The return of Pikey’s Progress  -  this column is not suitable for Chelsea supporters 

We’ve got super Pat Vieira 
He knows exactly what we need 
Mitchell at the back, Olise in attack 
We’re on the way to Wemberley (sic)  

	When the 729 Clubs who entered the FA Cup competition last August had been reduced to the final four,  they proved to be the top three in the Premier League and Crystal Palace, whom many considered to be the Cinderella of the party. 
“I expect that the other three will be hoping to draw us as we will be considered the underdogs”, stated their manager, Patrick Vieira. 
“I hope we don’t get Chelsea because that means that Connor Gallagher will not in the side as it is part of his loan deal that he cannot play for us against his parent Club,” asserted the majority of Palace fans. 
“I hope we do get Chelsea,” I countered, “as this would mean he could play in the Final”, and cheekily added that I hoped we got Manchester City in the final “as they cannot score against us.” 
	(The statistics show that if City’s results against Palace for the 2021/22 season were replicated against all of the other 18 Clubs then their final standings would read:
Played  38  Won 0 	 Drawn  19	Goals for  0  Goals against 38   Points  19  and  Championship football would be beckoning for next season.)
	I went to the game in one of the supporters’ coaches which arrived at Wembley almost three hours before the kick-off,  so there was time to look around the stadium, including the Bobby Moore lounge and  the Royal Box, where Prince Andrew could be spotted sitting quietly in the corner eating a pizza.
	Despite my optimism the smart money was on Chelsea, whose last two games had seen them win 3-2 at Real Madrid and 6-0 at Southampton in contrast to our 2-1 defeat at Leicester and thumping  Arsenal 3-0,  and the fact that the favourites have been bank-rolled for a number of years – and will be so again – and Palace having been in administration twice.
	Chelsea had, of course, also won the Champions League and then the play-off to determine who was the best Club side in the world , and many Chelsea fans were wearing shirts with ‘Champions 21’ on their backs. 
	Palace TV were in evidence, interviewing the likes of Darren Ambrose, Clinton Morrison and Chairman Steve Parish, whose consortium had saved the Club in 2010. 
	The teams were announced, took to the field and Joel Ward, a deeply religious man, could be seen earnestly praying before the game started and my mind went back to 1976 when Palace, in the third tier of the Football pyramid at the time, were playing Southampton, of Division One, in that year’s semi-final.
	They were managed by Malcolm Allison – remember the fedora? –  and soon after his managerial appointment, he began to spend money on players as if it were going out of fashion, and  was approached by the Club’s chaplain and informed: 
“If you brought the team to Church on a Sunday then you could have God on your side.” 
	Allison’s response was instant as he simply produced his cheque book and exclaimed,
“How much?” 
	The Palace team selection intimated that they would line-up in their usual 4-3-3 formation but this did not prove to be the case, as Cheikhou Kouate lined up with Marc Guehi and Joachim Andersen as the three centre-backs, with Tyrick Mitchell and the aforementioned Joel Ward as the wing back.
	It was now the turn of the Palace supporters to pray.
	“Beat him with your pace, Joel”, advised a young lad sitting behind me, a reference to the full-back’s increasing age and, let’s not forget, a player full of experience and a father-figure to our young back-line and, to be fair, an astute ball from him  into the area early in the game almost created a chance.
	And next it was the turn of Wilfred Zaha,  as he  put through Jean-Phillipe Mateta – the corner-flags at Wembley had been reinforced to cope with his famous goal celebrations – but somehow the Chelsea defence managed to scramble the ball clear only for Cheikhou Kouate, despite his deep-lying position, to test fellow Senegal team-mate and winners of the African Cup of Nations ‘keeper Edourd Mendy with a shot destined for the right-hand corner, which he managed to parry, only for Joachim Andersen, another defender, to then hit the post. 
	At this point my forecast was looking good – a 2-0 Palace win, the goals coming from Mateta and Zaha; all Chelsea had contributed was a disgraceful dive by Kal Havertz. 
	Richard Smart, a Chelsea supporter and the wizard of the prediction game,  was not available for comment
	Throughout the game there was a crescendo of noise from the Palace end,  red and blue balloons floated in abundance and flags were waived vigorously and then, in the 65th minute ,and following an uncharacteristic  lapse in the Eagles defence, Ruben Loftus-Check opened the scoring and, as if by magic, everyone realised that there were some Chelsea supporters in the stadium and, 11 minutes later,  they found their voices for only the second time as the score-line stood at 2-0 – Loftus-Cheek later said that he would not normally have celebrated a goal against Palace because he had enjoyed his loan spell at Selhurst and they “treated me well.”    
	There is a certain arrogance displayed by  the top sides who seem to think it is their right to play at Wembley and ‘the little teams’ are imposters - it also  happened in the 2016 Cup Final when the Manchester United  fans only woke up when they scored.
	After the game I bumped into Syd Sherlock, who described himself as being “devastated” by the result, but he had no reason to be so. 
	Palace, eventually, had been out-classed by a team subsidised by a multi-billionaire. 
	The Cup is never  an equal playing field, that is part of its charm, but when you get to the last four, and three of them are the top three in the Premier Division, then Palace may be considered by some – perhaps many – to be an intruder, and have no right to be there,  and 
as I write this, it will be the second and third placed teams who will contest the final on May 15th,  but at least that means  I will not have to invoke the clause in my contract with the Cricket Club  that says I do not have to score when Palace are in the Cup Final and I can watch Syd bat instead. 
	NB: This has been the first ‘Pikey’s Progress’ for some time because I have been fighting prostate cancer and, so far, 2022 has not been good to me, and thanks so much to everyone for your messages and ‘phone calls of support, all of which are very much appreciated.
	The good news is that I am now over the worst and am about to undergo a course of radiotherapy, which is intense and tiring but, hopefully, will eradicate the cancer.
	Does this mean there will be a lot more ‘Pikey’s Progress’ columns I hear you cry in exasperation? 
