By Justin Kavanagh

f Manchester United caused anger and resentment in
his native Liverpool—graffiti appeared damning the
player who “could have been a god but chose to be a

- Devil.” He can expect a torrent of abuse when he goes
-~ back to Goodison Park with United on April 20, 2005.
His agent, Paul Stretford, has received death threats.
Stretford’s handling of Rooney has raised many
erious questions. His client’s story was sold to 7he Sun,
~ a tabloid universally loathed on Merseyside for their
~ derogatory reporting of the Hillshorough disaster. The
aper “repaid” the player's trust with a story alleging
~regular visits to a local brothel.
: Stretford’s part in the transfer to United also
 came under serious scrutiny when it emerged that his
irm had represented both player and club in the deal.
anchester United will pay him £1.5M ($2.7M). His
ormation Group’s contacts within Newcastle United

Iso cast suspicion on that club’s unlikely role in the
idding war for Rooney.

” On the week of Rooney's sensational debut,
tretford himself was making headlines in a court case
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Ferguson knows he has signed that rarity in the
a modern game, the complete footballer. Rooney is a
7 natural goal-scorer with the football brain of a play-
‘ ; - 'maker, a European No. 10. Add to this the steely tem-

perament he has shown on the big occasion and you
have pure gold. “At his age, | don't see where coach-
ing comes into it,” said Ferguson. “He's blessed with
natural instincts for the game and natural ability to
play anywhere on the field. He's quick, skilful, aggres-
sive, strong, good in the air, he’s got vision and he can
play it with both feet. There's not an 18-year-old any-
where else with that potential. The great thing will be
developing that potential so in three or four years we
: = will hopefully see the finished article, at which point
\ . Mwe can say this boy has been a great investment.”
. Wayne Rooney as the “finished article” could now
b become one of Ferguson's magnificent obsessions. One
' |of the great man-manager's in the game, the Scotsman
i seems to relish the challenge of a “difficult case.” Eric
antona may have been his greatest success. But the
(failure to stop Beckham's seduction by the fame game
probably still rankles. And Ferguson knows that this
T , diamond, properly polished, could shine a lot brighter
surrounding his original signing of Rooney in 2002, than Beckham's limited luster. The question will be if
where details emerged of threats (on Stretford) by a Wayne Rooney can become one of United's greatest
former agent's “bodyguards,” payoffs of £250,000 in a players, as many believe, and not sink in the mire like
paper bag, image rights being sold for the nominal Gascoigne?
sum of £2, and allegations of office§ being bugged. The first signs are encouraging, Rooney has
Ominously, Alex Ferguson has little respect for shown a newfound maturity since the summer of 2003,
Stretford. Andy Cole, a Stretford client, was one player when he reported back to Everton a stone overweight.
caught in their crossfire. Rumor has it that Ferguson “The spotlight will be on me more because I've just
once refused to sign a player until Stretford left the signed for one of the biggest clubs in the world.” he
- room. Serious potential now exists for a battle between said. “But I'm big and strang enough to handle it The
the pair for young Rooney's confidence. manager doesn’t have to say anything to me. No one
Worryingly, the last time an agent got so much has to tell me how to behave on or off the pitch. | know
notoriety was back in the heyday of Mel Stein, the man myself.” To which Ferguson muttered “Well done.”
who “handled” the ultimately wasted career of Paul Rooney will be quickly whipped into shape by
Gascoigne. Equally worrying are the similarities between Carlos Queiroz, a training ground disciplinarian, and by
Rooney and Gazza. Both returned from international Valter di Salvo, the Italian fitness guru that followed
tournaments hailed as England's great hopes. Both come (et RN P St T WPt (L (S R
from working-class backgrounds, both have mothers who personalized, computerized fitness regimes.
worked as dinner ladies and fathers who worked as labor- The Liverpudlian will not lack mental toughness.
ers. Both left their hometown clubs for bigger things. Rooney hails from a family of boxers, and his hat-trick
The difference in their fates could well be Alex against Fenerbache had all the hallmarks of a lethal
Ferguson, the manager who famously rued Gascoigne combination followed by the knockout punch to a vic-
being lured to London. Like with Beckham and co. - tim on the ropes: A left, a right, and then that curling,
before him, nothing will be left to chance, “Wayne will dipping free-kick over the wall like a sweet right hook
get the same advice and protection,” said Ferguson. that you see coming but can't avoid.
“In that dressing-rpom, there’s a security. People_like His sense of responsibility in demanding the free-
Roy Keane, Ryan Giggs, Paul Scholes and the Neville kick was startling in one so young. And the reaction of
br_others are all mature, stable professionals. Wgyne his senior team-mates was equally telling: Three expe-
will see these players and how they have grown into rienced dead-ball specialists, Giggs, Van Nistelraoy
how they are today. It's not by accident.” and Gabriel Heinze stood aside and trusted the task to
Keane and the others will quickly inform the new the debutant. Three renowned internationals sensing

boy that Ferguson has eyes in every part of the city. which way the wind was blowing. Stepping out of the
“Manchester is a village” is the word in United's path of Hurricane Wayne. R

dressing room.
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