
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			To my wife Rachael. You’re the best of me and the reason I saw all of my dreams.

		

	
		
			A Note on the Title

			In October 1987, a twenty-one-year-old Mike Tyson was due to fight Tyrell Biggs to become the Undisputed Heavyweight Champion of the World. In the build-up, Tyrell Biggs had been talking a lot about how he had a plan to beat his opponent. When this was put to Tyson, he replied ‘they all have a plan, until they get hit.’

			Mike Tyson was a massive inspiration to me growing up. I watched his fights until the videotapes faded away to nothing. When I knew I wanted to write a book about boxing, I knew I wanted to pay homage to Tyson and that iconic moment. 

			To me it captures the essence of what I think boxing can teach us all. You don’t learn what’s important when things are going well. It’s about how you deal with the punches. 

			And, man, Tyson could punch.

		

	
		
			Everybody Has a Plan Until They Get Punched in the Face 

			12 Things Boxing Teaches You About Life

			TONY BELLEW
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INTRODUCTION

			Goodison Park, 29 May 2016

			My nose is the first thing his hand smashes into. The force crunches sickeningly into the cartilage and bone. Then he follows through. Some fighters only punch to score, maybe knock your head back again. Fighters like that are happy to stop at breaking your nose. But Ilunga Makabu punches to hurt you. He knows that when you want to do real damage, you punch right through the target.

			The impact of the punch travels down through my face and pushes my jaw back. My legs collapse completely underneath me and I fold down like a deckchair. For a couple of seconds, my thoughts are a jumble of surprise and pain. This is bad. This is very fucking bad. Everything I’ve dreamed of, everything I’ve worked for, right out of the window. If I don’t get to my feet quickly, the night will be over before it’s begun. I’ll have been retired by Makabu’s left hand. I’m thirty-three years old in the most important fight of my career. My arse hits the floor. The referee starts counting.

			‘One . . .’



	
		
			FOUR hours earlier 

			Goodison is still quiet when we arrive. There are a few stewards and ticket sellers, a few punters queuing. Its stillness and calm are starkly different to the intensity I feel. The thing that for years I’d predicted would happen is happening. It’s happening now. Everything rests on whether or not I can beat Ilunga Makabu and seize the vacant WBC Cruiserweight title. What happens in the next few hours will shape the rest of my life. And yet the venue where my future will be decided looks as if it’s winding down for the night. We drive past, into the special car park that’s normally used by Bill Kenwright, Everton’s chairman.

			Some fighters are prima donnas – they’ll pay other men to carry the stupid collection of Louis Vuitton bags that for them are somehow essential. They start off at the beginning of their careers with a couple of mates helping them and end up with an entourage of twenty-five guys in their dressing room, all claiming they’re doing something and all taking a fat wage for doing fucking nothing.

			I’m not like that. I’ve always just turned up with a big, heavy rucksack and then walked into the venue with my boxing kit in my left hand.

			Then it happens. I can feel the difference in me as soon as I step onto the tarmac. I’ve been calm all the way in. Even while I’ve been thinking of nothing but the fight, with rap pounding through the car at an unbelievable volume. Aggressive songs. Stuff that I know will provoke me: 50 Cent, Puff Daddy, Wretch 32, Kano. We don’t talk, just listen as the bass shakes the car. I try to think as little about my family as I can; they can’t have any place in my mind on a night where I know blood is going to be spilled.

			Now, I want to hurt everyone. Even the people around me, the people on my side. I want to kill everyone. Nobody’s my friend. If anyone gets in my way, I want to damage them, take their head clean off. I don’t even want to think about what I’d do if anybody on my team stepped in front of me by mistake. Mate. You’re going to fucking get it.

			I carry on through the stadium I know so well, into the dressing room that means so much to me. It’s the place where the first team change and it was the one thing I insisted on. And yet nothing is really sinking in yet. When I’d dreamed about this moment years before, I thought I’d be savouring it all, drinking in the moment, but I’m too angry. Too wired. It isn’t about football today, it’s about me. It’s my face on the posters that are plastered all over the ground.

			For a moment my aggression is interrupted by a brief surge of sadness, because I know that if I lose tonight, I won’t ever come back here. It’s an idea that’s been going round and round my head for weeks. I love Everton Football Club. After my wife and kids, it’s the most important thing in my life. I’ve been going to Goodison Park every other Saturday since I was ten. But if I’m defeated, there’s just no way I’ll be able to face coming here again. It would hurt too much.

			When I enter the dressing room, I spot the man who wraps my hands, Jay Sheldon, laying things out, making sure everything’s in order. I look around more and see my coach, Dave Coldwell, who’s been at my side for the last three years, and the other members of my tight-knit team: Kerry Kayes, Mick Williamson, my mates Gary and Fran, and my dad. There’s just eight of us here in a huge room that’s designed for twenty to thirty men. Any noise we make echoes loudly back at us.

			I turn to Dave. ‘I’m just going to go upstairs and have a look.’

			I want to familiarise myself with the surroundings so that when I come out, I’ll know what to expect. I don’t want any surprises in the crucial seconds before I step into the ring. I also want to have a moment to take in what I’ve achieved in just getting here.

			I’ve only been nervous before two fights in my life. My first amateur bout, against a lad called Rob Beech. And this one, here. If I lose, I know it’s over. I won’t get another chance. And there’s no way you’ll ever see me in the ring again. Since I was fifteen, I’ve been telling people I’m going to win a world title here, at this ground that means so much to me. Even when I was a nobody, a cocky kid in baggy rappers’ clothes who’d won nothing, had done nothing, I’d be telling anybody who’d listen what I planned to do. Lots of them laughed in my face. I’m going to win at Goodison Park.

			We go through the usual pre-match routines – I get my hands wrapped, I fix my low blow – then we reach the moment when normally I’d turn the music up to an obscenely high level. But I’ve noticed something. I look across to Fran, who’s been with me in these moments more times than I can count. I tell him to turn the music off. He looks at me as if to say: What the fuck? You’ve never done this before.

			‘Trust me,’ I say, ‘just turn it off.’

			There’s no way of describing what it’s like to hear thousands of people calling your name. But the Everton fans in the Gladwys Street End are singing my name. My fucking name. They’re shouting ‘Tony, Tony Tony, Tony Tony, Tony, Tony Bellew’ – to the tune of 2Unlimited’s ‘No Limit’ – so loud that it makes the dressing room shake.

			I turn to Fran, who’s standing by the door. We look at each other again.

			‘I’ve dreamed of this,’ I say. ‘I’ve dreamed of this for so long.’

			‘Come on, lad. Fucking get on it!’

			This is it.

			The last twenty minutes fly by so quickly that afterwards, I’ll have no memory of any of it until we get the knock on the door from the Sky runner, Ralph.

			‘Tony, you’ve got sixty seconds.’

			I tell everyone to get out of the room. Then I find the picture of Rachael and the kids that I’ve brought with me. The boxer and former footballer Leon McKenzie gave it to me a while ago. Ever since, I’ve kept it in my gym bag ahead of fights. I stare at the picture for a few seconds, kiss it, then get on my knees.

			The room is empty now. I can hear the constant chant of my name and then the swell of excitement as Makabu enters the ring. I’m not a religious person. I don’t believe in any divine power; I’ve seen too much shit to have that sort of faith. But before every fight, I speak to the people I’ve been close to that I’ve lost. First, I tell my nan and my grandad not to worry, that I’ll get home safe. Then I talk to an ever longer list of people I still care for, even if I can’t see them any more.

			Last of all, I say a few words to Jimmy Albertina, the coach who changed my life. He’s been dead for over ten years, but I’ve never stopped thinking about him. Not ever. He was a mad Everton fan, too; maybe more than me. I wish more than anything he could be here. Except, of course, in my mind he is.

			‘Please let me perform,’ I say to him. ‘You know how hard I’ve worked. You know what I’ve done to get here. Just let me perform to the best of my abilities.’

			I don’t want to be handed the victory. I don’t want intervention. All I want is to be able to do everything that I’m capable of. If I’m good enough, I’ll win. If I’m not, well, I’ll soon find out.’

			Then I get up. Time to go to work. I let out one big primal scream, so loud and fierce that it tears at my throat. ‘Come oooooooooon.’

			The hairs are standing up on the back of my neck now. Goodison Park is bathed in an eerie blue light. And even over the insane noise that’s filling every corner of the stadium, it’s possible to pick out Russell Crowe’s voice bellowing his character’s famous speech from Gladiator: ‘Are you not entertained? Are you not entertained? Is this not why you are here?’ It’s followed by the manic screech of an air-raid siren.

			I’ve always known that the public want a bit of entertainment. And I’ve always been willing to serve it up, whether that’s at a press conference or the weigh-in or just before the fight. But I ultimately know that when all that is over, it’s time to go to war.

			I need that air-raid siren because I want the audience to understand what’s about to happen. More importantly, I want Makabu to know what’s coming.

			Then comes ‘Z-Cars’, the song that Everton always come out to, which is greeted by an enormous roar. As I walk through the seething crowd, I break into a huge fucking grin. It’s like I can’t believe that this is happening. I’m so close to achieving everything I’ve ever dreamed of. It’s the best chance I’ll get, I know this. Everybody has big moments in their life. Usually you don’t realise how significant they are until it’s way too late. But I know. I’ll never live through a more important night. The song’s cymbals are crashing through the stadium’s PA system and yet my heart’s beating so loudly, I’m surprised that people can’t hear it over the music.

			All I’m thinking as I approach the ring is: he cannot hurt me; he cannot hurt me.

			The excited disbelief has worn off now and my body is a mass of nerves. I can feel my heart hammering as if it’s trying to escape from my chest. It’s up to 160 beats, then 170, rising higher and higher. Nausea slides around my belly and adrenaline rushes around every other part of me. Every couple of seconds I look up and it’s almost a shock to remember where I am. I’m scared all over again because I’m at Goodison Park.

			I can see the Gladwys Street End. It’s completely full. At some point, every single person sitting there lifts their phone to video me as I walk past lights glittering in the air above me. I stop.

			‘Look at that,’ I say, ‘that’s fucking unbelievable.’

			I stand there for two or three seconds, staring. Then I turn my head and see Makabu, already in the ring. He’s laughing and smiling. He’s cocky. Which is unsurprising, since he’s the overwhelming favourite. Most people inside the boxing world think he’s going to win and he seems to think so, too. What they’ve all forgotten is that I’ve made a career out of upsetting the odds. Proving people wrong has been my speciality.

			We touch gloves. I’m watching Makabu, studying all of his body movements. Is he doing anything out of character? There’s no sign of nerves beneath the grin. For a moment I’m disappointed. I want there to be a crack in his armour, something I can exploit. He’s in a foreign country with a different climate, I’ve stuck him in a tiny postbox of a dressing room. He should be nervous. He should be unsettled, but he’s still calm. I can see the sweat beading off him that shows he’s warmed up properly. And then I realise that there is something. He believes his own hype. He doesn’t think I’m a threat.

			Makabu starts the fight slowly, as he always does. Like he’s warming up, feeling his way into the contest. Even as my nerves are still firing, my arse twitching, he gives no sign that he’s feeling any sort of pressure. There’s part of me still telling myself, he can’t hurt you, he can’t touch you. But there’s another part that’s rubbing up against reality. This guy knocks other men out cold. Heavyweights, dangerous cruiserweights, former world champions, it doesn’t matter – he sends them all to sleep. Over ninety per cent of his victories have been by knockout – ninety per cent. He’s a wrecking ball.

			I know he’s dangerous, I know I’ll have to be so switched on, but I don’t ever, not for a second, think: shit, I could lose this. I have to keep any negative thoughts about defeat out of my mind. If I start to believe I could lose, then it’ll make it so much harder to win. That’s been another feature of my career: no matter how exhausted I am, or how much punishment I’ve taken, I’ll always think to myself that I’ve still got that punch that could turn it all round.

			I realise that I need to hit him quickly, hard enough that he starts to respect me and understands that he’s in a fight. So I cruise the first round. I’m pinging him with jabs. He’s still a slow-moving easy target, so it’s boom, boom, boom. Every punch is fast. They’re all catching and yet none of them are gaining his respect. Then I hit him on the nose with a straight right hand down the pipe. Fuck off. I can see he’s felt it and although it hasn’t hurt him, I notice that he’s looking at me differently now, like he’s thinking, oh, you’ve got a bit of a pop on you.

			He gives me a little nod that mixes pain and approval, then smiles at me and plods away. I get him against the ropes again. Another big right hand and then I whack a left hook into his body. He sags. For a second, I even think he’s going to go down. Then he makes a noise that only I, in this stadium full of 20,000 fans, can hear. A guttural moan that seems to come from inside his torso.

			That’s when I think, I’ve fucking got ya. I follow up with a right hand down the pipe and another left hook to the side of his head. A couple of others miss him, going right over his head. But I look in his eyes, which are big and staring, and I can see his mood has changed again. He’s thinking, what the fuck!

			For the first time, he backs up urgently. I’ve studied him for so long and so closely that I recognise this as an unmistakable sign that I’ve hurt him. I touch him a few more times and edge him towards the ropes. It’s still the first round, but already I’m looking for the finish.

			What a fucking stupid thing to do. There’s no way you should ever be looking for the finish so early against a man like Ilunga Makabu.

			As I back out of the corner after throwing a few more, I make another stupid mistake. I show him my face. He’s crouched down in a defensive pose. But then he explodes upwards, throwing a jab that hits me on the chin and knocks my head right back. I should take the punch then slip, staying in range with my hands still up. Instead, like a big dope, I back up with my chin in the air. It’s a big easy target. I might as well have wrapped it up and put a label on saying ‘open this’. He catches me with his left hand. Just seconds ago I’d been looking forward to victory, now I’ve just been hit with one of the hardest punches I’ve ever experienced. Four, maybe five times through my career I’ve been hurt really badly by punches. This is one of them.

			‘One.’

			My arse hits the floor.

			This is bad. This is very fucking bad.

			‘Two.’

			I roll backwards and time seems to freeze.

			The ten count

			Everything that mattered in my life rested on that ten count. My reputation, my financial security, my family’s whole future. Literally everything I’d ever done, all the sacrifices I’d made, those horrible long fucking days training so hard that I spewed. All of it came down to one moment on a warm May evening in May 2016. The most dangerous opponent I’d ever faced had caught me with one of the hardest punches I’d ever taken. I’d gone in that ring with a very good plan. In a matter of seconds, Ilunga Makabu had smashed it to pieces.

			When you’re on your back and all you can hear is the referee counting, you’re faced with a decision that only you can make. Nobody can help you. The responsibility sits entirely upon your shoulders. You can sit there, let the referee reach ten and accept that you’ve lost. That’s the easy route. Or you can haul yourself to your feet, put your gloves up and get ready to fight. This way is harder. It means more work, more effort, more pain. But, here’s the thing: nobody ever became a world champion by taking the easy way out.

			Nothing rips the layers off like boxing. It’s the purest test there is. Most sports are team games. In a boxing match it’s just you and him. You’re on your own. There’s no equipment that can improve or hinder your performance: it’s a completely level playing field. No teammate to lift you up or drag you down. The only thing that matters is who’s worked the hardest. Who’s sacrificed more. And, very quickly, the one who’s given less gets found out.

			That’s the first thing I learned about boxing. Everything is up to you. You need the right people around you and you need to listen to people who know more than you do. Whether you aim high or are willing just to be blown this way or that by the wind. Whether you listen to good advice or hang out with fucking clowns. Whether you work hard or waste your talent. Whether you push on, no matter what the circumstances, or quit. Whether you choose to project confidence or give up. Whether you treat learning as a lifelong process or think you know it all. Whether you focus obsessively on your dream or treat it like a hobby you can pick up and put down whenever the mood takes you. Whether you understand that you’re responsible for every element of your life or hide behind excuses, telling yourself that everyone else has it easier than you. All that is your decision. Nobody else can make you get out of bed or pick yourself up off the canvas. Nobody else can find your motivation. It has to come from you. That can feel like a frightening thought. And yet it’s also exhilarating. You can’t change the cards life has dealt you, but you can choose how you play them. Everything is up to you.

			Why the fuck should I listen to you?

			I never thought I’d write a book. It’s just not something that people who come from where I grew up do. I don’t have any qualifications. I was expelled from school, for fuck’s sake. And I know what my reputation is. Some people see me as aggressive, cocky and loud. I know others see me as a bully. There are days when I can see why they might feel that way about me. I sometimes think that some of the silly shit that comes out of my mouth actually guarantees I can’t be clever.

			But then I remember that I’m really good at figuring my way out of situations in all different walks of life. That’s one of the reasons why I decided that I’d take the plunge and become an author. Over the years, I’ve had approaches from a number of different publishers. They all wanted to make my childhood and all the shit that happens outside the ring a major part of the book. I didn’t want to spend 300 pages discussing stuff that happened when I was a kid. Not because I had a bad upbringing – I didn’t. I have two very loving parents who have worked very hard their whole lives. Stuff happened in our family, like it does in thousands of others up and down the country, and I’ve no interest in dragging it up. I don’t want to appear as though I’m playing the victim card.

			But what did excite me was the opportunity to pass on some of the things that I’ve learned from my two decades in the ring. I’m not saying I’m anything special. I’m not a role model and I’m never going to say or do the perfect thing on every occasion. But although I’m only thirty-eight, I feel as if I’ve been through such a lot in life. I’ve had hard times, I’ve done bad things that I’m not proud of, but I’ve always come out the other end.

			I had a good career. I was world champion. I had thirty-four professional bouts and won thirty of them. Twenty times, my opponent hit the canvas. Boxing was everything for me and for many years it was the only thing I knew. But since I’ve retired, my horizons have grown. I’ve spent time talking to people from different backgrounds, especially those who have seen combat and battled demons like mine.

			I began wanting to understand more about myself, particularly the demons that had sat on my shoulder for years. Going on SAS: Who Dares Wins brought all that to a head. Days of physical exhaustion and mental torture culminated in me standing face to face with Ant Middleton, the chief instructor, with every single atom in my body urging me to smash him in the face. He’d pushed me to the absolute limit. I remember the moment he braced, preparing himself for the attack that looked inevitable. I could see his jaw clench and his fists tighten. For three or four seconds, the two routes I could take revolved in my brain: was I going to smack him? Was I going to let it go? In the end, the reason I pulled my punches was because everybody thought I’d belt him and I was desperate to show people I could control my temper.

			My experiences on that show changed me in so many ways. For the first time in my life, I really looked myself in the eye. This book is part of that work.

			What I have realised in the months since is that so much of what I did, most of it by instinct or passed down through generations of fighters and trainers, or because I’d taken the time to work it out for myself, isn’t just useful in the ring. It can help anyone. Because whether you’re a boxer or a soldier or you work in an office, we’ve all got the same basic equipment and many of the same principles apply. People talk about a boxer having a heart or spirit, but what they really mean by that is their attitude. How much punishment, how much suffering can they take and keep going? How much work are they willing to put into their training? How many sacrifices are they prepared to make outside the ring?

			I got to the top of my profession not because I was more talented or physically gifted than other fighters, but because I worked and thought harder than all of them. I’m living proof that you don’t need to be born a genius or an athletic freak of nature to achieve your dreams.

			Some people were born world champions. They’re so obscenely talented that they glide through life. When you look at them, it’s as if they’ve got an aura. I’m not like that. Photographs of me from school show me looking like an absolute fat balloon. Physically, I’m not a lot different now to how I was then. I always found running hard. And circuits were fucking murder. When I was starting out I used to have to psyche myself up to get on the bus that would take me to my Tuesday gym session. I was never the quickest or the strongest. Far from it. And on top of that, my hands are small and vulnerable; they break easily and often. None of that is very useful for a fighter.

			What I do have over everybody else is my attitude, my drive. I’ve never given up or backed down, no matter what I was going through, no matter how hard things were. Most fighters would reach a point in their training when they’d give up. Me? Never. I don’t know what it is that’s wrong with me. I won’t throw in the towel. No matter how tough the problems I faced, I’d try to figure them out – and I’d keep going and going and going until I had. I knew that all the bullshit, all the excuses, all the justifications melt away when you cross the ropes. If you did the work, if you suffered for what you wanted, you’d feel the benefit. If you cut corners, if you went easy on yourself and rested on your laurels, you’d get found out. Painfully. That’s what took me from being a clueless kid who’d been expelled from school to champion of the world.

			Your ambitions and life circumstances will be different from mine, but I hope that some of the skills and techniques that helped me to achieve my dreams can help you with yours. I’ve been in some pretty extreme situations, and yet I think so much of what I’ve been through and learned is applicable to everybody’s day-to-day lives. In this book, I’ll talk about the importance of hard work and setting the right goals, how you can build your confidence and strengthen your resilience, and why you should never stop learning. I’ll explain why you should never let quitting become a habit, the best way to respond to failure and how crucial it is to surround yourself with good people.

			None of what I’m going to tell you is really that unusual. I don’t have any magic tricks and most of what I say is common sense. But I have lived it all. I know what it’s like to be broke, I know what it’s like to have people laugh in your face and I’ve had to pick myself up again after suffering a humiliating defeat. And yet, there was never a point in my two-decade journey when I ever lost faith in myself. Nothing that anybody could ever say or do could shake that belief.

			That’s why I also know what it’s like to win, to achieve all of my dreams. In this book, I want to help you do the same thing.

			A ten count. Ten seconds. Count it out loud now to yourself. Ten seconds to find yourself, find who you are and what you can be. I was able to do it and I want you to know that you can, too.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Weigh-in

			It’s the second fight of my amateur career, against a kid called Ryan Connolly at the Heatwave Leisure Centre. All this is still so new and thrilling to me. I love the smells, the sounds, the routines that surround a fight. The raw crackle of excitement I feel down my spine when the bell first goes. I cannot believe that I’m allowed to do this.

			After we have our medical, me and some of the other lads who are fighting tonight go down to put our fight gloves on. A couple of younger kids are hanging around with us. When they try their gloves on, I see that they’re briefly overcome with nerves.

			‘Bloody hell,’ they say, their voices squeaky with a mix of hormones and anxiety, ‘they’re thin, aren’t they? What happens if I get hit with them?’

			I can see that I’m different. I exhale with pleasure when I slip them on.

			‘This fuckin’ fella’s had it when I hit him with these,’ I say.

			The idea that he might hit back barely even occurs to me. Later that evening, I knock Connolly out in twenty-nine seconds. This is the first thing I’ve ever been really good at. When I go out in the ring, I’m no longer just a tear-arse kid from Wavertree. I’m a fighter.

			Where I come from, nobody gives a shit about anything except boxing and football. Nothing else touches the sides. Football comes first – it runs our city. Next up is boxing, and then after that, quite a long distance after, it’s clowns and jokers.

			In Liverpool, people grow up wanting to be either a fighter or a footballer. When I was a kid, all I wanted was to play once, just once, even if it was five minutes, for Everton Football Club. In hindsight, there was zero chance of that ever happening, which has been a big disappointment to my wife. I could play, I just didn’t look as if I could. So nobody ever gave me a fair crack.

			What I was definitely good at was fighting. For a long time, though, and I don’t really know why, the idea that I might become a professional didn’t cross my mind. For me, fighting didn’t have much to do with putting on a pair of gloves. It was what you did in the streets around where I grew up in Wavertree. Or at school when somebody picked on my younger brother. (Being one of the biggest, heaviest kids in my year was a definite advantage there.) I’ve never shied away from a fight. In fact, I’ve been in that many scraps that I can’t even remember the first time I threw a punch, or the first time I took one. If you look at it from one angle, you’d say my life has been a big blur of fighting.

			None of that was a surprise. Fighting is in my blood. Dad was a proper fighting man – one of those fellas who seem to spend their whole life brawling. His dad had been a copper, which meant that my dad would get into brawls the second he walked out of his door. With all that going on, it probably wasn’t a shock to anybody that he rebelled by doing some very silly things at a very young age and ended up in prison. But in the years that followed, he put all that behind him and managed to build up a successful security business, which allowed him to combine his love for punching other men very fucking hard with earning an honest living. For a long time, he ran the nightclub doors across Liverpool. He was the prick who was telling my friends’ dads: ‘You’re not getting in.’ Sometimes he was the one who was giving them a hiding.

			Outside of that, he found time to give boxing a go; although he didn’t get very far. He won his first bout but then in the second, he got a couple of jabs to the head he didn’t like and lost his rag. As soon as the bell went, he raced back to his corner, picked up a stool and chased his opponent. That was the end of his boxing career. He’s a very tough man and even now I wouldn’t want to get into a tussle with him. But he never had the discipline you need for boxing. He didn’t understand the mindset that you sometimes have to get hit in order to get your shots off. His whole attitude was just bang-bang, good night.

			Fighting was a way of making him proud of me. If I’d have come home from school with ten GCSEs, he’d have smiled and given me a tenner. If I’d come home and said, ‘Dad, I’ve just broken another kid’s nose in a scrap,’ he’d have burst with pride and given me whatever I wanted. I know that sounds mad, but that’s just the way our family was. I was no different to any young boy: I wanted to impress my dad.

			I’ve always said he was a fantastic father. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a very clever husband. Things went wrong and on the day after Boxing Day 1992, when I’d just turned ten, he left home. His departure made him public enemy number one for everybody else in our house, but I still adored him. I understood that he’d been a fucking idiot and yet he was still my dad. There was never any question that we lacked love – my dad wasn’t one of those guys who just disappeared; he was always there for us, always provided – and yet his work – on the doors Friday, Saturday, even Sunday nights – restricted the time he could spend with us. And then he went to jail for the second time, when I was still only fourteen. That felt like another kind of heartbreak.

			During all this, my mother was a receptionist at the local sports centre. The break-up hit her really hard. Suddenly, she found she was bringing up four boys almost by herself. She ended up working every hour she possibly could. Mum needed the money, but I think it was also a way for her to take her mind off her situation.

			As every year went by, she found it easier to cope, but over that same period I began to drift away. By the time I was in my teens, my friends had become my real family. I had about seven or eight close friends growing up. I’ve still got the same seven or eight close friends now. Most of us were from broken homes. My mum was out most of the day and night, so my house became the place where we’d all hang out. We didn’t have to ask permission to do anything because there was nobody to ask. So we’d all just be in my room, door locked, and there’d be murder going on: shouting, bawling, screaming.

			I spent the majority of my time at school either pissing around with my mates or playing football. I was a cheeky kid rather than a nasty one, the kind that had an answer for everything. I had massive respect for some teachers. But not all of them. There was a maths teacher who seemed to like degrading me: he told me I wasn’t going to do anything because I was weak-minded and I couldn’t stick to a task. My PE teacher knew I had physical ability and yet he also claimed I’d never make anything of myself because of my temper. It’s been good to prove those fuckers wrong.

			Once I’d given up on the idea of playing for Everton, I was left with a vague plan that I’d get the right qualifications to stay on in education. I’d always looked up to my brother Westley, the exceptional one out of all of us, the one with real brains who’d gone to university. And I wanted to do the same. Although it’s possible I was more interested in getting on the ale and having a laugh rather than actually studying.

			As it happened, I never got to find out. One of the teachers at school had a carton of Ribena smashed in her face by a lad who I already didn’t like. I said that what he’d done was out of order. That led to some cross words with one of his mates, whom I liked even less. Which led to me smashing his jaw in and knocking out a fair few of his teeth. I belted him so hard and so often that my right hand was swollen for days after. As I was doing this, he was stabbing me in the head with a compass. The net result was that I got expelled and the other kid didn’t, which even now doesn’t seem that fair.

			Actually, it didn’t even end there. There was a flurry of phone calls, people ringing me up saying, ‘Do you know who the kid’s brothers are?’ No, I didn’t, and nor did I care, but they obviously didn’t know who my dad was, either.

			There wasn’t much about the situation that bothered me. There was a bit of chivalry about what I’d done – that woman should never have got belted off a young boy – but ultimately, it wasn’t my fight to fight. I just wanted to scrap. That was always my problem. My fists were quite good at getting me out of trouble, but they were just as capable of dropping me in the shit.

			The mad thing is, after the school expelled me, they called to say that they still wanted me to come in and sit my exams. I think what they were trying to say was something along the lines of: we think you’re a good kid and we liked the way you defended one of our teachers, even if in an ideal world you wouldn’t have caused so much damage to another pupil’s face and body, so for the sake of appearance we’re going to punish you. Madder still, they then invited me back to take sixth-form physical education. Instead of grabbing this lifeline, I was so pig-headed and angry that I told them to fuck off, which to this day is one of the biggest regrets I have.

			So that was that. I was fifteen years old without a single qualification to my name and absolutely no idea what to do with my life. I had no job, I was signing on. All I thought was: What the fuck have I got? My mates were starting to work out what they were going to do and I was just a bum on the dole.

			I had no real belief in myself and I didn’t think that I had much chance of making my way out of my circumstances. Growing up where I did, all I thought was: I’m just another piece-of-shit kid. We were treated like we were nothing, little cunts who’d achieved nothing and would go on achieving nothing until we died. That sticks with you. I didn’t know anyone who’d made it out of our bit of the city. It seemed impossible that a kid from Portman Road in Wavertree could ever become a world champion. Nobody else from my neighbourhood had ever become a world champion. As far as I knew, nobody else from round where I grew up had become wealthy or done anything.

			Wavertree is the place that defines who I am. It’s the place that made me. Without it, I wouldn’t exist. And it’ll always be special to me, because I have such amazing memories of my life there. There were rough edges, of course, but the people there are like nobody else on the planet: funny, resilient and kind. There was a brilliant sense of community, with everybody looking out for each other. And when I was a kid there were even things to do. You could play football on the streets or in the Aldi car park for hours at a time. We could go to youth centres, where there were pool tables and table tennis, with amazing people who gave up their evenings to look after a load of tear-arse kids. We used to have five-a-side competitions where we’d fight like fuck just to win a carton of juice. Nearly all of those places are gone now, lost to government cuts. It’s no surprise that these children, who have nothing to do, are getting involved with guns and knives and other insanity. I was lucky that I grew up in an environment that was tough but not lethal. And yet for all kinds of reasons, our horizons were limited.

			When you’re a kid, your heroes should be doctors, lawyers and nurses, but nobody like that lived around us. The people we did see, driving around in boss cars, wearing gold chains and Rolexes, were drug dealers. It was much easier for us to idolise them than surgeons, because we knew them. They lived across the street, they had kickabouts (still wearing their Rolexes) with us, slapped us and told us to behave when we got out of line, and kept us away from any really bad trouble. The people doing professional jobs might have only been across the water, but as far as I was concerned, they might as well have lived on Mars. For lads like me, the street corners felt like the only way out. Especially if you had a taste for the nicer things in life. Which, unfortunately, I did.

			What stopped me from doing anything more serious than messing around with it all was my dad. It wasn’t really anything he said – it was more the example he set. He always had nice things because his security firm was doing well: a BMW sports car, expensive clothes, numerous houses. That showed me that you could get those items by making money the proper way. He chose to stick to the business he’d built, even though the trade he was in meant that he was surrounded by opportunities to start dealing.

			If my dad had been earning his money illegally, there’s every chance I’d have followed him. So that’s why instead of going out on the streets in a big way, I took a job my mum got me as a lifeguard at the Peter Lloyd Leisure Centre. That gave me the chance to look around a bit
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