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THEREABOUTS 
The sacked manager and the 
apprentice think about their futures. 

    WORTHLESS STOCK 
       A player fighting for his future, against all 
       the odds, including the club chairman 



 
 

                                         

A desultory growl of restrained, mostly male, conversation.  Metallic clicks and twists 

as cameras, recorders, mikes are checked and twitched into position.  We all await 

himself. If himself is someone the hack pack doesn’t think much of, the atmosphere 

can be like a naughty class waiting for a weak teacher, an edge of anarchy din, ribald 

jokes.  But not here.  Himself is a big fish in a big pond and nobody wants the kind of 

flea in the ear he’s capable of dishing out. 

 

Football hack land is tribal.  The two biggest are the ex-players and the specialist 

writers, many of whom regard each other with mutual contempt.   The writers see the 

ex-players generally as hangers-on, trying to squeeze more out of sport even after they 

can no longer compete and thick as planks, in the main, relying on others to do the 

real business for them.  The ex-players see the writers as sensationalists, fantasists, 

with nil awareness of the real dressing room world. 

 

 
 

 

Both are absurdly over-simplified.  I’m an ex-player, right enough, and the kind of 

attitude I encountered is typified by an incident years ago when Helen and I met up 

with some of her teaching friends.   The problems of teaching Jane Austen came up at 

one point.   

 

‘She’s a writer’, says this guy called Luke, looking at me, his lip quite literally 

curling. 

 

‘I know; I studied her for my English A level’, I said.  General merriment, and one in 

the eye for Luke, who took it in good part.  They found out I had three decent A  
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levels, and then the questions started, some continuing right through my career.  You 

had choices?  You could have done something more permanent, more relevant?  You 

chose to devote your working life to, for God’s sake, football? 

 

My chain of thought is interrupted by a flurry of excitement offstage and vague 

movements up and down corridors. 

 

‘Ten minutes max, ladies and gents.  Honest’, says the Press Officer, to a mixed 

chorus of mutters and wonders. Waiting is too much a part of this job.  Plenty of time 

to think.  When himself finally appears, the bored hack pack will have thought up lots 

of supposed rumours about transfers, board room bust ups, etc., just to pass the time 

of day and stop their bums getting too numb.  

 

So why am I still enmeshed in all this? I know all the diminutives which people hurl 

at football – twenty two mad men in shorts chasing a ball around, overgrown boys 

reliving schooldays, all that stuff.  All that horrid spitting and shouting at referees. 

 

The crucial event happened when I was a long limby beanpole of an apprentice.   In 

those days, apprentices usually went into after-match changing rooms to gather up the 

discarded kit and towels, deliver everything to the laundry and do a basic clean-up.  

This particular occasion was the last match of the season.  The club had been 

relegated, the manager faced near-certain sacking, and I had to wait until they’d all 

stopped arguing, cursing and shouting and gone off to homes, pubs or clubs.  

Eventually, I got in, and my heart sank.  The place was a spectacular mess even by 

changing room standards.   As I would probably also be on my bike too in the close 

season, I thought about just walking out and saving myself the bother.  

 

Himself has appeared on the dais at last, looking a bit like a taller, thinner Mussolini.  

A few creeps, mostly the writers, are standing up and applauding. 

 

‘It’s going to have to be forty minutes at most, people,  I’m afraid’, he says.  ‘I’ve got 

treatment rooms and board rooms to go to; time is money in this business’.  A wintry 

little smile, probably the last we’ll see, and we all sit down. 

 

Yes, that apprentice day.  My mind turns back to it, because nothing new is happening 

here so far; routine stuff about hamstrings, heat treatment, who’s on the bench, tactics, 

diamonds, route ones. 

 

I started picking up laundry, thinking it wasn’t worth losing an option for the sake of 

sparing myself half an hour’s dirty work, when I heard a soft, kind of snuffling sound, 

coming from the shower area.  The match had finished well over an hour ago.  

Thinking I might be in the unhinged presence of some mad fan’s lone burglary, I crept 

tentatively towards the showers. 

 

Leaning up against the wall, still in his match day blue suit, with his hand clutching a 

shower tap as if it alone prevented him from falling down, was Alan McMahon, 

universally known as Mac, ex-Scotland international and now manager of a relegated 

side.  And, incredibly for a man from Aberdeen, supposedly made of granite himself,  
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he was crying. 

 

He wasn’t the last manager I’ve seen in tears, but he was the first and I had a 

seventeen year old’s fathomless certainty that such things didn’t happen and a 

seventeen year old’s total inability to cope with them when they did.  I just stood there 

and gaped.  He heard me behind him, his back stiffened and his head raised.  His red 

face and eyes suddenly pointed at me like a laser beam.  

 

‘Is there something you want, son?’ 

 

I backed slightly away and managed to regain the power of speech. 

 

‘No, Mr. McMahon.  Only I’m supposed to clear the place up’.  

 

He strode out of the showers, his cuffs wiping simultaneously into his eyes. He looked 

at the room. 

 

‘Yeah, right.  Pretty crap stuff.  We’ve all got to start somewhere, son.  I’ll away and 

leave you to it’. 

 

Another purposeful, determined walk lasting a couple of strides.  He stopped as if 

stuck suddenly to the ground and plopped himself down on the nearest bench.   

 

‘You have to lock the room after you, right?’ 

 

I nodded. 

 

‘Meaning you’ve got a key.  Right.  Lock the door, son, and come and sit down on 

this bench.  And don’t worry; I haven’t decided I fancy you.  I just need ten minutes 

before facing that pack of vultures out there.  Journos, angry fans, so-called directors.  

They don’t know where I am, and if that door’s locked and you’re right here, you 

can’t tell them and they can’t worm it out of you’.  

 

I did as I was told. He looked at me on the bench a few feet away from him. I could 

smell booze and see that shaming glaze in his eyes. 

 

‘Matt Preston, right?  One of our more intellectual apprentices, am I right?  Aren’t 

you doing A levels or something?’ 

 

‘Yes, sir, I am’.   

 

‘Don’t ‘sir’ me, son.  In a few hours I’ll be another dole statistic, another washed-up 

gent for the tender mercies of the bookies and Mr. Johnny Walker’.  

 

‘Are they really going to sack you?’ 

 

‘Oh, aye’. 
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‘But it’s not your fault, really, is it?  I mean, the players are supposed to be doing the 

business, aren’t they?  It doesn’t seem right.  Or just’. 

 

‘Just?’  He rattled out a laugh and put his head back against the wall.  ‘Don’t look for 

justice in this business, son.   That’s not what it’s about.  Giving them out there what 

they want, that’s what it’s about.  Right or wrong’. 

 

My mind went back to my bedroom and those revision books.  Of course, it wasn’t 

the moment to be worrying the man about me.  But I was seventeen. 

 

‘Well, I’ve seen how you run this club, Mr. McMahon, and I respect your opinion. I 

want to know whether I’ve ever going to make it in this business.  I mean, it’s not the 

only choice I have.  Were the club going to offer me something after the A levels and 

the apprenticeship?’ 

 

To his eternal credit, he didn’t dismiss the subject with a few crisp Gaelic curses. He 

sighed a little and closed his eyes, seeming to press his head even harder up against 

the wall. 

 

‘Alright.  If it does you good to know it now that none of it is up to me, yes we were.  

Just two years and not much money, but yes we were and probably they still will.  

You’re a workhorse player, son.  You want me to be honest, I’ll be honest.  You’re 

every club’s bread and butter – can play just about anywhere, will do a solid job, 

doesn’t throw tantrums and isn’t pissed or off his face every verse end.  You’ll never 

be a big star, you’ll never make big money, you’ll spend half your games in the 

reserve team.   A good, honest, solid pro, and with the sense to develop something to 

do when his legs have gone.  Will that do you?’ 

 

All I could hear in his voice then was dismissal, even contempt.  The pause grew 

awkwardly long. 

 

 
 

‘Oh’, I said, and this time the choke was in my voice.  He’d reduced my dreams to 

ordinary. I’d turned away from him, and when I looked back, he was looking at me 

quizzically, and a little critically, as if disappointed.  The tears had been blinked out of 

his eyes. 

 

‘Does that not suit you?  Was it the big star or nothing? Let me ask you something, 

son.  How many jobs do you know where people will pay to watch you work?  In 

their thousands?  Where you can, in a second, make or ruin their day?  Where you are  
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entrusted with some of their most cherished hopes and ambitions?  It might not be the 

big star of the universe, but it’s thereabouts, isn’t it?  Doesn’t that mean something?  

You’ll know the stars, you’ll work with them.  You’ll see them built up, making all 

their money, idolised, people fighting for a touch, a word.  You’ll see them broken 

down, ruined, forgotten.  But you’ll still be thereabouts and that’s much, much better 

than just about nowhere, believe me, which is where I am right now, which is why I 

was weeping like a wee bairn.  But I’ll be back, son. That’s what people like you and 

me do.  Stick at it.  Stay thereabouts’.  

 

For a good thirty seconds, I just sat and grinned at him like an idiot, because he’d 

suddenly made it alright.  And I seemed, in some mysterious way, to have put heart 

back into him, because a benign, fatherly kind of expression seemed to have replaced 

the reddened anguish of before. 

 

‘Right’, he said.  ‘You and me together will put this room back to rights, and then I’ll 

be ready to get out there and sort that lot out.  I’m not done for yet, son.  And you – 

you’ll be alright’.   

 

And I was.  A solid career as a player, learning my media craft on the way, playing 

with or against almost every major star in the game, making a comfortable living and 

raising a family. 

 

Up there on the dais, himself is looking a bit harassed by now; he’s making nervous 

little glances at his watch.  He moves and fidgets; sometimes he pretends not to 

understand what he’s being asked.  The way he shifts gives the impression that he’s 

literally sitting in the hot seat.  I get to my feet. 

 

‘Is it right that next week there’s a book coming out called ‘City Fairy Tales’ with 

details of all the players this club is supposed to be interested in buying?’ 

 

A general chuckle and an occasional groan from the serious boys.  Himself smiles his 

gratitude.  When you’re sitting comfortably thereabouts, you can afford to be 

compassionate. 

 

McMahon was sacked.  He went back to Scotland, got off the drink, which I think 

was his main problem, and finished up as the well-paid director of the last Scottish 

Premier League Club he managed.  Not what you’d call a big star career.  But 

thereabouts.             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

My dad was a gypsy, a Diddakoi, as the word for it was round Newark way where I 

grew up; nowadays I suppose it would be travellers.  My mum wandered into a camp 

down beside the River Trent one summer; she'd met my dad around town and just 

wanted to see him again.  Her family said the Diddakoi women charmed her in, as if it 

needed enchantment  for a local woman to fall for a gypsy man.  My dad was and still 

is a good-looking man, dark-eyed, tanned and fit, so there's nothing there that's so 

surprising.  Anyway, one thing led to another, as they say, and soon Mum had a babe 

on the way, me, and her family booted her out.   

 

So I grew up as a traveller kid, though we didn't travel for too long. Dad got into the 

scrap business, like Diddakoi guys tend to do, and by the time I was ten, he'd done 

well enough for us to move into a terraced place, to the relief of my poor ma, who 

never took much to the outdoor life. 

 

My proper name is Danior, but everyone always misheard it as Daniel and it soon got 

shortened to Dan. There were a few Diddakoi kids in the school and we stuck 

together.  I was already what I stayed as, a thin, wiry specimen, quick and athletic, 

who could graft all day.  Dad took me out of school when he wanted help on the van: 

'sitting at desks reading fool books doesn't ever make you any money, son', and he 

allowed that I could work hard and tried.  But I had no interest in scrap and I made 

stupid mistakes. Dad would beat me reluctantly, tutting and shaking his head; 'you're 

good for nothing, boy, you are, if you don't start listening and learning'. 

 

What I could do was play football, and I spent as much time I could doing it inside 

and outside school. I had a decent man as a games teacher, Mr. Farrelly, Clint, as 

everyone called him behind his back, because of the way he screwed up his eyes 

watching the play and looked like he wanted to murder someone.  I usually turned up 

with bits and pieces of kit, but he never gave me much grief because he knew I could 

play and would work at it.  I was a defender, not a glory boy; I suppose being half-

gypsy, I knew good, determined defence is what I would always need.  With my 

ability to run all day and all night, some natural gifts and the skills he taught me, Clint 

formed me into a very good player. 

 

WORTHLESS
STOCK 
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But, if Farrelly had a bit of time for me, the Head, Nichols, didn't.  He punished me 

many times, but one particularly sticks in my mind, when I was thirteen.  I think it 

was for smoking - all kids like me smoked then.  Being sent to Nichols usually meant 

the cane. 

 

Nichols had little natural authority, so he had to work hard at demonstrating it.  

Personally, I didn't much care about his canings; the punishment I took from my dad 

made them a bit laughable, but I think he did it for his benefit, not mine. 

 

Anyway, I was standing outside his office having a crack with Ben Michelson, a mate 

of mine, when Nichols emerged.  He had pinched, weaselly features, naturally formed 

to show disapproval, and he literally looked down his nose at me as Ben scuttled off.  

He seemed incredibly angry, as if I’d had a fag just to personally insult him. 

 

'There's words for boys like you, Dickinson'.   I didn’t need telling what he meant by 

boys like me.  Footsteps were approaching down the corridor behind me, but I daren't 

look round.   

 

'Half-breed, that would do.  Mongrel, would be another one'. 

 

His tone was pure hatred. I blushed very red and felt more pain that his canings had 

ever managed to inflict. 

 

'The worthless product of worthless stock.  Inferior, is the best word, Dickinson. 

Inferior'. 

 

The footsteps had stopped, and I glanced behind me.  Farrelly stood there, all six feet 

two of him, narrowing his Clintish eyes at Nichols with a hostility that surpassed 

anything I'd ever seen between two teachers.   

 

Nichols seemed unable to return the stare. 

 

'Get in there!'  he said to me. I waited in the office.  They moved far enough away for 

the words to be indistinct, but the mood of the conversation outside was clear enough.  

After he’d caned me, I locked myself in the toilet and for the first and only caning 

time, a few tears squeezed themselves out. 
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After school, I kept on playing football for a local side to keep expenses down – my 

dad wouldn't pay for it – and not long after my seventeenth birthday, we were playing 

our league’s leaders when the buzz went round that a scout for a professional side was 

watching.  I wasn't impressed; stuff like this was common enough, lads' wishful 

thinking most of the time, and I had my hands full in any case.  They were a better 

side than us, giving us the run around on our own pitch; I had to work and move non-

stop, organising players around me as best I could. 

 

We fought our way to a goal-less draw; I came off the field exhausted.  Leaning 

against the changing room door pulling my boots off, I saw this guy in a neat blue 

overcoat watching me. He just seemed to be nodding his head up and down slowly, as 

if thinking and approving at the same time.  I remembered him, because he wasn't a 

dad or girl friend or one of our few fans, and I recognised him immediately when he 

appeared on our doorstep three nights later. 

 

What followed was mostly a one-sided conversation; my dad seemed so gob-smacked 

he couldn't speak.  It turned out this guy was from a local league club, in the fourth 

division as it was then, and he was following up on several reports from scouts who'd 

been watching me for weeks.  They wanted to sign me. My dad found his voice at 

last. 

 

'You want the boy to play?  Who's going to pay for everything, then, his travel, his kit, 

all that?' 

 

Then the man, whose name was Armitage, told Dad precisely what his club were 

prepared to pay, first to sign me and then for my wages.  By some standards, not that 

much; by our standards, a small fortune, and enough to shut Dad up again. He took 

me to the pub afterwards, and sat there, shaking his head and smiling, his eyes going 

from me to his beer and back again. 

 

So my life picked up and I thought even a boy like me could and had made it. Not 

quite. Yet again, no problem with the football man, a Scotsman called McDonnell – 

Don, they all called him – a right tartar if you got across him, so I didn't.  We got on 

well enough, and even before I was out of my teens, he'd started consulting with me 

about tactics and teams.  The problem was with the chairman, local businessman  

William 'call me Bill' Dugdale, self-styled rough diamond who regarded the club as 

his own little empire.   

 

At first, everything was fine; in fact, I heard he was pleased they'd found me locally  



Worthless Stock, Page 4 

 

and young, using me as an example of 'good sound youth policy'.  Then, one Saturday 

night in the club Select Bar, officials and players only, he and Don were standing 

beside me at the bar.  I saw him looking at the ear-ring I had on. It was a present from 

my sister.   

 

'Do you know, Dan', he said, 'if I didn't know better, I'd swear you had some gyppo in 

you’.  

 

I frowned slightly, once, and turned back to the barman.  By the time I'd ordered the 

drinks, he and Don were sitting in a corner and Don was leaning forward in that 

manner he had when he spoke his mind, a kind of controlled aggression.     

 

After that, my relationship with Dugdale went downhill; remarks were passed which I 

was meant to hear and challenged to ignore.  I knew from the papers that I was 

attracting interest from bigger clubs; eventually, heavy-heartedly, I went to Don and 

requested a transfer, thinking he would hit the roof.  He looked long and sadly at me, 

then just said, 'well, I can't say I blame you, son, and I've not got much chance of 

hanging on to you anyway.  Money doesn't just talk in this business now, it shouts 

from the rooftops'. 

 

Just over a month later, I was out.  The club threw a do to see me off and Dugdale 

turned up.  Of course, he had to make a speech, even though he'd obviously had a few. 

 

'We'll be sorry to lose you, Dan, no doubt about that, but this club's always been 

straight John Bull, English through and through, not really set up for boys like you.  

Straight John Bull, this club is'.    

 

But by now, I wasn’t a boy anymore.  At the age of 21, I hit the football big time.  At 

25, I met a girl called Jackie in a night club in Nottingham, where it was so dark you 

could hardly see who you were talking to. When the lights went up, she still didn't 

know who I was, but we were chatting away happily by then. I'd  

 

done the wild oats and was ready for something steadier.  The kids, Ben and Marie, 

followed not long after the marriage. 

 

I never played for England – questions have been asked about that – but I made 

money and I suppose old Dad had beaten enough into me about being careful with it 

for me to stop the sharks getting their hands on it.  When my playing days ended, I 

didn't much fancy management, taking the flak week in and week out, risking sudden 

redundancy.  Jackie and I set up a sports and leisure club, Jackie on the catering, me 

on the sport and coaching.  It worked, well enough for another club and another after 

that. 

 

Rapidly approaching fifty and doing very nicely, I had an urge to do something in 

football from an ownership point of view and Jackie and I talked it over.  If the right 

deal came along, was more or less what we decided. 

 

I put out feelers, still having many contacts in the game, about the club where I started  
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my career. Dugdale, now Sir, apparently, still ruled the roost as Chairman, though the 

club had plunged out of the league and there were dark hints, too many and too well-

informed to ignore, about hands in tills, possibilities of going into administration, and 

Bill only just about hanging on. 

 

 

 
 

The share battle was brief and stormy.  We mopped up all of them except Bill's in 

days, and he was blustering on about over his dead body when his bank quietly 

informed him that if he didn't sell and quickly, they would be calling in a few 

outstanding loans. 

 

Yesterday, the board met and the deed was done.  At the other end of the table sat Sir 

William call me Bill Dugdale, greyer and smaller compared to the man who made that 

farewell speech.   

 

‘Well, Bill, old lad’, I said, ‘it doesn’t look like this club wants boys like you, either, 

does it?  Bye bye’. 

 

A flicker of recognition passed over his face as the words rebounded over the years.  

He looked like he was about to make another little speech, but by that time, everyone 

was standing up and leaving.   

 

 

 

 

 

 


