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			Introduction

			Sometimes I wonder if it was written in the stars. For almost two decades I had the privilege of playing for my boyhood club, and I feel nothing but gratitude when I look back on my journey. West Ham mean the world to me and while there have been plenty of bumps along the way – relegation from the Premier League in 2011, agonising defeats in cup competitions, the wrench of leaving Upton Park – even the difficult times will never change how much it meant to me, that little east London lad who walked home after making his debut, to have spent my entire career in claret and blue.

			This was my destiny and I would not have had it any other way. If people see me as a dying breed, the last of the one-club men, then that’s easy to understand. I have had claret and blue blood running through my veins all my life and it’s difficult to imagine playing for anyone other than West Ham. How could it be anyone else? I was born into a family of Hammers and spent my childhood wearing West Ham kits, having West Ham birthdays and dreaming of following in the footsteps of superstars like Joe Cole, Michael Carrick, Rio Ferdinand and Frank Lampard.

			It felt like I was coming home when I left Arsenal’s academy and got my move to West Ham when I was 11. The bonus was that the club would give their youth players two free tickets to home games. They put us in the West Stand at Upton Park, and enough time has probably passed for me to be able to admit that I would try to sneak a few mates in for free, squeezing them through the turnstiles before the stewards could stop us.

			We were always trying our luck. West Ham had no idea that they were responsible for our pocket money. My mate had a girlfriend who worked in one of the kiosks at Upton Park and we knew that she would look after us. The deal was incredible: we gave her £5 for a burger and a Coke, and she gave us £20 back in change, which might explain why West Ham never seemed to have enough money to buy new players.

			They were great times. I loved going to Upton Park and hearing ‘I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’ strike up when the teams walked out before kick-off. It was a special place, although it did have an edge. The atmosphere was intimidating when certain teams came to town, and being in the academy did not stop me from occasionally getting a bit carried away. I was a fan when I was with my mates, and although it’s not like we were auditioning for parts in Green Street, I do look back and laugh at how we behaved as teenagers. Trouble was waiting if you wanted to find it, and our group found that out when I went to Upton Park with a big group of lads for a game against Millwall in 2003, only to end up standing in the doorway of a shop and wondering if I’d made the biggest mistake of my life.

			What was I thinking? I certainly wasn’t feeling particularly brave as a group of Millwall fans marched down the street and I saw this big West Ham fan turn round and shout, ‘No one go anywhere, no one walk away, stand firm!’ It was a big reality check. You think you’re a hard man at that age, you think you can take on the world, but to be honest I just felt like a little boy as I looked at my mate and thought, ‘Oh my God, we’re going to get killed here.’

			Luckily I lived to tell the tale and the club never found out about my days as a wannabe hooligan. It was pretty stupid behaviour. I didn’t need to get involved with that stuff. Going to the football should have been enough of a thrill for me. I loved watching our cheeky midfielder John Moncur, who would entertain the crowd by pulling down the linesman’s shorts when he was warming up as a substitute, and I idolised Paolo Di Canio. He was brilliantly skilful, and one of my best memories was having an inadvertent training session with him when I was only 13.

			It came about because me and my mate Nicky, who was also in the academy, used to get the 173 bus down to the training ground at Chadwell Heath for a kickabout if we didn’t have to train on a Saturday. We thought that we could do what we wanted, and our presence didn’t seem to bother anybody. We could even count on the kit-man to make sure we were wearing proper training gear, and our impromptu sessions paid off when, much to our astonishment, Di Canio spotted us while he was getting treatment from his physio and came over to play with us.

			We couldn’t believe it, and thankfully we managed to hold our own. Hearing Di Canio say he couldn’t believe our technique for young kids was one of the best moments of my life. It was all we could talk about on the coach home. Imagine what it was like for a couple of kids to get that kind of praise from Di Canio. ‘I want to be a footballer so bad,’ I thought. ‘So bad.’

			It had given me a taste, but the standards at West Ham were so high. I looked up to Joe Cole, who was a few years above me in the academy. I was a ball boy when West Ham thrashed Coventry City in the FA Youth Cup final in 1999, with Joe stealing the show, and I remember sitting near him during a game against Middlesbrough earlier in the tournament. Joe wasn’t playing and he caught me off guard when he heard me praising Middlesbrough’s No10.

			‘He wouldn’t get near me if I was on the pitch,’ Joe said.

			I just exchanged awestruck looks with my dad, taking it all in, and realised how much I still had to learn. ‘That’s the sort of confidence I’ve got to have to make it,’ I thought. ‘That’s the sort of self-belief I’ve got to have.’

			Yet I had a different character to Joe. I was a shy kid and I never really had his self-confidence. One of my biggest strengths was my drive. I was ready to give everything I had to play for West Ham. They were my second family. It was about soul and belonging. I was a local boy, a West Ham fanatic, and I didn’t want anything to stop my dream from becoming a reality. It mattered too much to me. After all I only lived round the corner.

		

		
			1

			Claret and Blue Blood

			Growing up in east London meant that West Ham were in my blood. My life was all about football when I was young. My earliest memory is living on Jenkins Road, opposite the fire station in Plaistow, and having a playing field backing on to our house. My dad Mark cut a small square in the back fence to let us through, then used a spanner to open up the metal barrier blocking access to what would become my first football pitch, and once the path was clear everyone in the area used to go there to play football after school.

			They were special times. Robert Hatton, one of my team-mates from those games, is still one of my best friends. He lived near our school in Custom House, Rosetta Primary School, and nobody could separate us. My routine was that I would get up, head to the corner shop to buy a Milky Bar because I was under the impression that white chocolate was healthy, then put my life at risk by running across the A13 and knock on Robert’s door so we could have a quick kickabout before school.

			I loved it, and it wasn’t long before I started to realise that I was good at football. I could feel it when I got the ball in the playground, dribbled past all my opponents and scored. It was obvious that I had something extra, and my first taste of proper football came when my mate Bradley’s dad saw me playing on the field one day. ‘Mark’s pretty good,’ he said to my old man. ‘Do you want to bring him down to training for Barking Colts?’

			I didn’t need a second invitation. I was only eight – Bradley was a couple of years older than me – but I wanted to test myself. I went along for training and didn’t look back. The only problem was that the guy in charge said he didn’t have space for any more players. Bradley’s dad had to convince the coach to make room for me and I made sure his generosity did not go to waste, playing well enough to convince Barking to sign me up.

			Little did I know that my career was now under way. I was, however, obsessed with improving my game. I just loved playing football and was focused on succeeding at Barking. I enjoyed going to training and I was buzzing when they asked me to play in my first five-a-side tournament. I was so excited, although my emotions must have been all over the place, given that the first thing I did when the game kicked off was take the ball and start taking players on, only to realise that I was running in the wrong direction and was heading towards my own goal.

			I have no idea what I was doing. Dad was baffled on the sidelines but nobody gave me a hard time about it. Playing for Barking was great, even though we weren’t particularly good, because I had all my mates there. It was different when I started to play for a team called Lakeview. I didn’t know anyone and, although I was the best player, I felt like none of my team-mates wanted to pass me the ball.

			Did they not like me? It feels stupid now, but I was quite insecure about how people perceived me when I was younger. I was nervous about meeting new people and I needed some convincing when I had an opportunity to leave Lakeview for Heath Park & Redbridge. I sat on the edge of Mum and Dad’s bed, worrying about what would happen if the other boys didn’t take to me, and it was a while before I saw sense and agreed to go.

			It was the right decision. We had some really good players and won loads of trophies. I was moving in the right direction and it was beginning to dawn on the people around me that I was more talented than the other boys. Dad said he could see that I had a real chance of making it when I was 14. He was always watching over me and I knew that he understood the game. He was a decent player in his day, although I didn’t realise how good he was until I saw him play in a dads’ game once. He made it look effortless as he repeatedly flicked the ball over the other players. I was blown away by his skill and it made me respect him even more.

			Yet Dad wasn’t as dedicated as me when he was growing up. His mates say that he was brilliant, but he says he was more interested in going out drinking and trying to impress girls. Eventually he met Mum, and there were bigger things to think about after they had me and my two little sisters, Francesca and Jessica.

			Still, there was no attempt from Dad to live his dream through me. He was supportive without being overbearing. He never put any pressure on me to play football, not that I needed much encouragement, and he was never one of those parents who shouted at his kids from the sidelines. That wasn’t his style. He stood in the corner on his own, quietly observing the game, and I try to follow his example when I watch my son Lenny play football now.

			Dad was always there for me, always ready with a quiet word of advice, and I wanted to be there for him when my parents got divorced. I was 17 and, having just signed my first professional contract at West Ham, I had bought my own flat in Gidea Park. The family dynamic had shifted. My sisters stayed with Mum, while Dad came to live with me for two years because he had nowhere else to go and the divorce settlement meant that he was short of money. It wasn’t a burden. Family matters.

			*  *  *

			My roots mean a lot to me. I was brought up in a tight-knit family and was really close with all of my grandparents, spending a lot of time at their houses. Admittedly I had an ulterior motive. We didn’t have a landline at home, so I’d go over to my nan’s in the evening and use her phone for free to call my future wife Carly, who I’d started going out with when I was 14.

			Everything felt familiar. Aunt Kim and Uncle Tony and their kids, little Toni and James, were close and they went on holiday with us all the time. It feels like everyone has stuck together down the years. It’s unbelievable how many links there are between my family and friends. For instance, my sister Frank has had two kids with one of my best mates. My mate Danny had two kids with Carly’s best friend Lauren. Carly’s sister, Jade, is with someone who was with me in the academy at West Ham.

			These ties give me a sense of belonging, a connection with my upbringing. I look back at those times and remember my mum, a big character who knew absolutely everyone in the area, picking us up from school and flying around with seven or eight of us crammed into her old Ford Fiesta. Above all I remember feeling that me and my sisters were in a loving environment, even though we never had much money. I knew that I could count on support from people around me.

			Nothing was too much for my parents when it came to my football career. They trekked up and down the country for my games, dragging my poor sisters along with them, and even drove to France when I was selected to play for England in a youth tournament. It wasn’t exactly luxury travel. The journey took 12 hours in Dad’s work van, a little Citroën Berlingo, and his way of making sure that there was enough room for Mum, my sisters and Carly was to squash a two-seater sofa in the back.

			It was absolutely ridiculous, and I knew I was under pressure to make sure their sacrifice didn’t count for nothing. Unfortunately there are no guarantees about anything in football – I doubt my family were particularly happy with me when I got myself sent off for a bad tackle after two minutes. It happens. I didn’t do it on purpose and nobody needed to tell me I had made a mistake.

			Football is such a demanding industry and as I’ve always been so obsessed with providing for my family I haven’t been able to spend enough time with my mum and my sisters. I love them to bits and they mean the world to me, so I’m looking forward to being in their lives more. Frank has two beautiful kids, little Trace and Deana, and I can’t wait to spend more time with them.

			There was no doubt about my dedication. Football was my life. I wasn’t bad academically but my education wasn’t my main priority. I was out on the streets as soon as the school day was over, kicking balls against fences and taking my mates on in the park, and I wouldn’t go home until it was time for bed. I rarely had dinner at home. A takeaway was fine by me. My diet was absolutely horrendous but I didn’t have any worries. I didn’t even mind going to bed with muddy knees! It’s different for my kids, who have computers to keep them entertained. All we had for company in those days was a football. The streets were where you learnt about life in those days and I think it’s why so many footballers come from council estates.

			Football was your way of moving up in the world. I was so hungry to experience the adulation of playing for West Ham and the chance to make money also motivated me. I don’t think there’s a single young player who becomes a professional for the love of football alone. If you have nothing when you’re growing up you want more. You want to have nicer things and provide for your family.

			But it takes immense dedication to reach that level. I didn’t let my talent go to my head and I didn’t have outside distractions. It helps that Carly has always been by my side. Our mums went to school together and our families were close. Carly was always around and, thinking that I was a bit of a gentleman, I eventually plucked up the courage to ask her out.

			There was only problem. We went for a Chinese meal on Barking Road and everything was going well until I realised that I had no money on me, which probably wasn’t the best first impression. But Carly didn’t mind paying. She was already working for her uncle, who had shoe shops up and down the country. I rarely saw her at school. She didn’t like it and was happier working, so she always had money.

			Carly was so generous. She bought me trainers for school and got me a nice watch. She even bought my first ever suit. I knew she had my back and I didn’t like being away from her. I even had mixed feelings when I got called up by England’s Under-16s for the first time. The tournament was in Ballymena, Northern Ireland, and I didn’t want to leave Carly behind. We’d only been going out for a month but it was a strange feeling. It didn’t feel right without Carly, and my mood didn’t improve when I broke my foot during the tournament. It was an early reminder that football is a demanding job. You have to be ready to make sacrifices.

			*  *  *

			Some kids can’t cope with the pressure of being in an academy. There are so many skilful youngsters but you need to have the right mentality. I played with a lot of talented footballers at Sunday League level and the percentage who make it is so small. You have to stay level-headed, so I’m fortunate that I’ve always had a placid personality.

			Give me a ball and somewhere to play: that’s all I wanted. I even ended up making up the numbers by playing as a ringer for the opposition when I went to watch my mate Shorty play one Sunday afternoon. There was no holding back. I scored six goals in a 7-1 win and during the game I could hear parents from the losing team complaining about me. They didn’t know who I was and I felt pretty bad given that Shorty’s parents, Tina and Gary, were like a second mum and dad to me. I wasn’t trying to humiliate anyone. I grew up with Shorty and spent so many summers in Cyprus with his family. Once the ball was at my feet, though, I couldn’t help myself. I even kept playing for my school team when I was at West Ham. The club weren’t happy about it but Dad backed me up. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘Unless he plays for his school, he ain’t playing for you.’

			West Ham weren’t in the mood for an argument, though it’s unlikely that I actually would have left had it come to it.

			I was ecstatic when I joined West Ham as an 11-year-old, with Arsenal fighting a losing battle to convince me to stay with them. I had no ill feeling towards them, as they’d signed me when I was nine. They made their move after scouting me at Barking Colts and everything happened very quickly. They treated me brilliantly and I had a great education under the former Arsenal midfielder Liam Brady. He was a brilliant youth coach and I had no complaints about the set-up there. I met stars like Paul Merson and Dennis Bergkamp, while the academy was full of good players. We had Bradley Johnson, who went on to play for Norwich in the Premier League, and Colin Kazim-Richards, who played for Turkey at Euro 2008. I already knew Bradley and Colin after playing against them at Sunday League level, so settling in at Arsenal wasn’t a problem. The issue was the journey from east to north London. Dad drove me after work and I was always late because of traffic – so this made it even easier to join West Ham when my contract with Arsenal was up.

			It was the right call. West Ham were known as the Academy of Football because of the players who had come off their production line, and the coaches were fantastic. We were given a solid grounding. People like Tony Carr, Paul Heffer and Peter Brabrook were strong but fair, and made sure we kept our feet on the ground by giving us plenty of menial jobs to do.

			It was tough love. Coaches could be harder with kids in those days, but there was still plenty of support. I hit it off with Paul Heffer and Kevin Keen, kept moving through the ranks and knew that Tony Carr, who had a huge reputation after leading the development of Joe Cole, Michael Carrick, Jermain Defoe, Frank Lampard and Rio Ferdinand, had my back. Tony always pushed me to play above my age group, and I realised that things were getting serious when I was 14 and Dad called my school to deliver an urgent message from West Ham.

			It was an incredible moment. I was close with my PE teacher Mr Foster, who loved Southampton, and always went to his office when I got into trouble. We’d sit there chatting away about football and I loved playing for him. We won loads of trophies at school – we even played tournaments at Stamford Bridge and Wembley – and it had to be Mr Foster who came into my classroom to tell me that West Ham had called Dad to say that they needed me to play a reserve game against Leicester City at Dagenham & Redbridge’s ground that night.

			I couldn’t believe it. This was a different level to academy football: reserve matches featured first-team players who were out in the cold or recovering from injury. I played alongside Don Hutchison, an experienced pro who was making his way back from a torn cruciate, and felt so nervous sitting in the dressing room before the game. ‘What am I doing here?’ I thought. ‘I don’t belong here.’

			The game went by in a blur. I wish I’d made more of the experience, especially as I was the youngest player to play a reserve match for West Ham until Jayden Fevrier broke my record in 2018. All the same I knew I was moving in the right direction. Our youth team was strong, aggressive and technically gifted. We won the Nike Cup two years in a row, and went to tournaments in Berlin and Lisbon.

			My game was progressing. I was a skilful, energetic, box-to-box midfielder who liked to get on the ball and pick a pass. I was suited to playing for West Ham and the coaches rated me. Opportunities continued to come my way. Another arrived when the late Glenn Roeder, who was manager of the first team at the time, rang my home to ask me to train with the first team while school was on half-term.

			I had to pinch myself and didn’t say much before training began. I was only 15 and was training in the indoor gym at Chadwell Heath with John Moncur, Paolo Di Canio, Trevor Sinclair and Joe Cole. I was lost for words when Dad picked me up at the end of the day. I was a tiny little thing but I hadn’t disgraced myself in front of my idols. I had clipped a ball over the top for Trevor to score a nice goal and I could tell the players were impressed.

			The nerves disappeared once I was on the pitch. I held my own in the keep-ball sessions and there was plenty of encouragement. None of the players knew my name but football’s a common language and it doesn’t take long to work out if someone is good enough.

			‘Well done, little man.’

			‘Good pass.’

			I felt they accepted me and I was desperate to experience more. Soon, though, the stars were on their way out.

			It was horrible when West Ham were relegated from the Premier League in May 2003. The club was in financial trouble and supporters were devastated when Joe, Paolo, Trevor, Freddie Kanouté, Defoe and Glen Johnson left. We had to rebuild in the Championship, though dropping into the second tier probably had a good impact on my career. It meant there were more opportunities to be around the first team during the 2003–04 season, and I was asked to travel to a few away games with the squad after Alan Pardew replaced Glenn Roeder as manager. Of course, you don’t say anything at that age. You just want approval from the adults. We’d be on the coach for hours and I spent a lot of those journeys making cups of tea for David James, who was England’s No1.

			It wasn’t about football; it was about showing respect. The first team was full of experienced players and I was nowhere near proving that I belonged. Being part of the travelling party is one thing, but it was a long way from playing for the first team, so I was incredibly envious when Pards handed my mate Chris Cohen his senior debut in December 2003. ‘I want that so bad,’ I thought. ‘I need to play in the first team.’

			I played with Chris in the academy and was happy to see him make the next step. He had bigger legs than me and was further along in his development. He was a cracking player and went on to have a very good career for Nottingham Forest. There were no hard feelings when I saw him playing for the first team; I was close with Chris and thought that West Ham made a big error when they sold him to Yeovil Town in 2005.

			Nonetheless I didn’t like the feeling of being left behind. Chris was getting chances to play with Michael Carrick, whereas I was still making tea on the team coach. It made me even hungrier. I had to convince Pardew to give me a chance. I was desperate for a taste of the real thing.

			Patience was key. It was clear that the first-team coaches rated me, given that I travelled with the first team when they went to Cardiff to play Crystal Palace in the play-off final in 2004. I was in the thick of it, although I still had to prove myself to the lads. What’s more, Chris and I were terrified when we were told we had to do initiation songs on the eve of the final. We hid away in our room for a while, and even considered creeping out of the hotel and catching a train back to London. ‘I just don’t want to sing,’ I thought, but I eventually realised there was no way out. In the end Chris picked an Oasis song and, not knowing much about music, I chose the song closest to my heart. ‘I’ll just sing “Bubbles”,’ I thought, praying that the players would sing along to West Ham’s anthem. Fat chance, though. They absolutely hammered me and I wanted the ground to swallow me whole.

			The next day wasn’t much better. I was gutted when I watched us miss out on an instant return to the Premier League after losing 1–0 to Palace at the Millennium Stadium. The mood around the club was low and the fans were worried about the future. Were we ever going to make it back?

			Not that I was overly concerned. Young players are carefree and I didn’t feel any pressure because of the club’s situation. It’s not your fault if the team’s struggling. The fans don’t blame you for bad results, and my main thought during pre-season was whether I could make my breakthrough and help West Ham win promotion. ‘They’re the best times,’ I tell kids now. ‘You’ve got no pressure, so go out and play. You’re lucky to get this opportunity, so just grab it with both hands.’ That’s what I had to do. I just needed a chance to come my way.

			*  *  *

			I didn’t realise that the stars had all aligned when we lost to Palace. We’d have been a Premier League team if we’d won and Pardew would have had money to spend on new players during the summer. He wouldn’t have had to think about using kids like me, so my pathway would have been blocked. I’d have carried on playing for the youth team or been sent out on loan to gain experience. But sometimes it’s a case of right time, right place in football.

			The club’s disappointment about missing out on promotion worked in my favour. It’s why I think I was destined to play for West Ham. I wanted the best for them but I saw their lowest moment as an opportunity. So what if money was tight? I was too young to worry about the balance sheet, and if the manager didn’t have funds to build a complete squad then that would only increase my chances of breaking into the first team.

			That had to be my aim at the start of the 2004–05 season, even if West Ham were expected to push for promotion again. ‘Please call me over,’ I thought when I saw Chris Cohen with the senior players. ‘Please let me train with the first team.’

			Soon my prayers were answered. Pards brought me into the fold before the start of the campaign and I quickly settled in. We had signed Teddy Sheringham on a free transfer from Portsmouth and he saw something in me straight away. ‘Wee man, I’m really liking your touch,’ he said after one session, which was music to my ears. I was straight on the phone to Dad to tell him about the nice things Teddy was saying about me. It meant so much. Teddy was coming towards the end of his career but he commanded so much respect. He was a top striker, had helped Manchester United win the Champions League and held sway with Pards. ‘You’ve got to play him,’ Teddy said to the manager about me. ‘The way he’s training, you’ve got to put him in.’

			Luckily Pards valued Teddy’s input. He took the advice on board and my dream was closer to becoming a reality when Jimmy Hampson, Head of Academy Recruitment, came over to talk to me and Dad. ‘I’ve just had a message from the first team,’ Jimmy said. ‘Mark’s in the squad for the Crewe game.’

			It was a huge moment. We’d made a slow start to the season, picking up four points from our first three games, and a few players were out. The fans were grumbling and we needed a result when we travelled north to play Crewe, though my main focus was making sure not to step on anyone’s toes. I was still only 17 and you don’t want to say anything to anyone at that stage. I just sat on the bench at Gresty Road, taking it all in as two goals from Teddy and one from Rufus Brevett saw us go 3–0 up inside the first 30 minutes.

			Unfortunately Crewe hit back with two goals and we were hanging on for the win at the end. It wasn’t the right time for Pards to throw me in. I had to be patient. Another opportunity was waiting round the corner. I was on the bench again when we hosted Southend United in the first round of the League Cup three days later and this time I was confident that Pards would put me on. He wanted to see what our young players were made of and started three of my academy mates: Trent McClenahan, Chris Cohen and Elliot Ward. It wasn’t as big as a league game and Southend were two divisions below us.

			I was ready. The only disappointment was that Mum and Dad had booked a holiday to Cyprus with my sisters and couldn’t be at Upton Park. It was gutting for them but at least Carly was with me. It was thanks to her that I looked the part. We had to wear a suit to the game and I was in a Hugo Boss one she bought for me before an England youth game. It was off the rack and it wasn’t made to fit, but I wasn’t complaining. I just wanted to get on the pitch.

			It didn’t feel real. Six months earlier I’d been waiting outside the ground, asking players for autographs after games. I still lived at home and all my mates were Hammers. Now I was about to live out their dream.

			I had so many people at the game, even though Mum, Dad and my sisters weren’t there. The club gave us free tickets in the West Stand and I gave them to Carly, my mate and Dad’s friends. It was a proud moment for our community and my heart was racing when Pards turned round midway through the second half and told me to get ready.

			‘I’m coming on,’ I thought as I removed my tracksuit top. ‘I can’t believe it.’ I could barely concentrate. I could see the faces in the crowd but it passed by in a blur. ‘This is what I want in life,’ I thought. ‘These are the moments I want.’

			I didn’t care about the result. We were 1–0 up when I came on for Luke Chadwick but I just wanted to savour the moment. I’d played at Upton Park in the FA Youth Cup but this was a different level. There were only 17,000 fans there – it was a midweek game against a lower-league side in August – but it felt like 170,000 to me. The adrenaline was pumping and it felt even more surreal when Pards brought Teddy on for Sergei Rebrov with 14 minutes to go. ‘Bloody hell,’ I thought. ‘I’m on the same pitch as Teddy Sheringham.’

			It was beautiful. The game finished 2–0 to us and I was buzzing when we walked off the pitch. I had so many messages, and I managed to call Mum and Dad to tell them I’d made my debut. My brain was swimming, and it hadn’t occurred to me that I didn’t have a way of getting home. I didn’t have a driving licence and Dad wasn’t there to give me a lift. ‘F**k it,’ I said to Carly. ‘Let’s just walk home.’

			I’d done that walk back to Beckton so many times: straight down through East Ham, past Brampton School, down the A13, over the Blue Bridge and through my front door. It took 25 minutes at most and I didn’t think twice about doing it after making my debut. It felt natural.

			I didn’t realise that people would look at me differently now. I was wearing my Hugo Boss suit and I wasn’t prepared for two middle-aged men to spot me in the street. ‘Well done, Marky boy,’ one shouted. ‘Oh my God, Mark,’ Carly said as we walked on. ‘He knew who you were.’

			My life had changed, although I was yet to realise it. We had a Chinese takeaway when we got home and I just wanted to go out on the street to play another game. Loads of my mates were out and I spent the night standing outside my house, chatting to them about becoming a West Ham footballer.

			It was incredible and I was still on top of the world when I went to training the next day. There was no jealousy from the other academy boys. Darren Blewitt, who supported West Ham, was delighted for me. I could feel that everyone was proud of me. They knew how much it meant.

			Deep down, though, I still wasn’t satisfied. Those 20 minutes against Southend weren’t enough. I wanted the good press and the adulation. I wanted to be rich and successful. I had a taste but I was still hungry. I had to have another bite.

		

		
			2

			Growing Pains

			I was never going to stop after making my debut. Once the euphoria passed I told myself not to let anything get in my way. I was going to dedicate my life to football. There was no other option. I didn’t want any distractions. I wasn’t lured in by the bright lights of London and I didn’t care if I upset anyone.

			Fortunately the people around me understood who I was. I would do anything for my family and friends, but they’d have to accept that I’m a nightmare when things go badly on the pitch. I hate losing and I go into my shell after defeats. West Ham have always surrounded me. Sometimes it means too much and the older I got, the more the pressure to perform grew.

			As a 17-year-old kid, though, my only concern was myself. I moved into that flat on my own in Gidea Park and could have gone partying with my mates, but they never tried to lead me astray. They knew they’d have been wasting their time. I wasn’t interested in nights out. They’d get ready to go out on a Friday and I’d be tucked up in bed, making sure I was rested for Saturday afternoon.

			Carly was supportive. She wasn’t particularly interested in football but knew what it meant to me. She didn’t worry about our social life. She was already so responsible and didn’t mind if we stayed in. She was working so hard at her uncle’s shop and I was adamant that my gifts weren’t going to go to waste.

			I knew there was still much to prove after the Southend game. It was a brief cameo and there were plenty of experienced midfielders in front of me. Pards had Nigel Reo-Coker, Hayden Mullins, Carl Fletcher and Steve Lomas. I was at the back of the queue and I wasn’t even on the bench for our next game, a 1–0 home win over Burnley in the league. It was frustrating. I was left out again when we beat Notts County in the third round of the League Cup in September. Self-doubt took hold. I was doing well in the academy but a place in the first-team squad remained elusive.

			‘I’m never going to be a pro,’ I thought in one of my gloomier teenage moments. I wasn’t optimistic about my chances of featuring in our next League Cup game. It was away to Chelsea, who had just appointed José Mourinho, and I didn’t expect to be involved.

			Yet I was being too hard on myself. Despite my disappointment at not playing more, the reality was that Pards was making me feel wanted. I was still training with the first team regularly and I could sense that he liked my game. He’d shown he wasn’t scared to play kids and I had a feeling he would give me another chance
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