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About the Author

Manoj Palwe knows that the most dangerous deceptions always
happen inside a closed system.

For over two decades, he has operated at the highest levels of global
immigration law. As a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant
(RCIC R422575), a CAPIC Fellow (R11592), and President of Taurus
Infotek (Dreamvisas) in Canada and India, his career has been
defined by reading the fine print, analyzing complex international
frameworks, and understanding how rules are enforced—and how
they are broken.

Behind this sharp analytical mind is a man raised on the
masterpieces of suspense. As an avid, lifelong reader who spent
decades devouring the works of Sidney Sheldon, Dick Francis, and
Frederick Forsyth, Manoj became obsessed with the mechanics of
the perfect plot twist.

He paired this literary obsession with a boundless, high-energy love
for the arena. A truly energetic sports enthusiast, Manoj has spent
over fifty years keenly following, analyzing, and actively playing
almost every single sport featured in his universe—from tennis and
cricket to hockey and football (gladly leaving the high-speed
cockpits of motorsport to the professionals). He knows the physical
toll, the locker-room dynamics, and the psychological grit of these
games firsthand.

In his groundbreaking 12-book series, Clean Sport, Dirty Games, he
fuses his professional mastery of institutional systems, his athletic
background, and classic page-turning thriller structures. The result
is a premium collection of technical, high-stakes suspense thrillers
that expose the gritty reality behind the glamorous facade of elite
sports. When Manoj writes a clifthanger, he isn't just inventing
fiction—he's writing from a lifetime of knowing exactly how the
world, the game, and a great book work.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

I have spent a working life inside institutions that move people
across borders, and the thing I have learned, over and over, is that
the largest machines hide behind the loudest spectacles. Nowhere is
the spectacle louder than football. Three billion people watch it.
Almost none of them watch the second match — the one played in
the registries and the treasury systems and the medical files and the
contracts, where the actual money and the actual power move,
beneath the ninety minutes everyone is looking at.

These eleven stories are about the women who watch the second
match. A CFO's widow who reads the page behind the transfer. An
interpreter who understands the language no one thinks she speaks.
A seamstress who counts the boys who do not come home. A fourth
official who knows the difference between a referee changing his
mind and a referee being changed. An archivist who reads a name
underlined in an old match sheet. A club doctor who will not stop
asking whose body lies in the private suite. A physiotherapist who
refuses to lie about a boy's own legs. A kit manager who knows
whose name does not belong on a shirt. A sports psychologist who
understands that a stolen secret is only a weapon until its owner
sets it down. A trainee lawyer who reads the contract with the
biggest number most carefully of all. A journalist who adds up a
Sfuneral.

They are women at the edge of the institution — never at its centre,
never holding its formal power — who notice the one thing that does
not belong, and who decide, each in her own way, that the code
should mean what it says. None of them resolves anything with
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violence. They resolve it with attention: by reading, by counting, by
refusing to look away, by insisting that an institution account for
itself to the one authority it cannot buy. That, to me, is the truest
kind of suspense — not the gun, but the question that cannot be
unasked.

Readers of my earlier collections — the cricket and tennis stories of
Suspense in Whites, the chess and golf stories of The Quiet Game —
will recognise the family these belong to. Football needed its own
book and its own name, because football is neither played in whites
nor conducted quietly; it is the loudest, richest, most-watched game
on earth, which is precisely why its second match is the darkest. I
have invented every club, every player, every official, every fund,
every federation, every fixer in these pages. The institutions are
real. The architecture of how money and power move through
global football is real, and I have tried to be honest about it. The
particular people are mine.

The matches are real. The secrets are mine.

— Manoj Palwe
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THE TRANSFER
WINDOW

Her husband had signed off on ninety million pounds. He had not
lived to sign the second page.
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1

On the last night of the summer transfer window, at eleven minutes
to midnight, Davina Okoro sat in her late husband's study on the
fourth floor of a house in Holland Park and watched a number move
across a screen that should not, by any honest accounting, have
existed.

The number was ninety-two million pounds. It was the fee a Premier
League football club had agreed to pay, that evening, for a twenty-
two-year-old Brazilian winger named Lucas Ferreira. The transfer
had been announced at nine o'clock. The club's supporters had spent
the three hours since rejoicing on the internet. The winger had posted
a photograph of himself holding the shirt, the badge towards the
camera, his agent's hand on his shoulder.

Davina was not watching the announcement. She was watching the
wire instruction that sat behind it, on the screen of the laptop her
husband had used, until his death four months earlier, as the chief
financial officer of the club.

The wire instruction did not send ninety-two million pounds to a club
in Sao Paulo. It sent forty-one million to Sdo Paulo. It sent the
remaining fifty-one million, in the same instruction, in four tranches,
to four accounts: one in Lisbon, one in Luxembourg, one in the
Cayman Islands, and one — the smallest, eight hundred thousand
pounds — to a numbered account at a private bank on the Boulevard
des Moulins in Monaco.

Davina knew the Monaco account. She had seen it once before. She
had seen it on the morning her husband died.
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Davina Okoro was forty-one. She was a forensic accountant. She had
been, before her marriage, a senior investigator at the Serious Fraud
Office, where she had spent nine years tracing money through the
kind of structures that are designed, by clever men, never to be
traced. She had left the SFO at thirty-four to marry Emeka Okoro,
who had been, at the time, the finance director of a mid-table club
with ambitions, and who had become, in the seven years since, the
chief financial officer of one of the richest football clubs in the world.

She had given up the work. She had not given up the habit of mind.
A forensic accountant, she had learned, does not retire; she merely
stops being paid.

She thought of him, still, in small unguarded ways that ambushed her
— the way Emeka had sung, badly, to the radio while he cooked the
one dish he could cook; the way he had read the football pages aloud
to her on Sunday mornings, not because she cared about the football
but because he liked the sound of saying the names; the way he had
touched the small of her back, every single time, passing behind her
chair, a private full stop at the end of every sentence of their life
together. He had been a careful, gentle, slightly vain man who
polished his shoes on Sunday nights and could not tell a lie to her face
to save his life, which was, in the end, exactly the problem. The
forensic accountant in her had reconstructed eleven transfers in four
months. The widow in her could not reconstruct the sound of him in
the next room, which was the only ledger she actually wanted
balanced.

Emeka had died on a Tuesday morning in May, on the marble floor
of the master bathroom, of what the coroner had recorded as a
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sudden cardiac arrhythmia in a man of forty-six with no prior history
of heart disease. He had been, the evening before, entirely well. He
had been, the evening before, frightened.

Davina had known he was frightened because, on the Monday night,
for the first time in their marriage, Emeka had asked her a question
about her old work. He had asked her, over a late dinner neither of
them finished, a hypothetical. If a man discovered that the institution
he served had been, for some years, used to move money for people
who should not have been moving money, and if that man had,
without understanding it, signed the documents that made the
movement lawful — what, Davina, should that man do?

She had told him the truth. She had told him: you go to the authorities
before they come to you, and you bring the documents, and you bring
them tonight.

He had smiled, and kissed her forehead, and said he would think
about it in the morning.

He had not had a morning.

3

The club was owned by a holding company registered in Jersey. The
holding company was owned, in turn, by a private investment vehicle
whose ultimate beneficial owner was, by the published ownership
disclosures the Premier League required, a businessman named
Anatoly Vereshchagin, who held a passport from a small
Mediterranean island that sold them, who lived in Dubai, and who
had not set foot in England in three years for reasons his lawyers
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described as personal and his enemies described as a sealed
indictment in the Southern District of New York.

Davina had never met him. Emeka had met him four times. Emeka
had described him, after the fourth meeting, as the most courteous
man he had ever been afraid of.

The transfer of Lucas Ferreira was the eleventh transfer Davina had
now reconstructed, working alone, in the study, for four months, on
the laptop her husband had left logged in to a system the club had not
yet thought to lock her out of. Eleven transfers over four years. Each
one had the same shape: a real player, a real fee announced to the
public, and a private instruction behind it that sent forty per cent of
the money to the selling club and sixty per cent, in tranches, to
accounts that had nothing to do with football.

Six hundred and twelve million pounds, in four years, had passed
through the club's transfer business and out the far side into the dark.
The football had been real. The football had also been the laundry.

And every one of the eleven instructions had been authorised, by the
second electronic signature the system required, by the chief
financial officer.

By Emeka. By her husband. By a dead man, whose signature was still,
on the system, valid, and whose credentials someone was still, on the
last night of the window, using.

4

She did not, that night, go to the police.
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She had learned, in nine years at the Serious Fraud Office, that the
SFO is slow, that it is under-resourced, that it is frightened of rich
men's lawyers, and that a widow walking in off the street with a dead
husband's laptop and a story about six hundred million pounds is, to
a duty officer on a Friday, a woman to be managed rather than
believed. She had also learned that the gap between making a
complaint and seeing an arrest is the most dangerous interval in the
life of a witness, and that it is measured not in hours but in months,
and that her husband had died in that gap before he had even entered
it.

She did, instead, three things.

She copied every file, every instruction, every reconstruction she had
built over four months, onto three encrypted drives. She posted one
to a barristers' chambers in Lincoln's Inn, addressed to a King's
Counsel who had been her pupil-master's pupil-master and who
owed the dead more than he owed the living. She posted the second
to a financial investigative journalist at a newspaper that had, the
previous year, survived being sued by three oligarchs in a single
quarter.

The third drive she kept.

Then she opened the system one last time, while the dead man's
credentials still worked, and she did the only thing that the
architecture of the fraud had left undefended. She did not delete
anything. She did not alter anything. She simply changed the second-
signature authority on the club's treasury system, with the chief
financial officer's still-valid credentials, from a single signature to a
dual signature — adding, as the mandatory co-signatory on every
future transfer instruction over one million pounds, the one office in
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the club that the owner could not buy and could not kill without the
world noticing.

She added the independent regulator.

53

The first man arrived at the house in Holland Park at twenty past two
in the morning.

She heard the car before she saw the man — the particular hush of an
expensive engine cut deliberately early, a half-street away, so that the
house would hear tyres on wet road and then nothing. Then the small
precise sounds of a careful person: a gate latch lifted rather than
pushed, two footsteps on the path and a pause, the brass throat of the
lock turning over with a key that fitted, because of course it fitted.
The hall light she had left off stayed off. She heard him find the
bottom of the stairs in the dark without feeling for it, which told her
he had been in the house before, which told her, sitting very still in
the study with her hands flat on the cold desk, a great deal about the
four months she had spent believing herself alone.

He did not break in. He had a key. He was a tall, soft-spoken man of
about fifty, in a dark suit that had been made for him, who came up
the stairs without hurrying and found Davina sitting in the study with
the lamp on and a cup of tea going cold on the desk and the laptop
closed in front of her.

“Mrs. Okoro,” he said. “You are awake.”

“Tam.”
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“My name is Mr. Lindqvist. I act for the owner of your late husband's
club. T have come because, at eleven minutes to midnight this
evening, somebody using your husband's credentials made a change
to the treasury system that has, I am afraid, caused a great deal of
concern.”

“Has it.”

“It has. The change cannot be reversed without the co-signature of
the regulator, which is, of course, the difficulty. The regulator will, on
Monday morning, ask why it has been added. The regulator will look.
Mrs. Okoro, I have come to ask you, very politely, to come with me to
an office in the City where some colleagues would like to understand
what you have done, and to undo it.”

Davina looked at him for a long moment.

She thought about the marble floor of the bathroom. She thought
about the hypothetical her husband had asked her over a dinner
neither of them finished. She thought about the eight hundred
thousand pounds that had gone, at eleven minutes to midnight, to a
numbered account on the Boulevard des Moulins — the account she
had first seen on the morning Emeka died, in a single sheet of paper
she had found in his jacket and had never, in four months, told
anyone she possessed.

“Mr. Lindqvist,” she said. “What is your interest in the account on the
Boulevard des Moulins?”

The soft-spoken man went very still.
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6

It was, Davina understood, watching his stillness, the wrong question
for him and therefore the right one.

She had assumed, for four months, that the Monaco account
belonged to the owner — that it was simply the smallest and most
personal of the sixty-per-cent tranches, the owner's own skim off the
top of his own laundry. She had been wrong. The owner did not need
to hide eight hundred thousand pounds from himself.

The account on the Boulevard des Moulins did not belong to Anatoly
Vereshchagin. It belonged to the man standing in her study. It was
the price Mr. Lindqvist had been paid, across four years, to make the
owner's money move — and it was the one number in the entire
architecture that the owner himself did not know existed, because a
fixer who skims from the launderer is a fixer who has signed his own
death warrant in a language only the launderer speaks.

Emeka had found it. That was what had frightened him. Not the six
hundred million — he could have told himself, about the six hundred
million, the lie that every man in his position tells himself, that it was
not his job to ask. He had found the eight hundred thousand. He had
found the fixer's secret skim, and he had understood, being a clever
man, that he was now in possession of the one fact that two different
sets of dangerous people would kill to keep buried — the owner, who
would Kkill to protect the laundry, and the fixer, who would kill to
protect the theft from the laundry.

He had asked her the hypothetical. He had decided, she now knew,
to take it to the authorities in the morning.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 16| Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

And the fixer, not the owner, had reached him first. Because the fixer
had the most to lose, and the least time, and a key to the house.

7

“You killed my husband,” Davina said. She said it quietly, as a fact,
the way she had once read findings into the record of a tribunal. “Not
the owner. You. Because Emeka found your account, and the owner
does not know about your account, and if Emeka had walked into the
Serious Fraud Office with the documents, the owner would have
learned about your account in the second week of the investigation.
You did not kill my husband to protect the fraud. You killed him to
keep your employer from reading page two.”

Mr. Lindqvist did not deny it. He was, she would reflect afterwards,
too good for that. He merely adjusted, very slightly, the position of
his weight, in the manner of a man who has just understood that a
meeting he had thought was a collection had become a negotiation.

“Mrs. Okoro. Whatever you believe, you are a widow alone in a house
at two in the morning. That is not a strong position.”

“No,” Davina agreed. “It is not. It is, however, a better position than
yours. Because I have spent four months building the case that
exposes your employer's six hundred million pounds, and I posted it,
this evening, to two places you cannot reach. And I have spent the
last hour building a second, much smaller file — one page, really —
that I have not sent anywhere. The one page concerns an account on
the Boulevard des Moulins. It is addressed, in a sealed envelope in a
drawer in this desk, not to the Serious Fraud Office. It is addressed
to Mr. Vereshchagin. Personally. In Dubai.”
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She let that sit.

“If T am harmed,” she said, “the large file goes to the law and the
newspaper, and your employer goes to prison. You may not care
about that; you may already have an aircraft. But the one page goes
to your employer. And we both know, Mr. Lindqvist, that the law is
slow, and the newspaper is cautious, and your employer is neither.”

8

Mr. Lindqvist stood in the study of the house in Holland Park for a
long time.

Outside, in the square, the plane trees moved in a small wind. A taxi
went by. Somewhere a long way off, the city that never quite sleeps
made the sound it makes at two in the morning, which is the sound
of money not resting.

“What do you want, Mrs. Okoro,” he said at last.

“I want you to leave my house,” Davina said. “Tonight. And I want
you to understand that on Monday morning the regulator will co-sign
the truth into existence whether you are in London or not, because
that I have already done and cannot now undo, and would not if I
could. The large file is not for sale. Your employer will fall. What I am
offering you, Mr. Lindqvist, is the only thing I have it in my power to
offer, which is a head start. The one page stays in the drawer. You
have, I should think, until Monday.”

He looked at her. He understood, she saw, the exact dimensions of
what she had done — that she had not spared him out of mercy, and
not out of fear, but because a witness who lets the smaller predator
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run is a witness the larger predator never thinks to silence, the fixer's
flight being, in itself, the proof that would protect her.

“Your husband,” Mr. Lindqvist said, at the door, “was a good man. It
was, in my professional view, his only flaw.”

“It was not a flaw,” Davina said. “You merely never learned to price
it.”

He left. She heard the front door close, and the soft expensive sound
of a car pulling away, and then the square was quiet.

She sat in her husband's chair until the light came up grey over the
plane trees. Then she took the sealed one-page envelope out of the
drawer, and she did not burn it, and she did not post it. She put it in
the bank, in a box, where it would sit for as long as she lived, being
the reason she went on living.

9

On Monday morning the regulator's co-signature requirement
appeared, unexplained, on the treasury system of one of the richest
football clubs in the world, and by Monday afternoon the regulator
was asking why, and by the following Friday the newspaper had
printed the first of what would become fourteen articles, and by the
end of the season the club had been placed into special
administration and the owner's name had been added, in a second
sealed indictment, to the first.

Mr. Lindqvist was not found. He had, it appeared, left the country on
the Saturday — some thirty-six hours, the investigators would later
note with professional irritation, ahead of anyone's ability to stop
him.
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Davina Okoro gave evidence, in due course, to the Serious Fraud
Office, to the Premier League's independent commission, and to a
committee of the House of Commons. She gave it precisely, without
anger, in the manner of a woman reading findings into a record. She
never mentioned an account on the Boulevard des Moulins, because
it was not, by then, necessary, and because a thing kept in a box in a
bank is only valuable for as long as it stays in the box.

Lucas Ferreira, the twenty-two-year-old Brazilian winger whose
ninety-two-million-pound transfer had been the last and the most
expensive of the eleven, turned out to be, on the pitch, rather good.
He scored fourteen goals in his first season. He had not known, and
would never know, that his signature had been the one that brought
the whole thing down — that the last instruction of the last window
had been the one Davina was watching when she finally understood
the shape of it.

Davina watched him play, sometimes, on the television, in the house
in Holland Park. He had a way of checking back towards the ball and
then spinning past the defender on the outside, a small deception
repeated until it stopped being a deception and became simply the
truth of the situation, which was that he was faster than the man
marking him and always had been.

Some transfers, she had learned, are real. Some are the laundry. The
art, her husband had died learning, is in reading the second page —
and the deeper art, which she had taught herself in four months alone
in his study, is in knowing which page to send, and to whom, and
which to keep.
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THE WORLD CUP HOST

She translated twenty-two languages. The vote was decided in the
one nobody spoke aloud.
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On the morning the world football federation chose the host of a
World Cup, Salomé Achterberg sat in a soundproofed glass booth on
the side of the congress hall in Zurich and translated, into French,
English, and Portuguese, in turn, the words of men who were lying in
all three.

She was, at fifty-three, the most senior conference interpreter the
federation employed. She had translated for it for twenty-six years.
She had translated four presidents, nine general secretaries, and
somewhere upwards of two hundred members of the executive
committee, in twenty-two languages between her and her booth
colleagues, in rooms in which the official language was whichever one
allowed the least to be understood.

She had learned, in twenty-six years, that the federation conducted
its real business not in any of the twenty-two languages she
translated but in a twenty-third, which had no grammar and no
dictionary and consisted entirely of pauses, of the precise length of a
handshake, of who was permitted to finish a sentence and who was
interrupted, of the difference between a man who says we will study
your proposal and a man who says we will study your proposal.

On the morning of the vote, in the twenty-third language, the World
Cup had already been decided. The vote was a translation of a
decision taken elsewhere. Salomé's job, that morning, was to render
it into three official languages and pretend, as everyone in the hall
pretended, that it was happening for the first time.
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2

There were two candidates to host the tournament.

The first was a joint bid by three established footballing nations with
existing stadiums, functioning railways, and human-rights records
that would survive a press conference. The second was a single small,
enormously wealthy Gulf state with a population smaller than many
European cities, summer temperatures that could kill a labourer by
noon, no footballing tradition to speak of, and a sovereign wealth
fund that had spent the previous six years acquiring, very quietly, a
great many things that were not, on their face, related to football.

The first bid was, by every published technical evaluation the
federation's own inspectors had produced, the stronger. It scored
higher on stadiums, on infrastructure, on accommodation, on
sustainability, on every measurable axis the federation had invented
precisely so that the decision could be defended as technical.

Salomé had read the inspectors' confidential report, because she had
translated it. She remembered one line, rendered into French in her
own voice in a closed session, that no one had reacted to and she had
never forgotten: that in the proposed host's high summer, the
temperature on an open pitch at three in the afternoon would reach
a level at which a healthy adult, standing still, would begin to lose
consciousness inside the hour. They would have to build the stadiums
and then build, inside them, an artificial winter — pump cold air
across the grass through grilles in the stands, a continent's worth of
refrigeration poured into the open desert sky, so that twenty-two men
could chase a ball in a country where, six metres outside the cooled
bowl, the air itself was hostile to human life. And the stadiums would
be raised, the report noted in the same flat clause, by labourers
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brought from the poorest countries on earth, in that same heat, who
would not be playing. It was, Salomé had thought, translating it, the
single most honest sentence the federation had ever produced, and it
was going to be ignored, because honesty was not one of the twenty-
two official languages.

The second bid was going to win. Everyone in the hall knew it was
going to win. The technical evaluation was, like the vote, a translation
— arendering, into the language of merit, of a decision that had been
taken in the twenty-third language, in rooms Salomé had, over the
years, translated the edges of without ever being allowed to translate
the centre.

She had made her peace with this, more or less, over twenty-six years.
An interpreter is a window, not a witness. She rendered what was
said. She did not testify to what was meant. It was the only way to do
the work and remain, at the end of a long day in a glass booth, a
person who could sleep.

She had made her peace with it until the Tuesday before the vote,
when a man she was translating had, for ninety seconds, forgotten
that she existed.

3

It had happened in a small committee room on the third floor, in a
closed session for which Salomé had been the only interpreter,
providing whispered simultaneous translation — chuchotage —
directly into the ear of a single elderly delegate from a West African
federation whose English and French had both deserted him with age
but whose vote, that week, was worth a very great deal.
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The old delegate had dozed. It happened; he was eighty-one. And
while he dozed, with Salomé sitting silent at his shoulder because
there was nothing to translate to a sleeping man, two other delegates
on the far side of the room had continued a conversation in rapid Gulf
Arabic, which was not one of the federation's official languages,
which was not being translated, and which neither man had any
reason to believe the silent European woman beside the sleeping
African understood.

Salomé Achterberg had been born in Windhoek. Her father had been
a Namibian German; her mother had been from a family that had
traded up and down the East African coast for two hundred years,
Zanzibar to Aden to Muscat, and who had raised her, in a house full
of the languages of that trade, to speak Swahili and Gujarati and —
from a grandmother who had grown up in Muscat — Gulf Arabic, in
the particular dialect of the particular coast, as a child speaks the
languages of its kitchen: completely, and without ever being taught.

It was not on her federation file. The federation knew her twenty-two
professional languages. It did not know the language of her
grandmother's kitchen, because no one had ever asked, and because
she had never, in twenty-six years, had reason to use it in a glass
booth.

She understood every word the two men said.

4

What the two men said, over the sleeping delegate, in the language of
her grandmother's kitchen, was not, in the end, complicated. The
men who run the world are rarely complicated; they are merely
confident that no one is translating.
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They discussed three votes. They discussed them by name — three
members of the executive committee, one European, one from the
Caribbean, one from Asia — and they discussed, for each, not whether
the vote had been secured but how it had been delivered: through
which company, against which invoice, for which service that would
appear, on paper, to be a real service. A stadium consultancy that
would never consult. A broadcasting-rights advance against a
tournament eight years away. A development grant to a football
association in a country with four thousand registered players and
one newly built airport.

And they discussed, last, the old man asleep beside her. They
discussed what his federation had been promised, and through which
intermediary, and they laughed — not cruelly, but with the ease of
men confirming a settled thing — at the figure, because the old man's
vote, they agreed, had been the cheapest of all the votes they had
bought, and the old man did not even know how cheaply he had sold
the thing that was not, in any case, his to sell, which was the trust of
four thousand boys who played football on red dirt in a country that
would never, in any of their lifetimes, host anything.

Then the old man woke, and coughed, and asked Salomé in halting
French what he had missed, and Salomé said, in French, into his ear,
that the committee had adjourned for coffee, which was true, and
which was the last entirely honest translation she would perform for
the federation.

5

She did not sleep, that Tuesday night, in her small flat in the Seefeld
with the lake at the end of the street.
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She sat at her kitchen table — she came, she thought, from a long line
of women who decided things at kitchen tables — and she set the
problem out for herself in the cool, ordered way she set out a difficult
passage before a long session: not the meaning first, but the
structure.

There was a photograph on the windowsill above the table, the only
one she kept out: her grandmother, the one from Muscat, on the steps
of a house that no longer stood, a small fierce woman who had taught
Salomé the language of the kitchen the way she had taught her to
make coffee with cardamom — patiently, without ceremony, as
something that would simply be hers now, to keep or to lose. The
grandmother had died believing her granddaughter's gift for tongues
was a parlour trick, a thing to be admired at dinners. Salomé had
spent twenty-six years proving her right: twenty-two languages,
deployed in glass booths, to render other people's lies faithfully into
one another, leaving no trace, taking no side, sleeping at night. She
had been good at it precisely because she had no skin in any of it — a
Namibian-German child of the East African trade, belonging fully to
no nation in the hall, the perfect neutral instrument. It was a lonely
thing to be the one person in every room who could not, by definition,
be from anywhere. She had told herself for a quarter of a century that
the loneliness was the price of the neutrality and the neutrality was
the price of the work. She looked at her grandmother on the
windowsill and understood that the language of the kitchen had not
been given to her to be neutral with.

She was a witness. That was the structure of it. For twenty-six years
she had been a window, and on Tuesday afternoon, for ninety
seconds, the window had become a witness, because two men had
spoken the truth in front of her in the one language they were certain
rendered her deaf. She possessed, now, the centre of the thing she
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had spent twenty-six years translating the edges of. She possessed
three names, three mechanisms, and one sleeping old man's price.

She possessed it, however, as an interpreter possesses everything: as
sound, already gone, recorded nowhere, attested by no one, in a
language not on her file, overheard in a closed session she was not
permitted to describe, concerning men who could end her career with
a telephone call and who had, the conversation had made clear,
ended other things with other telephone calls.

An interpreter's word is worth nothing in a court. That is, in a sense,
the whole point of an interpreter: she is the one person in the room
whose presence is guaranteed to leave no trace, whose entire
professional virtue is that she was never, herself, there. She had built
a life on being unprovable.

She would have to become, in the four days she had before the vote,
the opposite of everything her profession had made her. She would
have to leave a trace.

6

She did three things, across the Wednesday and the Thursday, each
small, each within the ordinary movements of an interpreter
preparing for a major congress, each invisible to anyone not
specifically watching for it.

She requested, through the ordinary channel, the audio archive of the
Tuesday closed session — interpreters are entitled to review
recordings of sessions they have worked, to check terminology, and
her request was logged as routine. The recording contained, behind
her own whispered French, faint but present on the room's ambient
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microphone, ninety seconds of Gulf Arabic that the federation's
sound technicians had no reason to have flagged, because no one had
translated it, because as far as the federation's records showed, no
one in that room had understood it.

She made, at home, a careful written transcript and translation of
those ninety seconds — into French and English, in parallel columns,
dated, in her own professional hand, with the certification formula a
sworn interpreter uses, which she was entitled to use, and which
transformed her unprovable memory into a sworn document.

And she took both — the audio, copied; the certified translation,
signed — not to the press, and not to the police of a country whose
largest export was discretion, but to the one institution she had
translated often enough to know was both slow enough to be safe and
serious enough to be real: the office of the public prosecutor in the
United States, whose jurisdiction over the federation rested, as it had
in the past, on the simple fact that the bribes had moved through
American banks and the conversations had crossed American
servers, and whose interest in the world football federation was, by
that Thursday, a matter of long and patient public record.

7

The vote took place on the Friday morning, as scheduled.

Salomé sat in the glass booth and translated it into French, English,
and Portuguese, in turn. She translated the president's opening
remarks about the beautiful game and its global family. She
translated the reading of the technical evaluations, in which the
stronger bid was, for the record, recorded as stronger. She translated
the procedural motions and the order of voting and the small joke the
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president made about the air-conditioning, which landed in all three
of her languages exactly as flat as it had in the original.

The small Gulf state won, on the second round, by a margin that the
analysts would spend the weekend describing as comfortable.

Salomé translated the acceptance. She translated the gratitude, the
humility, the promise that the tournament would unite the world.
She rendered every word precisely, in the manner of a window,
because that was still, for one more morning, her job, and because
the thing she had done on Thursday was not yet anyone's to see, and
would not ripen for many months, and an interpreter who breaks
before the document ripens is merely an interpreter who is
disbelieved.

She went home. She made tea. She sat at the kitchen table.

She had rendered the lie into three languages, faithfully, for the last
time. She had also, in a fourth language her file did not record,
rendered the truth into a form that would, in its own slow time, in
another country, in front of people whose business was not
discretion, be admitted into evidence.

8

The investigation took two years.

It did not, when it surfaced, mention Salomé Achterberg, because the
certified translation of ninety seconds of ambient audio was, by the
time it mattered, only one strand in a rope the prosecutors had been
weaving from many sources, and because a good prosecutor protects
the witness whose entire value lies in never having been seen. Three
members of the executive committee were indicted. Two
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intermediaries cooperated. The figure for the old West African
delegate's vote appeared, eventually, in a court filing, and was, as the
two men had said over his sleeping head, the smallest figure in the
document, and Salomé, reading it, felt the only grief of the whole
affair — not for the federation, which deserved everything, but for
four thousand boys on red dirt whose trust had been the cheapest line
item in a forty-page indictment.

The World Cup was not moved. It was too late, by then, to move it;
the stadiums were rising in the desert, built by men some of whom
did not live to see them roofed, and the world, which is practised at
this, had already begun the work of agreeing not to remember.

Salomé Achterberg continued, for three more years, to translate for
the federation, faithfully, in twenty-two languages, in the glass booth
on the side of the hall. She was, by every account, exactly as good as
she had always been, and exactly as invisible, and no one in the
federation ever knew that the most consequential translation of her
career had been the one she was never paid for, into a language they
did not know she spoke, of a conversation they were certain no one
had heard.

She retired, in due course, to a small house above Lugano, with a view
of a different lake. She kept, framed on the wall of her study, not a
certificate or a clipping, but a single sheet of paper: her own parallel-
column translation, French and English, of ninety seconds of her
grandmother's language, dated and signed in her own hand.

A window, she had decided, may look the other way for twenty-six
years. But a window that has once, for ninety seconds, been a witness,
is a window no longer — and the only honest thing left to do, when
that happens, is to let the light through.
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THE ACADEMY SCOUT

Forty boys flew to Europe for a trial. She was the mother who
counted them home.
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Folasade Adeyemi kept a notebook, and in the notebook she kept a
list, and on the list were the names of forty-one boys.

She was forty-four years old, a widow, a seamstress with a small shop
on a busy street in the Surulere district of Lagos, and the mother of
one of the forty-one. Her son's name was Tunde. He was sixteen. He
was, the men had said, the most gifted of all of them — a left-footed
attacking midfielder with a first touch that the scout had described,
in the small hot room where the parents had signed, as a gift from
God that it would be a sin to keep in Nigeria.

The men ran an academy. It had a name with the word International
in it, and a logo with a globe and a football, and a website with
photographs of green pitches and a partnership, the website said,
with two professional clubs in Portugal. The men had come to
Surulere, and to four other districts, and to three other cities, and
they had watched boys play on dust and concrete, and they had
selected forty-one, and they had told forty-one families that for a fee
— a large fee, a fee that meant selling land, selling a taxi, borrowing
from everyone a family knew — their sons would be flown to Lisbon
for a trial with a professional club, and housed, and trained, and given
the one chance that the men, spreading their hands, could not
promise would come twice.

Folasade had sold the shop's two best machines and borrowed the
rest. She had stood at the airport in the grey before dawn and watched
forty-one boys in matching tracksuits, with matching kit bags, walk
through a gate she could not follow them through. She had waved
until her son was gone.
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That had been seven months ago. In seven months, of the forty-one
boys, exactly three had come home. And of the three who had come
home, not one would look her in the eye when she asked about Tunde.

2

The story the academy told, when the families began to ask, was that
the boys had failed the trial, and that failing a trial was no shame, and
that the boys had elected — being proud young men, unwilling to
return home as failures — to remain in Europe and seek their fortune
by other routes. The academy was very sorry. The academy had, it
pointed out gently, never guaranteed success. The fee, the academy
explained, had covered the flight and the trial and the first month's
lodging, all of which had been provided exactly as promised, and was,
naturally, non-refundable.

It was a good story, Folasade thought, because it was built on a true
and cruel thing: that a family which has sold its land to send a boy to
Europe would rather believe the boy is chasing a dream in Lisbon
than admit it has been robbed, and that the same pride the men had
named in the boys lived also in the parents, and could be used against
them in exactly the same way.

Thirty-eight families, more or less, had chosen to believe it. They told
their neighbours their sons were training in Portugal. They posted,
on the internet, the photographs from the academy's website as
though their boys were in them. They waited for telephone calls that
came less and less often and then not at all, and they did not go to the
police, because to go to the police was to say aloud that the land had
been sold for nothing.
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Folasade Adeyemi did not believe the story, for a simple reason. She
knew her son. Tunde would have walked from Lisbon to Lagos before
he let his mother carry a debt in silence. If Tunde had not called her
in seven months, it was not because Tunde was ashamed.

It was because Tunde could not.

She began with the notebook.

She was a seamstress; she understood that everything is made of
pieces, and that if you have the pieces you can reconstruct the
garment, and that the pattern is always there for anyone patient
enough to lay the pieces flat and look. She wrote down the forty-one
names. Beside each she wrote the district, the family, the fee paid,
and the date the family had last heard the boy's voice. She visited, on
Sundays, when her shop was closed, the families she could reach. She
was not a detective and did not pretend to be one. She was a mother
with a notebook, asking other mothers a single question: when did he
last call, and what did he say?

The pattern came up out of the pieces the way a seam comes up out
of cloth.

The boys had not failed a trial. There had been no trial. The three who
had come home — she went to all three, and sat in their mothers'
kitchens, and waited, because she had learned in the shop that silence
is a tool and that the person who can bear it longest is the person who
learns the most — the three who had come home had come home
because they had been judged, by the men, to be not quite good
enough to be worth keeping and not quite frightened enough to be
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safe to abandon, and so had been put back on aircraft with a story
and a warning.

The other thirty-eight had been taken off the books the moment they
landed. Their passports had been collected at the airport in Lisbon,
for safekeeping, the men had said. They had been housed not at an
academy but in two apartments and a farmhouse. The better players
— and Tunde, the three home boys agreed, looking at the floor, was
the best of all of them — had been moved on, sold, in effect, to other
men, who placed them with very small clubs in very small leagues in
countries further east, under contracts the boys could not read, for
wages the boys never saw, their passports held by whoever currently
owned the debt that the boys had been told, on arrival, they now owed
for the flight and the lodging and the trial that had never happened.

It was not football. Football was the bait. It was the oldest trade in
the world wearing a tracksuit, and the forty boys were not players.
They were inventory.

4

Folasade did the arithmetic, because the arithmetic was the part the
men had not expected a seamstress to do.

Forty-one families, she wrote in the notebook. An average fee she
could now estimate, from the families she had visited, of something
close to eight thousand United States dollars each. That was the first
harvest: more than three hundred thousand dollars, taken at the
airport gate, before a single boy had kicked a ball in Europe.

Then the second harvest: the boys themselves, sold on, the better
ones for sums the home boys had overheard and half-understood, ten
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thousand, fifteen thousand dollars a head, to the men further east.
And then the third harvest, which had no end, because a boy with no
passport and an unpayable debt and no language is not sold once; he
is rented, season after season, his wages flowing upward through the
men who hold his documents, for as long as his body holds out or
until he runs, and a boy who runs in a country whose language he
cannot speak, with no passport, is a boy who is simply gone.

She understood, laying the pieces flat, that the academy in Lisbon
was not a fraud against forty-one families. The fraud against the
families was merely the cover charge. The academy was a machine
for converting the football dreams of poor boys into a renewable
supply of undocumented, unpayable, untraceable human beings, and
it had been running, the website's archived pages suggested, for at
least six years, which meant that her notebook of forty-one names
was one page of a ledger that ran to hundreds.

She also understood that no one was going to do anything about it on
the strength of a seamstress's notebook. Not the Lagos police, who
had bigger fish and smaller budgets. Not the Portuguese authorities,
for whom forty-one Nigerian boys were forty-one immigration
problems, not forty-one victims. The men had built the machine
precisely in the gap between two countries' indifference, where a boy
could fall and make no sound that either country was listening for.

So Folasade Adeyemi closed the notebook, and counted what was left
of her borrowed money, and bought a single ticket to Lisbon.

53

She did not go to Lisbon to find her son. She was not a fool; she knew
that a mother wandering a foreign city asking after one boy among
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hundreds would find nothing but the inside of a police station, and
might find worse, because the men who run such machines watch the
airport gate at the far end as carefully as they work it at the near one.

She went to Lisbon to find the one person in the whole architecture
who, like her, had been counting.

She had reasoned it out at the kitchen table, in the cool ordered way
she cut a pattern. A machine that processed hundreds of boys over
six years could not be run by the charming scout alone. It needed
someone who kept the books — who tracked which boy was where,
which debt was owed to whom, which passport sat in which drawer.
And whoever kept those books was the machine's single point of
failure, because the books that ran the machine were also, if they ever
reached the right hands, the evidence that would end it. The men had
built the perfect trap for boys. They had not, Folasade was betting her
last borrowed dollars, built a perfect trap for their own paperwork.

She found her, in the end, through the cloth.

The academy's tracksuits — she had kept Tunde's spare, had held it
to her face more nights than she would say — carried a
manufacturer's label from a small sportswear workshop, and a
seamstress can read a label the way the men could read a left foot.
The workshop was in Lisbon, in a district of immigrants from a dozen
former colonies, and the woman who ran it, an Angolan named
Esperanca who had sewn the academy's kit for four years, had also,
Folasade discovered over three days of sitting quietly in her shop as
one seamstress visiting another, sewn name tags into the bags of a
great many boys, and had wondered, aloud, only to a fellow
craftswoman who understood that you notice what passes through
your hands, why she sewed in so very many names and saw so very
few of the boys twice.
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The district climbed a hill behind the river, narrow streets where the
laundry strung between balconies dripped onto cobbles worn
smooth, and it smelled, Folasade thought, almost exactly like home
— frying fish and diesel and the green water-smell of mops going over
tile, Cape Verdean music from one open window arguing gently with
a Nigerian gospel station from another. Old women sat in doorways
shelling beans into enamel bowls and watched her pass with the frank
unhurried assessment of women who have watched a great many
strangers climb that hill. She understood, walking it, why the men
had built their machine to pass through exactly such a place: a district
where everyone was from somewhere else, where a boy with no
papers and no language was not an anomaly but a Tuesday, where
another lost African son could be set down among a thousand lost
sons and simply disappear into the ordinary grief of migration. The
men had chosen the one neighbourhood in Europe where a missing
boy would raise no eyebrow. They had not reckoned that it was also
the one neighbourhood where a Lagos seamstress climbing the hill in
her good shoes would be read, instantly and correctly, by every
woman in every doorway, as a mother looking for a child.

Esperanca's workshop was three flights up, a single hot room loud
with two industrial machines and bright with the cheap synthetic
colours of football kit, and Folasade sat in it for three days on a stool
by the window, threading needles she was not asked to thread,
because a seamstress is welcome in any workshop in the world, and
because the fastest way to the truth is sometimes simply to make
yourself useful and wait.
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6

Esperanca did not keep the men's books. But Esperanca knew who
did.

The books were kept by a young woman named Inés Sequeira,
twenty-six, Portuguese, a qualified accountant who worked from a
small office above a café three streets from the workshop, who
handled the bookkeeping for a dozen small local businesses, and who
had, for four of those years, handled the bookkeeping for a company
called Atlantico Sports Management, which paid promptly, in cash,
and asked her never to ask.

Inés had not asked. That was the thing Folasade understood about
her at once, sitting across the small office with two cups of coffee
going cold between them, because it was the same thing she had
understood about thirty-eight families in Lagos: that Inés had built
her not-asking carefully, deliberately, the way a person builds a wall,
and that a person only builds that particular wall against a thing she
has already, in some part of herself, seen.

Folasade did not accuse her. She was not there to accuse. She opened
the notebook, and she turned it around on the desk so that it faced
the young accountant, and she said, in her careful school English:
“These are their names. This one is my son. He is sixteen. He has not
telephoned me in seven months. You write down where the money
goes. I am only asking you to tell me where the boys went.”

Inés Sequeira looked at the notebook for a long time. Forty-one
names in a seamstress's hand. She had spent four years entering
numbers into columns and being paid in cash to understand the
numbers as numbers, to see Atlantico Sports Management as a
debits-and-credits problem and never once as a forty-one-names
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problem. She had built the wall well. But Folasade had not come to
argue with the wall. She had simply set a notebook on the desk and
turned it around, so that for the first time the columns had faces, and
a wall built against a suspicion cannot stand against a list.

“I do not have the boys,” Inés said, at last, very quietly. “I have the
boys' numbers. I have every number, Mrs. Adeyemi, for four years.
Where they were placed. What was paid. Which men hold which
documents.” She put her hand flat on the cold desk. “I have been
telling myself, for four years, that I did not know what the numbers
were. I knew what the numbers were. I am so sorry. I knew.”

7

What they did, the seamstress and the accountant, across the
following month, they did carefully, because they both understood —
Folasade from the airport gate, Inés from four years of cash payments
— that the men were dangerous and that a single accountant's
testimony, like a single mother's notebook, could be made to
disappear into the gap between two countries' indifference.

Inés copied the books. Four years of Atlantico Sports Management:
every placement, every payment, every passport, every onward sale,
the names of the men further east and the small clubs in the small
leagues and the accounts the rented wages flowed up through. It was,
as Folasade had bet at her kitchen table, a complete machine
described in complete detail by the one person the men had trusted
not to read what she was writing.

They did not take it to the Lagos police or the Lisbon police. Folasade
had learned the geography of indifference too well for that. They took
it, instead, to three places at once, so that no single telephone call

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 42| Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

could bury it: to a specialist anti-trafficking unit of the European
police agency, whose remit ran across exactly the borders the men
had hidden in; to a journalist at a Portuguese newspaper who had
written, the year before, about undocumented African footballers and
had been waiting, she said, with a kind of held breath, for someone
to bring her the books; and to an international players' union that
had been campaigning for years against precisely this trade and
possessed both lawyers and a megaphone.

And Folasade made one demand, which Inés, who was learning what
it cost to stop not-asking, supported. The books would be used to
break the machine. But the first boys recovered, the first passports
retrieved, the first names acted upon, would be worked in the order
of the notebook — not by who was most valuable to the prosecution,
but by who had a mother still counting. The investigators agreed, in
the end, because Inés's books were worth a hundred prosecutions
and the price was only that they begin with a sixteen-year-old left-
footed midfielder placed, the records showed, with a third-division
club in a country whose language he did not speak, his passport held
against a debt of four thousand euros that had, by the bookkeeping,
somehow grown to nine.

8

Tunde Adeyemi came home eleven weeks later.

He was thinner. He was nineteen months older than the sixteen-year-
old who had walked through the gate, except that only seven months
had passed, which is a kind of arithmetic Folasade did not write in
the notebook because there was no column wide enough for it. He did
not, for a long time, talk about the farmhouse, or the apartments, or
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the third-division club, or the men. He sat in the back of the shop,
where the two best machines used to be, and he was quiet in a way
her son had never been quiet.

But he had brought his own feet home, and in time the feet
remembered what they were for, and Folasade would hear, in the
evenings, the small repeated sound of a ball against the back wall of
the yard — touch, and touch, and touch — which was the sound of a
boy putting himself back together one contact at a time, and which
was, she thought, the only language in which what had been broken
could be repaired, since it was the language in which the men had
first done the breaking.

Of the forty-one boys on the notebook's list, twenty-nine were
eventually traced. Nineteen came home. Four chose, having reached
Europe by a road no one should travel, to stay and pursue, by lawful
means and with their passports now in their own hands, the dream
that had been used as bait — and two of those four would, years later,
make modest careers in modest leagues, which the men had told the
families was the dream and which turned out, for two boys out of
forty-one, to have been real after all, though never in the way it had
been sold. Twelve were never found. Folasade kept their names in the
notebook, on a separate page, and did not cross them out, because to
cross out a name is to make a decision a mother is not entitled to
make.

9

Atlantico Sports Management ceased to exist. The charming scout
was arrested at Lisbon airport, working the near end of the gate, with
the names of nineteen new boys in his telephone. Several of the men
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further east were beyond the reach of any European warrant, in the
way that such men usually are, but the machine that had connected
them to the dust pitches of Surulere was broken, and the books that
Inés Sequeira had kept for four years and copied in one month
became the spine of a prosecution that ran, in the end, across six
countries.

Inés testified. She did not ask for protection from the consequences
of four years of not-asking, and she received some anyway, because
the investigators understood the difference between the architect of
a machine and its frightened bookkeeper, and because Folasade
Adeyemi, asked by a prosecutor whether the accountant should be
charged, said only: she is the reason my son sleeps in his own bed;
charge the men who built the gate.

The two women stayed, improbably, in touch. A seamstress in
Surulere and an accountant in Lisbon, who wrote to each other, in
careful school English on both sides, about small things mostly, the
way people do who have seen one large thing together and do not
need to keep naming it.

Folasade reopened the shop. She bought, in time, two new machines,
better than the ones she had sold. She hung, on the wall behind them,
no certificate and no clipping, but the notebook itself, open, on a
small nail, to the page with the forty-one names, twenty-nine traced
and twelve uncrossed, because a seamstress knows that you do not
throw away the pattern even after the garment is finished, since the
pattern is the proof of how the thing was made, and the proof of how
a thing was made is the only defence against its being made again.

Boys still come to her shop, sometimes, with gifted feet and poor
families and the light in their eyes that the men know how to read.
She measures them for school trousers, and she feeds them, and
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when their mothers are not there to hear she tells them one thing, the
only coaching a seamstress has to give: that a gift is real, and a dream
is real, but that any man who asks a poor family to sell its land for a
flight to a trial is selling the family the one thing that was never his,
which is the boy himself, and that the only trial worth crossing an
ocean for is the one that pays the boy to come, and never the one that
charges the mother to send him.

L R 2 2
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THE FOURTH
OFFICIAL

The board showed the minutes added on. She was the only one
reading the other number.
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In the eighty-eighth minute of a match that did not, on the face of it,
matter, Chiara Bellandi held up the electronic board and showed the
number four, and understood, in the instant the four lit up under her
hands, that she was looking at a confession.

She was the fourth official. She stood on the touchline between the
two technical areas, at the little desk with the monitor and the spare
balls and the board, and her job was the job that the eighty thousand
people in the stadium and the many millions watching never thought
about, which was to manage the bench, to check the substitutions,
and, four times a match, to hold aloft an illuminated board telling the
world how many minutes the referee had decided to add for time lost.

The number she held up was the referee's number. He spoke it into
her earpiece — four minutes — and she set it on the board and raised
it, and the crowd groaned or cheered according to who was winning,
and play went on. She was a conduit. The number was not hers. She
merely displayed it.

Except that the referee, in her earpiece, forty seconds earlier, had said
three.

And the fourth official standing at the little desk, who had been a
referee herself for fourteen years before a knee gave out and the line
and the bench became her country, knew the difference between a
referee who changes his mind about stoppage time and a referee who
has been told, between the spoken number and the displayed one, to
change it.
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2

Chiara Bellandi was thirty-nine. She was one of a small number of
women officiating in the upper reaches of Italian professional
football, which meant that she had spent fifteen years being twice as
correct as the men around her in order to be considered half as
natural, and had stopped, some years ago, resenting this, in the way
one stops resenting weather.

She had been a good referee — better, privately, than several of the
men who had been promoted past her — and she was, now, an
excellent fourth official, because the qualities that had made her a
good referee, the noticing, the counting, the refusal to be hurried,
were the exact qualities the role of fourth official wasted, since the
role required her to notice everything and act on almost nothing.

There had been a year, once, when she had been close. Her name had
been on a shortlist she was not supposed to know about, for the elite
group, the middle of the pitch in the top division, the place where the
cameras live. She had refereed a cup semi-final that season and
refereed it perfectly, and she had walked off the pitch knowing it was
the best work of her life and knowing, in the same breath, the way
you know weather, that it would not be enough — that the men
deciding would find a reason, and they did, and the reason was her
knee, which was real, a ligament that had begun to go and would
finish going within two years, and which was also, conveniently, the
kind of reason no one had to feel bad about. She did not know, to this
day, whether the knee had cost her the promotion or merely given
them permission. She had decided, in the end, not to need to know,
because needing to know was a wound and she had a career to finish
on the line and the bench, where the knee did not matter and the

noticing did. But she remembered the walk off the pitch after the
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semi-final. She remembered exactly how it had felt to be, for ninety
minutes, the person the whole stadium trusted to be fair. The bench
had given her everything except that.

The match was a late-season fixture between two mid-table clubs
with nothing left to play for in the table — no title, no European place,
no relegation. The kind of match that the football calendar produces
by the dozen in its final weeks, watched in the stadium by the faithful
and on television, around the world, by a particular and enormous
audience that does not care which of the two clubs wins, because that
audience has not bet on which club wins.

That audience has bet on the number of corners. On the number of
cards. On whether there will be a goal in the final ten minutes. On the
precise minute of the final whistle. On a hundred small things inside
the match that have nothing to do with the result of the match, and
that can be moved, by a single official, without altering the result at
all, in a market that is larger, across Asia, than the entire legitimate
economy of the sport.

And stoppage time was the master key to all of it. Add a minute that
should not exist and you do not change the score — you change the
size of the window in which everything else can still happen. One
more minute is one more chance for a corner, a card, a late goal, a
throw deep in the other half. Every small bet riding on whether
something would happen before the whistle was suddenly given sixty
more seconds in which to come true, or to be made to come true. The
number on the board was not a clock. It was a door, and Chiara,
holding it open, was the one deciding how long the door stayed open,
except that tonight she had not decided. Someone else had reached
past her and held it.
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Three minutes had become four. It was the smallest possible thing. It
was, Chiara understood, holding the board aloft with her own two
hands, exactly the size of thing that the largest possible money is
made of.

3

She did nothing, in the eighty-eighth minute, because there was
nothing to do. The board said four. Play went on. A defender, in what
the board had made the ninety-first minute and would otherwise
have been the ninetieth, conceded a corner that the match situation
did not require him to concede — drifted, almost lazily, to shepherd
a ball out for a corner rather than simply clearing it upfield, a choice
no one in the stadium remarked upon and that Chiara, who had
refereed for fourteen years, found she could not stop watching.

The corner came to nothing. The match ended four minutes and
eleven seconds after the board, goalless, to the mild disappointment
of the faithful and the complete indifference of the table.

Somewhere, Chiara knew, in a market she would never see, a great
deal of money had just changed hands on the question of whether
there would be a corner in the final five minutes. The added minute
had created the window. The drifting defender had filled it. And the
referee — a respected, senior, internationally listed referee, a man she
had known for a decade — had been, in the forty seconds between
speaking three into her ear and watching her display four, the
instrument that opened the window.

She did not believe, walking off the pitch, that the referee had been
bribed in the crude sense, with a suitcase. She had been inside the
game too long to believe in suitcases. She believed something she
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found more frightening, which was that somewhere between the
referee's mouth and her board there was now a third party — a voice,
a message, an instruction — that could reach into the ninety seconds
of a meaningless match and move a single number, and that the
referee himself might be no more than what she was: a conduit,
displaying a number that was not his, believing it to be his own.

4

She took it, two days later, to the only man in Italian football she still
entirely trusted, which was the man who had trained her, a retired
referee of seventy named Tullio Grandi who had officiated two World
Cups and now grew tomatoes outside Bergamo and refused, on
principle, to watch matches on television.

She told him about the three that had become a four. She told him
about the drifting defender. She watched his old face, which had
spent a lifetime arranging itself to give nothing away to twenty-two
players and eighty thousand spectators, and she saw that he was not
surprised, and that his not being surprised was the worst thing she
had seen in fifteen years in the game.

“Chiara,” Tullio said. “You have noticed the thing. I will tell you about
the thing, because you have noticed it, and because once a person has
noticed it she cannot un-notice it, and an official who is carrying it
alone is in danger in a way she does not yet understand.”

He poured her wine she did not drink.

“There is a man,” he said. “I do not know his name; no one knows his
name; he is probably not one man. He sits, let us say, in Singapore,
or in Manila, or in a building that is in neither place and both. He

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 52| Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

does not fix results. Fixing results is for fools and gets you caught,
because a result has a shape that everyone in the stadium can see. He
fixes the small things. The throw-in count. The minute of the first
card. The stoppage time. Things that live inside the match like insects
inside a wall, that change nothing anyone watching cares about, and
that are worth, in the markets he sells to, more than the television
rights to the league.”

He looked at his tomatoes through the window.

“And he does not bribe referees, mostly, Chiara, because referees are
watched. He bribes the gap. He finds the one person near the referee
who is not watched — an assistant, a fourth official, a timekeeper, a
man at the substitution desk — and he puts a small instruction into
the gap between the decision and the display. Sometimes the referee
never knows. Sometimes,” and here the old man looked at her, “the
fourth official never knows either, and is used as a conduit, and
displays the number, and is, without ever taking a single euro, the
cleanest part of the machine and the most useful, because she is the
one who can be made to hold the board.”

5

Chiara Bellandi sat in the old man's kitchen and understood that he
had just described her.

Not as a victim, exactly. As a component. The voice in her earpiece
had said three. She had displayed four. She had not misheard; she
had checked the recording of her own comms, which officials are
entitled to review, and the referee's voice had said three, clearly, and
then there had been a half-second of nothing, and then the board in
her hands had been set to four — and she had set it, because the
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protocol when the spoken number and the board disagree is to trust
the board, since the board is operated through a small console at her
own desk, and the console had shown four.

Someone had reached the console. Not the referee. The console. The
little machine at her own little desk, which received its number
through the match-officials' communication system, which was
operated by a technical provider, which was a company, which had
employees, which had at least one employee who sat, in effect, in the

gap.

She was not the fixer. She was not even, like the referee, the bribed
man. She was the board itself — the display, the conduit, the clean
hands that the dirty number passed through on its way to eighty
thousand people and a market in Manila. She had been chosen, she
understood, precisely because she was the most trustworthy official
on the circuit, because a number that passes through the most trusted
hands is the number least likely to be questioned.

Her honesty had been the machine's favourite tool.
“What do I do,” she said.

“Ah,” said Tullio Grandi. “That is the question I have waited fifteen
years for one of you to come and ask me. Most of them never notice.
The few who notice mostly decide they imagined it. You are the first,

Chiara, who has come to my kitchen with the recording already
checked.”

6

What the old man told her to do was not to expose it. Not yet. Not
alone.
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“If you go to the federation,” he said, “with a three that became a four,
they will tell you that a referee may revise stoppage time, which is
true, and that you are mistaken about your earpiece, which you are
not, and that you are an excellent official who has been under strain,
which they will say kindly, and which will end your career inside a
year and change nothing inside the wall. The insect does not die
because one person points at the wall. The insect dies when you have
the wall opened by people whose job is walls.”

The people whose job was walls, it turned out, already existed, and
the old man knew how to reach them, because a referee of seventy
who has officiated two World Cups knows everyone, including the
small, unglamorous, permanently under-funded integrity unit that
the sport's governing bodies maintained and largely ignored, and
including a particular investigator there, a former Carabinieri officer,
who had been trying for three years to prove the existence of exactly
the thing Chiara had felt move under her hands.

What that investigator needed was not a story. He had stories. He
needed the gap caught in the act — the moment between the spoken
number and the displayed one, documented from inside, by someone
the machine trusted enough to use again.

And the machine, Tullio explained, would use her again. That was the
nature of it. A clean conduit, once found, is not discarded; it is
treasured. Chiara had displayed the four perfectly, without question,
without report. As far as the man in the gap knew, she was either
complicit or oblivious, and both were useful, and within a few
matches — at the next meaningless fixture, the next late-season
nothing match watched by the enormous indifferent betting audience
— the number in her earpiece and the number on her board would
disagree again.
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“You will hold the board,” the old man said. “One more time.
Knowing. And this time the gap will be watched from both ends.”

7

It took five weeks and four matches.

Chiara officiated them as she officiated everything, correctly, calmly,
twice as correct as the men around her. She managed the benches.
She checked the substitutions. She held the board, four times a
match, and each time the number in her earpiece and the number on
her console agreed, and each time some small part of her was relieved
and some larger part was disappointed, because she had begun to
want it, the way one wants a tooth pulled.

The fifth match was a Wednesday-night fixture between two clubs in
the lower half of the table, played in the rain in front of a half-empty
stadium, broadcast to a continent that cared nothing for either club
and a very great deal for the number of cards. The integrity
investigator's technical people had been, for five weeks, quietly inside
the match-officials' communication system — not Chiara's earpiece,
which was clean, but the provider's console feed, the place where the
number was assembled before it reached her desk.

In the seventy-ninth minute, the referee spoke into Chiara's ear: one
yellow card, to the number six, for the foul. Standard. She prepared
nothing; cards were not hers to display.

And on the console at her desk, in the gap, an instruction arrived that
was not a stoppage-time number at all — that was, the investigators
would establish, a prompt routed to the assistant referee's comms, a
manufactured crackle of interference timed to make the referee
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repeat and revise, to turn one card into the delay that turned a second
foul into a second card inside the betting window. It was the most
delicate thing Chiara had ever not-quite-seen: not a number changed,
but a silence inserted, a confusion engineered, the machine reaching
not for the board this time but for the very air between the officials.

She did the thing she and the old man and the investigator had
agreed. She did nothing. She let it run. She held her position at the
desk and let the manufactured silence do its work, because the trap
was not hers to spring, and the only way to catch a thing that lives in
a gap is to let it, one last time, fill the gap while better-placed people
watched it from both ends.

The second card was shown in the eighty-second minute.
Somewhere, a window closed on a great deal of money. And in a
server farm the investigators had been watching for five weeks, the
instruction that had inserted the silence was caught, at last, with a
timestamp, at both ends — sent, and received — which is the one
thing that a thing living in a gap cannot survive, because a gap
documented from both sides is no longer a gap. It is a bridge, with a
man standing on it, in the light.

8

The arrests, when they came, were not of referees. That was the part
the newspapers found difficult to explain and mostly got wrong.
Three employees of the technical provider that operated the match-
officials' communication consoles were arrested, in Italy and in two
other countries, along with — eventually, slowly, across the following
two years — a chain of intermediaries that led, as Tullio Grandi had
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said it would, towards a building that was in neither Singapore nor
Manila and somehow both.

The senior referee whose three had become a four was not charged.
He had, the investigation concluded, never knowingly done anything;
he had spoken three; the gap had done the rest; he had been, exactly
as Chiara had been, a conduit. He was quietly retired anyway,
because the game, having discovered that its most trusted men could
be played like instruments without their knowledge, found it could
no longer quite meet their eyes, which was unjust, and which the
game did not examine, because games rarely examine the people they
retire.

Chiara Bellandi was not, in any public account, part of it. The
integrity unit protected her the way such units protect the conduit
who agrees to keep being a conduit: completely, by erasing her from
the story entirely. She appeared in no filing. She gave no interview.
As far as the football public ever knew, a technical provider had been
found to have a security flaw, and the flaw had been fixed, and the
sport had moved on with the brief, performed concern it brings to
anything that threatens the product.

She went back to the touchline. She stood at the little desk with the
monitor and the spare balls and the board. She managed the benches.
She held the board aloft, four times a match, displaying the referee's
number, being the conduit, being the clean hands.

But she held it, now, differently. She held it the way the old man grew
his tomatoes — with the complete attention of a person who knows
exactly how much patient, invisible work stands behind a thing that
looks, to the crowd, like nothing at all.
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9

She drove out to Bergamo, when it was over, with a bottle of the wine
the old man liked and did not grow.

They sat in the kitchen. It was autumn; the tomatoes were finished;
the plants stood brown and wired to their canes in the garden,
waiting to be cleared.

“You held the board,” Tullio Grandi said. It was not a question. He
had followed it, in his way, without ever turning on a television.

“I held the board,” Chiara said.
“And the gap is closed.”

“One gap is closed. They will find another. There is always another
desk, another console, another silence to insert. You taught me that.
The insect does not die. The wall is very long.”

The old man nodded, pleased, the way a teacher is pleased by the
student who has stopped needing comfortable answers.

“The wall is very long,” he agreed. “And the people who watch it are
very few, and badly paid, and mostly ignored. So I will tell you the
last thing, Chiara, which is the thing I could not tell you until you had
held the board knowing. The wall does not need to be perfect. The
wall only needs to contain, somewhere along it, at any given desk, one
person who is counting. The machine can corrupt the referee, the
console, the air between the officials. It cannot corrupt the count
itself, so long as there is one honest official somewhere who refuses
to stop performing it. You were the conduit they chose because you
were the most trustworthy. That was their mistake, and it will always
be their mistake, because the most trustworthy conduit is also the one
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most likely, in the end, to notice that three has become four — and to
drive to Bergamo about it.”

He raised his glass.

“Keep counting,” he said. “It is the whole of the job. It was always the
whole of the job.”

Chiara Bellandi drank the wine, and looked out at the brown tomato
plants waiting to be cleared and replanted in the spring, and
understood that she had been given, at the end of her playing days
and the height of her counting ones, the only promotion that had ever
mattered: not to the middle of the pitch, where the crowd looks, but
to the edge of it, where the truth is kept, by the few, at the little desk,
four minutes at a time.
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THE CLEAN SHEET

The club kept forty years of clean sheets. One of them was a man
who never came home.
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1

The club was a hundred and fourteen years old, and its museum held,
in a long glass case down one wall, the match sheet of every first-team
game it had ever played, and Renata V4zquez, who had been hired to
digitise them, found the one that did not belong on a Thursday
afternoon in the rain.

She was thirty-six, an archivist by training, and she had taken the
contract — six months, photographing and cataloguing a century of
paper — because the museum of one of the great clubs of Buenos
Aires was, to a woman who loved both football and documents, very
close to heaven, and because the money was steady, and because she
had a daughter of seven and a mortgage and no particular desire, at
thirty-six, for anything more dramatic than a steady contract close to
heaven.

The match sheets ran in order, season by season, in bound volumes
and then, for the older years, as loose sheets in archival folders. Each
recorded the date, the opponent, the result, the scorers, the lineup.
For ninety years a club secretary had filled them in by hand, in the
changing inks of changing decades, and Renata photographed each
one and entered its data and felt, doing it, the particular happiness of

a person restoring order to time.

The sheet that did not belong was from 1977. It was a home league
match, a clean sheet, a two-nil win. The lineup was eleven names.
And against the number five, the central defender, the position the
Argentines call the ultimo hombre, the last man, the club secretary
had written a name, and then, at some later date, in a different ink,
had drawn a single thin line through it — not crossing it out, not
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obliterating it, but underlining it, the way a person underlines a thing
they do not want to forget and cannot afford to remember.

The name was Mauricio Reyes. And Renata Vazquez, who had grown
up in a country that had spent forty years learning the difference
between the dead and the disappeared, knew a underlined name
when she saw one.

2

She was not, that Thursday, looking for anything. That was the thing
she would hold onto afterwards, in the bad weeks: that she had not
gone looking. The country had spent forty years being told, by the
people who had reasons, that the past was best left in its folders, and
Renata had more or less believed it, in the way one believes a thing
that lets one sleep. She had a daughter. She photographed match
sheets. She was not looking.

But an archivist's eye is trained to anomaly, and the underlined name
was an anomaly, and once she had seen it she could not make it un-
seen, and so she did the small thing that archivists do, which is the
most dangerous thing there is: she checked it against the next sheet.

On the next match sheet, a week later, the nimero cinco was a
different man. That was not strange in itself; players are injured,
dropped, rotated. What was strange was the rest of the season.
Mauricio Reyes, who had played, the sheets showed, forty-one
consecutive matches at the heart of the defence across two seasons —
an ever-present, a certainty, the last man — appeared on the match
sheet of the two-nil win in March of 1977, and then never appeared
on a match sheet again.
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Not transferred; the transfer ledger, which Renata also held,
recorded no transfer. Not retired; he was twenty-four. Not injured;
there was no medical note, and the club, obsessive as all clubs are
about its own history, kept medical notes. He simply stopped,
between one Saturday and the next, being a person the club wrote
down.

And someone, years later, had gone back to the last sheet on which
he appeared, and had underlined his name, in a different ink, with a
single thin line, as though to mark the exact page on which a man had
been turned from a footballer into a silence.

3

She took it home, in her head, the way you take home a thing you
should have left at work.

Her grandmother was still alive, ninety-one, sharp as a tack on
everything before about 2005 and vague on everything after, and her
grandmother had been, in the 1970s, a woman who went to the
matches, who had loved this club the way the women of that
generation loved their clubs, fiercely and from the terraces and as a
matter of family identity older than the dictatorship and older than
the democracy that had followed it.

Renata asked her, carefully, over maté, the way you ask the old about
the bad years, whether she remembered a defender named Mauricio
Reyes.

Her grandmother went still in a way Renata had only seen once
before, at her grandfather's funeral.

“Why,” her grandmother said, “are you asking me that name.”
© 2026 Manoj Palwe 64| Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

And then her grandmother told her, in the flat voice the old of that
country keep for these stories, that Mauricio Reyes had been the best
central defender the club had produced in twenty years, that he had
also been a delegate of the players — a union man, a representative,
the one the squad sent to speak when there was something to be said
— and that in March of 1977 he had been something else as well,
something the whole terrace knew and no one said, which was a
young man who asked questions about three teammates from the
lower divisions of the club who had, that summer, stopped coming to
training, and whose families had been told they had moved to
Mendoza, and who had not moved to Mendoza.

“He asked where they had gone,” her grandmother said. “He was the
last man. It was his job to ask where they had gone. And one Saturday
he played, and we cheered him, and on the Monday he did not come
to training, and the club told us he had moved to Mendoza.” She set
down the maté. “Nobody, in those years, ever moved to Mendoza,
mija. Mendoza was the word they used.”

4

What Renata understood, over the following weeks, sitting in the
museum among a century of paper, was that the club had not
forgotten Mauricio Reyes. The club had remembered him with
enormous, deliberate care. That was what the underline meant.

Somewhere in the club's long institutional life, after the dictatorship
fell, in the years when the country was deciding how much of itself it
could bear to look at, a club secretary — she would never know which
one; the hand was not identifiable — had gone back to the match
sheets and had found the last appearance of every player who had
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vanished in those years, and had underlined each name, with a single
thin line, in a different ink. Not to denounce. Not to memorialise,
where memorial could be seen. Simply to keep, inside the club's own
records, in a code that only an archivist would ever read, the exact
location of each wound.

There were, she found, when she knew what to look for, nine such
underlines across the 1976-t0-1982 volumes. Nine players, mostly
from the lower divisions, mostly young, mostly — she checked,
against the public records of the human-rights organisations that had
spent forty years compiling them — names that appeared, or whose
families appeared, in the long catalogues of the disappeared. The club
had lost nine of its own to the machine of those years, and had
recorded each loss in the only language a football club fully trusts,
which is the match sheet, and had then closed the case and shelved
the volumes and said nothing, for forty years, because saying things,
in the years when it might have mattered, was how you joined the
underlined.

Mauricio Reyes was the fifth of the nine. The Gltimo hombre. The one
who had asked where the others had gone.

And Renata Vazquez, an archivist with a daughter and a mortgage
and no desire for drama, sat in the museum of a hundred-and-
fourteen-year-old club and understood that she was now the only
living person who had read the whole code, and that an archive that
no one reads is not a memory; it is only a grave with very good
handwriting.
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5

She did not, at first, know what she was being asked to do, because
no one was asking her to do anything. That was the particular cruelty
of it, and the particular freedom. The match sheets did not demand.
The underlines did not instruct. The nine men did not speak. There
was no one to be angry at who was still alive to receive it, and no crime
to report that the country had not already, in its exhausted official
way, long ago catalogued and filed under a national process of
memory that had run its course and stalled.

She could simply finish the contract. Photograph the sheets, enter the
data, including the nine underlined names as data points like any
others, hand over the digitised archive, collect the steady money, go
home to her daughter. No one would ever know she had read the
code. The nine would stay underlined, in a database now, instead of
a volume, which is what progress had come to mean.

She found she could not.

It was the grandmother's phrase that would not let her. Nobody, in
those years, ever moved to Mendoza. The club had told the terraces
that Mauricio Reyes had moved to Mendoza, and the terraces had
known it was a lie, and the lie had been allowed to stand for forty
years not because anyone believed it but because the alternative to
the lie was a grief with no bottom, and a club, like a country, will
choose a lie with a bottom over a grief without one, every time, until
someone makes the choice impossible.

Renata was, she realised, in a position to make the choice impossible.
Not because she was brave — she did not feel brave; she felt
frightened, and tired, and resentful at the dead for choosing her —
but because she was the archivist, and the archive had, at last, been
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read, and a read archive cannot be un-read, and the nine names were
now, whether she wished it or not, inside her, where a database could
not hold them and a contract could not end them.

6

She went, in the end, not to the press and not to the club's board, but
to the place her country had built precisely for this, which was the
long patient apparatus of the human-rights organisations and the
forensic anthropologists and the special prosecutors who had spent
forty years matching names to remains, the apparatus that her
generation had been quietly taught to regard as the business of the
old and the grieving and the politically tiresome, and that turned out,
when she finally walked into its offices with her photographs, to be
staffed by people exactly her own age, doing the most important work
in the country, almost entirely unthanked.

She brought them the nine names, the nine match sheets, the nine
underlines, and the dates — and the dates were the gift, because the
human-rights apparatus had, for forty years, possessed names
without dates and dates without names, and an archivist's match
sheet gave them, for nine men, the one thing the machine of the
dictatorship had been most careful to destroy, which was the precise
last day on which each man had been, officially, alive and accounted
for and standing on a pitch in front of fifty thousand witnesses.

A man's last match, it turned out, is a kind of evidence. It is a fixed
point. It says: on this date, at this hour, this person was here, seen by
this crowd, recorded by this hand. And the date of a man's last match,
cross-referenced against the meticulous, monstrous record-keeping
of the machine that took him — for the machine, like the club, like all
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institutions, could not stop itself writing things down — could close
the distance between a disappearance and a place.

For Mauricio Reyes, it took eight months. The forensic
anthropologists, working from the date of the two-nil win and the
records of a particular detention centre that had operated, in 1977, in
a naval building not far from the stadium, identified a set of remains
that had been recovered, unnamed, from a common grave in the
1980s and held, unnamed, in a refrigerated room for thirty-five years,
waiting, as so many waited, for a date to come and give them back
their name.

The dltimo hombre came home. Forty-seven years late. To a niece
who had never met him and a club that had underlined him and a
grandmother of ninety-one who put on, for the small ceremony, the
scarf she had worn on the terraces in 1977, and who stood very
straight, and did not weep, because she had done her weeping in 1977
and had been saving this, she told Renata, for the day they brought
him back.

7

The club did not, at first, know how to behave.

This is not a criticism; no institution knows how to behave when its
own carefully kept silence is read aloud. The board met. The board
was divided, as boards are, between the members who felt that the
club's business was football and that the disappeared were a matter
for the country and not the club, and the members who felt — quietly
at first, and then less quietly — that a club which had underlined nine
of its own and said nothing for forty years owed those nine more than
an underline.
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What tipped it, in the end, was the match sheets themselves, because
Renata had done the one thing that institutions cannot argue with,
which is to make the record undeniable and public at the same
moment. She had not leaked it. She had not denounced the club. She
had simply completed her contract — digitised the entire archive,
exactly as commissioned — and included, in the digital archive she
handed over, a single additional document she had not been asked
for: a clean, sober, archivally impeccable finding note, listing the nine
underlined names, the nine last matches, the methodology, and the
eight-month outcome for Mauricio Reyes, with the human-rights
organisation cited as co-author.

An institution can bury a leak. It cannot easily bury its own completed
archive, handed over on schedule, signed, with a finding note
attached in the proper form. To suppress it, the club would have had
to corrupt its own records, and a club that has spent a hundred and
fourteen years obsessively keeping its records cannot bring itself to
corrupt them; the record-keeping is older than the shame and
stronger than it.

So the club, slowly, did the right thing, in the partial, institutional,
late way that right things get done. It acknowledged the nine. It
placed, in the museum, at the end of the long glass case of match
sheets, a tenth thing: not a trophy, but the nine names, and the nine
dates, and a single line of text that Renata had argued for through
three board meetings, which read only: These men played here. They
were taken from here. We kept their names. We are sorry it took us
so long to say them aloud.
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8

Renata Vazquez finished her contract, as she had always intended,
and collected her steady money, and went home to her daughter.

She did not become an activist. She did not write a book. She returned
to being an archivist, which is what she had always been, and which
she understood now to be a more dangerous and more necessary
profession than she had let herself believe when she took the contract
for the steady money and the nearness to heaven.

Her daughter, who was seven, asked her once, having heard
something at the ceremony, what she had done at the football club.
Renata thought about how to say it to a seven-year-old, and decided
that the truth, said simply, was the only thing worth handing down,
since the whole disaster had been built, in the end, on grown-ups
deciding that the truth was too heavy for the people it belonged to.

“There was a man,” she said, “a long time ago, who played football for
the club. He was very good. He was the last man — that's the one who
stands at the back and protects everyone in front of him, and asks
where people have gone when they go missing. And some bad people
took him away, because he asked. And the club wrote his name down,
very small, and kept it for forty years without telling anyone. And my
job, mi amor, was to read the writing. That was all. I just read what
was written down, and I said it out loud, and because I said it out
loud, they were able to bring him home.”

Her daughter considered this with the seriousness of seven.
“Reading is your job,” she said.

“Reading is my job,” Renata agreed.
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“That's a good job,” her daughter said, and went back to her drawing,
and Renata sat for a while in the kitchen and thought that her
daughter was right, that it was a good job, the best job, the job of the
altimo hombre — to stand at the back, behind everyone, and read the
record, and refuse to let a name be turned into a silence, and ask,
when someone is missing, where they have gone, and not stop asking
until the archive gives them back.

L R 2 2
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THE SOVEREIGN FUND

The richest club in the world hired her to keep its players healthy.
The medical records kept something else.
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1

Dr. Amara Whitfield had been the head of sports medicine at the
football club for eleven months when she noticed that one of her
patients did not exist.

The club had been, until eighteen months earlier, an ordinary if
beloved English club of the middle rank, owned by a local
businessman, supported with a devotion out of all proportion to its
trophies by a city that had given the world coal and ships and very
little silverware. Then it had been bought — for a sum that was
reported, and a structure that was not — by a consortium fronted by
a London financier and backed, behind him, in the way these things
are now arranged, by the sovereign wealth fund of a Gulf kingdom
whose name the club's official communications were careful to
mention as rarely as the supporters were eager to forget.

The money had been transformational, in the way of weather. New
players. New training ground. New medical facility, which was where
Dr. Whitfield came in, headhunted from the national institute of
sport at a salary that had made her pause, and then not pause,
because she was thirty-nine and good and tired of public-sector
budgets and the facility they described to her was the best she had
ever been offered the keys to.

She ran a clean department. She kept meticulous records, because
she had been trained by a generation of doctors for whom the record
was the patient's, sacred, the one thing that protected the patient
from the institution. And it was in the records, eleven months in,
doing a routine audit of the squad's medical files against the season's
treatment logs, that she found a file that had treatments but no
person — a patient identifier that had received, over fourteen
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months, a remarkable quantity of specialised medical care, and that
corresponded to no player, no coach, no member of staff, no one on
any list the club had ever given her.

2

Dr. Amara Whitfield was the daughter of a Ghanaian mother and an
English father, had grown up in Leeds, had qualified in medicine at
Edinburgh and specialised in sports and exercise medicine across a
career that had taken her through two Olympic teams and a great deal
of institutional politics, and had survived all of it by holding to one
principle that she had watched a great many cleverer careers founder
for lack of, which was that the medical record is not a corporate
document. It belongs to the patient. The doctor is its keeper, not its
owner, and the institution is neither.

It was a principle that had made her difficult, over the years, in
exactly the way that good doctors are difficult, and it was the reason
she had not simply closed the audit when she found the phantom file.
Alesser principle — the institution's record, the institution's business
— would have let her file it as an error and move on. Her principle
would not, because the file, whatever it was, recorded the care of a
human being, and a human being who had received fourteen months
of specialised medical treatment through her department was her
concern, whether or not the club agreed.

The treatments told a story, to a doctor who could read them. They
were not the treatments of a footballer. There were no muscle strains,
no joint work, no the ordinary wear of an athletic body. They were
the treatments of a man in late middle age with a serious cardiac
condition and the early architecture of renal failure — sustained,
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expensive, expert care of a kind her facility was equipped to give and
her staff, she now realised, had been giving, on rota, in the small
private suite at the end of the medical wing that she had been told,
on arrival, was reserved for ownership use and was not her concern.

Someone had been using the finest sports-medicine facility in the
north of England as a private clinic for a sick man whose name was
nowhere, whose existence was a patient identifier and a set of cardiac
readings, and whose care had been folded into the club's medical
operation precisely because a football club's medical facility is one of
the few places on earth that can deliver world-class treatment to a
man whose presence in a hospital, under his own name, in any
ordinary clinic, would be a fact that could be looked up.

And here was the thing that would not let her sleep, the thing that
turned a systems anomaly into a wound she carried personally: she
had treated this man. Not knowingly, not with her own hands, but
the readings in the file were readings her department had taken, on
her watch, under her name as head of service — which meant that
somewhere in the building, down the corridor she walked every
morning past the smell of liniment and floor polish, there was a
frightened sick old man being kept alive on machines she was
professionally responsible for, and she did not know his name, and
she was not allowed to know his name, and she had spent eleven
months walking past his door thinking it was a store cupboard for the
owners' champagne. Her own mother, in Leeds, had a heart like that
— Amara had read her mother's echocardiograms across the kitchen
table, had held her mother's hand in the cardiology waiting room of
an ordinary overstretched hospital where they waited four hours and
were grateful. Somewhere down her own corridor a man was getting,
in secret, the care her mother queued for in public, not because he
was sicker but because he was richer and could not afford to be seen,
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and the readings of his frightened heart were filed under her
professional name as though she had agreed to it. She had not agreed
to it. But the file said she had, and a file, she of all people knew, was
a kind of promise — and she had not made this one.

3

She made the mistake, first, of asking.

Not loudly. She was not naive. She asked the club's chief operating
officer, a smooth and pleasant man named Hartley who had been
installed by the new ownership and who handled the interface
between the football and the money, a single quiet question over a
single quiet coffee: whether he could help her understand a patient
identifier in her own system that did not map to any member of staff,
since she liked, she said, her records clean.

Hartley was very good. He did not tense. He said, easily, that the suite
at the end of the wing was used, from time to time, by the ownership
for guests and partners, that it was entirely above board, that the
arrangement predated her and would no doubt be properly
documented somewhere, and that he would, of course, look into it
and come back to her. He thanked her for her diligence. He refilled
her coffee.

He did not come back to her. Instead, three things happened over the
following fortnight, none of which could be objected to individually,
all of which together formed a sentence.

Her access to the suite's scheduling system, which she had never used
but had possessed as head of department, was quietly revoked in a
routine systems update. A new clause appeared in a revised staff
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handbook, circulated to all, concerning the confidentiality of
ownership facilities and the disciplinary consequences of accessing
or discussing them. And her contract, which had two years to run,
was the subject of a warm and unprompted email from Hartley
noting that the ownership was so pleased with her work that they
wished to discuss, at her convenience, a substantial extension and a
substantial raise.

Dr. Amara Whitfield read the sentence those three things formed. It
said: we know you have seen it; here is the wall, here is the warning,
and here is the cheque; choose.

4

She understood, lying awake, that the phantom patient was not, in
itself, a crime she had any business policing. A wealthy man receiving
private medical care under conditions of discretion is not, by itself,
illegal, even if the facility is unusual and the discretion is total.
Doctors treat whom they are asked to treat. If that had been the whole
of it, she could have made her peace, taken the raise or not, kept her
clean records to one side, and let a sick stranger be cared for in a
private suite, which is, after all, a form of care, and which she had
spent her life providing without asking her patients to account for
themselves.

But she was a doctor, and she had read the readings, and the readings
would not let her make her peace, because the readings told her who
the patient probably was.

A man in late middle age. Serious cardiac disease. Early renal failure.
Receiving, through a structure designed to leave no name, the most
expensive sustained care money could buy, in a facility owned,
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ultimately, by the sovereign wealth fund of a particular Gulf kingdom
— a fund that was, at that moment, the subject of three separate
international processes concerning the assets and movements of
certain individuals connected to that kingdom's government,
individuals who were sanctioned, in various jurisdictions, in ways
that made their lawful access to Western medical care a complicated
and litigated question, and whose ability to receive world-class
treatment without generating a record that a sanctions investigator
could subpoena was worth, to them, very considerably more than the
price of a football club.

She did not know which sanctioned man lay in the suite at the end of
her wing. She knew only that the structure made sense in exactly one
way: that the club had not been bought to win football matches, or
not only, and that one of the things the richest medical facility in the
north of England had been built to launder was not money but a body
— that a man who could not be admitted to any hospital on earth
under his own name could be kept alive, in comfort, in expert hands,
inside the one institution whose medical operations no one thinks to
subpoena, because who subpoenas a football club's physiotherapy
suite?

And she, by being the best in her field, had been hired to be the
unwitting respectable face of it — the distinguished head of
department whose clean reputation made the whole facility, suite
included, unimpeachable.

5

She did not take the raise. But she did not refuse it either, not yet,
because she had learned, in two Olympic cycles of institutional
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politics, that the interval in which an institution believes it is
succeeding in buying you is the only interval in which it relaxes, and
that a person who has decided to act should never let the institution
know she has decided until she has finished.

She told Hartley she was delighted, and flattered, and would love to
discuss the extension, and asked for a little time to consider the
figures, which a person weighing a generational change in her
circumstances would naturally want. Hartley was warm. The wall
stayed up; the cheque stayed on the table; the warning, having been
received, was allowed to recede.

And in the interval that bought her, Dr. Amara Whitfield did the thing
that her whole career had, without her knowing it, been preparing
her to do, which was to behave like a doctor and not like an employee.

She did not steal the file. Stealing the file would have made her a thief
and the file inadmissible and herself disposable. Instead she did
something cleaner and far harder to answer: she wrote a letter. A
formal letter, in her capacity as a registered medical practitioner, to
the professional body that licensed her, raising — in the careful,
neutral, mandatory language of a doctor discharging a regulatory
duty — a concern that her facility appeared to be providing sustained
clinical care to an individual whose identity was being deliberately
withheld from the head of the medical department, which raised, she
wrote, irresolvable questions of clinical governance, consent,
continuity of care, and the legal basis of treatment, on which she was
professionally obliged to seek guidance.

She was not blowing a whistle. She was asking her regulator a
question she was genuinely, professionally required to ask. But the
question, once asked in writing to a statutory body, existed. It was on
a record the club did not control. And a regulator who receives, from
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a doctor of Dr. Whitfield's standing, a written concern about an
unidentified patient receiving cardiac and renal care in a sovereign-
fund-owned facility, is a regulator who is now, itself, obliged to act,
and who will, in acting, generate exactly the trail of correspondence
that a body in a private suite cannot survive.

6

The club moved fast, when it understood what she had done, but it
moved fast in the wrong direction, because institutions under threat
reach always for the lever that has always worked, and the lever that
has always worked is money and fear, and Dr. Whitfield had arranged
matters so that money and fear no longer reached the place where the
decision now lived.

Hartley came to her, no longer quite so smooth, and the warmth was
gone, and in its place was the other thing, the thing that had been
under the warmth all along, and he told her, not pleasantly, that her
letter had caused a great deal of difficulty, that her position at the
club was now untenable, that she would be released from her contract
with immediate effect and a generous settlement conditional on a
comprehensive non-disclosure agreement, and that she should think
very carefully, as a professional with a career and a reputation and,
he understood, family, about the difference between a dignified exit
and a difficult one.

Dr. Amara Whitfield listened to the threat, which was real, and which
frightened her, because she was not a heroine and had a sister and a
mother and a mortgage of her own and no wish to spend her forties
being litigated into silence by a sovereign wealth fund.
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And then she told Hartley the one thing that he, a money man, had
not understood about a doctor.

“You can release me from my contract,” she said. “You can make me
sign your agreement; I'll likely sign it, because I'm not a fool and your
lawyers are better funded than my courage. But you cannot release
me from my regulator, Mr. Hartley, because I don't work for my
regulator; I'm bound by it, and so is every doctor who has ever set
foot in that suite, including the ones still on your rota. The letter is
sent. The concern is logged. An NDA between you and me cannot un-
ask a question I was legally obliged to ask a statutory body. And the
moment my regulator writes to the club — which it now must —
asking who has been treating an unidentified cardiac patient in your
facility and under what legal basis, every doctor on that rota faces the
same duty I faced, and the same question, and you cannot buy a
profession the way you bought a club, because the profession outlives
the owner, and the record belongs to the patient, and neither of those
is for sale, and neither of those, Mr. Hartley, was ever yours.”

7

She signed the agreement. She took the settlement. She left the club.

This is the part that those who want a cleaner story find hardest: that
she lost. She lost her job, the best facility she had ever been given the
keys to, the salary that had made her pause. She signed a document
that prevented her, to this day, from saying certain things in certain
ways, and she has kept to it, because she gave her word and because
the alternative was a litigation she could not win.

But the letter could not be unsent, and the regulator could not
unknow, and the question, once it existed on a statutory record, did
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what true questions do inside institutions that cannot answer them:
it travelled. The regulator wrote to the club. The doctors on the rota,
faced with the same duty Dr. Whitfield had faced, gave — most of
them, in the end — the same honest answers, because that is what the
duty is for. The correspondence accumulated. And correspondence
between a football club and a medical regulator about an unidentified
patient is precisely the kind of document that a sanctions
investigator, in another country, working another angle on the same
sovereign fund, can request, and did.

The man in the suite — she never learned his name, and the public
never quite did either, the matter dissolving into the deniable fog that
protects such men — was moved, quietly, somewhere beyond the
reach of English regulators and English correspondence. But the
structure had been documented. The use of the facility had been
recorded. And the football club, which had been bought partly to be
a hospital that no one would subpoena, became, because one doctor
wrote one letter to one regulator, a hospital that had been
subpoenaed, which made it useless for its hidden purpose, which
was, in the end, the only victory available: not to free the prisoner or
jail the king, but to break the secret room by insisting, in writing, to
the one authority the king could not buy, that the room be asked to
account for itself.

8

Dr. Amara Whitfield went back, in the end, to the public sector, to a
national institute of sport with a worse facility and a smaller salary
and a budget she spent half her time defending, and she was, her
colleagues noticed, unusually content, in the way of a person who has

tested the one principle her career was built on and found that it held.
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She kept, framed in her office, not the settlement and not a clipping
— there were no clippings; her name never appeared — but a copy of
the letter. Her own letter, to her own regulator, in the careful neutral
mandatory language of a doctor discharging a duty. It was the least
dramatic document imaginable. It made no accusation. It named no
king. It asked, in four paragraphs, a question about clinical
governance.

Young doctors, rotating through the institute, sometimes asked her
about it, having heard a version of the story the way stories travel,
and she would tell them only what the NDA allowed, which was less
than they wanted, and then she would point at the framed letter and
tell them the thing the NDA could not touch, which was the principle
itself.

“The record belongs to the patient,” she would say. “Not to the
hospital, not to the owner, not to the man who signs your cheque,
however large the cheque, however rich the owner. You are its keeper.
And a keeper has one duty that no contract can buy out and no
agreement can silence, which is to ask, in writing, to the right
authority, when something is being kept that should not be kept. You
may lose your job for it. I did. But you will keep the only thing that
makes you a doctor and not an employee, which is that when
someone hands you a body and tells you not to write down whose it
is, you write to your regulator and you ask. That is the whole of it.
They built the richest facility in the country to get around that one
sentence. They could buy everything except the sentence.”

She would look at the letter.

“The sentence,” she would say, “is not for sale. Keep it un-bought. It
is the most valuable thing you will ever own, and it will cost you, and
it is worth it.”
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THE RELEGATION SIX-
POINTER

Save the club and the town drowns quietly. Sink it and the town
drowns loudly. She had to choose which.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 86| Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

1

The town had a population of forty thousand, a high street that had
lost its bank, its bookshop, and three of its four pubs, and a football
club in the fourth tier of English football that was, by general
agreement, the last thing the town had left that the rest of the country
could be made to look at.

You could read the decline walking the length of the high street in
under ten minutes, which Hazel did most mornings. The bank was a
vape shop now; the bookshop had been a charity shop and was now
nothing, the windows whited over from inside, a faded card in the
door still promising back in 15 mins from some afternoon two years
gone. The pubs that had closed had closed in the particular way of
that decade — not boarded and derelict but converted, flats above a
shuttered ground floor, the old painted names still ghosting through
the cheap new render: THE COLLIER, you could still just read, over
a doorway of aluminium and frosted glass. Only the bookmaker's was
busier than it had been ten years before, brighter, open longer, three
of them now where there had been one, which told you everything
about the town's relationship with hope that the closed bookshop and
the open betting shops, side by side, did not need a word added to.
And at the end of the street, past all of it, the floodlights of the ground
stood up over the rooftops, switched off in the grey morning but
unmistakable, the tallest things the town had built, still pointing at
the sky.

Hazel Pollard had been the club's physiotherapist for nineteen years.
She had taped the ankles of three generations of players. She had
been there for the promotion in the good year and the two relegations
in the bad ones, for the chairman who died and the chairman who

stole and the chairman who, now, owned the club and the town's
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largest remaining employer both, a logistics warehouse out by the
bypass that took on, and laid off, a quarter of the working-age town
according to a logic that only the chairman fully understood.

She was fifty-two. She had grown up in the town, left it for her
training, and come back, because someone always comes back, and
the someones who come back are the reason towns like this do not
simply stop. She knew everyone. She had taped the ankle of the man
who ran the chip shop and the ankle of his son and would, if the club
lasted, tape the ankle of his grandson.

She had taped Connor Hale's ankles since he was eleven. She had
watched him come into the treatment room as a skinny academy boy
too shy to look at her, mud to the knees, and grow into the only player
at the club the scouts drove up the motorway to see — and she knew
things about him that the scouts' reports did not, because bodies tell
you things. She knew he taped his own left wrist before games out of
a superstition he would not explain. She knew he sent half his modest
wages home to a mother who cleaned at the hospital, because he had
once let it slip and then gone red. She knew he had learned to read
properly late, at fourteen, and still moved his lips slightly over a
team-sheet, and had asked her once, very quietly, not to mention it.
He was not, to Hazel, the club's only real asset. He was a boy whose
ankles she had taped for nine years, who said thank you every single
time, which footballers mostly do not.

And on a wet Tuesday in March, with nine matches of the season left
and the club third from bottom, the chairman called her into his
office above the warehouse and asked her to do a thing that was not
physiotherapy, and that she understood, the moment he asked it,
would either save the club or save her soul, and could not, the way he
had arranged it, do both.
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2

What the chairman asked was small, in the way that the things that
damn us are always small.

The club's best player, and only real asset, was a twenty-year-old
midfielder named Connor Hale — local boy, academy product, the
one bright thing the scouts came to watch — who had a hamstring
that was, under Hazel's care, three days from full fitness ahead of
Saturday's match, the relegation six-pointer, against the team
directly above them, the one match that could lift the club clear of the
drop or sink it into it.

The chairman did not want Connor fit for Saturday. The chairman
wanted Connor's hamstring to be, in Hazel's professional and
documented judgement, not quite ready — to keep him out of
Saturday's match, and the three matches after it, and available,
instead, for a medical the following month, in front of scouts from a
Championship club who had been told the boy was carrying a knock
and would be fairly valued accordingly, and who would pay, for a fit
boy sold as a recovering one, a fee large enough, the chairman
explained, spreading his hands the way men spread their hands, to
keep the club solvent for another two seasons regardless of which
division it played in.

And if the club went down without selling Connor, the chairman said
— and here he stopped spreading his hands — then the club could not
service its debt, and the club's debt was secured, through a structure
Hazel did not need to understand, against the warehouse, and the
warehouse was a quarter of the town's jobs, and a relegated club that
could not sell its one asset was a club that took the warehouse down
with it, and the warehouse took the town.
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Save Connor for Saturday, the chairman said, and you might keep the
club up and lose the warehouse and the town with it. Keep him out,
sell him hurt, and you save the warehouse and the town and lose,
what, one match, one season, one division. He spread his hands
again. It is only football, Hazel. You and I both know it was only ever
football. The warehouse is the town.

3

Hazel Pollard sat in the office above the warehouse and understood
that she had been handed, by a man who thought he was discussing
a hamstring, the cruellest kind of choice there is, which is the choice
between two real goods, dressed up as a choice between her
conscience and her town.

Because the chairman was not entirely lying. That was the trap of it.
The warehouse was real. The quarter of the town that worked there
was real. The chip-shop man's son worked there. If the club went
down and the debt called in the warehouse, the town she had come
back to save would lose, in a single quarter, more than the club had
given it in nineteen years. Set against that, what was one boy's honest
hamstring? What was the integrity of one fourth-tier relegation
match, in a league the country barely watched, weighed against four
thousand jobs?

She knew the answer the chairman wanted her to reach, because it
was the answer that every institution teaches its people to reach,
which is that the small clean thing must always yield to the large dirty
necessity, that conscience is a luxury of people who do not have a
town's jobs in their hands, that the grown-up choice, the responsible
choice, the choice that lets you sleep, is to falsify one medical report
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and save four thousand families and carry the small private weight of
it forever as the price of being useful.

She had taped ankles in that town for nineteen years. She knew
exactly how heavy a small private weight gets, carried forever.

And she knew one more thing, which the chairman, for all his spread
hands, did not, because he thought in warehouses and she thought in
bodies: that a falsified medical report on a twenty-year-old's
hamstring is not a small clean lie that saves a town. It is a lie told
about a boy's body, on a medical document, by the person the boy
trusts most, that follows the boy for the rest of his career, that a
buying club's doctors will eventually read, that could — if the boy is
sold as injured and then is not injured, or is injured worse for being
played wrong, or is simply discovered — end not the club but the boy,
and end her, and end the trust that was the only thing that had ever
actually held the town together, which was not the warehouse and
was not the club but was the fact that when you hurt yourself in that
town you could go to Hazel and she would tell you the truth about
your own body.

4

She did not refuse the chairman in the office. She had learned, in
nineteen years, that you do not win a thing by losing your temper in
the room where the thing is owned.

She said she would need to assess Connor properly before she could
commit to a fitness judgement either way, which was true, and
professional, and bought her three days.
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And in the three days, she did not do what the story wants her to have
done, which is find a clever third way that saved the club and the town
and the boy and her conscience all at once, because there was no third
way; the chairman had built the trap too well; the goods really were
in conflict; that is what made it a trap and not a problem.

What she did instead was smaller and harder. She went to see the
boy.

She did not tell Connor what the chairman had asked. He was twenty;
it was not his weight to carry; that was the chairman's trick and she
would not repeat it. She simply assessed his hamstring, honestly, the
way she had assessed three generations of the town's hamstrings, and
she found what she had known she would find, which was that the
boy was three days from fit and would be ready for Saturday, and she
told him so, because it was true, and because the truth about his own
body was the one thing she had it in her power to refuse to take from
him.

And then she sat with him a while, in the treatment room she had run
for nineteen years, and she asked him, not as his physio but as a
woman who had taped his father's ankles, what he wanted. Whether
he knew the Championship club was watching. Whether he wanted
to go. Whether he understood that Saturday was the match that
decided whether the club he had supported since he could walk
stayed up or went down.

5

The boy, it turned out, knew more than the chairman thought and
wanted something simpler than anyone had asked him.
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He knew the bigger club was watching; everyone knew; it was a small
town and a small league and nothing stays secret in a treatment
room. He wanted, eventually, to go — of course he wanted to go; he
was twenty and gifted and the warehouse was not his future and he
knew it. But not like this. Not sold as damaged goods in a fixed-up
medical. He wanted to play Saturday. He wanted to play the biggest
match of his life, in front of the town that had raised him, and he
wanted the bigger club to watch him do it and want him because of
it, and he wanted to leave, when he left, as the boy who had tried to
keep the club up, not the boy who had been kept in cotton wool to
protect a fee.

“If I play Saturday and we stay up,” Connor said, “they'll still want
me. I'll just cost more. Why does the chairman want me to cost less?”

And Hazel Pollard, sitting in her treatment room, understood that
the boy had, without knowing it, found the crack in the chairman's
trap — not a third way that saved everything, but the one question
the chairman could not afford to have asked aloud, which was: why
does the chairman want the club's only asset sold cheap?

Because that was the part that had not added up, and Hazel, who
thought in bodies and not in warehouses, had nonetheless taped
enough ankles to know when a man's story had a limp in it. A
chairman trying to save a club sells its best player for the highest fee
he can get. A chairman who wants the best player sold cheap,
deliberately undervalued, to a specific club, on a falsified medical —
that chairman is not saving the club. That chairman is doing
something else, with the fee, or with the buying club, or with the gap
between what the boy was worth and what he would be sold for, and
the falsified medical was not there to protect the town. It was there
to explain the discount.
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6

She did not have the chairman's books. She was a physiotherapist;
she had bodies, not ledgers. But she knew, in the way you know things
in a town of forty thousand, who did have the books, and she knew
that the trap the chairman had built for her depended entirely on her
believing his story about the warehouse and the town, and that the
way to spring a trap built on a story is not to argue with the story but
to check it.

She went to the one person in the town with no reason to lie to her
and every reason to know the truth, which was the union
representative at the warehouse, a woman named Brenda who had
organised the place through two rounds of layoffs and who had been,
twenty years before, a patient of Hazel's after a netball injury that had
ended one career and started a better one.

And Brenda, who had spent two years trying to understand the
warehouse's finances well enough to fight the layoffs, told Hazel the
thing that broke the trap open: that the warehouse was not, in fact,
going under if the club went down. The warehouse was going under
regardless — had been quietly loaded with debt, stripped of its assets,
prepared for a closure that was coming whatever happened on
Saturday, the work already being shifted to a larger site two counties
south. The chairman was not trying to save the warehouse by selling
the boy cheap. The chairman was extracting the last value from both
the club and the warehouse before he let them both sink, and the
falsified medical, the cheap sale of Connor to a specific buying club,
was — Brenda had seen enough of the chairman's structures to guess
— a way of moving money to a club he had an interest in, or taking a
kickback on an undervalued transfer, one last skim off the boy's body

on the way down.
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The town was going to lose the warehouse no matter what Hazel
wrote on a medical form. The only thing her lie could actually save
was the chairman's final skim. The choice she had been agonising
over — her conscience against her town — had never existed. The
chairman had invented it, dressed his theft in the town's jobs, and
handed it to the one person whose signature could launder a cheap
transfer into a medical fact, because he understood that an honest
woman can be made to do a dishonest thing far more reliably by
threatening her town than by paying her money.

7

She passed Connor fit for Saturday.

She wrote the honest medical report — three days from fit on
Tuesday, fully fit by Saturday — and she filed it in the club's system
and copied it, quietly, to the league, and to the boy's own newly
engaged representative, a sensible woman from the players' union
whom Hazel had rung on the Thursday, so that the truth about the
boy's body existed in three places the chairman did not control before
the chairman knew she had refused him.

Then she went to see the chairman, in the office above the warehouse
that was closing whatever anyone did, and she told him she had
assessed Connor and found him fit, and that she had documented it,
and that the documentation was now also held by the league and the
player's union, and that any subsequent report contradicting it — any
sudden discovery of an injury that the club's own physiotherapist of
nineteen years had not found — would therefore raise, she said, in
the careful flat voice she used for telling people the truth about their
own bodies, some rather obvious questions.
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The chairman spread his hands and began to talk about the town.

“I've spoken to Brenda,” Hazel said, and watched the hands stop.
“About the warehouse. About where the work's going. About what's
left to save and what isn't.” She let it sit. “You didn't ask me to lie to
save the town, Mr. Aldous. The town's already sold; you sold it; I can't
unsell it and neither can a boy's hamstring. You asked me to lie to
protect your last little earner on the way out the door. And I've taped
this town's ankles for nineteen years, and I'll tape them for nineteen
more if it's down to me, and the one thing — the one thing — they've
always been able to count on is that when they're hurt, I tell them the
truth. You can have the warehouse. You were always going to have
the warehouse. You can't have that.”

8

Connor played on Saturday.

He was, by every account, the best player on the pitch — driving,
tireless, twenty years old and playing for the only town he had ever
loved in the biggest match of its season. He scored the second goal,
the one that settled it, and he ran to the corner where the town stood
in the rain and he slid on his knees through the mud in front of them,
and forty thousand people's worth of a town that had lost its bank
and its bookshop and three of its four pubs made, for ninety seconds,
a noise you would not have thought forty thousand people could
make, let alone the eleven thousand of them who had come.

The club stayed up. By one point. On the last day. As these things,
when they go right, always seem to go.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 96| Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

The warehouse closed anyway, in the autumn, as Brenda had known
it would, and the town took the blow, and it was a real blow, and
Hazel taped the ankles of several people who had worked there and
now did not, and did not pretend to them that the football had made
up for it, because it had not, and because the lie that football makes
up for the warehouse is the same family of lie as the one the chairman
had tried to make her write.

But the club was still there. And the club, it turned out, mattered in a
way the chairman, who thought in warehouses, had never
understood and Hazel, who thought in bodies, had always known:
not because it replaced the jobs, but because a town that has lost its
bank and its bookshop and its warehouse and its pubs can survive all
of it if it has not lost the thing that makes it a town and not just a
postcode, which is a place where, on a Saturday, in the rain, forty
thousand people can still agree to care about the same thing at the
same time, and can still produce a boy of their own, and can still
watch him slide through the mud in front of them, and can still, for
ninety seconds, be a we.

9

Connor was sold in the summer, to the Championship club, for a
proper fee — a fee that reflected a fit boy who had kept his club up,
negotiated by the sensible woman from the players' union, with not
one word on the medical that was not true. The fee did not save the
warehouse, which was beyond saving, but it cleared the club's debt
and left a little over, and the club appointed, with the little over and
a supporters' trust that Brenda helped to organise, the first
community-owned board in its history.
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The chairman, Mr. Aldous, departed for the larger site two counties
south and the next town to be thought of in warehouses, and was not,
in any legal sense, ever held to account, because the things he had
done were structured, as such things are, to be just inside the law or
just beyond the reach of a town that could not afford the lawyers.
Hazel did not expend much grief on this. She had not been trying to
jail the chairman. She had been trying to keep one true thing true.

She stayed, of course. She taped the ankles of the new season's team,
and of the chip-shop man's grandson, who had signed for the
academy, and who had, his grandfather said, a hamstring just like
Connor's, which Hazel said was nonsense, every hamstring is its own
hamstring, that is the entire point of the job.

Connor sent her, from his new club, in the autumn, a shirt with his
new number on it and a note that said only: You told me the truth
about my own legs. Thanks for that. From the boy whose ankles she
had not yet taped, the grandson, she would in time get nothing at all,
because that is the deal, the ones you tell the truth to mostly do not
write notes; they simply grow up able to trust a body and a town and
a Saturday, which is the only fee a physiotherapist of fifty-two in a
town of forty thousand has ever really worked for.

She hung the shirt in the treatment room. Not as a trophy. As a
reminder of the only thing she had ever known for certain, which was
that the small clean true thing is never as small as the men with the
spread hands tell you it is, and that a town is not its warehouse and
not its debt and not its fee, but is, in the end, the sum of the things its
people are still able to trust — and that her whole job, the only job she
had, was to keep one of those things true, one ankle at a time, for as
long as they let her stay.
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THE INTERNATIONAL
BREAK

She washed the national team's shirts. She knew whose name did
not belong on one.
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1

Vesna Mari¢ had been the kit manager of the national team for
twenty-two years, which meant that she knew the players in a way the
coaches did not and the public never would, because she knew them
by their bodies and their habits and the things they left in their
pockets, and a person's pockets do not lie the way a person's
interviews do.

Her hands knew things her mind did not bother to file. She lettered
the shirts herself — had refused, for twenty-two years, to let the
federation send them out to a printer — heat-pressing each name and
number on by hand on the long table in the kit room, one letter at a
time, peeling the backing, lining the baseline by eye, pressing eight
seconds and counting them under her breath. It meant that every
name on every back of every shirt for three generations had passed
under her own thumbs, individually, slowly, read once forwards and
once backwards as she aligned it. A printer would have run the new
boy's name as a string of characters and thought nothing. Vesna
pressed it on letter by letter, and somewhere around the fourth letter,
with the iron hot in her hand and the smell of scorched vinyl in the
small room, the name stopped being a name she was assembling and
became a name she had heard before, spoken aloud, in another room,
a long time ago. That was the thing about doing it by hand. The hand
has time to remember what the eye skips.

She was fifty-eight. She had washed, dried, folded, numbered, and
laid out the shirts of three generations of the national team, through
a war and after it, through the breaking of one country into several
and the slow scarred business of each of them learning to field a team
and sing an anthem. She had laid out shirts for boys who became

legends and boys who became coaches and boys who became, in two
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cases she did not discuss, men whose names were now spoken only
in certain courtrooms in The Hague.

She was not political. She insisted on this, to herself, the way the
apolitical of that region insist on it, as a kind of survival. She washed
shirts. She did not ask a player his village or his father's war. She laid
out eleven shirts and seven substitutes' shirts and she made sure the
numbers were right and the studs were right and the boy who was
superstitious about putting his left boot on first had room to put his
left boot on first, and that was her country, the eighteen-yard box of
a changing room, and she had kept it clean for twenty-two years and
asked it no questions.

And then, on the eve of a qualifying match, during the international
break when the scattered players came home from their foreign clubs
to wear the one shirt, a new young defender joined the squad, called
up for the first time, and Vesna Mari¢ laid out his shirt with his name
on the back, and looked at the name, and felt the floor of twenty-two
careful apolitical years tilt very slightly beneath her, because she
knew the name, and it was not his.

2

The boy was nineteen, a center-back playing for a club in Germany,
born — his federation paperwork said — in a town that no longer
quite existed in the form the paperwork named, in the last months of
the war, to a family that had moved, as so many families had moved,
in the great violent reshuffling of those years, so that the question of
where a person of nineteen had been born in that region was never a
simple question and was, for an entire generation, a question one had
learned not to ask too precisely.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 102|Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

His name was on the shirt. It was a common enough name. It was
not, by itself, anything.

But Vesna Mari¢ had laid out shirts for twenty-two years, and before
that, in the war years, she had been a young woman in a town that no
longer existed in the form it once had, and she knew the name not
from football but from a list — a list that had been read aloud, once,
at a gathering she had attended in the long after-years of trying to
learn what had happened to the people who had gone missing from
her own town, a list of the men who had been responsible, the local
commander and his lieutenants, the ones who had organised the
thing that happened in her town in a single week in the war, the thing
she did not discuss, the thing that had no shirts and no numbers and
no clean changing room.

The name on the boy's shirt was the commander's name. And the boy
was nineteen, born in the last months of the war, in the town, to a
family that had moved.

It might be coincidence. It was a common name. The boy had done
nothing; the boy had been an infant; the boy could not be answerable,
at nineteen, for a name. Vesna told herself all of this, folding the shirt,
in the apolitical voice of twenty-two years.

And then she remembered the one other thing she knew that the
federation's paperwork did not, which was that the commander had
had a son, born in the last months of the war, whom he had sent
abroad, and whom the gatherings of the after-years had spoken of
sometimes, in the way they spoke of the children of such men, with a
complicated pity: that it was not the child's fault, and that the child
should be let to live his life, and that it was nonetheless a strange
country in which the son of such a man might one day come home
and pull on the shirt of the nation his father had tried to purify.
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3

She did not, that night, do anything, because there was nothing to do
that was not larger than a kit manager, and because she was not sure,
and because the boy had done nothing, and because the apolitical
voice of twenty-two years was very strong and said, with great
reasonableness, that this was not her business, that she washed
shirts, that a man cannot be his father, that the boy had been an
infant, that to say anything was to take a private knowledge from her
own grief and turn it into a weapon against a nineteen-year-old who
had committed no crime but the crime of being born to someone.

The apolitical voice was not wrong. That was the difficulty.
Everything it said was true and decent. The boy was not his father. To
punish the son for the father was the exact logic of the men who had
emptied her town — collective guilt, blood guilt, the sins of the name
visited on the body — and she of all people should want no part of it.

But there was another voice, older than the apolitical one, from
before she learned to wash shirts and ask no questions, and it asked
a different question, which was not is the boy guilty but does the shirt
mean what it says.

Because the shirt was not a private thing. The shirt was the nation.
When the boy pulled it on and stood for the anthem in front of fifty
thousand people and a watching region, he would not be a private
nineteen-year-old living his own life and answerable only for his own
deeds. He would be the nation, wearing its name, and his name — the
commander's name — would be sung along with the anthem, in the
stadium and on the television, in the towns the commander had
emptied, in front of the families of the missing, who would see the
name of the man who took their people pulled on over the crest of the

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 104 | Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

nation that had never quite reckoned with what he did, and worn, and
cheered.

It was not about the boy's guilt. It was about whether the nation, in
its one shirt, on its one night, was going to ask the families of the
missing to cheer the commander's name and call it healing.

And it would not stay symbolic; Vesna had been inside the machine
too long to pretend that. She could see, with the cold clarity of
someone who had laid out shirts through a war, exactly how the next
seventy-two hours would run if the name went onto the pitch. Some
archivist or journalist or survivor — there was always one, there
should always be one — would recognise it, as she had, and would say
so, and the saying would not wait politely for the final whistle. It
would land mid-tournament, on the federation, which was at that
moment negotiating a broadcast deal and a sponsorship renewal and
its own readmission to the good graces of the continental body after
years in the cold. A war criminal's son in the national shirt was not a
moral abstraction to those men; it was a line item, a sponsor's
morning phone call, a broadcast partner's lawyer, a vote at a
federation congress that would now go the other way. The name
would cost real money and real standing to real men who cared
nothing for the families of the missing and everything for the deal —
which meant the federation would act, eventually, but it would act
the way frightened institutions act, late and brutally and in its own
interest, by hanging the nineteen-year-old out to dry to protect the
broadcast revenue. The symbolic wound and the operational wound
were the same wound. That was what Vesna understood that the
federation did not yet: that the thing they would dismiss as her
sentimentality was, in their own language, a catastrophe already
loaded and waiting only for someone to read a shirt.
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4

She was not sure of the facts. That was the first thing to fix, because
a kit manager's tilt of the floor is not a fact, and to act on a feeling
about a name would be to do to the boy exactly what had been done
to her town, which was to convict on the basis of who someone was
said to be.

So she did the thing she had learned to do in the after-years, when
she had been one of the thousands trying to establish the smallest
facts about the largest crimes: she went carefully, and she went to the
people whose work was facts and not feelings.

There was, in the capital, an organisation — there is always such an
organisation, in such countries, underfunded and exhausted and
indispensable — that had spent thirty years documenting what had
happened in the war, town by town, name by name, building the slow
careful archive against which the comfortable national forgetting
could be measured. Vesna had had dealings with it, long ago, about
her own town. She went back.

She did not give them the boy's name first. She gave them the
commander's name, and the town, and the week, and she asked them
what they had, and they had a great deal, because the commander
was not a minor figure; he was a documented figure, a man against
whom an indictment had been prepared and never served because he
had died, comfortably, abroad, before the slow machinery reached
him. And she asked, then, whether the commander had had a son,
born in the last months of the war, sent abroad, and they checked,
and he had, and the son's name and date and place of birth matched,
exactly, the federation paperwork of the nineteen-year-old center-
back who would, on Saturday, pull on the shirt.
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It was not coincidence. The boy was the commander's son. And the
boy — this was the part the archive gave her that her own tilting floor
could not — the boy had, at eighteen, in Germany, given an interview
to a small German football magazine in which he had spoken, briefly
and with evident discomfort, about his late father, whom he
described as a businessman, and about how little he had known him,
and about how he hoped, one day, to play for the country of his birth,
which he loved, and to which he felt he belonged.

51

Vesna Mari¢ sat with the archive's findings for two days, and
understood that the facts had made the choice harder, not easier,
because the facts told her that the boy was both things at once: the
commander's son, and a nineteen-year-old who did not know what
his father had been, who had called him a businessman, who loved
the country and felt he belonged to it and had done nothing in his life
but play football well enough to be picked.

If she said nothing, the nation would, on Saturday, in its one shirt,
sing the commander's name over the graves the commander had
filled, and call it the beautiful game, and the families of the missing
would watch, and the careful archive of thirty years would weigh, in
that moment, less than a substitution.

If she said something — and to whom? the coach? the federation? the
press? — she would detonate a nineteen-year-old's life. The boy
would not be quietly left out; there is no quiet, with such a name and
such a fact, once said; the boy would become, overnight, the
commander's son, hunted by the press of six countries, his career in
Germany poisoned, his belief that he belonged to the country of his
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birth turned into the proof that the country of his birth would never
let him belong, and all of it for the deeds of a man he had never
known, who had called himself a businessman.

She would be choosing, that was the thing, between two different
cruelties to two different innocents: the families of the missing, who
would be asked to cheer the name, or the boy, who would be made to
pay for the name. There was no choice that was only just. The
commander had arranged that, too, in his way, by surviving
comfortably and dying abroad and leaving his name on a son and a
list both, so that thirty years later a kit manager would have to choose
which innocent to wound.

And Vesna Mari¢, who had insisted for twenty-two years that she was
apolitical, who washed shirts and asked no questions, understood
that the insistence had itself been the choice, all along — that asking
no questions is not neutrality but a vote, cast quietly, for whoever
benefits from the silence, and that she had cast that vote for twenty-
two years, and that the floor had finally tilted because she was being
asked, at fifty-eight, to cast it one more time, knowingly, with the
commander's name in her hands.

6

She found, in the end, a third way — not a way that escaped the
cruelty, because there was none, but a way that put the weight where
it belonged, which was not on the boy and not on the families but on
the institution that had pretended for thirty years that the question
would never have to be asked.

She did not go to the press. She did not go to the coach. She went to
the federation — to the one official in it she had known across twenty-
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two years and judged to be, beneath the apparatchik's caution, not a
coward — and she laid the archive's findings on his desk, and she said
the thing she had decided, in two sleepless nights, was the only true
thing she had standing to say.

“I am not telling you to leave the boy out,” she said. “That is not my
decision, and it may not be the right one; the boy has done nothing,
and to punish him for his father is the logic of the men who made the
lists. I am telling you that you, the federation, have known, or could
have known with one telephone call to people who keep the records,
exactly whose son this is, and you called him up anyway without a
thought, because you do not keep the records, because you have spent
thirty years deciding it is healthier not to. So now you will decide.
Knowing. Not in ignorance, the way you decide everything. You will
sit in a room with the people who keep the records and the people
who run the team and you will decide, as a federation, with the facts
in front of you, whether this nation is ready to sing this name on
Saturday — and whether, if it is not, it owes this boy the truth about
why, told to him in private, with kindness, by someone other than a
newspaper. You will decide it like an institution that knows what it is,
for once, instead of an institution that survives by not knowing.”

She left the findings on the desk.

“I have washed your shirts for twenty-two years,” she said, at the
door. “I have laid out that name with all the others, and I will lay it
out again on Saturday if you tell me to, and I will say nothing to
anyone, ever, because it is not mine to say. But I will not lay it out for
you in ignorance any longer. You know now. Whatever you do, you
do knowing. That is the only thing a kit manager can give a country.
I have given it. The rest is yours.”
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7

What the federation did was not heroic and was not shameful and
was, Vesna came to think, about the most that a real institution in a
real country with a real unhealed wound could be expected to do,
which is to say it did a careful, partial, human thing, slowly.

It did not announce anything. It did not denounce the boy or expose
the father; to do so would have been to wound both innocents at once
for the institution's own absolution. Instead, the official Vesna had
trusted did the thing she had asked: he convened a small, quiet room
— the team's management, a representative of the records
organisation, the federation's own conscience such as it was — and
they sat with the facts, and they decided, in that room, knowing.

What they decided was that the boy would not play on Saturday. Not
dropped publicly; managed quietly, a vague matter of match fitness
and a long flight and a young player being eased in, the kind of
explanation that football produces by the dozen and no one
questions. And that the boy would be spoken to — not by a
newspaper, not by a hostile coach, but by the representative of the
records organisation, a person whose whole life was the careful
handling of exactly this, who would tell him, in private, with as much
kindness as such a truth can carry, who his father had been, and why
it was complicated for him to wear the shirt in certain stadiums in
certain weeks, and that this was not his fault, and that the country he
loved did not hate him, but that it had a wound, and that his name,
through no doing of his own, touched the wound, and that there
might be a path forward but that it ran through the truth and not
around it.
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It was not justice. There was no justice available; the man who owed
it was dead and comfortable. It was not even, quite, fairness to the
boy, who lost a cap he had earned for a crime he had not committed.
But it was the truth, handled by people whose business was truth,
delivered in private rather than detonated in public, and it left the
boy his career and his life and the possibility — not the certainty, but
the possibility — of one day belonging to the country of his birth on
terms that did not require fifty thousand people to sing his father's
name over his father's graves without knowing what they sang.

8

The match was played on Saturday. The nation won, narrowly, and
qualified, and the stadium sang the anthem, and the name was not
on the pitch and was not sung, and no one in the fifty thousand knew
that a kit manager of fifty-eight had spent two sleepless nights to keep
it that way, or that the keeping of it that way had been, in the end, not
a triumph but only the least of several available wounds, chosen
carefully, by people who for once decided knowing.

Vesna Mari¢ laid out the shirts that Saturday as she had laid them out
for twenty-two years. Eleven and seven. Numbers right, studs right,
room for the boy who put his left boot on first. The boy whose father's
name she knew was not among them; his shirt stayed folded; she
folded it herself, and put it away, and did not treat it as a cursed thing,
because it was not, it was only a shirt, with a common name on it,

that touched a wound.

She did not feel triumphant. She felt the particular tiredness of a
person who has stopped, at fifty-eight, being able to call herself
apolitical, and who understands that the cost of seeing clearly is that
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you can no longer lay out the shirts and ask them no questions, that
the eighteen-yard box of the changing room is not, after all, a country
separate from the country, that the name on the back of the shirt is
connected, by a thread you can refuse to see for twenty-two years but
cannot unsee once seen, to a list read aloud at a gathering of the
grieving, and to a town that no longer exists in the form it once did,
and to her own younger self in that town, in that week, in the war.

She washed the shirts after the match, as she always did. She washed
the eleven and the seven. And she took out the folded shirt with the
common name, the one that had not been worn, and she washed it
too, gently, though it was clean, because it seemed wrong to put it
away unwashed when all the others had been worn and cleaned, and
because she found she wanted, for the boy who was both innocent
and the commander's son, to do the one kind thing it was in a kit
manager's power to do, which was to treat his unworn shirt exactly
as she treated all the others: with care, without judgment, as a thing
that belonged, whatever else was true, to a boy who had done
nothing, and who loved, against the whole weight of his name, a
country that did not yet know how to let him.

L2 2R 4
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THE PENALTY SHOOT-
OuUT

She knew what every player feared most. So did the people who
had her files.
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Dr. Katarin Holzmann knew the fear of every player in the squad,
because knowing their fear was her job, and on the morning of the
cup final she discovered that someone else knew it too.

She was the sports psychologist of one of the great clubs of German
football, forty-six years old, eleven years in the role, and she held, in
the encrypted files on the club's clinical system and in the more
important and unwritten files of her own memory, the interior
architecture of thirty professional footballers — the things they
feared, the things they had survived, the fathers and the failures and
the single missed penalties from boyhood that still, in grown and
famous men, governed the angle of a hip in the ninetieth minute of a
final.

It was privileged material, in the way a doctor's material is privileged.
She had built her practice, across eleven years, on the players'
absolute certainty that what they told her in the small quiet room
with the two armchairs went nowhere — not to the coach, not to the
board, not to the press, not to anyone. A footballer will not show you
his fear if he thinks you will sell it. She had never sold it. That trust
was the whole of her instrument; without it she was a woman in a

room with two armchairs.

She could see Stefan's fear from the bench, on the bad days, the way
another doctor might read a limp. It lived in his hips. When the thing
in his past was close to the surface — after a poor night's sleep, in the
week of an anniversary he had never named to her but that she had
learned to track by his face — he played a half-second early, clearing
the ball before he strictly had to, closing his body off, never quite
letting an attacker come right up to him before he acted. It was not
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bad defending; it was, to anyone but her, simply a cautious senior
centre-back managing risk. But Katarin knew what she was watching.
She was watching a man who could not bear to let anything get all the
way to him before he dealt with it, because something, long ago, had
got all the way to him, and he had not dealt with it, and his body had
been arranging itself ever since to make sure nothing ever did again.
On his good days the fear let go of his hips and he played the way the
great ones play, late and calm and enormous, waiting, waiting, taking
the ball off the striker's toe at the last possible instant because he was
not afraid of the last possible instant. She had spent two years trying
to give him more good days. She had not known she was also, all that
time, keeping the map of his fear in a place a stranger could read.

On the morning of the cup final, the captain of the team — a thirty-
one-year-old defender named Stefan who had been seeing her,
privately, for two years, about a thing in his past that he had told no
other living person — came to the small quiet room not to talk about
the final but to put a phone on the table between the two armchairs,
and to ask her, in a voice she had never heard him use, whether she
had told anyone.

2

On the phone was a message. It had arrived, the captain said, the
night before, from a number that did not exist. It referred — not
crudely, not with a demand, just enough — to the thing in his past
that he had told no other living person, the thing he had told only her,
in the small quiet room, eighteen months earlier, weeping, at the
lowest point of the worst season of his life.
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The message did not ask for money. That was the part that had
frightened him more than a demand would have. It simply
demonstrated knowledge, and then it asked him a football question:
whether, in tonight's final, if it went to penalties, he would consider
not taking one. The team's fifth penalty, specifically. The one a
captain takes. The one that, in a shoot-out, is most often the one that
matters.

And then it said it would be in touch, and that he should tell no one,
least of all the club psychologist, whose files, it noted, were so very
interesting.

Dr. Katarin Holzmann looked at the phone, and at the captain's face,
and understood several things in the space of a few seconds, in the
cold clear way that she had trained herself to think precisely when
everyone around her was losing the capacity.

She understood that she had not told anyone, ever, which meant the
knowledge had not come from her mouth. She understood that the
message named the thing the captain had told only her, which meant
the knowledge had come from her files. She understood, therefore,
that her clinical files — the encrypted interior architecture of thirty
footballers' deepest fears — had been read by someone who was now
using them, and that this was not a problem about one penalty in one
final, but a catastrophe whose dimensions were the size of every
secret she had ever been trusted with.

3

She did not tell the captain it would be all right, because she did not
lie to her patients and it might not be.
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She told him the truth: that she had never spoken of his secret, that
it could only have come from her files, that her files had therefore
been compromised, and that this meant the threat to him was real
and the threat was not only to him. She told him not to decide
anything about the penalty yet. She told him to go to the team
meeting and the meal and the preparation and to let his body do what
eleven years of her work and twenty of his own had built it to do, and
to leave the phone, and the thing on the phone, with her.

Then she went to find out who had read her files, which was a
question with an answer she did not want, because there were not
many people who could read an encrypted clinical system, and the
few who could were, by definition, the few she had trusted.

She started, as you start, with the system itself. The club's clinical files
were held on a platform managed, like the medical records and the
performance data and everything else, by the club's technology
department, and accessed through individual credentials that logged
every entry. She did not have the authority to audit those logs. But
she had, across eleven years, accumulated the thing that is worth
more than authority in any institution, which is relationships — and
the young woman who ran the club's data protection compliance, a
serious person named Lena who took the privacy of the players
seriously because it was her actual job, owed Dr. Holzmann a
kindness from a bad time of her own, and was, moreover,
professionally horrified, when Katarin told her, in the abstract, that
a clinical file might have been accessed improperly.

Lena pulled the logs. And the logs showed that Dr. Holzmann's
clinical files had been accessed, over the previous four months, eleven
times, from a credential that was not Dr. Holzmann's, that belonged
to the club's technology department, and that was, when Lena traced
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it, the credential of a systems administrator who had left the club six
weeks earlier — whose access should have been revoked on his
departure, and had not been, through exactly the kind of routine
administrative failure that runs the actual world.

4

The departed administrator was not the blackmailer. Katarin
understood this quickly; a systems administrator who wanted to
blackmail footballers would not use his own traceable credential. The
administrator's live credential was a door someone else had walked
through — a door the administrator had perhaps sold, or had perhaps
simply left open and been relieved of, the way a careless man is
relieved of a key.

But the credential was a thread, and Lena, now fully engaged,
followed it with the cold competence of a person whose profession
had just been insulted, and the thread led to the second fact, which
reframed the whole thing: the eleven accesses to Dr. Holzmann's files
were not the only accesses from that credential. The same credential
had, over four months, pulled an enormous range of material —
medical records, contract details, performance data, the players'
confidential financial disclosures, and the clinical files — across the
entire squad. The penalty, the captain, the cup final: these were one
application of a much larger theft. Someone had acquired, through a
door left open in the club's data systems, the complete confidential
interior of a football club, and had begun, quietly, to monetise it.

And the monetisation, Lena's logs suggested, was not random. The
material had been accessed in clusters, around specific matches,
specific players, specific moments — the architecture not of a thief
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grabbing everything but of an operation selecting, with knowledge,
what was worth using when. The penalty request to the captain was
a betting play: a shoot-out manipulated by removing the team's most
reliable taker, in a final on which a vast amount could be wagered.
The same operation had, the clustering suggested, made other plays,
smaller ones, across the season — a fear exploited here, a contract
grievance leveraged there, each one a small manipulation of a match
or a transfer or a player's state of mind, each one invisible, each one
profitable, all of them drawing on the one resource that the club had
failed to protect, which was the truth about its own people.

Katarin Holzmann understood that she was looking at the same thing
the fourth official in Milan had felt move under her hands, and the
same thing the CFO's widow in London had traced through the
transfer window: the conversion of football's interior — its money;, its
officials, its bodies, and now its very fears — into a yield, by people
who understood that a sport watched by billions is, underneath, an
enormous machine for generating exploitable certainty, and that the
certainty most exploitable of all is a frightened man's secret.

5

She had a few hours before the final, and a choice that was sharper
than the captain's.

She could go to the club — to the board, to security — with what Lena
had found, and let the institution handle it. But the institution had
left the door open in the first place, and the institution's instinct,
hours before a cup final, would be to protect the club's reputation and
the night's showpiece, not to protect thirty players whose secrets
were loose in the world; the institution would want, above all, for the
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final to proceed cleanly and the problem to be addressed quietly
afterward, and quietly afterward was no use to a captain with a phone
on the table.

She could go to the police, but the police could not act before kickoff,
and the threat operated on kickoff.

Or she could do the thing that her actual profession equipped her to
do, which was not to catch the blackmailer — that was Lena's thread
and the police's eventual work — but to dismantle the blackmailer's
instrument, which was fear, and which was the one thing in this
entire architecture that was hers, that she understood better than
anyone alive, and that the operation had stolen from her files without
understanding that the file is not the fear. The file is only the record
of the fear. The fear lives in the man, and a sports psychologist of
eleven years' standing knows that a fear named by an enemy and a
fear named by a friend are different fears, and that the whole of her
art is the difference.

She went back to the small quiet room, and she sent for the captain,
and she did the bravest and most professional thing of her career,
which was to tell him to do the opposite of what every instinct of self-
protection screamed.

6

“They have your secret,” she said. “I cannot make that untrue. I failed
to keep it safe — not by speaking it, but by trusting a system that did
not deserve the trust, and that is mine to carry and I carry it. But
listen to me, Stefan, because this is the thing I actually know.”
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She leaned forward in the armchair where she had sat with him
through the worst season of his life.

“A secret has power over you for exactly as long as you are the only
one who can stand it being known. That is what they are selling you
— not the exposure, but the unbearableness of the exposure. They are
betting that the thing you told me eighteen months ago is so
unbearable that you will throw a cup final to keep it buried. And the
way you defeat them is not to take the penalty and hope, and not to
refuse the penalty and protect the secret. It is to make the secret
unbearable to no one but them.”

She told him what she meant. Not tonight — tonight he should simply
play, and take his penalty if it came, and miss it or score it as the night
decided, free, because a man playing free is a man whose fear no one
owns. But after tonight, on his own terms, in his own time, with her
beside him and the right people around him, he could choose to say
the thing himself. Not dragged out by a blackmailer's leak, but spoken
by him, in his own voice, to whoever he chose — and the moment he
did, the file in the blackmailer's hands would turn to ash, because you
cannot blackmail a man with a secret he has decided to carry in the
open.

“They stole the record of your fear,” she said. “They did not steal the
fear, because the fear was never in the file. It was always in you, and
what is in you is yours, and a thing that is yours you can choose to set
down. They are counting on you never learning that. It is the only
thing they are counting on. It is the thing I have spent eleven years in
this room teaching thirty men, one at a time, and it is the only thing
I have ever really had to teach.”
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The final went to penalties.

It went, as these things do, to the fifth, and the fifth was the captain's,
and he walked the long walk from the halfway line to the spot the way
men have walked it in finals since the game was invented, alone, in
front of seventy thousand people and a watching continent, carrying,
that particular night, more than the others knew.

Dr. Katarin Holzmann watched from the bench, where the staff
watch, and she did not know what he would do, because she had told
him the truth, which was that it was his to decide and that she had
made him free and that free men are not predictable, which is the
whole point of freeing them.

He scored. He struck it cleanly, into the corner, the way a man strikes
a ball when his body is not being governed by a missed penalty from
boyhood or a secret in a stranger's hands but is simply, for the length
of one run-up, his own. The club won the cup. The captain was carried
on shoulders. The blackmailer's bet, whatever it had been, lost.

But that was not the victory, and Katarin knew it was not, because a
scored penalty is luck as much as freedom and might have gone the
other way and the point was never the penalty. The victory came
three weeks later, quietly, when the captain — on his own terms, in
his own time, with her beside him and the right people around him
— set the secret down. How he did it, and to whom, and what it was,
belonged to him and stayed in the small quiet room. But she watched
a thing she had seen only a handful of times in eleven years, which
was a man discover that the floor beneath the unbearable thing held,
that the people who mattered did not fall away, that the secret which
had governed the angle of his hip in a hundred ninetieth minutes was,
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once spoken in his own voice, just a thing that had happened to a
younger version of himself, survivable, set down, his.

8

The operation behind the stolen credential was, in time, partly
unwound — Lena's thread, handed to the police and the league's
integrity unit, led to two arrests and a great deal that dissolved, as it
always dissolves, into jurisdictions beyond reach. The club closed the
open door, audited its systems, and issued a statement about its
commitment to player welfare that Katarin found neither true nor
false, merely institutional.

She changed how she kept her files. She kept far less of the real
material on any system at all, having learned the thing she should
have known sooner, which is that the safest place for a footballer's
deepest fear is not an encrypted server but the unwritten memory of
the one person he chose to tell, where no left-open credential can
reach it. Her files became, deliberately, thinner and less useful to
anyone but her, which made her worse, on paper, at the
documentation her profession increasingly demanded, and better at
the only thing the documentation was ever supposed to serve.

She kept seeing the players, in the small quiet room with the two
armchairs. They kept telling her their fears, because the trust held —
held, in fact, stronger than before, because the captain had told the
others, in his own way, that she had been the one who failed to keep
his secret safe and also the one who taught him he did not need it
kept, and footballers, who live by the difference between a teammate
who covers for you and a teammate who frees you, understood which
mattered more.
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She thought, sometimes, about the people who had read her files.
They had stolen the records of thirty men's fears and understood
nothing about fear, because they thought the fear was the
information, when the fear was only ever the man's belief that he
could not be known and survive. They had built an operation worth
millions on the assumption that a secret is a weapon. And she had
spent eleven years, in a room with two armchairs, quietly teaching
the only counter there is, one frightened man at a time, which is that
a secret is a weapon only against a person who has not yet decided to
set it down — and that the work of helping a person decide is slow,
and unglamorous, and invisible, and is, she had come to believe, the
most that one human being can do to disarm another's fear, which is
to sit with them in a small quiet room until they discover the floor
will hold.
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THE WONDERKID

Everyone wanted to own a piece of the most gifted boy in the
world. His sister read the contracts.
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1

The most gifted thirteen-year-old footballer in the world had an older
sister who was twenty-four and a trainee lawyer, and it was the sister,
not the boy, who read the contracts, which was the single fact that the
men who wanted to own a piece of the boy had failed, every one of
them, to take seriously.

Her name was Bruna Salgado. Her brother's name was Davi, and
Davi, at thirteen, playing for the youth side of a Sao Paulo club, was
the thing that comes along once in a generation and that every scout
in world football could recognise from the first ten minutes of the first
match they saw — not merely gifted, but the particular electric
inevitability that makes grown men reach for their phones, a boy who
did things with a ball that thirteen-year-olds do not do and that
suggested, with the terrible certainty of real talent, a future worth, to
the right owners, an almost unlimited amount of money.

And so the men had come. Agents, intermediaries, representatives of
European clubs, men with contracts in Portuguese and contracts in
English, men with watches and men with sympathy and men with
envelopes, all of them arriving at the small apartment in the east of
Sao Paulo where Davi lived with his mother and his sister, all of them
offering, in their various dialects of the same language, to take care
of everything.

Their mother, who cleaned offices at night and loved her son past all
reason and understood nothing of contracts, would have signed
anything any of them put in front of her, out of hope and exhaustion
and the entirely reasonable belief that these important men in their
good shoes knew better than a cleaner from the east side what was
good for her boy. She had nearly signed three things already.
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Bruna had stopped her, each time, by doing the one thing none of the
men expected, which was to ask to read the contract first, and then to
actually read it.

2

Bruna Salgado was, that year, in her final stage of legal training,
working days at a small firm that handled labour disputes and
housing cases for people from neighbourhoods like her own, which
meant she had spent two years reading the contracts that powerful
people offer to powerless ones, and had learned the thing that law
school does not teach and that two years in a labour-law clinic teaches
in the first month: that the cruelty is never in the clause you are
meant to look at. It is in the clause three pages later that refers, in a
defined term, back to the clause you were looking at, in a way that
means the opposite of what you were told.

She read Davi's contracts that way. Not as a proud sister, not as a
hopeful family, but as a labour lawyer reads the contract of a worker
who has been told to be grateful.

And what she found, in contract after contract, under the watches
and the sympathy and the envelopes, was always the same
architecture, dressed in different clothes: that the men did not want
to represent her brother. They wanted to own him. They wanted, in
exchange for the sums that made her mother weep with hope, to
acquire a percentage — of his future transfer fees, of his future image
rights, of his future earnings across a career not yet begun — that
would attach to a thirteen-year-old boy and follow him for a decade
or more, a lien on a child's entire future self, structured so cleverly
that her mother, signing in hope, would have signed away a third of

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 127|Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

everything Davi would ever earn to men who would, in return, do
little more than what any honest agent did for a flat fee.

It was not, technically, in most cases, illegal. That was the part that
had taken Bruna two years in the labour clinic to understand and that
still made her cold. The exploitation of the powerless is mostly legal.
It is built, with great care, by expensive lawyers, to be legal. The law
she was training to practise was, more often than not, the instrument
of the thing she was reading, not the defence against it. The men's
contracts were valid. They were merely monstrous.

3

The contract that frightened her most did not come from the crudest
of the men. It came from the most impressive.

He represented a structure — not a club, exactly, but an investment
vehicle, the kind that had grown up in the spaces of modern football,
that acquired economic rights in young players the way other funds
acquired stakes in startups, betting on a portfolio of children in the
knowledge that one Davi in fifty would pay for all the others. He was
charming, and Brazilian, and had himself come from a
neighbourhood like theirs, and he did not condescend to Bruna; he
recognised her, complimented her on her diligence, spoke to her as a
fellow professional, and presented a contract that was, she had to
admit, less crude than the others, more reasonable on its face, the
percentages smaller, the language warmer.

It was also, she found, reading it the way the clinic had taught her,
the most dangerous of all of them, precisely because it was the most
reasonable, because its monstrousness was buried deepest, in the
interaction between a definition on page two and an assignment

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 128 | Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

clause on page nine that together meant that the fund could sell its
economic rights in her thirteen-year-old brother to a third party —
anyone, anywhere, undisclosed — so that the family might wake one
day to find that a stranger they had never met, in a country they had
never visited, owned a third of Davi, and that the warm Brazilian man
from the neighbourhood like theirs had been merely the friendly face
of an instrument designed to turn a boy into a tradeable security.

She understood, reading it, that this was the future the others were
crude approximations of: not the ownership of a player by a club, but
the conversion of a child's talent into an asset class, sliced and sold
and held by funds that would never watch him play, for whom Davi
was a line in a portfolio, a yield, a position to be exited at the optimal
moment regardless of what the optimal moment did to the thirteen-
year-old at the bottom of it.

And she understood that her brother, who at thirteen wanted only to
play, and her mother, who at fifty wanted only for her son to be safe
and provided for, could not see any of this, and would sign, in hope
and gratitude, and that she, Bruna, twenty-four and unqualified and
from the east side, was the only thing standing between her brother
and a contract that would own him before he was old enough to
understand the word.

4

She did not, at first, know what to do, because refusing was not
enough. Refusing the contracts kept Davi free, but it also kept him
poor, and unprotected, and surrounded by men who would keep
coming, who had time and patience and would wait for the one night
her mother was tired enough or frightened enough or hopeful enough
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to sign while Bruna was at the clinic. A thirteen-year-old this gifted
was not going to be left alone. The choice was not between the
contracts and freedom; it was between these men and other men,
between a bad structure and a worse one, with the boy as the prize
either way.

And there was the deeper trap, the one the warm Brazilian man
embodied: that Davi's talent was real, and his window was real, and
the path to the top of the game ran, in the actual world, through
exactly these structures. A boy who signed nothing might protect his
freedom and waste his gift, playing youth football in Sdo Paulo while
the one-in-a-generation window closed, because the route from the
east side to the European game was a route the funds had bought and
gated, and a family that refused the funds was a family that might be
refusing, along with the exploitation, the only road there was.

Bruna sat with this for a long time, at the small table in the
apartment, after her mother had gone to clean the offices and Davi
had gone to sleep, reading the warm man's contract again, and she
understood that she was being offered the same false choice that the
labour clinic had taught her to recognise in every worker's case: the
choice between dignity and survival, presented as if the two could not
coexist, by people who profited from the family believing they could
not.

She got up, at some point past midnight, and looked in on him the
way she had looked in on him since he was a baby and she was eleven
and their father was already gone. He slept the way he had always
slept, flung sideways across the bed as though he had been tackled
there, one foot hanging off the edge — the foot, she thought, the
famous foot, the foot the men in the good shoes flew across an ocean
to film, and to him just the foot he kicked things with. On the wall
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above him was the same poster of the same Madrid winger he had
loved since he was six, the corners furred from being taken down and
put up through three apartments. He still kept, on the windowsill, the
flat deflated first ball she had bought him from the man near the
market, patched twice, retired now but not thrown away. He was
thirteen. He chewed the inside of his cheek when he concentrated.
He cried at the end of a particular cartoon and pretended he had
something in his eye. He was not a portfolio position or an asset class
or a security to be assigned to an undisclosed third party in a
jurisdiction he could not find on a map. He was her brother, asleep
with one foot off the bed, and she stood in the doorway and felt the
fear come up in her not as a lawyer but as the girl who had half-raised
him, the plain animal fear of a sister who has understood that
powerful strangers have decided they are entitled to a piece of
someone she loves. She let herself feel it for one minute, in the dark,
because she had learned that you do not do your clearest thinking by
pretending you are not frightened. Then she went back to the table.

Her job, she decided — not only as a sister, but with the cold clear
instrument the clinic had given her — was to refuse the false choice.
Not to reject the road, but to refuse to let the road be owned. To find
a way for Davi to walk the path to the game without being, at the end
of it, a security held by strangers. And she understood that she could
not do this alone, twenty-four and unqualified, against funds with
offices in three countries, but that she did not have to do it alone,
because the one thing two years in a labour clinic gives you, besides
the ability to read a contract, is the knowledge that the powerless are
only powerless one at a time.
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5

She went to find the others. Not the men — the families.

She reasoned it the way she reasoned a labour case. A fund that held
a portfolio of children held, by definition, many children, which
meant many families, which meant many mothers who cleaned
offices and many sisters who had not read the contracts, scattered
across the youth academies of Sdo Paulo and Rio and beyond, each
one isolated, each one signing in hope, each one believing they were
the lucky single family chosen by the important men, none of them
knowing they were one line in a portfolio that depended, for its profit,
on their isolation.

It took her four months, working evenings, using the networks of the
labour clinic and the youth-football mothers' grapevine that turned
out to run, like all such grapevines, on the touchlines of the academy
pitches where the mothers waited, watching their sons, talking. She
found, in the end, eleven families who had signed with the same fund
or its affiliates, or were about to, and she did with them what the
clinic did with exploited workers, which was the oldest and simplest
and most feared thing there is: she got them in a room together, and
she let them read each other's contracts.

And the families, reading each other's contracts, discovered the thing
the fund had been built to prevent them from discovering — that they
were not eleven lucky individual families but a single exploited group,
that the warm men had told each of them they were special and
offered each of them the same lien, that the percentages and the
assignment clauses and the buried definitions were identical, that
they were, all of them, not clients but inventory, exactly as the boys
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themselves were inventory, the families and the children together
comprising the fund's portfolio of human futures.

A single family from the east side can be managed by a fund with
offices in three countries. Eleven families, in a room together, with a
trainee labour lawyer who has read every contract and lined up the
identical clauses side by side, is not a portfolio. It is a class. And a
class, Bruna knew from two years in the clinic, is the one thing the
powerful cannot easily fight, because the entire architecture of their
advantage is built on the assumption that the powerless will face
them one at a time.

6

What the eleven families did, with Bruna and the labour clinic and,
in time, a sympathetic prosecutor in the Sdo Paulo public ministry
who handled the rights of children and adolescents, was not to sue —
suing was slow and the funds had better lawyers — but to use the one
law that the funds' clever contracts had not been able to write around,
which was the law that a thirteen-year-old is a child, and that a child's
rights are not, in Brazil as in most places, fully alienable by a tired
mother at a kitchen table, however valid the signature.

The funds' contracts were built on adult contract law. But the subjects
of the contracts were children, and children's law is different law,
older and clumsier and far less elegant than the funds' instruments,
and it contained, the prosecutor confirmed, principles the funds had
been quietly betting no one would invoke: that a child's future labour
cannot be mortgaged; that the best interest of the child overrides the
validity of a contract a parent signed; that economic rights in a minor,
structured as these were, ran against protections that existed
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precisely because children had been bought and sold under valid
contracts before, many times, throughout history, which is why the
protections existed.

The prosecutor moved to void the contracts — not on the grounds
that they were unfair, which they were but which is hard to prove, but
on the grounds that they were contracts for the future labour and
economic exploitation of children, which is a different and far
stronger thing. The funds' lawyers, who were very good, fought it, and
the fight took two years, and it was reported, when it was reported at
all, on the financial pages rather than the sports pages, because what
was actually at stake was not a transfer but the question of whether a
child's future could be securitised, which is a question the financial
world preferred not to see asked aloud.

Bruna Salgado was, by the time it concluded, a qualified lawyer. She
had qualified, in fact, on the strength of the case, which had taught
her more than any clerkship could have, and she argued part of it
herself, the junior part, the part about the identical clauses, standing
up in a Sao Paulo courtroom at twenty-six and laying eleven contracts
side by side and showing the court, clause by buried clause, that this
was not eleven families' bad luck but one machine's deliberate design.

7

The contracts were voided. Not all of them, and not cleanly, and the
funds retained, through settlements and appeals, more than Bruna
thought just — the powerful always retain more than is just; that is
most of what it means to be powerful. But the principle held: that
economic rights in children, structured as these had been, could be
unwound, and the precedent, once set, made the whole portfolio
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model far more dangerous to operate in Brazil, which meant the
funds, who were rational, took their model elsewhere, to jurisdictions
with weaker children's law, which was not a victory for the world but
was a victory for eleven boys in Sdo Paulo and Rio, and for the
families who had stood in a room together and read each other's
contracts.

Davi Salgado signed, in the end, when he was old enough, a contract
that Bruna had negotiated — not for ownership, but for
representation, with an agent who took a flat fee and a normal
percentage and held no lien on her brother's future self, an honest
contract of the kind the warm men had spent four months ensuring
her mother would never be shown. He went to Europe at eighteen,
not thirteen, his rights his own, his future unmortgaged, and he
became — this is the part that is almost too neat, except that it
happened, because once in a generation it does happen — exactly as
good as the scouts had seen in the first ten minutes when he was
thirteen.

He earned, across his career, an amount of money that would have
made the fund's investment, had they kept their lien, one of the most
profitable positions in the history of the asset class. Bruna calculated
it once, idly, the third of everything that strangers would have owned,
and then stopped calculating it, because the number was not the
point; the point was that no stranger owned it; the point was that her
brother, stepping onto a pitch in Madrid in front of eighty thousand
people, was owned by no one, was a free man playing a game, which
is the only thing a boy of thirteen with an electric inevitability in his
feet had ever wanted to be, and the only thing the men in the good
shoes had been determined he would never be allowed to remain.
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8

Bruna Salgado did not become her brother's lawyer, in the end, or not
only. She became, on the strength of the case, a specialist in the rights
of child athletes, and she built a small practice that did for other
families what she had taught the eleven to do for themselves, which
was to read the contracts, and to refuse the false choice between
dignity and survival, and above all to find each other, because the
funds' whole power lay in keeping the families apart.

She kept, in her office, framed, not a photograph of her famous
brother — there were enough of those in the world — but a single page
from the warm Brazilian man's contract, the page with the
assignment clause, the one that had meant that a stranger in a
country they had never visited could come to own a third of a
thirteen-year-old, and beside it, the page from the children's statute
that had unwound it. The two pages, side by side. The instrument and
the protection. The thing the powerful build, and the older, clumsier,
less elegant thing that the powerless, standing together, can still
sometimes invoke against it.

Young lawyers who came to work for her asked, sometimes, how she
had known, at twenty-four, unqualified, to read the contracts the way
she read them, against funds with offices in three countries.

“I didn't know anything,” she would tell them. “I worked in a labour
clinic. I read the contracts of cleaners and delivery drivers and
women who sewed clothes in their own kitchens for less than the law
allowed. And the contract a fund offers a thirteen-year-old who will
earn a hundred million euros is the same contract, exactly the same
contract, that a factory offers a woman who will earn nothing. The
cruelty is identical. It is in the clause three pages later. The only
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difference is the size of the number at the top, and the number at the
top is there to make you stop reading. My brother's talent was the
largest number I ever saw at the top of a contract. So I read it the
most carefully. That is the whole secret. Read the ones with the
biggest numbers the most carefully, because the biggest numbers are
hiding the biggest theft. And get the families in a room. Always get
the families in a room.”
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THE TESTIMONIAL

A nation came to say goodbye to its greatest player. She was the
only one adding up the gate.
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1

The greatest footballer the country had ever produced was retiring,
and the whole nation had come to the stadium on the Bosphorus to
weep, and Selin Aydin sat in the press box with a calculator and wept
along with them and added up the numbers anyway, because adding
up the numbers was her job, and because the numbers, she was
beginning to understand, did not love the great man the way the
seventy thousand below her did.

She was thirty-four, a sports journalist who had spent eleven years
being told, by editors and colleagues and the great man's own vast
machine of admirers, that her instinct for the financial underside of
football was unwomanly, joyless, the work of someone who did not
love the game — an accusation she had stopped defending against,
because she did love the game, loved it enough to want to know the
truth about it, which is a deeper love than the kind that only wants to

weep.

The great man was forty. He had played for twenty-two years, the last
fourteen for the club whose stadium this was, and he had been,
genuinely, magnificent — there was no fraud in the football itself, and
Selin wanted that understood, in her own mind, before she added a
single number: the man could play; the man had been, on certain
nights in this stadium, the closest thing to joy that a hard country in
a hard decade had been given; the tears were real and were earned.

His testimonial was the largest sporting event the country had ever
staged. A sold-out stadium. A global broadcast. A galaxy of retired
legends flown in to play the second half. Sponsors stacked five deep.
A commemorative everything. And running underneath all of it, like
the current under the Bosphorus, a flow of money so large and so fast
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that Selin, watching the great man wave to the four stands with tears
on his famous face, found she could not stop her hand from reaching
for the calculator, because eleven years had taught her that the largest
flows of love in football are also, always, the largest flows of money,
and that the two are made to look like one thing precisely so that no
one will add up the second.

2

A testimonial, in its origins, is a beautiful thing. It is the game's way
of thanking a player — a match staged in his honour, the proceeds
given to him, a community saying with its presence and its ticket
money: you gave us your body for twenty years, here is our gratitude,
made tangible. It is one of the few genuinely tender institutions
football has.

Which is exactly why, Selin had learned, it is one of the most useful
to corrupt.

The numbers she was adding, that night, were public, mostly, if you
knew where to look and bothered to look, which no one did, because
to look was to be the joyless woman with the calculator at the funeral.
The gate. The broadcast rights. The sponsorship tiers. The
commemorative merchandise. The corporate hospitality. She added
them, in the press box, while the great man embraced his former
teammates at the centre circle, and she arrived at a figure for the
night's gross revenue that was very large, larger than the official
charitable foundation that the testimonial was nominally benefiting
had declared it expected to raise, by a margin that was not a rounding
€error.
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The testimonial was being staged, officially, half for the great man
and half for his foundation — a charitable foundation in his name,
dedicated to building football pitches for children in the poor districts
of the country's east, a cause as unimpeachable as the man himself,
photographed endlessly, a genuine good built genuinely on the great
man's genuine generosity, or so the country believed, and so Selin
had believed, until she started adding.

Because the gap between what the night was grossing and what the
foundation expected to receive was the size of a question, and Selin
Aydin had spent eleven years being the only person in the press box
willing to ask the joyless question, which was: if the love is real and
the gross is this large, then where, exactly, is the difference going, and
why does the foundation expect so little of what the nation is giving
so much?

3

She did not, that night, have the answer. She had only the gap, which
is where every real story starts and most end, because a gap is not a
story; a gap is an invitation to be told you are imagining things.

She started, the next morning, where she always started, which was
with the structure, because money in football does not move through
people, it moves through entities, and the entities are public if you
read the right registries in the right jurisdictions, which Selin could
do in four languages and had taught herself to do across eleven years
precisely because the men who built the structures assumed no one
would.

The testimonial had been organised not by the club and not by the
foundation but by a third entity — an events company, incorporated
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eight months before the match, for the stated purpose of staging it.
This was not, in itself, suspicious; large events are routinely run
through dedicated vehicles. The events company collected the gross
— the gate, the rights, the sponsorship, all of it flowed in — and was
contracted to remit, after its costs, the net to two recipients: the great
man, and the foundation.

The costs were the thing. Selin read the events company's costs the
way Bruna Salgado, half a world away and unknown to her, read the
clause three pages later. The events company had subcontracted, it
emerged, enormous portions of the work — the broadcast
production, the hospitality, the security, the merchandising, the
marketing — to a series of other companies, suppliers, each paid a fee
that was, individually, plausible, and -collectively, staggering,
consuming the gap between the gross and the foundation's expected
net almost exactly.

And the suppliers, when Selin pulled their filings, in four languages,
across three jurisdictions, across a long weekend at her kitchen table
with the calculator and the cold tea, shared, beneath their different
names and their plausible fees, a small number of ultimate beneficial
owners, who were not the great man, and who were not strangers,
and who were, when she finally had the whole structure laid flat, the
great man's agent of twenty-two years, and the great man's brother-
in-law, and a former president of the club, and a man whose name
appeared on no document but whose telephone number appeared,
she would later establish, in all of theirs.
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4

The structure was, she understood, laying it flat, a machine for
converting the nation's grief into private wealth while routing the
gratitude past the children it was raised in the name of.

The love was real; the great man was real; the foundation was real
and had, in fact, built pitches, a modest number of them, enough to
photograph, enough to be true. But the testimonial — the largest
sporting event the country had ever staged, grossing a sum that could
have built pitches in every poor district in the east for a generation —
had been structured so that the overwhelming majority of the
nation's gift flowed not to the children and not, mostly, even to the
great man, but to a ring of men around him, through a lattice of
suppliers, as fees for services rendered to an events company that
existed for eight months and then would dissolve, leaving the
foundation its photogenic minimum and the children their handful
of pitches and the men their fortunes and the nation its tears and its
belief that it had given them to a good cause.

And the great man himself? This was the question Selin sat with
longest, at the kitchen table, because it was the question that
determined what kind of story she had. Was he the architect, or the
front, or the victim? Was the most beloved man in the country the
spider at the centre of the lattice, or the trophy it was built around, or
simply a forty-year-old who had handed his entire life to an agent at
eighteen and had never once, in twenty-two years, added up a
number, because adding up numbers was unmanly and joyless and
beneath a man whose feet had been a kind of joy?

She did not know. The structure did not say. The structure was built
precisely so that the great man's role could not be read from the
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documents — so that he could be, depending on what the documents
were made to mean, either the mastermind or the dupe, and so that
the men around him could, if it came to it, be either his loyal servants
or his betrayers, the ambiguity itself being the most carefully
constructed thing in the whole machine, because a beloved man's
ambiguity is the best shield his exploiters can stand behind.

51

She went to see him. This surprised her editors, who assumed she
would simply publish the structure and let the country reckon with
it, and it surprised her colleagues, who assumed the joyless woman
with the calculator wanted only to bring the great man down. It did
not surprise Selin, because she had spent eleven years adding up
numbers in order to find the truth, and the truth, she had decided at
the kitchen table, was not yet in the documents; the truth was in
whether the great man knew.

He saw her because she asked through the one channel he could not
ignore, which was not the press office but his wife, the brother-in-
law's sister, to whom Selin wrote a single careful letter that said only
that she had added up the testimonial, and that before she published
she wished to give the great man the chance to tell her, himself,
whether he had added it up too.

He received her in the vast quiet apartment above the Bosphorus,
alone, without the agent, which told her something, and he was
smaller in person than on the pitch, as they always are, and his
famous face was tired in a way the cameras at the testimonial had
read as emotion and that she now read as something closer to fear.
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She laid it flat for him, as she had laid it flat for herself. The gross.
The foundation's minimum. The events company. The suppliers. The
beneficial owners — the agent, the brother-in-law, the former
president, the man with no name and the telephone number. She did
it without accusation, in the careful neutral voice of a woman reading
a balance sheet, and she watched his tired famous face the whole
time, because his face was the only document she had not yet been
able to read, and she needed to read it before she wrote a word.

And she read it. She had interviewed guilty men for eleven years and
she knew the geography of a guilty face — the small theatre of it, the
rehearsed surprise that arrives a half-beat too early because it was
prepared in advance, the eyes that go to the door, the hands that still.
That was not what she saw. What she saw, as the names went down
one by one, was a man failing to understand his own life in real time.
When she said the agent's name his face did nothing, because the
agent's name was the most familiar word in the world to him, a word
like father. When she said the brother-in-law, the same. It was only
when she reached the suppliers — when she explained, slowly, that
the warm familiar names had been wired together into a machine,
that the broadcast company and the hospitality company and the
development grant were the same hand wearing different gloves —
that she watched something happen behind his eyes that cannot be
performed, which is a man doing arithmetic he has spent his whole
life being told was beneath him, and arriving, while you watch, at a
total he cannot bear. He did not flinch at the right moments, the way
the guilty do. He flinched late, and in the wrong places, and at the
connections rather than the facts, because the facts had never been
hidden from him — only their sum. A guilty man knows the sum
already and acts the discovery. This man was discovering the sum.
There is no faking the particular stillness of a person watching their
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own twenty-two years rearrange themselves into a shape they did not
know they had been standing inside. Selin had seen guilt. This was
not guilt. This was a man learning, at forty, what he had agreed to by
agreeing never to look.

And the great man, when she finished, did not reach for a lawyer or a
denial or his vast machine of admirers. He looked at the numbers on
her single sheet of paper for a long time, the gross and the minimum
and the names, and then he said, in a voice that the seventy thousand
would not have recognised: “I have never, in twenty-two years, seen
my own numbers. I gave them to him when I was eighteen. He told
me my job was to play, and that adding up was his job, and that a man
who adds up his own money cannot give it freely to his feet. I believed
him. I am forty years old, and you are the first person who has ever
shown me what my own name is worth, and I am looking at it, and I
am understanding, while you watch me, that the children got the
pitches in the photographs and these men got the rest, and that I did
not know, and that not knowing was the thing I was paid in, all those
years — not knowing was my wage.”

6

Selin Aydin sat in the vast quiet apartment and faced the choice that
her eleven years had been training her for without her knowing it,
which was sharper than whether to publish.

She believed him. That was the trouble. She had come to read his face,
and she had read it, and she was good at reading faces because she
was good at reading documents, and the face said he had not known.
Which meant the story she had was not the story the documents
alone would tell. The documents, published, would say: the great
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man's testimonial was a fraud, the gratitude routed past the children,
the gross consumed by a ring of insiders. The country would read it
as the great man's betrayal — would assume, because he was the
famous face on every photograph, that he was the spider, because
that is how a public reads a structure it cannot itself add up. She
would, by publishing the true documents, tell a false story: she would
destroy the one genuinely innocent figure in the lattice and let the
men who built it hide, as they had designed to hide, behind his
ambiguity and his ruin.

Or she could protect him — soften it, frame him as the dupe, let the
beloved man keep his love — and in doing so she would be doing his
agent's work for him, would be deploying the great man's innocence
as a shield over the whole structure, exactly as the structure had been
built to use it, and the men would keep their fortunes and the children
would keep their handful of pitches and nothing would change except
that Selin would have joined, gently, kindly, the long list of people
who had decided the great man was too beloved to be allowed to be a
victim, because a beloved victim is inconvenient to everyone.

Neither was the truth. The truth was the hardest thing to publish,
which is the thing that is true: that a man can be magnificent and
exploited at once, beloved and robbed at once, the front for a fraud
he did not know he fronted, and that the nation's grief was real and
was stolen, both, by men who had counted, correctly, on no one being
willing to add up a funeral.

And the only way to publish that truth — the whole of it, the man's
innocence and the men's guilt together — was to publish it with the
one thing the documents could not supply and only the great man
could: his own voice, saying, himself, that not knowing had been his
wage.
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7

She told him so. She did not soften it and she did not spare him; she
told him the exact shape of the trap he was in, which was that if she
published the documents alone he would be destroyed as the
architect, and if she suppressed them he would be preserved as the
unwitting shield, and that there was only one road that was both true
and survivable, and that it ran, like every true road, straight through
the hardest thing, which was that he would have to say it himself.
Publicly. In his own voice. That he had given his numbers away at
eighteen and never seen them since, that the testimonial had been
taken from the children in his name without his knowledge, that he
was both the country's greatest player and a forty-year-old man who
had just been shown, by a journalist with a calculator, what his own
name was worth.

It would cost him. Not his love, perhaps — the country might love him
more, for his humbling, in the way countries do — but his pride, his
myth, the smooth golden surface of the thing he had been for twenty-
two years, and his relationship with the agent who had been, the
documents made clear, both the architect of the theft and the closest
thing the great man had had, since he was eighteen, to a father.

“If I say it,” the great man said, “I end him.”

“If you say it,” Selin agreed, “you end him. And if you don't, he ends
the children, every year, at every testimonial and every benefit and
every charity match for the rest of your life, because this is not the
first and it will not be the last, and you will be the face on every
photograph, and the not-knowing will be your wage until you die. You
asked me, through your wife, whether you had added it up too. You
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hadn't. You're adding it up now. The only question left is whether
you're going to keep the answer.”

The great man looked out at the Bosphorus, where the current ran
under the surface, fast and dark and carrying everything, the way it
had run under the stadium on the night seventy thousand people
came to weep.

“My whole life,” he said, “they told me adding up was beneath me.
That a man who counts his own money cannot give it freely to his
feet.” He turned from the window. “Print it. All of it. The documents
and what I have told you. Use my voice. I would rather be the fool
who finally counted than the saint who never did. Tell the children's
part especially. Tell them what the night should have built, and
didn't, and whose pocket it built instead. And put my name on it, not
as the victim — I will not hide behind being a victim, that is just
another way of not counting — but as the man who let it happen for
twenty-two years because he could not be bothered to read his own
balance sheet. That is the true story. You found it. Print the true one.”

8

She printed the true one.

It ran across four days, in the paper that had employed her for eleven
years and had spent most of them gently suggesting she was too
joyless for the sports desk. It laid the structure flat — the gross, the
foundation's minimum, the events company, the lattice of suppliers,
the beneficial owners — and it carried, in the great man's own voice,
the thing the documents could not say: that he had not known, and
that not knowing had been his wage, and that he was choosing, at
forty, to count.
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The country did not, in the end, read it as his betrayal, because he
had taken that reading away from them by confessing first, by
standing in front of his own myth and dismantling the part of it that
had been used against the children. The agent of twenty-two years
was finished — not jailed, the structure was too clever for jail, the fees
too plausible, the jurisdictions too many, but finished, exposed, the
spider pulled out from behind the beloved man's ambiguity and made
to stand in his own name, which for a man whose whole method had
been to stand behind another's name was its own kind of ending.

The foundation was restructured, with the great man's insistence and
under genuine independent control, and the next testimonial — for
there is always a next testimonial — was staged through a vehicle that
published its accounts in full, line by line, gross to net, the children's
share fixed and first and unskimmable, because Selin Aydin wrote the
template for how it should be done and the great man's name made
the template impossible to refuse.

And the pitches got built. Not the handful that photographed well,
but the generation's worth that the nation's grief had actually paid
for, in the poor districts of the east, where children who would never
see the Bosphorus played on them, and did not know and did not
need to know that the grass under their feet had been bought back
from a ring of men by a journalist with a calculator and a forty-year-
old who learned, too late to be young and just in time to be honest, to
add up his own numbers.

9

Selin Aydin was not, after, suddenly celebrated. The sports desk did
not apologise for eleven years of calling her joyless; institutions do
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not apologise; they simply, quietly, stop, and start sending her the
stories that require someone willing to add up a funeral, which was
promotion enough, and the only kind she trusted.

She kept, framed above her desk, the single sheet of paper she had
laid in front of the great man in the apartment above the Bosphorus
— the gross, the foundation's minimum, the names — the sheet that
had been, for one long moment, the only document of the whole affair
she could not read, because the thing she needed was not on it. The
thing she needed had been in his face, and then in his voice, and the
lesson of her whole career was on that sheet in what it did not
contain: that the numbers tell you there is a story, and never, by
themselves, which story it is.

She went, once, the next year, to the east — to one of the pitches the
nation's grief had actually paid for, after she had done the arithmetic
that pulled it back from the ring of men. It was nothing special to look
at: a flat rectangle of artificial green laid down on what had been
wasteland behind a row of breeze-block houses, a single string of
floodlights, a fence. Boys were playing on it in the long gold evening,
thirty of them where there was room for fourteen, in shirts that did
not match and bare feet and cheap plastic boots, the way boys play
everywhere, with the total seriousness that is the opposite of how the
men in the apartments above the Bosphorus had ever taken anything.
One of them, a skinny boy of maybe ten, took the ball down out of the
air on his thigh and turned a defender and was gone down the wing,
his whole face lit with the plain enormous joy of having done a thing
well, and the others howled, and he wheeled away with his arms out
like the great man had once wheeled away in a stadium none of these
boys would ever afford to enter. He did not know whose money was
under his feet. He did not know there had nearly been no pitch. He
did not know that a woman with a calculator stood at the fence in the
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dusk watching him and feeling the whole long sour business of the
testimonial turn, for one moment, almost clean. He only knew that
the ball had come down out of the sky and he had turned the defender
and it was a beautiful evening and his friends had seen. That, Selin
thought, was where the gate was supposed to go. That was the thing
the tears at the funeral had actually been for. She watched until it was
too dark to see the ball, and then she drove back to the city, and she
never told the boy, or any of them, anything, because it was not theirs
to carry. It was only theirs to play on.

Young reporters asked her, sometimes, how she had known to go and
see him rather than simply publish, since publishing would have been
easier and safer and would have made her, for a season, famous as
the woman who brought down the great man.

“Because the numbers had a gap,” she would say, “and a gap is not a
story. The documents could prove the money was stolen. They could
not prove who knew. And the difference between a great man who
stole from children and a great man who was robbed of the chance to
give to them is the whole story — it is everything — and it was not in
the documents, it was in him, and the only way to get it was to go and
sit in the room and read his face while I read him his own balance
sheet. The calculator gets you to the door. It does not get you through
it. To get through the door you have to be willing to believe that the
answer might not be the one that makes the best headline, and to go
and look anyway.”

She would glance at the framed sheet, the gross and the minimum
and the names.

“They told him,” she would say, “for twenty-two years, that adding up
was beneath him, that a man who counts cannot love freely. It is the
most useful lie in football, and they tell it to everyone — to the players

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 152 | Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

about their money, to the fans about the gate, to the whole watching
world about the beautiful game, which is the most counted thing on
earth dressed up as the least. Adding up is not beneath love. Adding
up is how you find out whether the love is being stolen. I have spent
my life adding up funerals, and I will tell you what I have found,
which is that the tears are almost always real, and the gate almost
never goes where the tears think it goes, and the only people who can
tell the difference are the ones willing to be called joyless at the
graveside, and to reach for the calculator anyway, and to add.”

L R 2 2
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END OF THE COLLECTION

Some matches, you'll have noticed,
are decided in the time they add on

after everyone has stopped watching the clock.

— M.P.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe

154 | Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

Professional Credentials

« Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant (RCIC) —
R422575, active and in good standing with the CICC

e CAPIC Fellow — R11592

« MIA Examination Qualified (Australian Immigration)

« Migration Visa Consultant of the Year 2014

« 25+ Years of Immigration Consulting Experience

¢ 10,000+ Families Successfully Assisted

* 20,000+ YouTube Subscribers | 600+ LinkedIn
Recommendations | 600+ Videos

Connect with Manoj

«  Website: www.dreamvisas.com |
Email: manoj@dreamvisas.com

» YouTube: Search 'Dreamvisas Manoj Palwe' |
LinkedIn: linkedin.com/in/manojpalwe/

* Phone: +91 9822033225 |
Offices: Ajax, Ontario, Canada & Pune, India

If you enjoyed this book please leave an honest Amazon review. Two
minutes — and share with your friends and groups.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 155 | Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

Get in Touch

& Website: www.dreamvisas.com

& Email: manoj@dreamvisas.com, biz@dreamvisas.com

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/manojpalwe/

Contact: +919822033225

Thank you for reading!
Best wishes for your journey

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 156 | Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

Our other books on Amazon.Com

For a complete list of titles please check the below details. Also available
as an eBooks on Amazon.

Total 139 Books as on 28-May-2026

SERIES 1 CANADA IMMIGRATION MASTERCLASS The Complete
Roadmap to Making Canada Your Home. (24 books)

K/
0‘0

7
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

K/ K/ K/
0'0 0'0 0'0

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

X3

%

X3

%

X3

%

7
0.0

111 Tips on Immigration to Canada: Practical Guidance for
Visitors, Students, Workers, and Future Permanent Residents
Canadian Family Sponsorship Visa Guide 2026

Canadian Immigration for Tech Professionals 2026

Canada Immigration 2026

The Rural Immigration Advantage: Your Complete Guide to
Canada's Rural Immigration Programs

Canada Great Immigration Reset 2026-2028

Succeeding in Canadian Express Entry in 2026

French Speaking Pathways for Canadian immigration - How
Francophone Gain a Competitive

Canada C11 vs. Start-up Guide

PR Residency Obligation Survival Guide

Canada Super Visa Demystified 2026

Canada Immigration Senior Managers 2026

Canada PNP 2026 - Make Your Canadian Dream a Reality
Canada Targeted Express Entry Draws 2026

Left Canada - Your Complete Guide February 2026
Permanent Resident Travel Document PRTD Guide 2026
Canadian Visa Refusal Secrets 2026

Canada Entrepreneur Immigration Strategy 2026

What Next? When You Land In Canada

Temporary Resident to Permanent Resident Canada 2026
Out Of Status In Canada 2026

Canadian Citizenship Test Study Guide 2026-2027

Dont Lose Your Canadian PR Status Platinum May 2026

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 157|Page




STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

% HOW TO CHOOSE A TRUSTED IMMIGRATION CONSULTANT
OR LAWYER FOR CANADA

SERIES 2 - H1B CRISIS & PLAN B - The America (12 books)

*

J/
*

Escape the Green Card Backlog: Canada PR for H1B Holders
H1B Visa Stamping Crisis 2026

H1B Visa Holders Special Pathway Canada Migration 2026
H1B Layoff Survival Guide: Your 60-Day Action Plan

Final F1 student Plan B Canada and Australia

Immigration Proof Your Career Method

B1 B2 Visa Refusal to Approval Guide

EB-2 NIW Simplified 2026

F1 Global PR Playbook 2026

Beyond the H1B Lottery 2026

THE $100,000 H-1B TRA

Do Not Let Social Media Refuse Your US Visa

-,

J/
.0

-,

J/
.0

-,

J/
.0

-,

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

7 7 7 7 7 7
0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

SERIES 3 - IMMIGRATION ESSENTIALS - Tools, Tips & Protection (5
books)

¢ Job Fraud Awareness: Protect Yourself from Bogus Job Offers
Abroad

Why are More Indians Choosing passports? A Practical Guide to
India’s New Biometric Passport System

The Medicine Is Yours, but the Law Is Theirs (Medicine Travel
Safety Guide 2026)

ChatGPT for Better Life 2026

Put the Mobile Down 2026

X3

%

X3

A

K/
0'0

7
.0

*,

SERIES 4 - EUROPE & ALTERNATIVE DESTINATIONS (17 books)

*

7
*

German Opportunity Card Guide 2026

Schengen Visa Mastery Indians 2026

Thailand Retirement Guide 2026

Ireland Critical Skills Employment Permit Complete Guide 2026
Digital Nomad Visa Guide for Indians 2026

Indian Nurses UK Migration 2026

Teaching Jobs Middle East 2026

MBBS Abroad Indian Students 2026

*,

53

%

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

X3

%

X3

%

7 7
0.0 0.0

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 158 | Page




STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

«+ The 2026 "PLAN B" Destinations Migration beyond Canada &
Australia

UK Immigration 2026

» Germany Job Seeker Visa 2026 How to Get a Job in Germany
without a Job Offer

UAE Freelancer Visa & Green Visa 2026

UAE Work Visa 2026

Luxembourg Complete Settling Guide 2026

The Complete Guide for Indian Doctors working in UK 2026
Study and Work Finland 2026

UK Global Talent Visa 2026

J/
.0

-,

o

7 7 7 7 7 7
0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

SERIES 5 - SMART CAREER & MONEY GUIDE FOR GLOBAL INDIANS (9
books)

¢ Leaving India for Work: The NRI Money 7 Mistakes That Cost You
Lakhs (and How to Avoid Them)

NRI Coming Home 2026 Complete Guide

Remote Jobs USD Guide 2026

Al Squeezes Entry-Level Jobs: The New Reality for Fresh
Graduates

Make Money with Al - The Complete Business Blueprint 2026
NRI 10 Costly Mistakes 2026

Crack the Language Test Get Your Canada PR 2026

Employer Sponsorship Visa 2026

Skilled Hands Foreign Life PR Holder 2026

7 7
0'0 0.0

X3

%

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

SERIES 6 - AUSTRALIA MIGRATION COMPLETE - The Down Under Series
(23 books)

.0

% The 2026 Immigration Playbook for Australia and Canada

IT Professionals Migrate to Australia

Australia Migration Guide Non IT Feb2 026

High Demand Occupations Study Pathways Australian PR 2026
Canada vs. Australia Data Driven Immigration Guide

Australia Calling Your Trade Your Ticket

Australia Visitor Visa Guide 2026

Australia Resident Return Visa Guide 2026

Indian Engineers Migration Guide 2026

Indian Dentist Migration Australia 2026

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 159 | Page

X3

%

X3

%

X3

%

X3

%

X3

%

X3

%

X3

%

O/
.0

-,

O/
.0

-,




STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

*

/
*

Business Migration Australia 2026

» Registered Nurse's Guide To New Zealand Permanent Residence
2026

New Zealand Green List Guide 2026

Australia's Points Test Reset Winning in 2026
Australian Citizenship Test Guide 2026

Moving to Australia 2026

Australia state Nomination

IT professional Migration to Australia And Canada
DAMA Pathway Guide Australia 2026

Australia Student Visa Refusals Complete Guide 2026
EOI SkillSelect State Nomination 2026

Student to Skilled Australia 2026

Australia Spouse PR Visa Decoded 2026

-,

o

J/
.0

-,

7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 7
0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

SERIES 7 - CANADA VISA REFUSALS & RECOVERY (23 books)

+* FROM REJECTION TO PR - How to Overcome Canada Visa Refusals
and Win on Your Next Try

Canada Visitor Visa Refusals

Canadian Work Visa Rejections-2026

Misrepresentation Canada Immigration 2026

HC Grounds Canada 2026

Residency Obligation Fulfilled - Working for a Canadian Business
outside Canada

PR Card Renewal Guide 2026

DIY GUIDE Express Entry - CRS Score Maximization Guide 2026
The Definitive Guide 2026 - Healthcare & Social Services
Professionals Migrating to Canada

» Canada Business Visa Refusal Decoded

» Super Visa Refused? The Complete Guide to Bring Your Parents &
Grandparents to Canada-Successfully

Why Your Canada Visa Was Refused 2026

Spousal Open Work Permit Refused?

Canada Start-Up Visa Refusal Guide

LMIA & Employer-Based Work Permit Refusal Recovery

Canada Immigration in the Age of Al Career Proofing 2026

Your Move To Canada From India — Cross Border Financial Tax
2026

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 160 | Page

K/ 7
0'0 0'0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

R/
0.0

X3

%

D3

D3

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

3

%

O/
.0

-,




STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

/
.0

-,

J/
.0

-,

J/
.0

-,

J/
.0

-,

7 7
0.0 0.0

Express Entry Refusal 2026

Canadian Procedural Fairness Letter (PFL) Survival Guide 2026
Bring Your Spouse to Canada 2026

OCI Card: The Complete Guide

Bill C-12, Al & The New Reality Of Canadian Immigration Guide
Canada ICT & LMIA Work Permit Strategies for Indian Companies

SERIES 8 - HONEST STUDY ABROAD GUIDES - (7 books)

R/
0.0

7 7 7 7 7 7
0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

The Honest Guide to Studying in Canada. What Education Agents
Won’t Tell You? A Heart-to-Heart Guide for Parents & Students
1Honest guide for Australia Student Visa Master class

Honest Guide Study NZ

Indian Parents Guide Choosing Right Country

Ireland Student Visa 2025 2026.

Honest Guide Study Germany 2026.

Honest Guide Study USA 2026

SERIES 9 - Immigration Fraud Stories (Fiction)- (6 books)

DS

*

K/ 7 7 7
0'0 0'0 0'0 0'0

>

K/

A

The Brown Envelope Collection of Immigration Fraud stories!!
The Folded Photograph Aus Short story collections!!!

The Working Lunch 2026

The Two Aunts of Edison

The Iron Alibi Eleven Stories

The Blue Screen Cybercrime 11 Stories

SERIES 10 - Clean Sport, Dirty Games: The Sealed System Suspense
Thrillers (Fiction)- (12 books)

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

7
.0

*,

X3

%

X3

%

7 7
0.0 0.0

Suspense in Whites Cricket 11 Stories
Suspense in Whites Tennis 11 Stories
The EndGame Chess 11 Stories
The19th Hole - Golf 11 Stories

The Kitchen Pickleball 11 Stories

Parc Ferme Motorsport 11 Stories
Stoppage Time Football 11 Stories
Negative Split Marathon 11 Stories
Garbage Time Basketball 11 Stories
The Touch Swimming 11 Stories

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 161 | Page




STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

+«* The Third Period Ice Hockey 11 Stories
¢ The Sealed Air Badminton 11 Stories
«* The Invisible Margin Table Tennis 11 Stories

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 162 | Page



STOPPAGE TIME
Eleven Stories of Football

Discover all books by Manoj Palwe on Amazon.
Available in eBook & Paperback formats.

Scan the QR code to view the complete collection

A Journey of a Thousand Miles Begins

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 163 | Page



	About the Author
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	Professional Credentials
	Connect with Manoj

	Our other books on Amazon.Com

