don’t seem too happy after receiving good news?” said Andy.


    “I’m just worried that it’s happening for the wrong reasons.” said Luke.


    “Don’t be an idiot!” Andy growled. “I don’t mind admitting you’ve surprised us all. You know I was against you when you first arrived but you’ve turned it round. You’re fit, you’re a natural leader – and now you’ve started scoring goals – you can actually play a bit! This is not some reward for being a good boy – this is serious – this is a squad game and you may be able to help.”


    Luke seemed to accept that and finally began to relax – perhaps this was something that he could actually enjoy. Then he began to worry about letting everyone down and he began to have second thoughts. Andy sensed the indecision and started to laugh.


    “I don’t believe this. You always seem so much in control and now you are worrying because you may get 10 minutes playing for the reserves! There won’t even be anyone watching you – these games usually attract a couple of old men and maybe a dog or two!”


    Andy seemed to be enjoying winding Luke up and finally Luke began to gain a sense of perspective – Andy was right – he should just concentrate on enjoying himself – but he decided that it wouldn’t do any harm to say an extra prayer at mass on Sunday!


    The family were surprised when Luke said he was travelling up to the North-East with the reserve team, it was the first time he had been involved with the club away from Wishton. Luke explained that he had been asked to talk about the away game for his weekly piece in the paper and they seemed to accept that. Sandy had asked Luke not to tell anyone that he may be playing – just in case Ed Tierney got wind. Sandy didn’t think that Ed would interfere but he knew that he would make it a big media event and that was the last thing that anyone wanted. Luke didn’t even tell Sam what was happening – and Sam travelled up to the game on the same coach as Luke.


    Craig Sett was in charge for the evening and Sandy had passed on his instructions – Luke was to be named as a substitute but wasn’t to be used for more than 10 minutes if necessary. Craig gave the team sheet in to the referee 30 minutes before kickoff time and he told Luke to get changed with the rest of the players. The team news was published on the internet and back in Wishton an incredulous Tom Linden was soon running around the house shouting.


    “Mum, Lexi – dad’s on the bench for the game tonight!”


    No-one would believe him and when Sue tried to ring Luke to find out what was going on he had wisely turned off his phone. He knew he needed to concentrate and the last thing he needed at the moment was an interrogation from his wife. He ran down the tunnel and warmed up with the rest of the team – it was a strange sensation because, as Andy had predicted, the stadium was empty. The referee called the two captains together and seconds later the game was underway.


    It seemed to Luke that after all the anticipation of the last few days the first half was something of an anticlimax. Both sides struggled to make an impact and after a lack lustre 45 minutes even the referee seemed happy to blow his whistle and go inside for a cup of tea. Craig tried to rouse the Wishton reserves and explained how he wanted to try a few different things in the second half. Sadly they didn’t get much of a chance to put his plans into action – within a few seconds of the kick-off Middlesbrough swept down the pitch and slotted the ball in the net.


    Luke and the rest of the substitutes groaned and Craig ranted but nothing seemed to make much difference. For the next 10 minutes the Middlesbrough players started to take control and another goal seemed inevitable. Just as Craig was considering making a substitution one of the Wishton defenders fell to the ground as if he had been shot. The physiotherapist ran onto the pitch and within seconds it was obvious that the player couldn’t continue.


    “Hamstring.” the physio announced and Craig signalled a reserve defender to warm up and get onto the pitch. Things worsened a minute or so later – the other Wishton central defender collided with the Middlesbrough centre forward and was left in a pool of blood on the floor. It seemed accidental but the Wishton player obviously needed to come off for stitches – which left Craig with only one choice.


    “Luke,” he said seriously, “get stripped – you’re on.”


    Luke felt strangely calm as he ran onto the pitch – he didn’t feel out of place and some of his team mates called out words of encouragement as he took his place in the heart of defence. He glanced up at the stadium clock, twenty minutes to go – looks like Sandy’s plan for maybe an easy 10 minutes had gone out of the window.

  


  
    CHAPTER 41


    


    Luke was immediately under pressure.


    “Run at the old man!” someone from the Middlesbrough bench screamed from the touchline. “He’ll never be able to keep up!”


    Luke was hoping that he didn’t need to keep up – he had no intention of letting anyone get past him. For the next ten minutes Luke played like a man possessed as Middlesbrough threw everything at Wishton. He tackled on the floor and out-muscled the forwards in the air and after a few minutes the Middlesbrough players realised that he wasn’t going to be a pushover so they switched their pressure to Luke’s central defence partner. Pleased that he had weathered the early storm Luke began to encourage his team mates to press for an equaliser.


    Slowly but surely the Wishton players began to push forward until they managed to win a corner. Luke advanced and he felt compelled to stand right in front of the goalkeeper – more or less on the goalkeeper’s toes. Craig moaned.


    “What the hell is Luke doing there? He’ll never score standing so close to the goalkeeper. If he touches him the referee will give a foul!”


    Sure enough, the ball was swung in and the goalie leapt above Luke – easily beating him to the ball. However, maybe the fact that the Middlesbrough goalkeeper had seen little action during the game meant that he had lost concentration, because he fumbled the ball and dropped it straight onto Luke’s head! The ball bobbled for a second and then trickled into the net!


    The Wishton players didn’t know whether to laugh or cheer but they all congratulated Luke as they ran back to restart the game. Luke chuckled to himself as he received the thumbs-up from Craig but then he immediately got his mind back on the game and urged his team mates to concentrate. The goal seemed to have stunned the Middlesbrough players and Luke sensed that Wishton may get another opportunity.


    The players lined up to kick off and Luke started to run forward – even before the ball had been kicked.


    “What’s he doing now?” Craig asked of no one in particular.


    The Middlesbrough player touched the ball to his team mate to restart the game – completely unaware that an opposing player was bearing down on him. He was completely surprised when Luke nipped between the two Middlesbrough players and pinched the ball. Luke dodged around the next player and was surprised to find himself in acres of room. He advanced another few yards, then he noticed that the Middlesbrough goalkeeper was frantically trying to get back onto his line. Luke sensed his opportunity and from fully thirty yards out he lifted the ball over the keepers head and watched in glee as the ball bounced up into the roof of the net.


    This time there was no laughing from the Wishton players – they went mad and swamped Luke under a melee of bodies. Luke finally emerged, punching the air but he still had his wits about him to shout at the players to get their minds back on the game as the Middlesbrough players trudged disconsolately forward to kick off again. However, there were only a few minutes left to play and Luke and his new team mates comfortably saw the game out.


    Back in the steamy atmosphere of the changing room, Luke’s ears were ringing with praise and he simply sat with a stupid grin on his face. He had just scored a goal for the team he had supported since he was a young boy! Of course he knew that it was just a reserve team game in front of about ten spectators but that didn’t matter – he had worn the club shirt with pride, scored two goals and they had won the game. He switched his phone back on to find a barrage of text messages and missed calls. He figured that he had better call home first so he tried to speak to his family but he couldn’t get much sense out of them – they seemed to alternate between screaming and crying – but he got the impression they were pleased for him!


    He finally made it back onto the coach for the long trip home and as he sank down into his comfortable seat, Craig presented him with a cold beer and the whole team gave him three cheers. To make a perfect day complete Luke joined in a game of cards with Craig, the physio and the kit man and the hours seemed to fly past. A taxi was waiting to take him from Wishton to home and he was pleased that Sue was waiting up for him.


    “I made the kids go to bed but I was too excited!” Sue said. “I couldn’t wait to see you! Two goals – it’s unbelievable – I’m so proud.”


    “I can’t believe it myself.” Luke smiled as they hugged. Seconds later the sound of running feet could be heard as both Lexi and Tom flew into the room. Lexi pushed her mum out of the way as she flew into her dad’s arms.


    “You’re fantastic!” she squealed as Luke whirled her around. Tom joined in by jumping on his dad’s back.


    “Well done dad – not bad for an old man!”


    Luke pretended to hit Tom but he dodged deftly out of the way and the whole family fell about laughing. Sue finally made everyone go to bed but Luke couldn’t sleep – it was hours since the game ended but he kept replaying the game in his mind. Consequently – for the first time in many years – Luke Linden didn’t get up at 6am the following morning – it was nearer to 9am when he finally opened his eyes.


    Strictly speaking, the players didn’t need to go into the training ground the day after a game but Luke decided to drive in after lunch to loosen up. He’d already done a shortened version of his daily exercise routine at home but he told himself that it would do no harm to run a few laps – get the stiffness out of his legs. In truth he wanted to see Sandy and Andy and thank them for giving him a night he would never forget.


    As soon as he stepped out of his car at the training ground he began to receive congratulations and slaps on the back – everyone seemed genuinely pleased about his debut performance. One or two people however, seemed slightly unhappy.


    “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!” moaned Harry. “I would have loved to see you play!”


    “I had no idea until a few minutes before the kick off.” Luke said innocently.


    Just as they were speaking, Ed Tierney appeared.


    “Luke,” he oozed, “wonderful performance – I’m gutted that we didn’t cover it properly – it’s like a fairytale – we should have had it on the news! I’m not happy that Sandy kept it quiet.”


    “I’d hardly call it a fairytale.” Luke grimaced – noticing that behind the chairman some of the players were pretending to be fairies and were waving imaginary wands around!


    Ed didn’t seem to notice – he was obviously frantically thinking how he could cash in on this unexpected turn of events. When he had agreed to let a fan become part of the Wishton team squad for a year he had no idea that they may end up with someone who could actually play football. Luke decided that he would work equally hard to make sure that Ed didn’t exploit the situation. He thanked Ed and hurried away to find Sandy – leaving Ed bending Harry’s ear with all sorts of weird plans.


    Luke smiled as he walked towards Sandy’s office – he had no intention of letting Ed make this into something bigger than it actually was – but he knew he would have to be on guard for the next few days. Sandy seemed very pleased to see him.


    “Well done son, well done!” he cried, jumping up to shake Luke’s hand. “I knew you wouldn’t let us down!”


    Luke stared at Sandy for a second. “Did you really think I would do OK boss?” he asked.


    Sandy thought for a second and then grinned. “Do you want me to be honest?” he asked.


    “Please.” replied Luke.


    “Well then no, I didn’t think that you would play as well as you did.” replied Sandy. “I knew you wouldn’t disgrace yourself otherwise I wouldn’t have put you forward but I didn’t think you would be such a success! In fact you’ve given me a bit of a problem.”


    “In what way?” asked Luke.


    “Well the chairman has already been in to see me and he wants me to name you again in the reserves next week.” said Sandy.


    Luke groaned. “What did you tell him?”


    Sandy grunted. “What do you think I told him? I pick the team – not Ed Tierney or Luke Linden! I think he got the message. But I have to say that I do think he has a point. I’ve just finished watching a recording of last night’s game and I’m impressed. That first goal was pure slapstick but your second goal was very good. That wasn’t what impressed me though – your overall play and leadership was excellent for a 46 year old amateur.


    Luke didn’t know what to say so he just shifted uncomfortably in his chair.


    “Anyway,” Sandy continued, “it’s my problem so you don’t worry about it. I just want to make sure that all this doesn’t turn into a distraction. What are you doing here today anyway? Seems like you can’t keep away from the place!”


    Luke laughed. “I don’t know really,” he admitted, “coming here almost every day has become addictive, I guess I’m making the most of it while I can.”


    “Well, as long as you keep playing like you did last night – I’m sure I can find you a game here and there.” Sandy promised.


    He proved to be as good as his word. Sandy began to use Luke mainly for the reserve team away games – he felt there was less pressure that way. A couple of times Luke came on for just the last 10 minutes and once he just sat on the bench for the whole 90 minutes but he managed to score in both the games he played in – and the Wishton reserves won both games.


    Finally, the inevitable happened – Ed put Sandy under intense pressure to play Luke in a home reserve game and reluctantly he had to agree. Luke found himself on the bench facing Bury reserves and he had to pinch himself – he was in the squad for a game at the Wishton stadium! Although the crowd was tiny compared to first team match day, there were still more spectators in the stadium than usual. As far as Luke was concerned, the most important fans were his family and friends who were gathered behind one goal. Luke noticed that there also seemed to be a lot more journalists and cameramen in attendance than usual.


    After 80 minutes Wishton were 2-0 up and cruising to victory. Craig turned to Luke and nodded.


    “Warm up – you’re going on.”


    Luke trotted up and down the touchline, stretching and twisting as he moved. The fans behind the goal noticed the movement and began to cheer. A few seconds later the ball went out of play and Luke was waved onto the pitch. He had been instructed to play in the centre of defence and for the next few minutes he played adequately without particularly standing out. With a few minutes to go Wishton won a free kick near the corner flag and Craig waved his central defenders up.


    “Let’s see if Luke can do it again.” he announced to no-one in particular.


    As the ball was crossed into the area the wind seemed to catch it and move it away from the intended target – which was a mass of competing players. Instead, the ball dipped towards the front of the penalty area and the only player who had run into that space was Luke. He dived towards the dipping ball and headed the ball past the outstretched arms of the Bury goalkeeper!


    Luke’s supporters went ballistic and up in the stand even Ed was on his feet cheering. This was the first reserve team match that Ed had attended all season and he was very pleased that he had decided to come along. Luke and the rest of the players trotted back to their own half and turned to face the kick off. The game continued for another couple of minutes until the referee blew the final whistle and then Luke ran across to his family.


    The cameras flashed as Luke hugged Sue and the kids as other members of Luke’s family and his many friends tried to join in. Finally Luke dragged himself away to get changed but Lexi shouted him back.


    “Dad,” she shouted, “there’s one more thing we need to talk about!”


    Luke turned to listen.


    “If you keep scoring like this we are going to have to find a trademark celebration for you!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 42


    


    The next few months leading up to Christmas fell into a familiar pattern. Wishton Clough first team went from strength to strength – they were top of the Championship, the striking partnership of Adi and Rae had proved to be the stuff that all managers dream of. Each night Sandy prayed that his family would be safe and well and then he prayed that Adi and Rae didn’t get injured. In the reserves Luke continued to get the occasional game and continued to play well. He usually scored at least one goal per game and was really enjoying himself. However, Sandy and Craig had decided to cut back on his appearances – they didn’t want to turn this into a freak show.


    Luke was more than happy to go along with their wishes – already the media interest had become ridiculous. Ed of course wanted Luke to play more – not less – but each time he spoke to Sandy or Luke about the subject it seemed that Luke had developed a slight injury that ruled him out of the next game. Luke was content with the occasional game if it helped the club out, otherwise he was more than happy training with the players or helping out back at his home in the swimming pool. One thing had changed however – following his daughter’s suggestion – Luke now had a trademark celebration he used when he scored a goal.


    In the old days – when Luke was working away, he used Skype a lot to talk to his family and they had developed some secret signals. Sue, Lexi and Tom each had a signal that only they knew, that meant all was well. Luke’s signal for Lexi was simple – he rubbed his finger under his right eye – and his signal for Tom was a similar gesture under the left eye. Luke used these signals because in the early days, Skype had been easy to hack into and he wanted to pass some messages on without being observed. All his family knew that if they were talking to Luke online and he started pulling his left ear then that was a secret signal that he was in trouble – and they had to let someone in the office know straight away.


    Luke decided to combine Tom and Lexi’s secret signal after he scored a goal. When he first used it both kids were speechless – then they cheered harder than ever. Sam Barker asked Luke to explain to the readers why Luke put his fingers under his eyes when he scored but Luke just laughed and said it was “personal”.


    This was to be the first Christmas in the new house for the Linden family and Sue and Luke went all out to make it a special time. They decorated the house inside and out – even the drive leading up from the main gate glittered and shone, just like the entrance to Santa’s grotto! The week before Christmas they threw a party for family and friends – old and new. Sandy and Andy’s families mixed with other players and Luke’s five a side partners. Even Ed turned up and seemed to enjoy himself. Sue noticed that Sarah Jenkins seemed to be getting quite friendly with Jason Grimshaw as she whizzed around the rooms checking that everyone had enough to eat and drink. It was easy to spot the players – they were the ones who were drinking juice – not alcohol.


    The party was a great success and a few days later, on Christmas Day, after they had all been to church, Luke and Sue held a much smaller family gathering. Harry and his mother were there of course – they were considered to be part of the extended Linden family – along with Sue’s mother, Luke’s mother, Uncle Jack and various other members of the tribe. Once again everyone had a great time and Luke and Sue gazed around the room and again realised just how much they had to be thankful for.


    The following day was Boxing Day and the Lindens set off to watch the home game against Blackburn Rovers. Rovers were up near the top of the table and everyone expected a close-fought game. That was exactly what happened. From their seats in the stand Luke and his family watched as the game swung to and fro – from end to end. It was deep into the second half when Wishton finally made the break through – Adi flicked a ball through to Rae who seemed to shrug off a strong challenge to slip the ball past the goalkeeper. The Wishton fans went wild but after a few seconds they fell silent as they realised that Rae hadn’t risen from the ground. Their fears deepened as a stretcher appeared and the stricken player was carried from the field. The injury seemed to unsettle the remaining Wishton players and they were caught sleeping a few minutes later when the Rovers centre forward powered down the middle and lashed the ball into the top corner of the net. A furious Sandy bullied the players back into action and they remained vigilant for the rest of the game but were unable to claw back another goal. The match finished 1-1 and the Wishton fans went home disappointed – two points thrown away and their star striker injured.


    Luke hurried down to the dressing room after the game to check on Rae only to find that he had already been taken to hospital.


    “Don’t worry,” said Andy, “hopefully it’s only a precaution. The problem was with his ankle – the Rovers player tackled him just as he was hitting the ball and his foot was planted. His ankle was swollen but he seemed to be moving it OK.”


    The dressing room seemed subdued following the result and the mood wasn’t helped a few seconds later when Sandy strode into the room. The players faced a withering dressing down from their furious manager who pointed his finger at various players around the room. He explained in no uncertain terms that their performance hadn’t been good enough and they had better improve before the next game. With that he strode from the room, slamming the door as he left.


    “Flipping eck.” said Nobby. “I wonder what he would have said if we had lost!”


    Luke had been standing out of sight – around the corner of the showers. Andy grunted when he reappeared.


    “You know when to make yourself scarce!” he said accusingly.


    Luke laughed. “He wasn’t telling me off. It’s you lot who are in trouble!”


    With that he dodged various boots and towels that were thrown at him and decided to escape back upstairs before things got worse. He reported back to the family that hopefully Rae was going to be OK and they decided to have another drink in the bar before they headed off for their Boxing Day meal at Luke’s mothers. They were just about to leave when Sandy appeared – obviously he was searching for Luke.


    “Son.” he said urgently. “I need your help again.”


    “Sure boss – what’s up?” asked Luke.


    “We’ve just heard that Rae hasn’t broken anything – just a strain and bruising.” Sandy explained.


    “That’s good news.” Luke said happily.


    “It is indeed,” replied Sandy, “but could we use your facilities tomorrow to help speed up his recovery?”


    “Of course,” replied Luke, “bring him round whenever you like.”


    “Great.” Sandy said. “Dave will be round with him first thing – he’ll bring a portable ultrasound machine with him but if we can use your pools and hot room as well that will be great.”


    With that Sandy hurried away before Ed could grab him to talk about the game – Sandy was obviously in no mood to have to deal with Ed today. Luke drained his drink – Sue was the designated driver today – and they set off across town.


    After spending a good old-fashioned Boxing Day night at his former home, Luke was in a good mood the following morning as he waited for Rae to arrive. Everyone else was still asleep when the buzzer went and all was quiet as Luke opened the gate so that Dave could drive up to the back of the house. Luke opened the passenger door so that he could help Rae out of the car. Rae thanked him and hobbled into the pool room, fumbling with the unfamiliar crutches. Dave came through a few minutes later carrying the portable ultrasound machine.


    Dave had just started to use the machine on Rae’s ankle when the door opened and Lexi entered carrying a tray of steaming tea.


    “I thought you may need this.” She said quietly.


    Luke’s eyes narrowed. Lexi hadn’t been up this early during the holidays for years and he immediately wondered what she was up to. On closer inspection she seemed to be wearing some of the new clothes that Sue had bought her for Christmas – and she was wearing make-up! Luke then noticed that Rae had sat up and seemed to be taking more of an interest in what was going on.


    “Thanks Lexi.” Luke grunted. “Maybe you could go and check with Nell to see if she can put some breakfast on a little later?”


    “No problem Dad,” Lexi shyly replied, “I’ll come back down and let you know what she says.”


    “That’s OK.” Luke said sternly. “Dave and Rae are busy – no need to disturb them again. Thanks for the tea.”


    Lexi glared at her father and opened her mouth to say something but obviously thought better of it. She turned on the spot and flounced out. Luke turned to see Dave grinning and shaking his head.


    “Something wrong?” Luke asked.


    “Nothing at all.” Dave said innocently as he busied himself with Rae’s ankle. Rae seemed totally oblivious to what was going on around him.


    The treatment continued over the next few days and Rae’s ankle quickly began to heal. After a day or two he began swimming and after each session on the machine he went into the hot room and then the ice-cold plunge pool. And each day Lexi tried to find some reason to visit the pool area during Rae’s visit. Her last attempt was the final straw. She turned up to try to have a swim whilst Rae was using the pool – the sight of Lexi in a bikini stopped Rae dead in his tracks! Luke dragged her out of the pool room and Lexi was furious. The shouting attracted Sue.


    “What the hell is going on?” she tried to talk over the commotion.


    “Dad is ruining my life!” Lexi screamed.


    “I’m just trying to stop her making a fool of herself,” Luke replied calmly, “turning up with no clothes on to try to impress that boy!”


    Sue glanced from one to another then spoke again.


    “Lexi – upstairs now – and put some clothes on.”


    Lexi turned to argue with her mother but after seeing the look on her face she realised that she would be wasting her time. She decided to cut her losses so flinging a filthy look at her father she once again flounced out of the room.


    “Sue – you have to do something with her – she’s out of control!” Luke growled. “You need to be more firm with her!”


    As he turned to look at Sue Luke realised he was in big trouble and gulped.


    “Are you suggesting that this is all my fault?” Sue asked sweetly.


    “Er no – not at all.” Luke stammered.


    “Because if you were to suggest that – then I think you and I would be probably heading towards a big argument – and you don’t want that do you?”


    Luke shook his head. “But she’s only 14.” he said weakly.


    “She’s 15 in a few days and she isn’t your baby any more. I will have a word with her but don’t you dare take this out on me or Lexi. She’s growing up and you will have to learn to trust her – do you understand me?” Sue demanded.


    Luke nodded his head as Sue also swept from the room. “At least we know where she gets it from.” he muttered to himself. Then he brightened. “I may not be able to do much about her but I can deal with the enemy!” He then went back into the pool room and sat watching Rae like a hawk. Rae could feel Luke’s eyes boring into him and began to feel uncomfortable. Luke then began to talk about some of the conversations he’d had over the years with retired SAS personnel. Apparently they had discussed some of the torture techniques they had heard about from different parts of the world – Luke remarked that it had been a fascinating subject. The following day Dave reported that Rae seemed ready to resume normal training back at the ground.


    “Amazing.” he said. “Don’t know what happened but he seems to have made a miracle recovery!”

  


  
    CHAPTER 43


    


    Although Rae had responded well to treatment he wasn’t fit enough to play in the next game and Adi seemed lost without his partner. The match was a drab affair – ending in a 0-0 draw and it also left Sandy a worried man.


    “Today showed how much we depend on those two – if we stop scoring goals we will soon slide down the table.” he confided to Craig.


    Sandy also had other, bigger worries. Today’s game had been the last in December, it would soon be January which not only meant a New Year but it also meant the transfer window was open. There was a system in place in English football that basically said that you could only move players between clubs during two periods of the year – and the month of January was one of those periods. Many clubs took advantage of this period – either to get rid of players or to add newcomers to boost a struggling team. Sandy had heard worrying rumours that some Premier League players were sniffing around his two star players.


    It was an open secret that Sandy didn’t trust Ed – even though he had made it perfectly clear to him that neither player was for sale. He couldn’t wait for February to arrive but deep down he knew that this year January would be a long month. He tried to put the negative thoughts to one side and set his mind to plan for the next game – which was in the FA cup. Sandy planned to rest Adi and also take the opportunity to give Rae another week to recover. Hopefully this would keep them both fresh but also it would keep them out of the spotlight at this tricky time.


    Back at the training ground the players didn’t seem to share Sandy’s nervousness as they prepared for the next game. Spirits were high and most of them were secretly looking forward to gaining promotion to the Premier League in 2015. There had, however, been an interesting development concerning some of the players. Since they had been to Luke’s house at Christmas, several of the more senior players had realised that the facilities could be useful to them. This meant that Luke often now had to share his early morning swim and stretching routine with various visitors. Luke didn’t mind although occasionally he did miss the tranquillity.


    One morning there was an extra early morning visitor to Luke’s pool room.


    “Morning Harry,” said Luke in surprise, “this is an unexpected pleasure. What do you want?”


    “And it’s always nice to see you as well.” Harry sniffed.


    Both men grinned and then moved to the empty far end of the room so they could talk without being overheard.


    “Two reasons I called by,” explained Harry, “first of all – Lexi’s birthday. As one of her godparents I always take my duties seriously so I wanted to tell you what I am getting her this year.”


    Luke raised his eyes. “As long as it isn’t Rae Bradshaw with a bow round him then I’m sure I’ll be happy.” he muttered.


    Harry looked confused but ignored Luke and continued. “Actually it’s a bit of a present for all of you really, I also wanted to thank you for helping me with the project.” he lowered his voice towards the end of the sentence.


    “Well go on then – spit it out.” Luke prompted.


    Harry glared at Luke but continued. “At the end of January we play Fulham away – I have arranged first class rail travel to London for the four of you, plus tickets to a West End show in the evening, plus an overnight stay in a top hotel.”


    Luke whistled. “Belting! But you shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble – it must have cost you a fortune.”


    Harry waved away Luke’s protests. “I have nothing else to spend my money on,” he explained, “so I just plough it back into the Dementia research or spend it on those I love.”


    Luke didn’t know what to say so he changed the subject. “What was the other reason you decided to drag yourself out here so early in the day?”


    “That’s easy,” Harry replied, “I’m tied up solid for the next few days so I just wanted to give you a quick once over.”


    They walked back into the house and entered Luke’s study. Harry inspected Luke’s diary and seemed happy at the way things were going. Both men seemed to agree that Luke was experiencing certain heightened instinctive feelings during the football games. Luke couldn’t put it into words but he said that he just knew that he had to be in certain places at different times during the game. It was weird but it was as if he knew that the ball was going to fall in a certain spot or that a player was going to pass in a certain way. Harry gave Luke a quick check up and gave him a clean bill of health as expected.


    Harry left soon after and Luke went back into the pool room to shake up any stragglers so they could head off to the training ground. It was only as he was heading to the car when Luke remembered what was scheduled for that morning. He groaned as he remembered that Sarah had approached him to ask if he would talk to the players and backroom staff about the dangers associated with Twitter, Facebook and other forms of social media. She explained that for once Ed and Sandy were in agreement that following the Jake Pryce saga, the players needed re-educating. Luke didn’t feel uncomfortable talking to large groups of people – it was something he had done the world over and he certainly wasn’t worried talking about IT related issues – but during the year at Wishton Clough he had hoped just to concentrate on football and generally keep a low profile. Then he laughed to himself when he realised, given recent events, how ridiculous that sounded!


    On arrival at the ground he was told that he was due to address the players first thing in the canteen. Sarah was waiting for him and he was pleased to see that Sandy and most of his staff were in attendance and all the players seemed to be there. It was only after a few minutes that he realised that he couldn’t see the familiar figure of Adi amongst the crowd. He decided to get this over with as soon as he could.


    “OK gentlemen,” he began, “I’ve been asked to have a quick word with you today to talk about the dangers of social media.”


    Before he could go any further a hand shot up. “Please sir!” cried Nobby. “Can I go to the toilet?”


    The room fell apart laughing and even Luke had to grin. “I’m sorry Nobby but we don’t have any ladies toilets in here – you’ll have to go outside!”


    The players hooted and cheered then Luke raised his arms. “OK lads – very funny but unfortunately this is a serious subject so pin your ears back and listen.”


    The laughter quickly died away as Luke seemed to consider what to tackle first. Finally he fixed his gaze on Sandy Dunbar.


    “Mr. Dunbar,” he asked, “what would you do if you came in to work today and found a USB stick bearing the Wishton Clough logo on your desk?”


    Sandy thought for a moment before answering. “I would assume that someone had left it for me to look at and when I had taken my laptop out of my bag I would connect it to my laptop.”


    Luke nodded. “Yes – that’s exactly what most people would do. I assume that you are very protective of your laptop and rarely let it out of your sight?”


    Sandy nodded.


    Luke turned back to the rest of the room. “The reason I’m beginning with this example is to show you just how easy it is to steal information. Most hackers these days don’t even need to get near your laptop or Smartphone to steal your information. They can just drop a USB stick on your desk – or by your parked car. They know it’s human nature to want to look at what is on the USB device and that the majority of people will simply connect it to their laptop or tablet. Once the device has made a connection, then a virus or Trojan is transferred to your device and the hacker can start to take whatever information they want.”


    Sandy looked shocked. “But you said it had a Wishton logo?”


    Luke shrugged. “It’s hard to get at your laptop but why risk it when someone can simply mock up a USB pen with a logo and drop it on your desk – and leave the rest to you.”


    The room stayed silent as Luke went on. “That was a bit of an extreme example,” he said “but I wanted to try to make a point – once you lose control then there is no going back. And it is the same story with all your social media accounts. By and large you seem to be a sensible bunch of people but there are a lot of nasty people out there – just waiting to take advantage of any slip-up you make. There are at least two main ways in which you can mess up in Twitter, Facebook, Instagram etc. First of all you can post something which you regret later and can’t get back – and secondly you may be using weak passwords on all your accounts.”


    Luke paused to let his words take effect. “First of all – passwords. Let me tell you here and now that no password is unbreakable. Give me a few minutes and I will crack all your passwords.”


    A low rumble spread throughout the room. “And you would be surprised to know how many people there are like me in the world! Probably most of them aren’t as modest…..”


    This time an uneasy laugh came from a few of the players.


    Andy raised his hand. Luke nodded towards him.


    “I didn’t even use Twitter – and look what happened to me.” Andy commented.


    “What happened to you was an extreme example – and a combination of bad luck and bad judgement.” Luke explained. “I’ve made sure that the club won’t make the same mistake again – but at the end of the day the main cause was a weak password. But you need to make it hard for the majority of other idiots out there. Don’t use simple passwords, don’t write them down – and don’t share them with anybody. If you want to be really safe the start using a laptop with a biometric device attached.”


    Some of the players were lost.


    “That’s a fingerprint reader Nobby.” Luke smiled and he held up his phone to show them what he meant. “My phone needs a 12 character password plus my thumbprint before I can get access – and even then there are a few other surprises for any would-be hackers.”


    “What kind of surprises?” Sandy asked.


    “Well they wouldn’t be surprises if I told everyone would they?” Luke replied. “And that’s exactly what I am trying to tell you – do not share these kind of secrets with anyone.”


    “However,” continued Luke, “the easiest way to protect yourself is to simply not post anything at all. If you don’t share your lives on Twitter and Facebook then you have nothing to worry about. I know that some people would rather lose their right arms than lose their Twitter account – and I really feel sorry for those sad people,” he glanced around the room, “but that’s the only 100% way of not losing anything – don’t put it out there.”


    “Having said that,” Luke warned, “you still need to be vigilant if you just use your laptop or tablet for browsing or just editing documents. Lots of companies offer you data storage “in the cloud”, in other words they will offer to store your data remotely. Don’t be tempted by these offers. Store your data locally and back up to secure USB sticks or drives. Once those documents and photographs are in the public domain then they are vulnerable.”


    Luke paused once again and looked around the silent room. “I’m sorry if I have frightened you today but to be honest that is exactly what I wanted to do. I don’t want you to tell the world on Facebook that you are going away for the weekend – only for you to come home to find your home burgled. And I don’t want you coming home drunk one night and stupidly publishing things on Twitter that you will regret in the morning. And I definitely don’t want personal photos of you and a loved one splashed all over the papers. 99% of this is common sense – just think before you act.”


    Luke decided he had said enough. “I’ve given you the bare minimum,” he said, “If any of you want to learn more or have any concerns – then you can talk to me at any time.”


    The players began to politely thank Luke for his help – they all seemed in a lot more serious mood now. Luke stood to leave and he noticed someone enter the main door and hurry across to Sandy. Sandy listened for a minute and then jumped to his feet – swearing and shouting. He pushed through the surrounding players and rushed towards the door. Someone grabbed the messenger as he tried to leave.


    “What’s happened?”


    “Adi Abele has just joined a Premier League club!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 44


    


    The rest of the morning passed quickly and soon the players were all back in the canteen eating lunch. The main topic of conversation was Adi. Everyone was disappointed that he was going but they also were unhappy that he seemed to have left without saying goodbye.


    Suddenly the canteen door opened and Adi stood there – seemingly unsure what to do. He nervously stepped forward into the silent room and began to move towards the main focal point of the space. No-one spoke as he turned to address everyone.


    “I’m sorry guys, I really am,” he began, “but this chance has come along and at my age it’s simply too good to turn down. I’m 31 with only six months left on my contract and I’ve been offered a 3 year contract by a Premier League Club. The main thing is that it offers security for my family but it also gives me one last chance in the Prem. I didn’t ask to leave, after Pryce was arrested I came off the transfer list but they still came in and offered the chairman a lot of money for me so it looks like it’s a good deal all round. But I’m sorry to be leaving you lot – and I hope you don’t hold it against me.”


    Nothing happened for a few seconds and Adi began to look as if he was going to cry when suddenly all the players rose from their seats and began to applaud. Then they surged towards him – cheering and shouting as they moved. “Well done you jammy sod!” was one of the less-juicy comments as the players congratulated and hugged Adi. It all proved too much for him as he finally did begin to cry.


    “I’ll never forget you lot.”


    Finally he stumbled from the room with the cheers still ringing in his ears. Sandy was waiting outside for him and Adi was genuinely scared to face him. Before Adi could speak Sandy embraced him and whispered in his ear.


    “Don’t worry – I would have done exactly the same thing if I were in your shoes. I wish you the best of luck and make sure you don’t forget us!”


    “I’m sorry boss.” Adi said sadly. “I wanted to talk to you as soon as I heard about the offer but my agent and the chairman said we had to give them an answer within the hour so there was no time to waste.”


    “Don’t worry son,” Sandy replied, “I know exactly how these things work. Just make sure you score a few goals for your new club.”


    Adi shuffled away towards his waiting agent who smiled apologetically at Sandy before he ushered Adi into the car, then they were gone. Sandy sighed as he thought back to his conversation a few minutes ago with Ed Tierney. Ed repeated exactly what Adi had said and stressed that it was a good deal for Wishton – Sandy now had money to spend on a new, younger striker but Ed just didn’t understand. They had sold something that money couldn’t buy – an in-form goal scorer and one half of a formidable striking partnership.


    Sandy’s fears sadly proved to be justified. The next two games Wishton didn’t score a goal – and Rae seemed lost without Adi. For the first time in many weeks Wishton slid to second place in the League table and the warning bells began to ring. The following week was FA cup weekend so Sandy took the opportunity to experiment and played a different system to try to help Rae – but nothing seemed to work. In fact the opposite happened and Wishton went down to their first defeat in months – and they were out of the cup. Sandy urged the players not to panic but secretly he was worried. He had two weeks left in January in which to try to find a replacement striker – and he also knew that some clubs were still sniffing around Rae.


    The following week Wishton were back in action in the League – at home to Bournemouth. Sandy hoped that the long journey from the south coast would have taken the edge off the Bournemouth team but sadly the opposite was true. A goal in either half sealed the points for Bournemouth and shocked the home fans. At Christmas they had seemed unstoppable and many fans were secretly looking forward to visiting Premier League grounds next year – but now it looked as if it could all be slipping away.


    The mood was sombre at training on Monday morning. Luke tried to spread some cheer but no-one seemed interested and most of the sessions that day took place in near-silence. Just after lunch Luke was warming up with a few of the reserves with laps around the pitch when he was joined by Rae who began jogging alongside him.


    “Do you mind if I have a word?” Rae asked nervously.


    Luke glanced around and saw they were trotting alone on the edge of the small group. “Go ahead,” he muttered, “but I hope that this has nothing to do with my daughter.”


    Rae paled but plugged on. “Actually,” he spluttered, “it was Lexi’s idea to talk to you.”


    Luke glared at Rae. “You had better be very careful what you say next.” he said quietly.


    “No, no.” Rae panicked. “It’s nothing like that. Lexi and I chat by text and on the phone – she knew I needed advice from someone and she suggested that I talk to you. Lexi said you usually had the right answers.”


    Luke softened. “I’m sorry Rae,” he said quietly, “I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that and I certainly shouldn’t have pre-judged you. Please go ahead – I’ll do my best to help.”


    Rae hesitated as if unsure where to start. “I’m sure that you’ve heard the rumours about various Premier League teams trying to sign me?”


    Luke nodded.


    “Well it’s all true,” Rae admitted, “and I don’t know what to do.”


    Luke remembered hearing that Rae’s dad had left home when Rae was very young leaving his mum to bring up Rae and his young sister alone. Rae’s grandad had been the biggest male influence in his life but he had died a couple of years ago.


    “You’d better start at the beginning.” Luke said.


    “There’s not much to tell really.” Rae replied. “It seems there has been a bit of an auction to buy me and it looks like Chelsea have won. They have offered me a great salary and a three year contract and certain people are trying to force me to sign.”


    “Let me guess,” said Luke sourly, “those certain people are your agent and the chairman?”


    Rae nodded. “Chelsea have offered a lot of money to buy me and Mr. Tierney says that it could help rebuild the team.”


    Luke stared at Rae as they continued to trot around the pitch. “And what do you want to do?”


    Rae seemed unsure but answered firmly. “I want to play in the Premier League and I want to look after my mum and sister.”


    “So why are we even having this conversation?” asked Luke.


    “Because I’m not sure,” Rae replied, “and I would appreciate an unbiased opinion.”


    Luke nodded. “How much longer on your contract?” he asked.


    “About another 18 months.” answered Rae.


    Luke considered for a moment and then continued. “OK,” he said, “I’ll tell you what I would tell Tom if he was in your position. I would be the proudest person in the world if my son played in the Premier League but it isn’t as straightforward as your agent has probably explained it. The fact of the matter is that the big clubs don’t necessarily sign good, young players because they want them in their teams. A big reason these days that they sign players like you is so that other teams don’t get their hands on them.”


    Rae nodded as if this was something he had already considered.


    “You may be the exception,” Luke continued, “but most players in your position won’t get to play in the first team for at least a couple of years – if ever. The common practise these days seems to be to send young players out on loan – sometimes to Premier League clubs but usually to Championship clubs. So you could actually find yourself back in this division!”


    They continued to jog around the pitch – not seeming to notice that the other players had returned to the changing room.


    “On the plus side you would be financially secure for life and you could be straight into the first team and be an instant success,” smiled Luke. Then his smile vanished, “but on the minus side you could be living alone, hundreds of miles from home, stuck in the reserves or loaned out to another team.”


    “That’s all very well Luke but what would you do?” Rae seemed to be begging for an answer.


    Luke seemed torn but he finally answered the younger man. “If you really want to hear what I think – then I would leave it to the end of this season.” he said firmly. “If Wishton get promoted then you will be playing in the Premier League next season. You can also take the opportunity to re-negotiate your contract and to start making some serious money. If Wishton don’t go up then you are no worse off than you are today and the big clubs will still be sniffing around.”


    Rae seemed relieved that someone had finally given him an honest answer.


    Luke hadn’t finished. “You need to go home and talk to your mum – and also think what your Grandad would have wanted for you. You also need to do some research – check how many young players from the UK and from abroad – were signed by top teams last year. Then check how many of them actually managed to get a game in the Premier League – and how many of them were later loaned out to other clubs.”


    “Thanks Luke.” Rae finally smiled. “I know what my Grandad would have wanted – that’s easy – if he thought I could play for Wishton in the Premier League he would be the proudest man in the world as well.”


    “That’s only one of the things you need to consider.” Luke reminded him. “But I will say one final thing – it’s much better to learn how to play when you are happy and surrounded by friends and families. Many promising young players have been destroyed by loneliness and bad advice.”


    Rae nodded and seemed deep in thought as the two men parted. Sandy noticed them walking back to the changing room and wondered what they had been talking about. If the rumours were correct then it seemed that Rae wouldn’t be with Wishton much longer. He sighed and mentally added that to his growing list of problems.


    Luke showered and then headed for home, the January weather was cold and icy and he took his time as he headed up through the hills towards home. He left the car in the large garage and as he was walking into the house he noticed Sue’s car winding up the drive towards him so he waited to walk in with her. Sue smiled and she held Luke’s arm as they walked through the biting wind towards the house.


    Before they could open the door it flew open and Lexi threw herself into her father’s arms.


    “You’re the best dad in the world!” she screamed as she smothered her father in kisses.


    “Whoa!” he cried. “What have I done?”


    “Rae just called,” she yelled, “he’s decided to stay with Wishton and not move to Chelsea!”


    Sue raised her eyes. “And what does this have to do with your father?”


    “Rae says that it was daddy who convinced him to stay!”


    Sue gave Luke an amused look and he just gave a sickly grin and shrugged his shoulders.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 45


    


    Sadly the good news that Rae was staying with Wishton didn’t seem to have a positive effect on the pitch. They still struggled to score and the next two games were both goalless – and more worryingly for Wishton fans – their team dropped out of the top two. The Championship winners and runners-up were automatically promoted to the Premier League whilst the four teams below them had to fight it out for one remaining Premier League place. Sandy shuddered as he contemplated the prospects of having to go through a sudden death playoff – that was to be avoided at all costs.


    However, there was at least some good news for Sandy – the transfer window had closed and that meant his players were safe until the summer at least. In addition he had managed to bring in a couple of temporary loan signings from the higher division. He didn’t see the new signings as the answer to his scoring problems but Sandy felt that he needed to bulk up his squad for the final run-in.


    Luke had another couple of outings for the reserves and the team continued to play well – proving very difficult to beat. He was once again enjoying training – if only the first team could start winning a few games then everything would be perfect. If he was totally honest then there probably was still another small black cloud on the horizon. Lexi’s 15th birthday had taken place a few weeks earlier and Sue had arranged two parties – one for Lexi and her friends and another smaller affair for family and close friends.


    The party for Lexi’s friends was held in the pool room at the house – the pool was designed to be covered over for exactly this kind of occasion. Sue and Luke made sure that the gathering was appropriately supervised with no alcohol allowed – Sue thought the evening was a great success but Luke wasn’t so sure. There wasn’t any trouble but Rae had been the guest of honour and every time that Luke had checked Lexi and Rae seemed inseparable. Rae was even invited to the family party and although Luke was civil towards the young man he couldn’t help but throw a few warning glances towards him throughout the evening.


    Sue found the situation hilarious – Luke was so used to being in control and he seemed confused that he couldn’t just arrange things as he wanted them to be. What was even funnier was that Rae was so frightened of Luke that he wouldn’t get too close to Lexi – he wouldn’t even hold her hand! Sue decided that she would keep that to herself for the time being – it would do Luke good not to always have his own way!


    The Linden family were all looking forward to visiting London the following week – probably all for different reasons. Sue and Lexi were looking forward to watching a show and hopefully going shopping whereas Tom and Luke were looking forward to a rare away game. To be fair, Lexi was looking forward to the game as well – if only because she wanted to watch Rae.


    Harry had made all the arrangements and he had booked four first class train tickets which would get them to Euston early on Saturday morning. The only downside to that was that they had to leave home at a ridiculous time – and Lexi wasn’t really a morning person. In spite of that, they managed to catch the train and even Lexi soon felt better as they began to tuck into breakfast and soon the miles were rolling by.


    Luke thought back to the previous week and immediately began to worry. Wishton had played at home on Tuesday evening and had suffered another defeat. The fans were now getting restless and the same people who had been cheering the team in December were now grumbling in February. Luke shared their concern – if this continued they would drop out of the top six and they could all forget about playing in the Premier League. Suddenly Luke realised that someone was talking to him.


    “I’m sorry,” he apologised, “I was miles away – what did I miss?”


    Sue shook her head. “It’s OK,” she grinned, “I know you are worried about the team. I was just asking about Harry’s arrangements for picking us up at the station?”


    “It’s all sorted.” Luke answered. “Harry will send a car to Euston to take us to the hotel to drop our bags off.”


    Luke paused whilst he glanced at the luggage. He and Tom had one small bag each – Lexi and Sue seemed to have brought the kitchen sink with them. “You do know that we are only away for one night don’t you?” he asked sarcastically.


    “Don’t be mean darling,” replied Sue sweetly, “You know that girls need more bags than boys!”


    Luke sniffed then continued. “As I was saying – we can drop our large number of bags at the hotel and then we have a couple of hours to kill before the game. After the game we need to get away fairly quickly to catch the show and then we will be meeting Harry afterwards for dinner. Then back to the hotel and tomorrow we have the day to ourselves until we catch the afternoon train back home.”


    An argument started then between Lexi who wanted to go shopping before the game and Tom who wanted to go to the London Dungeon. Luke let them get on with it – he was fairly sure that they would end up shopping so he didn’t waste his breath. Before too long they were pulling into Euston and as they pulled their bags along the platform Harry appeared to help them.


    “I’ve got the cars waiting this way.” he said.


    “Why do we have more than one car?” Luke asked, noticing for the first time that Harry seemed quite agitated.


    “Unfortunately there has been something of a development.” Harry answered uneasily.


    “What do you mean?” Sue demanded.


    “Well,” answered Harry, “I don’t know exactly what has happened but there seems to have been an outbreak of food poisoning – and a lot of the first team squad seem to have been affected.”


    The Lindens glanced at each other until Lexi blurted. “How’s Rae?”


    Harry grinned for a second. “He’s fine.”


    “So how does this affect us?” Luke asked bluntly.


    “For one thing,” replied Harry, “as chief medical officer, I need to get straight back to the team. It looks as if the match may be called off but I need to check on the players. And one other thing.”


    “What?” Luke asked.


    “Sandy told me to bring you back with me.” said Harry. “Just in case.”


    “Just in case what?” Sue demanded.


    Harry just shrugged. “Look, I’m sure everything will be fine but I think the game will be called off if we can’t raise a team. In the meantime I have a car waiting to take you to the hotel and the driver has been told to take you wherever you want for the rest of the day. We’ll call you and let you know about the game – we’ll either meet you at the ground or back at the hotel.”


    Luke and Harry placed the luggage into the waiting car and they jumped into a similar vehicle.


    “OK,” said Luke, “what’s really going on?”


    Harry raised his hands. “You know as much as me.” he replied indignantly. “It’s obviously something the players ate in the hotel last night. There doesn’t seem to be a pattern at the moment but a large number of the squad and backroom staff have been affected. We are going to meet them at the ground but hopefully the referee will call the game off.”


    A few minutes later the car pulled up outside Craven Cottage – Fulham’s famous ground – and Harry and Luke hurried inside through the players entrance. They made their way towards the away team dressing room – nobody needed to guide them, they just followed the raised voices. Harry opened the door and quickly looked around for one of his colleagues – Dr. Jeff Symons. Jeff was the main match day medic in attendance and always travelled with the team.


    “What’s the latest Jeff?” Harry asked anxiously.


    “No further cases.” Jeff replied. “We left the infected players back at the hotel. They don’t seem too bad now but none of them are fit to play.”


    “So how many fit players do we have left?” was Harry’s next question.


    “It looks like we have fifteen,” Jeff replied, “but perhaps we have 16 now.” he added mysteriously.


    “Hopefully it won’t matter.” Harry said quickly. “Surely the referee will call the game off?”


    Jeff pointed to a room at the far end of the changing room – that seemed to be where all the shouting was coming from. “Sandy’s “discussing” the situation with the referee at the moment.”


    Just then the door flew open and a figure appeared, Harry and Luke assumed it was the referee.


    “You haven’t heard the last of this,” bellowed Sandy from within the room, “I’ll have your hide you flaming idiot!”


    The official turned slowly to face Harry.


    “I don’t make the rules.” he said calmly. “I’ve given my ruling so stop moaning and make the best of it.”


    With that he stalked out of the room at great speed without a glance at any of the players. It looked as if he wanted to spend as little time with the possibly infected players as possible.


    All eyes turned towards Sandy.


    Harry asked the question – even though they all already knew the answer.


    “Well?”


    Sandy glared around the room. “As you know, the referee had an independent doctor check all the players over and he says that we now have enough for a full team plus the necessary five reserves. So the game goes ahead.”


    “But we don’t have five reserves.” Andy said.


    “Actually we do.” said Sandy, staring at Luke.


    “No way!” Luke protested.


    “We don’t have a choice son.” Sandy said bluntly. “You are a registered player and you have had reserve team experience so you are in.”


    Andy and the rest of the team mumbled a few words of encouragement to Luke but they all had their own problems to think about so Luke was soon left alone to consider his options.


    Suddenly Sandy broke into all their thoughts.


    “OK listen up,” he shouted. “this could be a lot worse. It seems that the main core of the team remains unaffected. In fact my intended starting eleven seem OK so we have to be thankful for small mercies. The main problem we have is with the reserves. We are allowed five and now that Luke is here we can just about scrape together five bodies. So that’s one goalie, two youth team players, Joe and Luke.”


    Sandy paused for a second. “It looks like the starting eleven will have to play for the full ninety minutes so some of you are going to have to pace yourselves – and don’t go throwing yourselves into any crazy tackles – we can’t afford any injuries. OK – you’d better go ahead and get changed.”


    Some of the older players led by Andy started to move around the room – trying to create a more confident atmosphere. They began joking and laughing and it did seem to help – a sense of normality began to return to the changing room and Sandy began to breathe a sigh of relief. He risked a quick glance at Luke and again was reassured by what he saw. Luke seemed completely calm – in fact he seemed to be in some sort of trance. Just as he was starting to get slightly worried, Luke stood and began performing various stretching exercises.


    After what seemed a very short period of time the referee’s assistant poked his head around the door and shouted to the team. They lined up and followed Andy – a few seconds later they were walking out onto the pitch. The reserves followed behind and took their places on the benches behind Sandy. Up in the stands the Linden family had just arrived – they couldn’t believe the call they had received earlier from Luke and their driver got them to the ground with a few minutes to spare. Now they were nervously sat wondering what was going to happen next.


    Sue looked down anxiously at the back of her husband’s head. “Oh Luke,” she murmured, “what have you got yourself into this time!”


    Then the referee blew his whistle and the game was underway.


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 46


    


    Sandy had never been so glad to see half time before. The game wasn’t going badly but Sandy had this feeling of oncoming disaster that he couldn’t shake off. He tried his best not to pass his feelings on to the men sat around him in the changing room.


    “OK,” he said, “you’ve done very well. We made it to half time and they haven’t been able to break us down. Our defence has played as well as you have all season and I’m really proud of you – but now we need to make our move. In the second half it’s our turn to attack – if we don’t start scoring some goals then we can forget about promotion so we need to start getting the ball forward.”


    Around the room heads were nodding in agreement and Luke was happy that the team seemed to be responding. As Sandy had indicated, the first half had gone well, it seemed that Fulham had thrown everything at them but couldn’t break through – so now it was Wishton’s turn.


    An even bigger bonus – that no-one wanted to actually come out and say – was that there had been no injuries in the first half, which meant that none of the subs were needed. Luke wasn’t worried – if he had to go on then he would do his best but he was concerned about the two younger substitutes – they both seemed as if they were going to be sick.


    Soon it was time to start the second half and the Wishton players ran out full of confidence – but it didn’t last for long. Within minutes one of the Wishton midfield players came out of a tackle limping badly. He tried to run it off but after a few minutes it was obvious that he couldn’t continue. Sandy sighed.


    “OK Joe – on you go.”


    Joe was the last of his first team squad – if there was another injury then it would have to be Luke or one of the kids. Sandy crossed his fingers as the game continued and for the next ten minutes or so things seemed to improve. Joe’s fresh legs seemed to provide some encouragement to the rest of the team and they surged forward in wave after wave – but they couldn’t break through. Fulham began to panic and dropped further back into their own half – leaving only their centre forward up field.


    Another Wishton attack came close to scoring and the Fulham goalie was glad to get his hands on the ball. Without pausing he booted the ball as far as he could towards the solitary target who was being watched by Andy and his defensive partner.


    “My ball!” Jez Brown called as the ball dropped from a great height. Andy moved into the penalty area to cover the goal. As the ball dropped lower, both Jez and the Fulham centre forward jumped together and Andy gasped as he saw the centre forward catch Jez between the eyes with his elbow. The two players seemed locked together as they fell into the penalty area and the ball bounced free to the goalkeeper. The referee ran forward – blowing his whistle furiously as he moved and Andy ran towards a prone Jez. He could see blood oozing from a deep cut but at least Jez seemed conscious. Andy leapt to his feet and squared up to the centre forward.


    Before he could say anything he noticed in amazement that the referee was pointing to the penalty spot!


    “Are you mad?” Andy screamed. “This goon’s nearly killed him and you’ve given a penalty! Are you blind?”


    “Shut it Tiler – or you’ll be in the book with your mate!” The referee barked.


    The official didn’t seem to care that Jez was badly injured – he stood over the prone player brandishing a yellow card. Andy looked towards the bench for guidance and noticed that Luke and some of the others were struggling to hold back Sandy from running on the pitch to confront the referee. It took some minutes to restore order – and Wishton were now facing big trouble. It became obvious that Jez couldn’t continue and they also had to face a penalty.


    Reluctantly Sandy turned to Luke.


    “Just get on there and do your best son. I know you won’t let us down.”


    Luke shook Jez’s hand as the bloodstained player was helped down the tunnel and then he jogged onto the pitch. Seconds letter the Fulham centre forward thumped the ball from the penalty spot into the Wishton net and the home fans went wild. Andy continued to protest to the referee and finally received a yellow card. Luke tried to calm his captain and the rest of the Wishton players down but the incident had unsettled the team and it was Fulham’s turn to apply the pressure. For the next few minutes the Wishton goal seemed under siege and only a goal line clearance from Luke kept the score at 1-0.


    “Well done dad!” Tom screamed from the stand.


    But Luke had no time to celebrate because Fulham were attacking again and they finally forced another corner. Andy and Luke lined up together in the heart of the Wishton defence but as the ball started to swing into the centre, Luke started to run towards the edge of the penalty area. He had no idea why he did it – his instincts seemed to take over and just as he burst out of the area the Wishton goalkeeper got a fist to the ball and it bounced over Luke’s head and landed just in front of him – without pausing he pushed it forward towards the Fulham half. Glancing up he saw that the Fulham goalkeeper was stood outside his own penalty area – just like the keeper in the Middlesbrough game – and a mad notion swept over Luke. Without breaking stride he lofted the ball high into the air over the goalkeepers head and the ball soared towards the goal. The ground fell silent as the ball landed and began to bounce towards the open net. It seemed to take forever and Luke was sure that the goalkeeper would struggle back and save the day but one final bounce took the ball over the line just as the goalkeeper stretched towards it.


    The Wishton players and supporters went mad! Luke disappeared under a scrum of bodies and when he reappeared he pointed his new goal celebration towards his family in the stand. Sue was screaming and the kids were hoarse with cheering. Down on the touchline Sandy was running up and down like a teenager – even Ed in the directors box was raising the roof. The goal changed the game completely – it was now Wishton who were in the ascendency.


    Andy and Luke were driving the team forward and Rae came close a couple of times but infuriatingly the ball would just not go in for a second goal. Finally – there were just a couple of minutes to go when it was Wishton’s turn to win a corner kick. Andy and Luke moved forward to try to help in the penalty area but the incoming ball was easily cleared by one of the defenders – however it was picked up by a Wishton player who moved quickly forward. Luke was just moving back towards his own half when he realised that he was unmarked on the edge of the Fulham penalty area. He called for the ball and the pass rocketed towards him.


    Suddenly – he knew that Rae was stood behind him – he couldn’t see him, he just knew he was there.


    “Rae!” he bellowed and then allowed the approaching ball to pass through his open legs. The Fulham team moved towards Luke as they assumed he was going to shoot but they were completely wrong-footed when the ball slid through Luke’s legs to an unmarked Rae. Luke glanced back over his shoulder and held his breath and Rae struck the ball towards goal. Seconds later the ball was nestling in the back of the net and it was Rae’s turn to be buried under a ruck of players.


    Minutes later the game was over and Wishton had won for the first time in weeks. It wasn’t enough to move them into the top two positions but at least it stopped the rot and everyone was delighted. Luke was in much demand for interviews but as usual he tried his very best to shun the limelight. All he would say was that he “was very lucky” and he left the interviews to Sandy and Rae. Sandy just took the opportunity to rage at the referee whereas Rae was just happy to be back on the score sheet.


    The following day the Premier League was pushed off the back pages for the first time all season. Headlines of “Lucky Linden” were above photographs showing Luke scoring from his own half. The video of the goal went viral – showing all over the world on the net.


    It had taken so long to get away from the ground after the game that the Lindens missed the theatre but no-one minded, they were all so proud of Luke. The following day they got their first taste of minor stardom when a small number of people recognised Luke as they were shopping in London. Luke thought it was ridiculous but his family were really pleased. On the train back from London, Luke even had a couple of autograph requests! They finally arrived back home and soon Sue and Luke were sat in the kitchen – Sue with a glass of wine and Luke clutching a much needed beer.


    “What the hell happened this weekend?” Luke asked – seemingly in shock.


    Sue laughed.”Well you have certainly opened a can of worms.”


    “It’ll soon all blow over.” Luke stated confidently. “Today’s newspapers are next week’s chip papers!”


    “You may think you know it all but sometimes you are so naive.” Sue giggled.


    “Why?” Luke frowned.


    “Do you really think that Ed and Sandy are going to let you off so easily? Sandy may now have a possible solution to some of his problems and Ed will see you as a publicity dream! He’ll want to squeeze you dry!”


    Luke grimaced as Sue laughed. He knew she was joking – or was she?

  


  
    CHAPTER 47


    


    On Monday morning, Sue’s words came back to haunt Luke. The first hour or so at training had been very pleasant, everyone at the training ground had greeted Luke with a smile and some of his new-found friends had good-naturedly teased him. He had arrived to find a big sticker on his locker – “Lucky Linden Lives Here” – written in big letters. Luke took it all in his stride – he knew that footballers were a superstitious bunch and they all wanted to be associated with anything to do with luck.


    The players seemed to have an extra spring in their steps today, they didn’t seem to mind the repetitive routines or laps of the pitch – it was as if a cloud had been lifted – but as far as Luke was concerned, it didn’t last. Just before lunch he was called into Sandy’s office.


    “Hail the conquering hero!” Ed gushed as Luke walked into the office. Luke remained silent but smiled at Sandy who was the other occupant of the small room.


    “I think that setting up the fans competition was the best idea I have ever had.” Ed continued to ooze.


    “I thought it was Fran’s idea?” Luke murmured.


    “Yes, well she did help with some of the details but that’s not important.” Ed smiled. “The most important thing is – what we are going to do next?”


    “I’m afraid you will have to elaborate.” Luke said.


    “Come on Luke – don’t be modest – you saved the day on Saturday and we can’t keep ignoring you.” Ed explained “And I have just been making sure that your name will be first on the team sheet for the next game!”


    Luke couldn’t stop himself – he just laughed out loud. “Are you mad? I keep telling you that I’m a 46 year old amateur footballer. We won’t get the same good fortune every week – you must be really clutching at straws!”


    Suddenly Luke noticed that Sandy wasn’t laughing along with him. In fact he didn’t even seem to be disagreeing with the chairman.


    “Boss,” Luke pleaded, “you don’t agree with this nonsense do you?”


    Sandy hesitated for a second before replying. “Well,” he said thoughtfully, “the Chairman and I aren’t in total agreement on this matter but there is some common ground.”


    Before Luke could protest any further Sandy threw him a warning glance. “Please Luke,” he asked, “just bear with us whilst we work out what to do next. This situation isn’t going to just go away and the most important thing here is that we do what is best for the club.”


    Ed nodded pompously and once again Luke laughed aloud. “You’re both mad!”


    Sandy raised his hands. “Please Luke – just carry on training as normal today – and then you and I can talk again before you go home this afternoon.”


    Luke walked out of the office – it was unnerving to see Ed and Sandy in agreement and he decided that nothing good would come of it. He didn’t have long to worry about the situation however, as he walked into the canteen he was greeted by more good-natured ribbing and soon he was laughing along with the rest of the players.


    Once lunch was over Sandy called the players over to one of the outdoor pitches. The early morning frost had cleared and the ground had now lost its firmness. First of all Sandy checked once again with some of the players who had been sick on Saturday – they all seemed to have recovered very quickly but they had been warned to report to Harry if they still felt any ill-effects. Once Sandy had checked them out he split the majority into two teams for a practise game – then he pulled Luke and Rae to one side.


    “I want to try an experiment,” he said, “I want you two to play together up front in this session.”


    Luke started to protest but Sandy cut him short. “I know, I know but just give me a chance – let’s play twenty minutes each way and then you can talk till you’re blue in the face.”


    Luke shrugged then ran away to join the rest of the players. Sandy and the rest of the backroom staff watched intently for the next forty minutes as the players went through their paces. The players were instructed not to be too rough in the tackles but apart from that they had to put in 100% effort. Both Luke and Rae seemed to enjoy the game – both managed to score a goal each.


    After the practise session finished the players headed back to get changed and Sandy asked Luke to walk to his office with him. Neither man spoke as they walked – Sandy seemed deep in thought. Inside the office he finally broke the silence.


    “Well I’ve never come across anything like this before.” he said quietly.


    “Like what?” Luke asked.


    “Like the situation we find ourselves in now.” Sandy grunted. “Our beloved Chairman seems to think you are going to ride to our rescue like a knight in shining armour!”


    Luke grinned. “I’m glad we both agree that he’s bonkers!”


    Sandy seemed both excited and uneasy at the same time. “Well…” he said. “That’s just it – I think for once he may just have a point – and you know how much I hate agreeing with Ed Tierney!”


    Luke didn’t know what to say so he just waited for Sandy to continue.


    “I was quite honest with you when you first arrived Luke – I didn’t want you here.” Sandy said without a trace of apology. “But you have proved me wrong time and time again. You train harder than any of the professional players and you have actually turned into a half-decent footballer. And then there was Saturday.”


    “Come on boss.” Luke protested. “That goal was a total fluke – nine times out of ten I would have missed the target”


    Sandy waved away Luke’s protests. “I agree,” he said, “that goal looked spectacular and I wanted to kiss you when the ball hit the net but it was pure luck. That wasn’t what got me excited – it was Rae’s goal that grabbed my attention.”


    Luke seemed confused.


    “Ed and all the media are just concentrating on your “wonder” goal but they missed the real piece of skill.” Sandy said smoothly. “When that ball was passed to you – you instinctively knew Rae was stood behind you didn’t you?”


    Luke nodded miserably.


    “That’s the kind of partnership that Adi and Rae had!” Sandy said triumphantly. “They could each sense where the other player was – or was going to be – and that’s why they worked so well together. You can’t explain how you knew Rae was going to be there can you?” Sandy asked.


    This time Luke shook his head.


    “That’s why I wanted the practise game today.” Sandy explained. “I wanted to see if Saturday was a fluke – and I’m now quite happy that it wasn’t. I know it was only a practise game but you two made quite a combination out there. And that leaves us with a big problem.”


    Luke agreed. “What are you going to do boss?” he asked.


    “Well in one way we have nothing to lose.” Sandy announced. “We have too many points already to get relegated – but if we don’t start winning games we won’t have a chance of promotion. It may already be too late to get back into the top two so we may have to resign ourselves to the play-offs. But the one thing we desperately need is goals! We had a great chance with Adi and Rae but that’s gone now so maybe we need to look at this from another angle.”


    Luke seemed doubtful but Sandy continued.


    “I wanted to see you and Rae together today before I made any decisions but I think I have the basis of a plan now. I’m going to name you as a reserve again next Saturday. But I don’t want you to play at the back in the centre of defence – I want you up front alongside Rae.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea!” Luke argued.


    “What’s wrong – don’t you want to play for Wishton?” Sandy seemed confused.


    “Course I want to play,” Luke said hurriedly, “but let’s face the facts. We’ve already established that I’m a 46 year old amateur footballer who is slower than a cart horse. We got away with it on Saturday but I don’t want to turn this into a sad joke – I won’t make Wishton into an object of ridicule.”


    “And I applaud your sentiments,” Sandy replied, “but you just listed some of the minus factors – let’s look at some of the plus points. For an old man – you can actually run all day – plus you are not a bad footballer. Your colleagues are very supportive – even that fool of a chairman wants you to play. But do you know the most important reason?”


    Luke shook his head.


    “I think you can do it – and if I say you can do it – then there’s nothing to stop you.” Sandy announced defiantly.


    Luke had to laugh. “OK – you’ve convinced me – but we need to set some ground rules.”


    “Agreed. What did you have in mind?”


    Luke thought for a moment before he replied. “Well,” he began, “if we are winning then I don’t think we should rock the boat by dragging someone off just to give me a game. Also – I want to do as little as possible regarding interviews – I’ll leave that to the professionals. And finally – make sure you have plenty of oxygen available after each game – because I think I’m going to need it.”


    Both men laughed and shook hands. Luke walked off into the changing room which was almost empty when he arrived – apart from Andy Tiler.


    “Well?” Andy grinned.


    “Well what?” Luke parried.


    “Did he talk you into it?” Andy asked eagerly.


    “Course he did,” Luke said, “and I should have guessed that you would know all about it!”


    Andy stopped smiling. “Luke – this is serious.” he said. “We could still get promotion and we wouldn’t ruin it by throwing you into a situation you couldn’t handle. We’ve all watched you and we agree that you can do it – and you won’t be by yourself you know!”


    Luke nodded his head. “I won’t let you down.” he promised.


    Later that evening Luke was telling Sue all about what had happened during the day.


    “Told you so!” She said with a smug expression. “But why do you seem so worried? I thought you would relish being thrown in the deep end like this?


    Luke hesitated for a minute then replied uneasily. “I’ve just realised that I made someone a promise today – what if I can’t keep it?”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 48


    


    Luke began to think that Sandy had some kind of weird mystic powers – over the next few weeks more or less everything he had discussed with Luke seemed to come true. The next game after the Fulham match was at home and the score was 0-0 when Luke was thrown onto the pitch with 15 minutes to go. The opposition seemed unsure how to handle him and after a few minutes decided that he posed no threat and more or less left him unmarked. Then Luke swooped on a loose ball and flicked it into the path of Rae and the ball was in the net!


    This seemed to set the scene for the next few games. Luke would be named as a substitute and was only brought onto the pitch if Wishton weren’t winning. He made four appearances in 6 games – Wishton won five and drew the other. Everyone was happy – probably Sandy was the most pleased. His footballing instincts had been proved correct and finally Wishton were beginning to move back up the table. Possibly the happiest person of all was Ed – the team were winning again and the publicity was amazing. Each game that Luke played in seemed to start a media frenzy that didn’t die down all week. In fact – as far as Ed was concerned there were only two small worries at the moment.


    True to his word, Luke wouldn’t play ball with the reporters who seemed to be everywhere these days. He was polite but firm and all enquiries were fielded by Sarah and other members of staff. However, behind the scenes Luke worked feverishly to help wherever he could. He never ignored a request for an autograph and he made several low-profile visits to children’s hospitals and other worthy causes. It was probably the perfect scenario as far as Luke was concerned – he became more popular by the day but he still maintained his privacy.


    The other issue that Ed – and several others – were worried about was that although the team were now picking up points – they still couldn’t break into the top two. The two teams at the top of the table were solidly winning each week and if it continued the best that Wishton could hope for would be a place in the play-offs. However, that would be a few weeks away and Sandy constantly told the players to take each game one at a time. There was nothing they could do about the teams above them, they just needed to concentrate on their own game and hope that one or both of the teams above them hit a dip in form.


    In the meantime Harry began to spend more time each week checking up on Luke. He was worried that the extra pressure may affect him or cause some health issues but Harry was amazed at how nothing seemed to bother Luke. Harry was convinced that although Luke’s fitness levels played a big part in his general well-being – the real key to everything was Luke’s mental attitude. Harry was convinced that Luke’s use of meditation – and the occasional prayer – helped Luke cope with everything that this strange situation threw at him. The data that harry gathered from Luke and from his other test patients was really helping the team back at the Dementia research facility. Only Harry knew the real identities of the study group but the data he gave to the team was proving to be very interesting indeed. Luke was known as Test Unit BX.


    Harry smiled to himself as he reflected that he was probably suffering more from stress than Luke was. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a day off – he thought it was amusing that the fruit extract was probably the main thing that was keeping him going. He found it comforting that he knew first hand that his discovery did seem to have a beneficial effect. Even so – he wished he could just put everything to one side for one evening and relax with a few drinks and some friends. He was deep in thought as he left the TxT Stadium following a board meeting – seemingly so deep in thought that he didn’t notice the person approaching from his left until they collided.


    “I’m so sorry!” Harry began, then he noticed that the person he had bumped into seemed familiar. “I hope you aren’t hurt?”


    Jessica Villiers smiled thinly, “No harm done.” She said quietly.


    Harry suddenly realised who he was talking to. “Jessica,” he said, “I can’t believe I didn’t recognise you – that’s another reason I have to apologise.”


    “Not many people realise who I am these days,” Jessica replied sadly, “and even the ones who do tend to ignore me.”


    Harry suddenly realised that the main reason he hadn’t spotted Jessica is that she was almost unrecognisable from the Jessica he remembered from the Charity ball. She wore little or no make-up with her hair scraped back and sensible flat shoes. Her appearance was topped off by an unflattering blue overall – she seemed to be nothing like the Jessica he knew and for a moment he was lost for words.


    “Don’t worry,” she grimaced, “I know I’m an embarrassment to be seen with – I’ll get out of your way. Good night.”


    “Wait,” Harry called, “are you in your car or can I offer you a lift somewhere?”


    Jessica stared back at him. “I no longer have a car.” she announced defiantly. “My cousin has suspended payments until I prove that I can be a good girl.” Then she relaxed slightly “So yes – it would be wonderful not having to catch the bus home.”


    Harry ushered her outside and helped her into his car. Suddenly she began to cry.


    “I’ve been such a fool.” she sobbed. “And everyone has made me pay for it. You are the first person who has spoken civilly to me since all this happened.”


    Harry looked uncomfortable – crying females were not his field of expertise.


    “Look,” he suggested, “I was just thinking to myself that I deserved a drink – could I tempt you to join me?”


    “I’m hardly dressed for socialising.” Jessica smiled, looking down at the outfit she had to wear in the kitchen.


    “Don’t worry,” said Harry, “we aren’t going to the Ritz – we’ll just call into a pub on the way home.”


    Jessica finally agreed and a few minutes later they were sat in a cosy corner of a small pub with a bottle of wine nestling between them. Harry persuaded Jessica to have a sandwich and they ate in silence – both seemingly enjoying the unexpected meeting. Harry had just the one glass of wine as he was driving and then he moved on to mineral water but he encouraged Jessica to finish off the bottle of wine and after a couple of glasses she seemed a lot more like her old self.


    Jessica was surprised at how irritated Harry seemed to become when she brought up the subject of Luke Linden. She thought Harry would be pleased to talk about his friend’s success but he seemed annoyed. She had been saying that he seemed to be in every newspaper and constantly on the TV and Harry just snorted.


    “Is there something wrong?” she asked. “Is it something I said?”


    Harry shook his head. “No, no.” he said apologetically. “It’s not you, it’s just that I am getting a bit fed up about constantly hearing about Luke Linden. Don’t worry – I’m just a bit more tired and irritated than usual.”


    Jessica seemed to sense that Harry was hiding something so she continued to talk about Luke until Harry finally snapped.


    “Look,” he said in a low voice, “I’m very happy for Luke but I don’t think everyone would be so pleased if they knew the full story about what has helped him to become so successful.”


    Harry didn’t seem to notice the expression of triumph on Jessica’s face and she immediately changed the subject. Harry relaxed and soon they were laughing and talking – seemingly without a care in the world. Harry sighed.


    “I hate to be a party pooper,” he said wistfully, “but I need to pop into the hospital to check on some patients so I think it’s time I got you home.”


    Jessica nodded in agreement and they were soon outside her house.


    “You know,” he said, “this has done me a power of good – we should do it again some time.”


    “I would love that.” Jessica agreed. “What do you suggest?”


    “Let me take you out for a proper meal.” Harry smiled. “Not pub grub but a nice restaurant somewhere?”


    Jessica seemed to hesitate. “That sounds wonderful but I don’t like going out much these days – I would prefer to stay closer to home for a while.”


    Harry seemed disappointed.


    “Don’t worry,” she laughed, “I’m not turning you down – just suggesting that it may be better if we have a meal at my place – I’ll cook.”


    “That sounds like a great idea.” Harry agreed. “When’s the best time for you?”


    They compared notes for a few minutes and finally agreed on an evening at the weekend when both of them were free.


    Harry got out of the car to open the passenger door for Jessica who seemed to be almost in tears again.


    “What’s wrong?” Harry asked nervously.


    “Nothing,” she smiled, “I’d just forgotten what it was like to be with a real gentleman.”


    She gave Harry a small peck on the cheek. “Goodnight Harry – and thanks for everything. I’ll see you on Saturday evening.”


    Harry grinned. “I’m looking forward to it,” he said, “and I’ll bring the wine!”


    “Well you had better use a taxi,” she laughed, “I don’t want to be drinking it all myself again!”


    She watched Harry drive down the road then opened her front door and strode inside with a new-found determination. She looked on her phone for a number then became annoyed when she couldn’t find what she wanted. She rummaged in a drawer for a battered address book then finally found what she was looking for and dialled a number. As she waited for the other person to pick up she smiled to herself.


    “I’ll teach them to treat me like dirt!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 49


    


    The following Saturday Wishton Clough were playing away at Rotherham. Another hard-fought encounter was expected and it proved no less. With fifteen minutes to go Wishton were actually losing 1-0 and the away fans were chanting for “Lucky Linden”. Luke accordingly made his appearance and made his usual early impact. He fired the ball across to the winger who returned the pass back to Luke – Luke flicked the ball on to Rae who smashed the ball goalwards. Unfortunately it seemed that lady luck wasn’t smiling on Wishton today because the ball smashed against the post and flew away for a goal kick.


    The pattern continued for the next ten minutes – Wishton were pressing and probing but couldn’t get the ball into the net. The fourth official raised his board to indicate three minutes of added time – time that was fast running out for Wishton. With barely a minute to go Wishton won a free kick on the edge of the Rotherham penalty area. Two or three Wishton players stood over the ball – arguing about who was going to take it. Suddenly Luke moved forward and nodded to Andy.


    “Mine.”


    Andy nodded in surprised agreement and moved the other players away – he looked towards the touchline and even Sandy looked somewhat shocked – this wasn’t in the script. As Luke stood over the ball Andy suddenly realised that he seemed to be the coolest man on the pitch. The Rotherham defenders were panicking – their goalkeeper was bawling all kinds of orders – and the Wishton team knew that this was their last chance to get anything from this game.


    Luke took a couple of steps backward, the referee blew his whistle and Luke moved quickly forward. Andy groaned as Luke hit the ball – it was a terrible shot that seemed to spin off the outside of Luke’s boot and shot towards the end of the wall. Just as he was about to turn away in frustration the ball hit the last man in the wall and ricocheted back towards the goal – completely wrong-footing the goalkeeper! The goalie was stranded and watched helplessly as the ball shot into the opposite side of the open goal. The Wishton players celebrated wildly – unlike Luke who refused to celebrate what he considered to be a fluke – he just trotted back to the half-way line shaking his head.


    Seconds later the ref blew for full time and although both teams had shared the points it was the Wishton players who were the happiest walking off the pitch – the Rotherham players felt that they had thrown it away. Sandy greeted Luke with a hug and a handshake.


    “Well done son – even if it was slightly lucky!” he laughed.


    “Slightly lucky!” Andy exclaimed cheerfully. “If the ball hadn’t hit that last player then it would have knocked the corner flag out!”


    The players all joined in the laughter – especially when Luke claimed that he had been aiming for the wall all along! No-one believed him of course – but Harry and Sandy did share a secret look. The players were soon changed and back on the coach – Luke as usual did his best to avoid the inevitable interviews.


    “Luke, Luke,” one reporter shouted as he walked towards the coach, “do you mind that everyone calls you Lucky?”


    Luke laughed. “I think today proved that Lucky is the perfect nickname for me!”


    During the drive home the players looked at the other results and were relieved to find that the two points they had dropped hadn’t caused too many problems. The top two teams had both won again and everyone began to accept that it looked increasingly likely that they would be the two teams who gained automatic promotion at the end of the day. Wishton were now in fourth position with a healthy points cushion between themselves and the team in seventh place.


    Harry sat next to Luke on the journey home, using the time to quietly talk about Luke’s daily journal and to make a note of any feelings, instincts or perceptions that Luke may have had that week -or even during the game.


    Harry looked slightly uncomfortable. “Luke,” he whispered, “your goal – was it really a miss-hit?”


    Luke checked around the coach to make sure they couldn’t be overheard before he answered. Then he shook his head.


    “No.” he said quietly. “You know that I don’t normally take free kicks but something just told me to take that one. Then when I was standing over the ball I just couldn’t see a way through – but I was drawn to the player standing on the edge of the wall. It’s hard to explain but I knew I had to blast the ball at him. And you know the rest.”


    Harry just nodded silently as he made notes. “Your reactions are proving beyond anything I hoped for,” he murmured, “I’m sure this behaviour will be invaluable towards my research.”


    Then Andy approached and they changed the subject.


    “Do you mind if I come over in the morning Luke?” he asked. “I think I have tweaked a muscle and I would appreciate it if I could use your hot room?”


    “No problem Andy,” Luke replied, “Bring the family and we can have lunch. Do you want to join us Harry?”


    “I don’t think I will be free tomorrow.” Harry replied. “I’m taking some time off tonight so I’ll have to catch up tomorrow.”


    “What do you have planned tonight?” Luke asked curiously.


    “Nothing special.” Harry replied cautiously.


    Andy and Luke shared an amused glance.


    “Would there possibly be a young lady involved, Dr. Green?” Andy asked jokingly.


    Harry just sniffed and refused to comment. Andy and Luke giggled like two schoolgirls.


    “Don’t be daft Andy,” Luke said, “it’s not going to be a young lady – probably a pensioner that feels sorry for Harry!”


    “Very funny.” Harry sniffed, moving away to speak to one of the physiotherapists.


    “I wonder what he’s up to?” Luke thought aloud. Andy just shrugged and picked up a sport magazine. Back at the training ground the players and staff quickly moved from the coach to their own cars and soon everyone was heading for home. It took Harry about 15 minutes to get to his mother’s house and he quickly showered and changed. Then he rang for a taxi and as he was waiting for it to arrive he selected a bottle of wine from a large selection in the garage.


    Soon he was knocking on Jessica’s front door and when the door opened it revealed a completely different person to the one he had met a few days earlier. It looked like the old Jessica was back – perfectly dressed with flawless make-up and stunning hair. She greeted Harry warmly and led him through to the living room.


    “Dinner will be about 15 minutes, I hope you are hungry.” she announced.


    “Starving,” he replied, “it’s been a long day.”


    They made small talk as Jessica poured them both a drink, then she led Harry through to the dining room. He had to admit that the meal was superb – he felt slightly bad because he had been expecting something a lot worse. Jessica was great company – Harry felt more relaxed than he had in a long time, maybe that was something to do with the fact that his wine glass was never allowed to be empty.


    Jessica finally brought the cheese board through and she poured Harry a large glass of Port.


    “That was fantastic!” he exclaimed.


    “Glad you enjoyed it, “Jessica smiled, “I don’t get too many chances to cook for friends these days. I’m usually stuck in those horrible kitchens at the ground and normally the last thing I want to do when I’m at home is cook.”


    Harry suddenly seemed very embarrassed. “I’m so sorry – I never gave it a thought – I’m sure that cooking was the last thing you wanted to do – I can’t apologise enough!”


    Jessica laughed. “No need to apologise – this was a totally different kind of cooking and I enjoyed it. Look, let’s change the subject. How was the game today – I hear that Luke Linden saved the day again?”


    Harry’s faced clouded over. “If you don’t mind I’d rather talk about something else. Luke Linden seems to be the only thing that people talk about these days.”


    “I’m sorry Harry,” Jessica said softly, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


    “Don’t worry,” he blustered, “you didn’t upset me but if everyone knew the full story behind Luke Linden then I’m sure they wouldn’t see him in the same light!”


    Jessica’s eyes glittered as she studied the slightly-drunk man sitting before her. “Do you mean that he has a secret to hide?”


    Harry tapped the side of his nose conspiratorially “Let’s just say, between the two of us, that Luke has a special drink that helps him get through each game.”


    Jessica began to get more excited but tried her best to keep calm. “I always thought there was something fishy about the whole thing.” she murmured. “I still can’t believe that he won that competition fairly in the first place.”


    Harry winked at her. “You need to speak to Fran Lafferty about that – she sorted it all out.”


    Jessica continued to subtly interrogate Harry for a few more minutes and dug out a few more interesting facts but she soon realised that he seemed to be falling asleep! Smiling, she walked into the kitchen to make some black coffee. When she returned she shook Harry gently.


    “Here you go Harry, I’ve called you a cab – drink this whilst you are waiting.”


    Harry tried to protest and apologise but Jessica insisted that it didn’t matter, it had been a lovely evening and she would love to do it again sometime. A few minutes later there was a knock at the door and she helped Harry to his feet and walked him to the door.


    “Good night Harry,” she said “thanks for a lovely evening.”


    Jessica closed the door and then grinned excitedly as she listened to footsteps moving down the stairs. Seconds later Jackie Jenson entered the living room – the same person who Ed had insulted in his press conference a few months ago.


    “Well?” asked Jessica with a raised eyebrow.


    “Perfect,” Jackie grinned, “I need to check but I think I managed to record everything he said!”


    “I think that calls for a drink!” Jessica announced happily. “What about a toast?”


    Jackie raised her glass. “Here’s to justice!” she announced excitedly. “We both get our revenge on Ed Tierney by blowing this crooked scheme wide open! I’ll take this recording straight to my boss and we’ll set up how we are going to expose everything.”


    Jessica suddenly became serious. “You won’t forget our deal?” she asked anxiously.


    “Of course not.” Jackie replied. “Once we broadcast this story you will become a wealthy woman who can escape from this dreary hole and get back to civilisation! Poor Luke Linden won’t know what has hit him!”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 50


    


    The last few weeks of the season seemed to fly by and the final league positions were more or less confirmed before the last game of the season. Sadly, Wishton Clough couldn’t seem to dislodge the top two teams who would gain automatic promotion to the Premier League. If Wishton won their last game of the season then they would finish third – but still five points behind the second-placed team – and that was exactly what happened. Luke wasn’t needed in the last game as Wishton won 3-0 against a mid-table side who had nothing to play for. Rae managed to score without Luke’s assistance and even Andy managed to get onto the score sheet – powering home a header from a corner.


    “Well done lads!” Sandy congratulated the players after the game. “It wasn’t quite the position we wanted at the beginning of the season but if someone had offered this to me after Christmas I would have taken it. Unfortunately it means that the season is going to stretch on for another month now.”


    The players just seemed to shrug their shoulders.


    “It’s our own fault boss,” Andy answered for the team, “if we hadn’t let so many points slip at the beginning of this year then we would be in the Premier League now. But it’s still in our own hands – out of the four remaining teams we are the form team and we just need to get our heads down and win the play-off games.”


    “I couldn’t have put it better myself,” Sandy smiled, “we already know who we will be playing in the next two games so we’ll start to get to work on Monday morning and plan our route to Wembley.”


    The players clapped and whistled but they all knew that it wouldn’t be so simple. There was a lot at stake and no-one wanted to lose out at this stage. At least they knew now exactly what they had to do. They had finished in third position in the final Championship table which meant that they would play against the team in sixth place. The team in fourth place would play against the team directly below them in fifth position. All the teams involved would have to play twice – home and away – the advantage to finishing third or fourth was that the final game was at home – which was a big boost in several ways.


    Wishton had to play Blackburn Rovers who had finished in sixth place. The first game would be at Blackburn in 10 days. The second game would be at Wishton the following weekend. The result was decided by the total goals scored during both games – so in theory it was possible to lose one game but to still get through to the final by scoring more goals in the other game.


    Once an overall winner had been found from both sets of matches then the two remaining teams played against each other at the neutral venue of Wembley Stadium. This was always billed as the biggest game in global League football – it was worth about £50 million pounds to the winners. But the Wishton players pushed all thoughts of Wembley from their minds – they had to concentrate on beating Blackburn. They worked tirelessly during the next week to prepare for both games – they studied videos of previous Blackburn games and practised different set pieces until they could do them in their sleep. For once Sandy was satisfied – he knew the players were at the peak and now it was up to them.


    The first game was on a mild Tuesday evening in late April and was being broadcast as the main game of the evening on TV. The ground was sold out – the Wishton fans packed out their end of the stadium and Luke grinned when he noticed some banners bearing his name – there was even a large Boggart called “Lucky Luke”! Sadly, the game turned out to be something of a drab affair. Both teams were obviously nervous and seemed to cancel each other out. Even bringing Luke on with 15 minutes to go didn’t help – he was closely shadowed by two players at all times and although in theory that gave Rae more room to manoeuvre, neither side could break through. The final score was 0-0 and everyone agreed it wasn’t a game to remember but all thoughts turned to the return fixture the following Saturday.


    Thankfully there were no injuries reported from the first game so the few days between the games were spent relaxing and toning up rather than full-blown training. Sandy even gave the players a day off and organised a golf day for them all. This proved to be a stroke of genius because it seemed to relax the players so that when they strode out for the final game of the season at the TxT Stadium they looked better than they had all year.


    That seemed to be the story of the game – Wishton looked relaxed and confident in front of their adoring fans whereas Blackburn seemed nervous and edgy. Wishton broke through after about twenty minutes when Rae pounced on a loose ball on the edge of the penalty area and fired an unstoppable shot into the roof of the net. The crowd went wild and that seemed to unsettle Blackburn even more. Their travelling fans had been doing their best to roar on the Rovers but after the goal they fell silent.


    Blackburn realised that they had to push forward and try to score if they were to get to Wembley but the danger with that strategy was that it left them vulnerable at the back to Rae’s lightening speed. In the end – that was exactly what happened. Just before half-time Blackburn were throwing men forward in a glorious attempt to get an equaliser when the ball was cleared back up field to Rae who only had one marker to beat. He pushed the ball passed him and then lobbed the onrushing goalkeeper – 2-0 at half time!


    The first half seemed to have taken the heart out of Blackburn and although they never gave up, they never reached the intensity of the last twenty minutes of the first half and never really threatened the Wishton goal. Sandy was happy with the scoreline and instructed Andy to keep it tight at the back and to kill off the game The tactics worked perfectly and on a rare forward raid in the second half Wishton won a corner. Andy didn’t send many men forward but the corner was taken short to the front post, Rae had lost his marker and he sent the ball flying towards goal with a glancing header! 3-0 and Rae’s first hat trick for the first team. The stadium went wild.


    Wishton were set to play at Wembley in the world’s richest game! They wouldn’t know who they were playing until the other two teams played the following day but at the moment they didn’t care – they felt that they could beat anyone! Luke joined in the celebrations in the dressing room until Sandy called them all to order.


    “Well done lads – especially you Rae,” he waved towards a beaming Rae who wouldn’t let go of the match ball, “but that’s only half the job done. You’ve got us to the playoff final and we have nearly two weeks to prepare – but you deserve a reward. Take a few days off – I don’t want to see any of you at the training ground until the end of next week!”


    The room erupted in cheers and the players began to contact their families to hastily rearrange their plans for the next few days. Luke sat back happily on his bench – this was all too good to be true – he kept feeling that any time now someone would pinch him and he would awake from a dream! He looked past the players as the door opened and Harry slipped inside the room. Luke noticed that Harry didn’t seem to be anywhere near as happy as the players – in fact Harry seemed to be quite the opposite. He spotted Luke and hurried across the room – then slumped down beside his friend. No-one spoke for a moment then Luke broke the silence.


    “OK,” he finally sighed, “no need to be so melodramatic – has someone died?”


    Harry shook his head. “No,” he whispered, “it’s nothing like that – but we are in big, big trouble!”


    Luke and Harry quickly moved into one of the adjacent treatment rooms and Harry pretended to examine Luke as he began to quickly explain what was going on.


    “I’ve been tipped off that QGNews- the cable TV channel – are going to run some interviews sometime in the near future.” Harry whispered.


    “What’s that got to do with us?” Luke asked uneasily.


    “Well – amongst many other things – they are going to claim that I have been giving you illegal drugs!” Harry spluttered.


    “That’s not good.” muttered Luke.


    “But don’t worry,” Harry said grimly, “I’ll be ready for them – but I will need a little bit of help from you.”


    Luke listened as Harry outlined his plan and Luke smiled thinly as he nodded in agreement. However, Harry wasn’t finished. He paused – seeming to be wrestling with a problem.


    “What’s wrong?” Luke demanded.


    “I think that now may be as good a time as any to tell you something else.” Harry said nervously.


    Luke just stared so Harry continued. “You were in the placebo group for the clinical trials…..”


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 51


    


    The following day Bolton Wanderers won the second play-off match so Wishton knew who they would be facing in the play-off final. Ed was ecstatic – he took it as a good omen because of his family history and he took great delight in telling anyone who would listen to him that Wishton couldn’t be stopped now. Sandy wasn’t so sure.


    “The chairman’s finally flipped,” he grumbled to his wife, “if he thinks that a game that took place in the last century has any bearing whatsoever on this game then he’s even more stupid than I thought he was.” Sandy’s mood wasn’t improved when he was called into a meeting with the board of directors on Monday morning. He thought he was going along to talk about the final but he was surprised to find that the meeting was addressed by Harry – and it wasn’t good news.


    Harry revealed that he had been tipped off that Jackie Jenson – working for QGNews- was going to make some serious allegations about Wishton Clough. Harry laid out an abridged account of the conversation he’d had a couple of days earlier with Luke to the board members. He didn’t mention all the facts – he just told them what he thought they needed to know. He tried to make it clear that this was all Ed’s fault because Jackie Jenson was intent on revenge. Ed tried to argue but realised that this could be serious so he listened to what Harry had to say. It now seemed that QGNews had set up a series of revelations for the day before the final – they wanted their story to have the maximum impact – Harry outlined his plan to combat QGNews and the board and Sandy backed him all the way. Ed was happy to let Harry take control of the defence – mainly because he didn’t want to be dragged before the world media again for another kicking.


    During the week before the big game it seemed that everywhere in Wishton was a hive of activity. Extra staff were drafted in at the stadium to cope with the avalanche of ticket requests from the Wishton supporters – the ticket office opened for extended hours to cope with the demand. At the training ground Sandy was putting the players through their final preparations before they left for the capital. The plan was to leave early Thursday morning so that the players could settle in and have a final training session before the game. Sandy did not mention any of the potential off-field problems to the players and he certainly didn’t discuss them with Luke. The training ground and stadium were besieged by the media clamouring for interviews and slowly a rumour began to emerge that a big announcement was imminent – something that would rock the club.


    Ed instructed everyone to ignore the rumours and just to get on with their jobs but in the background Harry was working around the clock to make sure he would be ready for anything that may be thrown at them. Eventually, it was Thursday morning – just as the team were boarding the bus that QGNews finally began to play their hand. As the players were moving through the assembled well-wishers they had to pass a group of journalists who seemed content just to take photographs – then Sandy appeared and immediately one man at the front of the crowd sprang to life.


    “Mr. Dunbar, Mr Dunbar,” he screamed, “would you care to comment on the claims that Luke Linden has been playing games whilst under the influence of illegal stimulants?” He thrust a microphone aggressively into Sandy’s face but Sandy didn’t even break step. However, a group of Wishton supporters seemed to have been waiting for something like this to happen. Within seconds the reporter seemed to disappear under a good natured scrum of well wishers. When he appeared on the other side of the throng of bodies his microphone and notes seemed to have vanished. He shouted to his cameraman to find another microphone then he tried to continue as if nothing had happened.


    “Breaking news,” he shouted into the camera, “QGNews have uncovered alleged corruption within Wishton Clough and we will reveal all in a series of interviews shown tomorrow afternoon.”


    The interview had to be cut short because he disappeared from view under a pile of bodies once again – but this time he didn’t reappear. The team left on time and travelled down to their hotel without incident. During the journey Sandy took the opportunity to finally brief the players about the situation and their reaction was as expected – they cheered Luke and within a few minutes they were talking about something else. In their eyes it simply wasn’t worth discussing.


    The following day found the players doing light training at a ground they had borrowed from a local athletic club. Sandy wanted to keep them moving but not tire them out. After lunch they jogged lightly around the track and Sandy signalled to Luke.


    “The QGNews interviews are due to start in five minutes – we need to get to a television.”


    Luke followed Sandy into a small office where a TV had been set up. He felt strangely calm – it was as if he knew that everything was going to be OK. The scheduled time arrived and Jackie Jensen turned to face the camera.


    “Good afternoon.” She began with a fixed smile. “Today we look at the seedy underbelly of football and gain some insight to the people who we entrust to look after and participate in our national sport. My investigation centres around Luke Linden, who this time last year hadn’t kicked a football for years but now we find him on the verge of playing in the Premier League. Is this a real Cinderella story, or is it – as we shall prove – a tale of illegal drugs and corruption?”


    Jackie paused for affect then continued. “We begin by speaking to the right Honourable Basil Jeffers, a respected member of the government who will tell us something of Mr. Linden’s background. We will then move on to a live interview with the Chairman of the Wishton Clough Supporters club. Finally we will speak to Jake Pryce who will claim that the real criminal in the recent Twitter scandal – was Luke Linden.”


    All around the country people were glued to their television screens. If Jackie Jenson could prove her allegations then Wishton were finished. Jackie knew that and she seemed to relish being in the spotlight.


    “First of all – our interview with Basil Jeffers. Due to his very busy schedule, Mr. Jeffers had to record this interview yesterday.”


    In fact, the main reason that Basil wouldn’t do a live interview was that he didn’t trust anyone and he wanted his advisors to vet the recording before it went out. They were happy with the way things went so the recording was cleared to be screened. The view changed to a backdrop outside Westminster then moved inside to the stately setting of Basil’s office. Jackie started the ball rolling.


    “Mr. Jeffers, thank you for agreeing to talk to us.”


    “No problem my dear,” he announced pompously, “I think it’s always important that the truth is revealed.”


    “Can you begin by telling us how you came to meet Luke Linden?”


    “Of course.” Basil answered seriously. “We met many years ago at university – but even back then Luke was always in trouble. He threatened me personally several times and was on the verge of being thrown out. We always wondered why he was allowed to stay on. We did wonder if it was something to do with his background.”


    “Could you elaborate?”


    “Certainly.” Basil replied. “Luke and his family were Socialist anarchists – virtually communists. Linden had a nickname at university – we called him Lefty!”


    Both Basil and Jackie smiled before he continued.


    “Sadly his father also had rather a violent past. He attacked a policeman whilst leading an illegal strike and was sentenced to rather a long jail term.”


    Around the country there were several gasps as this was revealed – back at the training camp, Luke gripped his chair in anger.


    “He’ll pay for that.” Luke whispered with quiet menace.


    Back at the interview, Basil had begun to talk about the last time he and Luke had met.


    “I was very surprised to see him doing so well.” he said with raised eyebrows. “He wasn’t particularly clever at University but he now seems to be very well-off.”


    “What did that suggest to you?” Jackie asked innocently.


    “Well I’m sorry to say that I immediately thought that he must have been up to something illegal – I mean given his family background and all…….”


    Jackie nodded and then indicated for Basil to continue. “What happened next?”


    Basil looked pained. “I’m afraid to say that Luke and his friends robbed me of £10,000!”


    Once again Basil paused for effect and once again gasps were heard around the country – and further. Basil went on to explain how he been tricked into parting with a large sum of his hard-earned money. He added that he was always happy to help with charity but he felt that he had been threatened and placed in an untenable situation. He talked for a few moments longer but Jackie had heard enough.


    “Mr. Jeffers – would it surprise you to discover that Luke Linden has allegedly been taking illegal, performance enhancing stimulants?”


    “I’m afraid not my dear. Nothing that man does would surprise me.”


    “Mr. Jeffers – once again – thanks for giving up your valuable time to help with this extremely important story.”


    Basil nodded his head graciously and the interview came to an end. Jackie smiled to herself – this was going well. She turned back to the camera with a serious expression.


    “Unfortunately, we have heard from at least one source within the club that Mr. Linden needs to take a certain drink to help him get through each game. We will be asking why this substance has not been picked up by the regular drugs tests? But now we move on from that pre-recorded interview to a live guest. Mrs Fran Lafferty and I have spoken several times over the last few weeks and I’m delighted she has agreed to come here today to clarify a few issues.”


    Jackie would have been more delighted if she could have actually recorded the conversation that she and Fran had a few weeks ago. Mysteriously the state of the art equipment had been playing up over the last few weeks. They also had only managed to get snatches of Jessica’s conversation with Harry but they didn’t manage to record anything at all from Fran. They had decided to go ahead anyway – Fran had confidentially confirmed to Jackie that the competition had been fixed.


    Jackie turned to face the person to her left.


    “Fran Lafferty,” she announced, “Chairperson of Wishton Clough Supporters club – I’m so glad that you were able to join us today.” Fran had been kept in another room during the previous interview so knew nothing of what Basil had said.


    “It’s good to be here in what is a very exciting week for Wishton Clough and our supporters.” Fran replied.


    “OK Fran, can we begin by explaining about the competition you organised for the supporters club at the beginning of the season?”


    Fran spent a few minutes explaining exactly what the competition was about and how thrilled they were about how successful it had been – Luke had done them proud.


    Jackie was slightly confused but hid her concern and turned seriously to the camera. “That’s all very well, Fran but you revealed to me last week that this competition was rigged so that only Luke Linden could win.”


    The colour drained from Fran’s face. “I beg your pardon?” she said calmly.


    Jackie thought perhaps she had misheard her.


    “I’m saying that you admitted that the competition was fixed.” Jackie said.


    “I hope this is some kind of joke,” Fran said coldly, “or you are in a whole lot of trouble.”


    Jackie began to panic. “There must be some kind of misunderstanding,” she blustered, “last week you sat in front of me and claimed that the whole thing was a set-up!”


    Fran turned to face the camera. “I would like to see the evidence that you have to back up such a wild claim.”


    Jackie panicked and looked for some way to end the interview. “I think there may have been some technical issues,” she stammered, “we’ll have to leave it there for the moment.”


    Before the cameras could move away from the interview the viewers could pick out Fran’s voice, “you’ll be hearing from my solicitors!”


    Jackie was sweating but needed to pull herself together quickly – she had got out of worse spots than this – she just needed to wind Jake Pryce up and let him go. During the hastily arranged ad break she signalled to a runner to bring Pryce through. She despised the odious footballer but she really needed him now.


    Jake had been kept in a similar room to Fran so he knew nothing of what was going on. When QGNews had contacted him, he had snatched at their invitation like a drowning man reaching for a lifejacket. Following the hacking incident he had been charged by the police and had been ostracised by virtually everyone. His current club in Italy had severed all ties with him – the only slight silver lining was that they had to pay his wages up to the end of the season. That meant that so far there had been no financial loss – if he could just wriggle out of these charges then he could start again.


    Just as he was contemplating coming out on top once again, his phone buzzed. This new phone had been registered by one of his few remaining friends and only a very small number of people knew the number so he instantly opened the message. Suddenly it was his turn to go pale and start to panic. The message read:


    “We warned you. If you go ahead with your interview then within one hour we will release these photos on the internet.”


    With an increasingly sinking heart Jake began to flick through the photographs. Although not illegal they were extremely incriminating and if certain people saw them then Jake knew that the least he could expect was extreme violence. He switched off the phone and walked calmly to the door. Stationed outside was a large member of QGNews staff.


    “Can I help you?” he asked. “Just a few more minutes before they are ready for you Mr. Pryce.”


    Jake tried to smile. “I don’t feel too well – I need the bathroom before I go on.”


    The security man noticed how pale Jake was and ushered him along the corridor.


    “There you go”


    Jake thanked him and walked inside. Once through the second door he didn’t hesitate – he went straight to one of the opaque windows at the far side of the room and opened it as far as possible. Thanking his luck that the room was on the ground floor, Jake quickly slipped through the window and within seconds he was in his car and driving away. He smiled – his backup plan had been to set off the fire alarm – this way was much more discreet.


    Back inside Jackie shouted at the runner. “Were is he?”


    The runner just shook her head. “Gone.” was the only word she uttered. Jackie didn’t see the grin on the girl’s face as she turned away.

  


  
    CHAPTER 53


    


    Sandy and Luke stared at each other as the interviews were brought to an abrupt ending.


    “I’m sorry,” the announcer said, “but sadly Mr. Jake Pryce has been taken ill and won’t be able to appear today. Instead we will be taking a look at some women’s volleyball.”


    “What do you make of that?” Sandy asked.


    “I’m more interested in what Harry’s reply is going to be.” Luke replied tersely. In fact he knew exactly what had happened to Jake Pryce. Album staff had tracked down his new phone number and Luke had then arranged for someone to send him the text message. Harry and Luke had agreed that this would be the easiest way to prevent Pryce from spreading further poison in front of the cameras. However, they had decided to leave the warning until the last minute to cause maximum embarrassment to QGNews.


    As soon as Harry had heard about the QGNews schedule he had set up a press conference in a large meeting room in a London hotel. The conference had been well-publicised and as Harry glanced into the room he was pleased to see that all the major papers seemed to be represented – in addition there were cameras from all the main networks. The QGNews interviews had unexpectedly finished early so there was another 30 minutes before Harry was due to respond. Harry spent the remaining minutes checking and double-checking his notes and speaking to his assistants to make sure that everything else he needed was available. Finally he was ready and he walked confidently into the packed room.


    “Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “I’m very pleased that you could spare the time to join me today – hopefully you will be suitably rewarded.” Harry smiled but in return he received a barrage of questions which he simply brushed aside.


    “This conference is in response to the unexpected attack earlier today from the QGNews corporation on Wishton Clough and its employees. If you would be kind enough to refrain from asking questions until we get to the end then I think we will get through this fairly quickly.”


    Harry paused for effect then looked straight into the cameras.


    “This morning, the QGNews corporation tried to deliver what they laughingly described as a series of interviews designed to smear Wishton Clough. At this moment we do not know the full reasons behind the attack but I am here today to deliver our response. Normally our Chairman would deliver such a message but as part of the attack concerns allegedly illegal substances then I, as Chief Medical Officer and Board Member, asked if I could be the person to talk to you. Also – we would normally take a few days to consider our response to such an attack but we believe the main thrust of this nonsense is to de-stabilise the team before our important game tomorrow – so we felt that we needed to clear the air as soon as possible.”


    Harry glanced down at his notes before he continued.


    “I will deal with the allegations in the order that they were presented this morning, starting with the Right Honourable Basil Jeffers.” Harry spat out the name as if it was a bad taste.


    “I don’t intend to dwell upon the personal attack on Luke Linden – but I will touch on it before I finish – however, I would like to address the claims made by the Right Honourable gentleman that he was somehow tricked into parting with his hard-earned money. I’d like to begin by showing you a recording of part of the Charity Ball at which the alleged robbery took place.”


    Harry signalled to one of assistants and a large screen behind Harry started to show sound and pictures from the social gathering. Luke Linden stood up and announced that he and Basil Jeffers had agreed to give £10,000 each to the charity – the camera captured Basil standing alongside Luke, clearly smiling and basking in the applause from the audience. The recording stopped and Harry continued to speak.


    “Mr. Jeffers doesn’t seem too unhappy for someone who has just lost £10,000 pounds does he? In fact he seemed to be smiling and lapping up the applause. I’m sure that he could have spoken up if he wanted to – I was there alongside him and he didn’t utter a word. But that’s not the strangest part of his wild allegation. Mr. Jeffers didn’t actually send his £10,000 to us.”


    A ripple of anticipation ran around the room.


    “In fact,” Harry continued, “the Charity administrators were ready to send him a reminder when suddenly last week we received a personal cheque from Mr. Jeffers. We were very pleased but the next day we received another letter which threw us into some confusion.”


    Harry signalled again and this time a sheet of paper appeared on the large screen – this was obviously part of a bank statement.


    “We didn’t know what to make of this at the time but then when we began to hear rumours about Mr. Jeffers’ accusation – it began to make more sense. Someone – obviously a Wishton sympathiser – seems to have sent us part of Mr. Jeffers bank statement. We have tried to have this verified but this is obviously a very sensitive document. However, if I could draw your attention to the line in the middle of the sheet which has been highlighted. There is a payment from someone to Mr. Jeffers for £10,000. Ladies and gentlemen – apparently that person works for QGNews.”


    Harry paused as the shock waves bounced around the room. It was obvious to everyone present what this revelation meant.


    “Please, ladies and gentlemen,” Harry held up his hands for silence, “please allow me to continue. I did say that I would also touch upon the personal attack on Luke Linden. In regard to that matter I have a document here signed by Professor Arkwright who was Mr. Linden’s tutor during his time at Oxford. He paints an entirely different picture to Mr. Jeffers – saying Luke was a popular, considerate and very friendly student. This has been backed up by one of the many friends Luke made at university – Lord Alexander DeCourt. His Lordship is godfather to one of the Linden children – in fact the Lindens named their first child after Lord Alexander. Hardly sounds like something a communist would do…..”


    Again Harry paused. “The final accusation from Basil Jeffers,” he began gravely, “is the one that probably hurt the most. I will leave the cowardly assault on Bob Linden’s character to Mr. Linden’s legal team. The only thing I will say is that the Bob Linden Community Centre in Wishton is fully supported by the local people and authorities alike – and a campaign has been running for many months to get his unsafe conviction overturned.”


    Harry took a sip of water as he let his words sink in.


    “OK,” he said quietly, “let’s move on to the next instalment of this sorry saga. Fran Lafferty warned us a few weeks ago that she was being pressured by QGNews to invent a story about Luke Linden unfairly winning our fans competition. In other words they wanted her to say that the contest was fixed. We asked her to go along with them to see how far they would go – never dreaming they would be so stupid as to bring Fran to an interview without one shred of evidence! Fran is also taking legal advice regarding her next steps.”


    The majority of the room laughed and began to shake their heads.


    “Next,” Harry said, “the non-appearance of Jake Pryce. I have no idea what QGNews were hoping to gain by parading him in front of the cameras but it seems he had second thoughts so now we will never know. He is due to appear in court in the coming weeks so perhaps he may reveal more at that time.”


    “That just leads us with the massive allegation – again without any proof whatsoever – that Luke Linden has been playing this year with the assistance of an illegal substance. We, of course, understand how some people would jump to this conclusion – after all Luke Linden is a 46 year old amateur footballer – it just doesn’t make sense. But Luke is also amazingly fit and happens to be not a bad footballer – but we do have to admit that he has been taking something each day to help him.”


    A collective gasp escaped from the room and from the watching audiences around the country. What was Harry about to reveal?


    Harry laughed. “Please don’t be alarmed,” he said, “everything Luke – and others – have done is strictly above board. Luke has been part of a controlled study to monitor the effects of a new energy drink. The study group has been quite extensive – covering all walks of life – including sportsmen and women. In the last few weeks we have received word from the relevant authorities that the drink has passed all the relevant tests and will now be launched across the world next week.”


    Harry sat back. “So if you believe that Luke Linden owes his performances to an energy drink then you may want to buy TxT Plus when it is released next week!”


    At the training Luke shook his head in amazement.


    “Unbelievable – Harry has turned this around and managed to get some free publicity for the new drink!”


    “Don’t knock it.” replied Sandy. “He’s cleared your name and kicked QGNews so hard that they’ll never recover. We can now just concentrate on winning tomorrow.”


    Luke smiled grimly. Hopefully no-one would discover exactly how much Luke had been involved behind the scenes. He had arranged that Jake Pryce would receive a timely reminder and the “Wishton sympathiser” who had released the bank statement actually worked for Album…….


    

  


  
    CHAPTER 54


    


    The morning of the big game dawned and the weather seemed determined to allow everyone to enjoy themselves with a cloudless sky and not a breath of wind. Luke sat at the back of the hotel gazing out at the tranquil scene – determined to make the most of what he was sure would be one of the few peaceful moments of the day.


    As Luke sipped his tea he scanned through a selection of the various daily newspapers that were on the table before him. It was one of those rare days when both the front and back pages were running with the same story – and Luke was amused to find that he seemed to be at the centre of the media storm.


    “QGNews Meltdown!” seemed to be the general headline. Some of the tabloids had more colourful ideas but on closer inspection all the stories seemed to cover the fact that for some bizarre reason the QGNews corporation had made wild, unproven claims about Wishton Clough and some of its employees and now it was paying the price. The QGNews share price had plummeted overnight, several major advertisers had pulled out and they were facing law suits from many angles. The only statement they had made was to say that they had terminated the contract of Jackie Jenson – claiming she had acted without proper approval – which was obvious nonsense.


    The back pages of the papers tried to deal with the multi-million pound game between Bolton and Wishton but obvious the QGNews story had a big effect in that area too. Several pundits speculated that the whole upheaval may have a detrimental effect on Wishton – but others say that it may have the opposite effect – Wishton and Luke Linden had been cleared so it should be a weight off their shoulders.


    A lot of the stories continued inside the newspapers – mainly concerning themselves with Basil Jeffers. Basil was probably the biggest loser in the whole affair. In addition to the slanderous comments thrown at the Linden family, the bank statement had shown that Jeffers had been paid to lie in public by QGNews. Jeffers complained that either his bank account had been hacked or someone had illegally leaked the account information but no-one cared – the proof had been produced for all to see and no-one was really interested in where it came from. To make matters worse, a few of the more eagle-eyed members of the press had noticed some other payments on Basil Jeffers leaked statement. It seemed that he was receiving payments from all sorts of companies that he hadn’t revealed to the government or the taxman. Jeffers had gone into hiding – he was a broken man. Everyone expected a resignation in the very near future.


    Luke’s thoughts were gradually interrupted by other players who were starting to appear from the restaurant. Most were in high spirits but one or two, Rae amongst them, seemed in more contemplative mood.


    “Morning Rae,” said Luke cheerfully, “sleep well?”


    “Not really.” Rae admitted. “I think the occasion has finally got to me.”


    “Rubbish.” Luke snorted. “It’s just another game. Have you had any breakfast?”


    Rae shook his head. “Couldn’t eat a thing.” he said mournfully.


    “Come on,” said Luke as he rose from the table, “I can’t have my daughter’s favourite player having a bad game because he didn’t eat his breakfast!”


    Rae grinned and reluctantly followed Luke back into the restaurant. Sandy had been watching and smiled to Craig.


    “Luke knows how to handle people – it’s a rare gift.”


    “I hope he’s still smiling tonight!” said Craig.


    “I think that’s what I admire most about him.” Sandy replied. “Because it won’t matter if we win or lose – Luke will still be smiling tonight. He’s seen a lot in his life and he knows that when we strip away all the rubbish – at the end of the day it really is only a game, despite what Bill Shankly said!”


    Craig thought that Sandy had lost his mind but decided to keep his thoughts to himself.


    “Give them another 15 minutes Craig and then have a warm-up – a few laps of the hotel grounds. Then we need to get ready for the coach.” Sandy instructed.


    Soon the players were ready to get on the coach – all dressed in smart, matching club suits. Insults flew thick and fast.


    “Did they have to get an expandable waist for those trousers Nobby?” some wag shouted from the back of the coach.


    “No but I was told that they had to find some slip-on shoes for you because you still can’t tie your laces!” Nobby retorted.


    Sandy was happy to hear the banter. It seemed that the team was in good spirits. They may just pull this off after all! As they got closer to the ground they were amazed how many people from Lancashire were thronging the streets. Both clubs had been given 40,000 tickets for the game and both clubs had completely sold out. There had been an article on the news that morning that some joker had put a banner on the M6 motorway, just before the Thelwall Viaduct.


    “Good luck to Wishton Clough and Bolton Wanderers – will the last one to leave please make sure that the door is locked!”


    This was a jokey reference to the fact that both towns would be deserted. Those who couldn’t get a ticket would be watching the game on TV. Some people had started travelling down to London a couple of days before the game but the vast majority had left in a mass exodus on the morning of the game. They had already been rewarding with sunny conditions but everyone knew that only half of them would be returning home happy.


    The Wishton players arrived at the national stadium and were immediately taken out to have a look at the pitch. Both teams had actually been allowed to train on the pitch for an hour each – at separate times – on the previous day but the atmosphere seemed totally different today. As they walked around the ground, Luke took the opportunity to speak with Sandy.


    “Listen boss,” he began “I don’t know if you are planning to name me in the squad or not today but if possible I don’t want to play.”


    Sandy stood back in shock. “What the hell do you mean?”


    “I keep saying that I don’t want to turn this into a circus – for you and the team,” said Luke, “and today would be a great time to prove that this team doesn’t need me in order to win this game.”


    Sandy thought for a moment. “There’s some merit in what you say son,” he agreed, “but there’s also another way of looking at it. If we don’t name you in the squad then QGNews and Basil Jeffers have won – they have robbed you of the biggest day in your life. And then there’s also another matter to consider.”


    Luke waited for Sandy to continue.


    “This team needs you Luke.” he said simply. “You’ve all been through too much together this year – they want you with them. Even if you are only sat upon the bench it helps the team. So this is what I’m going to do. I’m naming you as one of the substitutes but if we can get comfortably in front then I’ll keep you on the bench. Is that fair?”


    Luke nodded and the two men shook hands. Luke had taken Harry’s news about being in the placebo group in his stride. There was nothing he could do about the situation – if he had to play then he would simply give 100% and hope for the best.


    All too soon the players were getting changed for the game and for some the nerves began to bite. Luke, as always sat in silent contemplation – to all around him he seemed an oasis of calm in a desert of nerves. As the players were making their final preparations, Andy called a halt to all conversation.


    “Lads, quiet for a minute,” he shouted, “I just wanted to tell you all before we go out there how proud I am of you and I expect to be even prouder in a couple of hours when we win.”


    The players began to cheer but Andy again asked for quiet.


    “I know this is unusual – I know we have different faiths and creeds here today – and I also know that some of you don’t actually follow any religion but I want to ask someone to lead us in a prayer before we go out. Luke – would you do the honours please.”


    Luke was very surprised but as usual his face gave nothing away. He rose.


    “We live in a troubled world but we are all lucky enough to have food to eat each day and a roof over our heads at night. For a few hours today we can help people in Wishton – and beyond – forget their problems. We are the fortunate few. I pray that we play with honesty and dignity, with pride and strength. I pray that we play like men.”


    For a few seconds there was a hushed silence throughout the room then the place erupted in a guttural roar that could be heard in the Bolton changing room. Sandy had tears in his eyes as he turned to the team and said simply.


    “I have nothing further to add. Captain – lead your team out.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 55


    


    The players walked out of the tunnel and into a sea of noise that few, if any of them would ever face again in their lifetime. Almost 90,000 people screaming, chanting, and singing – the stadium awash with banners and the colours of both teams. The starting eleven of both teams were presented to the Guest of Honour and then the crowd prepared for the first of the two communal offerings. First up was the FA Cup Final Hymn – Abide With Me. This seemed to have been adopted also for the Championship play-off final as well and as the band of the Coldstream Guards began to play – the crowd began to stir. Almost 90,000 northern voices raised in unison.


    “Abide with me; fast falls the eventide;


    The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide;


    When other helpers fail and comforts flee,


    Help of the helpless, oh, abide with me.”


    Luke felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise – looking around the touchline he could see grown men with tears in their eyes as the powerful words resonated around the stadium. Then it was time for the National Anthem which was respectfully observed but perhaps not as powerfully sung as the previous hymn. The referee called the two captains together and then – within seconds – the biggest game in world domestic football was underway. The winners could expect a multi-million pound windfall, the losers, well they would just be forgotten.


    The first half ebbed and flowed with neither side getting on top. Wishton probably had the better chances but Rae had put both of his efforts wide and Luke was hoping that the youngster wasn’t letting his nerves get the better of him. It seemed they had only been playing for a few minutes when the referee blew the whistle for half-time and the players ran down the tunnel towards the changing rooms.


    Sandy was waiting to address his team.


    “Not bad lads, not bad.” he began. “I think we’ve taken all they can throw at us so that’s a good sign. However, we need to start creating more chances – and when we get those chances we need to start taking them. Now I’m not just looking at Rae here – he’s doing as good a job as anyone but he needs support. You attacking midfield players need to move forward and shoot whenever you get the chance.”


    Sandy finished his pep talk and wandered among the players, offering individual words of comfort. Luke took the opportunity to talk to Rae.


    “How are you feeling?” he asked quietly.


    “A bit better now.” Rae grinned. “I was a touch nervous to start with but it’s not as bad now.”


    Luke laughed. “Not as bad? You shouldn’t be looking at it that way. You need to enjoy this – hopefully it’s the first of many big games for you but you can’t take that for granted – it could also be the last big game you play in! You need to focus!”


    Rae nodded. Luke continued.


    “Plus – there’s an even bigger reason that you need to score!”


    “What’s that?” Rae asked anxiously.


    “If you don’t score the gaffer has said that I may have to come on and help – and there’s no way I want to have to stand in front of that crowd – they’re all mad!” Luke pretended to shake, “I want to stay on the bench where it’s nice and safe!”


    Rae laughed heartily and Luke hoped that the tension had been broken. Within seconds the referee’s assistant was calling them back outside for the second half.


    “Good luck son.” Luke smiled.


    “Thanks.” Rae whispered.


    The second half seemed to start with a bit more urgency from Wishton – it seemed that Sandy’s comments had sunk in. Slowly they began to increase pressure until they seemed to be virtually camped in the Wanderers half. Finally the pressure told and Rae rounded off a great move with a fantastic volley that gave the goalkeeper no chance. It seemed that would be the turning point and Wishton continued to press forward for another goal. Sandy began to worry – they were in total control but they only had a slim lead and he knew that anything could still happen.


    Unfortunately his worries came back to haunt him. Bolton were now smashing the ball anywhere to relieve the pressure and once again their beleaguered defence hoofed a speculative ball high into the air toward the Wishton goal. Andy and his defensive partner were covering the Bolton centre forward and both Andy and the Wishton goalkeeper left the ball to Jez. He jumped high with the centre forward, won the ball and then both players fell to a heap on the ground. Andy cleared the loose ball as both players were rising – then the referee blew his whistle. Andy threw the ball back to the goalkeeper – assuming that the referee had given a soft free kick to Wishton. He was amazed to see the referee pointing to the spot – he had awarded a penalty kick against Jez. Then things got even worse – the referee adjudged Jez to be the last line of defence so he produced a red card and ordered Jez off the pitch!


    Jez was distraught – almost in tears as he trudged from the pitch – he hadn’t touched the other player! This was just like the Fulham game all over again! Sandy put a comforting arm around him and then turned to shout and curse towards the referee. On the pitch Andy led a chorus of appeals to the referee – how could that have been a penalty? No-one else on the ground had spotted a thing. The Wishton fans were enraged and the Bolton fans were ecstatic – they couldn’t believe their luck.


    The referee’s attention was drawn to the touchline where a furious Sandy was arguing with the fourth official. The referee raced across the pitch – straight into a torrent of abuse from a very upset Wishton manager. The official listened for only a few seconds before he had heard enough. He produced another red card and ordered Sandy to be removed to the stands!


    It took another few minutes before things calmed down enough that the Bolton player could place the ball on the penalty spot. 90,000 held their breath as he strode up to the ball – seconds later the ball nestled in the corner of the net and the Bolton half of the ground was celebrating in style.


    Sandy relayed messages from the stand to the Wishton bench and he urged the team to hold on for a few more minutes until the end of the game. If the score remained 1-1 then there would be two periods of 15 minutes of extra time. Andy marshalled his forces and despite a spirited response from Bolton the score remained 1-1 after 90 minutes.


    The players remained on the pitch – they were allowed just a couple of minutes to have a drink and change ends. Sandy wasn’t allowed back out onto the pitch so Craig had to relay his messages. Sandy had taken the decision to take off a midfield player and to bring on Luke alongside Andy in the heart of defence. As the game had slipped into the last couple of minutes, Luke had rushed into the tunnel to speak with Sandy.


    “You’ve got to go on lad.” he said. “It’s more for a calming influence than anything – I need you to help Andy. We have to stop them scoring again and then we have a chance with penalties.”


    If the game was still a draw after a further 30 minutes then both sides would take five penalties to decide the winner.


    “Don’t worry boss,” Luke had replied, “leave it with me!”


    As the players prepared for the first period of extra time, the Wishton substitution was made and Luke ran to take his place at the side of Andy in the centre of the defence. His appearance seemed to lift the fans who in turn did their best to raise their team. Chants of “Lucky, Lucky Linden” boomed around the ground. Luke pushed the noise out of his mind as he tried to concentrate on the next 30 minutes.


    The first half was like a chess game – Bolton had superior numbers and prodded and poked at the Wishton defence. Andy marshalled his forces superbly and Rae worked like a Trojan running up and downfield to help relieve pressure. Half time arrived and the score was still 1-1. Most people on the ground were mentally preparing for the penalties. The second fifteen minute period seemed to be going the same way as the first half – Bolton were on top but couldn’t pry open the Wishton defence. Finally, with only five minutes remaining, Bolton managed to win a corner – it looked like this could be the last chance for either team to achieve an outright win. The ball was crossed into the box and the Wishton supporters breathed a sigh of relief as the keeper punched the ball to comparative safety – most of the players surged out of the box but for some reason Luke stayed on the goal line. The ball dropped to a Bolton player standing fully 35 yards away from goal – he suddenly hit the ball as sweetly as anyone had hit it all day. The ball flew like an arrow past the goalkeeper towards the Wishton goal and the Bolton fans were already rising to their feet as a tall figure threw himself across the goal. Luke headed the ball clear with inches to spare and even some of the Bolton fans applauded his amazing effort. The ball went out of play for a Bolton throw-in but no-one hurried to take it – that had been the big chance of the game and now everyone seemed resigned to penalties.


    The ball stayed in the middle of the pitch for the last few minutes then the referee blew for full time. The players sank to the turf – most of them were exhausted but a small number were also dreading what was to come next. The referee met with the captains and officials from both teams – they tossed a coin to decide which end of the ground the penalties would be taken and then each team handed a list of five names to the referee. Wishton lost the toss so the Bolton captain decided that the penalties would be taken in front of the Bolton fans – giving them a psychological advantage. Because Bolton had the choice of ends then Wishton would take the first penalty. Before Craig handed the names in to the referee, Luke took him aside and had an urgent discussion.


    Finally the referee called the players forward to explain how the penalties would be taken. He then called out the first name.


    “Linden”


    Luke strode forward, whistling and smiling. Players from both sides were amazed. He made the long walk from the centre circle to the goal waving to the fans as if he hadn’t got a care in the world. In the stand Sue watched nervously – she knew that Luke was trying to bolster his team mates and if he managed to score then his gamble would have worked – but if he missed…..


    Sue had nothing to worry about. Luke placed the ball on the penalty spot, shared a quick joke with the referee, then coolly sent the goalkeeper the wrong way, placing the ball perfectly in the corner of the goal. It was as if he knew which way the goalkeeper was going to go. Luke turned in triumph and spent the long walk back to the centre circle waving his arms and encouraging the Wishton fans to keep shouting for their team. Back in the centre circle the players crowded around him and he spoke urgently .


    “He’ll dive a different way each time,” he whispered urgently, “so whoever follows me needs to hit the ball to his right – trust me!”


    Luke’s instructions were exactly right – each of the Wishton penalty-takers remained cool and hit the ball smoothly into the net. Unfortunately – so did the Bolton team. Their penalties had an element of luck – one hit the post and bounced in – but at the end of the day they all counted. During the fourth round of penalties the Wishton player stroked the ball into the net to make the score 4-3 with the Bolton player still to walk forward. A few seconds later it was the turn of the opposition but as soon as he kicked the ball, the Bolton player knew he hadn’t hit it hard enough and the Wishton goalkeeper sniffed a chance to be a hero – he flung himself full length but was a fraction slow. He managed to get one hand to the ball but couldn’t keep it out – instead he slammed into the goalpost with his outstretched hand.


    The Wishton goalkeeper needed medical attention as Rae strode forward to take the last penalty. Showing not a hint of nerves he calmly tucked the ball past the Bolton goalkeeper to make the score 5-4 with one penalty left to take. The Wishton players looked for their goalkeeper to step forward to face the final penalty. If he could save it then Wishton would be in the Premier League next year. If Bolton scored then the penalties would continue – sudden death until one side missed.


    Suddenly the players realised that the goalkeeper wasn’t moving and that Harry and the Wishton officials were arguing furiously with the referee.


    “He’s broken his hand.” Harry shouted. “We need to bring the substitute goalkeeper on.”


    “No substitutions allowed once extra time has finished.” The referee announced. “He either goes in goal with one hand or you find a goalkeeper from the players you still have out here.”


    The Wishton players looked around in dismay – what the hell was going to go wrong next! No-one wanted to volunteer for the job and the players avoided eye contact with everyone – so no-one noticed Luke stripping off his shirt as he walked to Harry. Seconds later he was wearing a spare goalie’s shirt and was ramming some spare gloves on his hands. His team mates were silent as Luke strode towards the goal. The crowd began to chant one word, over and over again.


    “Linden, Linden, Linden, Linden!”


    The last Bolton player walked forward – he looked nervous and the noise from the crowd seemed to be making things worse. He placed the ball on the spot and was alarmed to see that Luke seemed totally oblivious to all that was going on around him. Instead Luke was smiling and seemed totally focused on watching the ball.


    The referee blew his whistle and the Bolton player moved forward with more confidence than he felt. Luke watched him like a hawk – convinced that he knew which way the ball was going. He began to dive as soon as the ball was struck but then he realised with a sickening feeling that he was diving the wrong way……….


    

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    
      Four days later – a beach in northern Minorca.


      


      Luke lay back on his sunlounger and gazed around him. Sue had left 30 minutes ago for her Spa session and he didn’t expect to see her again for a few hours. The beach was deserted at this time of the year and even the hotel pool only had a couple of elderly swimmers moving up and down.


      The break had been at Sue’s insistence. She had said the week before the game that win or lose, the two of them would be leaving straight after the game for a few days away at a top hotel in the sun. True to her word, as soon as the game was over she whisked Luke off to the airport – ignoring all the reporters – and for the last few days they had simply relaxed and re-charged their batteries.


      Luke felt terrible running away straight after the final whistle and leaving everyone to face the media but he told himself that he had made it clear from the beginning that he wanted to keep as low-key as possible. Lexi and Tom had travelled back home with the family and Sue had promised that when school broke up in a few weeks that they would have a proper family holiday in Florida.


      Luke had enjoyed the last few days alone with Sue – his phone had been switched off for most of the day and he had even had a chance to catch up with some of his reading – but now he was starting to feel slightly bored. Sue had picked this hotel mainly because it was very quiet and Luke had to agree that although it was lovely – there was probably more life in a morgue. He was lying on a stretch of beach reserved for hotel guests although anyone could walk through a section near to the sea.


      He was just considering taking a dip in the sea when he noticed an unusual figure lumbering down the beach. Although it wasn’t the hottest time of the year it was still very warm – Luke was wearing only shorts. The figure walking down the beach seemed to be wearing a suit, tie and sensible shoes. After a few seconds Luke began to groan as the approaching figure became more recognisable.


      “Keep on walking!” he shouted as the figure drew near.


      “Don’t be like that!” Harry pleaded. “It took me 2 days to track you down and then another 2 days to arrange a flight here. Sue made sure that you weren’t to be disturbed.”


      “She’ll be back soon so you’d better scarper.” Luke warned.


      “My flight back is in two hours – I’ll be gone before she even knows I’m here. Any chance of a drink?” Harry pleaded.


      Luke ignored him.


      “Aren’t you just a little but curious why I came all this way?” Harry asked.


      “Nope!” Luke replied. “All I know is that whenever I listen to you then I end up in trouble.”


      “What trouble?” Harry asked innocently. “You’ve had a great year!”


      Luke seemed as though he was going to hit Harry – so Harry moved back slightly.


      “Listen,” Harry begged, “there are one or two things that I needed to get off my chest – and I couldn’t wait any longer.”


      Luke put down his tablet and glared at Harry.


      “Go on.” he said in an unfriendly tone.


      “Well I perhaps haven’t been totally honest with you in a few areas.” Harry began.


      Luke moved forward in his sunlounger.


      Harry ignored the movement. “You were right,” he admitted, “I did fix the fans competition – or at least Fran fixed it for me.”


      Luke exploded and almost grabbed Harry by the throat before he regained control.


      “I knew it!” he muttered. “Why did you do it?”


      “Several reasons.” Harry gulped. “Mainly because I wanted to do something nice for you after all the good things you have done for me and others – but I also knew that if I could get you into that environment then I may be able to persuade you to take part in the study group.”


      “But how did you know I would be any good – and how did you persuade Fran to help?”


      Harry shrugged. “You are one of the fittest men I knew and I also knew that you were once a decent footballer – it was a calculated risk. And as far as Fran is concerned – she is a very good friend who seems to think she owes me a lot. I have looked after both her parents – they both had dementia problems. Her father is sadly dead now but I made sure that her mother is in a very good home and is well looked after. I told Fran that she would be helping make your dreams come true but also helping with important research.”


      Luke seemed to have calmed down a bit. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      “Because you have too many principles.” Harry answered. “You wouldn’t have gone along with it.”


      “What else have you not told me?” Luke demanded.


      “I poisoned the team before the Fulham game.” Harry said simply.


      “What!!!” Luke dived towards Harry.


      “Well poisoned is probably too strong a word actually – I just gave some of the squad a 24 hour bug so that I could get you onto the bench.” Harry revealed.


      “Unbelievable.” Luke moaned. “What else?”


      “I organised the leak to QGNews.”


      “Why?” Luke cried.


      “People were beginning to whisper about you. How could you play so well and not be on drugs at your age? I needed to bring everything out into the open and prove you were clean. So both Fran and I spoke “confidentially” to certain people about various things.”


      “You took a big chance – how did you know that the QGNews recording equipment would fail when they spoke to you and Fran?” Luke asked.


      “I used the pen you gave me.” Harry grinned. “I knew Jessica would take the bait so I let them record a little bit to get them hooked and then I blocked everything else. Then I lent the pen to Fran – she blocked every conversation. She also mentioned that she had heard that Basil Jeffers and Jake Pryce hated you – so she planted the seed in Jackie’s mind.”


      Luke shook his head. “I’m lost for words. At least the TxT Plus launch seemed to go well. That’s one of the few things that Sue and I have been tracking.”


      “All the publicity from last week caused the sales to go through the roof. Ed is very pleased.” Harry said innocently.


      “I’ll bet he is,” murmured Luke, “and I bet that anyone who bought TxT shares will be pleased too?”


      Harry nodded. “Ed is the majority shareholder but there are a large number of shares available on the open market – the price has shot through the roof this week – as you probably know.”


      Luke stared at Harry. “How much did you make Harry?”


      “Millions.” Harry answered simply. “Enough to fund my research for years and not to have to rely on that idiot to keep me going. Actually – whilst we are on the subject – how much did you make?”


      “A similar figure,” Luke answered honestly, “my profits will be going towards building a new theatre in Wishton and other worthy causes.”


      “Why did you buy the shares?” Harry asked curiously.


      “I guess that I had a feeling that I couldn’t ignore. It was like the feeling in the parade ring at Haydock – I knew TxT pro was going to be a big success – I could just feel it.”


      Both men studied each other.


      “So what now?” Luke asked.


      “Well there has been one significant development.” Harry replied. “QGNews are going bust but before they do so they have offered us a deal – or rather they have offered you and Ed a deal. Their American owners have offered to sign the whole business over to you and Ed if you drop any legal action against them.”


      Luke laughed. “Me and Ed as partners – I don’t think so!”


      “Just talk it through with Sue before you make any decisions.” Harry urged.


      As they were talking they hadn’t noticed a young couple walking along the edge of the beach. Suddenly the couple stopped and the young woman walked across to Harry and Luke.


      “Excuse me,” she asked nervously, “are you Luke Linden?”


      Luke grinned. “Sadly enough – yes I am.”


      The girl turned to her partner. “You’re right!” she mouthed.


      Turning back to Luke she asked another question.”I’m really sorry to disturb you but my boyfriend is a big football fan and would it be possible for him to have his photograph taken with you?”


      “No problem.” Luke smiled.


      The girl pulled out her Smartphone and as her boyfriend moved to stand next to Luke she began snapping away.


      “Do you want to join them?” Harry asked the girl. “I’ll take one for you if you like?”


      The girl grinned in agreement and handed her phone over to Harry. As the three of them stood together they began to chat.


      “That was a great game on Saturday!” said the young man excitedly. “We watched it in the hotel bar. We couldn’t believe that save you pulled off at the end – kicking the ball away with your feet! You must be so proud!”


      “I am.” Luke admitted modestly. He thought back to the moment when he thought he had really messed up – the ball was heading the wrong way but luckily he managed to kick out and stab the ball to safety. That was the last thing he remembered before being buried under dozens of bodies.


      The young couple thanked Luke again and just as they were about to walk away they stopped and the girl turned to again to Luke.


      “Mr Linden – will we be seeing you in the Premier League next season?”


      Luke glanced at Harry. “No – the deal was for one season only – I’ve decided that I will be hanging up my boots. The Premier League is no place for old men.”


      Harry put his arm around the young man and whispered in his ear. “Don’t worry – you haven’t seen the last of Luke Linden. He’ll be playing again next year!”


      Luke glared at Harry. “What was that?” he demanded.


      “Nothing.” Harry smiled as he winked at the two youngsters.


      The two men turned to walk back to the hotel. Harry decided that perhaps now wasn’t the time to tell Luke the last of his little white lies – he’d maybe leave it for one more season…
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