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			Prologue

			Right there in front of me is the crumpled wreck of the Ferrari.

			‘I can’t believe you’re alive,’ the guy at the compound tells me. ‘I’ve seen vehicles with much less damage that people haven’t come out of.’

			It’s taken a bit of willpower to get myself down here, to come face-to-face with a car which very nearly became a coffin. My eyes well up but the tears don’t fall. I don’t like to cry around people. It’s something I’ve been working on with my therapist. She keeps telling me, ‘Just let your emotions go!’ But I’ve always buried them.

			The tangle of metal and wire makes me realise just how close I came to dying. I’ve viewed the photos of the crash scene, but seeing the battered shell of the car there, and thinking how I was inside it, is so much worse. I feel my stomach turn over. The thought that I might not have been here to see my kids grow up jabs at the front of my mind.

			My older brother Duke has driven me over here and he’s trying to speak to me. But I need my own moment. I should really have come alone so I can take it all in. Slowly I walk round the car. In the background I hear: ‘How did you get out of that?’ A great question, and one I’ve been asked hundreds of times since pictures of the crash scene first appeared online. I always say the same thing: ‘The bulk of my leg is probably what saved me.’ That footballer’s leg, toughened by years at the top of the game, was strong enough to absorb the majority of the impact. Had that not been the case it would have snapped, the artery would have broken, and, so I’ve been told, I’d have bled out within four minutes. Bearing in mind it took three-quarters of an hour to get me out of the vehicle, you don’t have to be a genius to see how the drama would have ended. It’s not something I want to dwell on, a reminder that while I have, to a certain degree, processed the accident, the trauma will last a long, long time.

			As I walk away from the compound, I can’t help thinking that, in some ways, the accident has come to define me. I’m no longer Michail Antonio the Premier League striker; I’m Michail Antonio the Premier League striker who survived a terrible car crash. I’d rather that wasn’t the case, but at the same time I’m aware that what happened has allowed me to see the very best of humanity. There’s something very powerful about knowing there are people out there who helped save your life. Not just the paramedics. There was the dog walker who first got to me, the man who called the ambulance, others who pulled up in the hope they could in some way come to my aid. Thinking of all those remarkable people has allowed me to see the more positive and human side of something awful.

			It reminds me that I’m human too. Make no mistake, being a footballer is a role that can very easily take over your life. It shapes the person you are – how you see yourself and the world. In many ways, the moment you sign your first contract is the moment you leave reality behind. In its place comes an unstable existence of incredible highs and crushing lows. All played out to an ever-changing backdrop of players, managers and fans. From the outside, everyone thinks you’ve entered a gilded palace. And they’re right. Trouble is it’s built on quicksand.

			In this weird environment, things that would be seen as outlandish, totally insane even, in any other field of life are thought entirely normal. Imagine if every time you walked into your office a load of people started bellowing abuse and making obscene hand gestures. That’s extreme, right? But in football that sort of behaviour is dismissed as ‘just the way it is’. Same with transfers. When was the last time you went on holiday for a fortnight and every time you opened the newspaper there was a story saying your employer was desperate to get rid of you? And yet stuff like that happens in football all the time. It’s seen simply as part and parcel of the sport.

			There’s so much about being a footballer that’s totally mad, and yet you’re supposed to just roll with it, take it as it comes. I expect most people think we’re all immune to the craziness, that we run on automatic. Machines detached from normal human emotion. It’s something I found myself reflecting on a lot during my recovery, and, as my shattered leg healed, I started to think about explaining my thoughts in more detail. How it’s about time a player told it how it really is. What it truly feels like to earn a living from playing professional football, day in, day out, season after season. I don’t mean that in a moany way. Believe me, I’ve had plenty – PLENTY – of fun along the way. I mean in the most open and honest way possible, from someone who’s seen the game from every possible angle, from the lower reaches of the pyramid to the top and everywhere in between.

			I want to take you on that journey and show you how being a footballer is the greatest job on Earth. Why it’s everything you probably think it is, and more. Let me be your guide and take you behind the scenes of this crazy game we call football. I’m under no illusion about how fortunate I am, and I would never want to disrespect the many that have a much tougher job than I ever will. But I also want to reveal how those lucky enough to be living this dream are, beneath the glitz and the glamour, just the same as everyone else. We can’t be switched on and off or put on standby mode until the next big match. We live with the same ups, downs, needs and emotions. It’s just that we operate in a strange world where the only guarantee is uncertainty and the most important currency is goals.

			Not long after seeing what remained of the Ferrari, I was back on the football pitch. My legs were like jelly, my lungs all over the place. But I didn’t care. To be out there playing was something else. I felt alive. I felt excited. I felt human. Because that’s what footballers are. Humans, not robots. We don’t live our lives on factory settings. We’re an ever-changing swirl of emotions. We feel joy, we feel pain. We feel loved, we feel hurt. We dance like maniacs. We curl up and cry alone in dark rooms.

			We are you and you are us – all that separates us is the few inches of whitewash we step across on a matchday. I thank my crash for giving me the opportunity, finally, to show you how, and why.

		

		
			ONE

			Lost in Victory

			‘Mikey! Come on! Let’s go!’

			‘Uh? What?’ I open my eyes. A few of the boys are shaking me, trying to wake me up.

			‘Come on! We’re going out!’

			It’s more than three hours since the Europa Conference League Final finished, but as the team coach heads towards the middle of Prague at 2 a.m. the boys are still full of it. They should be. They’ve just done something amazing, something a few of them might never experience again. Me? I can’t keep my eyes open.

			‘I’m not coming,’ I tell them. ‘I’m going back to the hotel.’ I lean into my seat and go back to sleep. At least I try. The boys aren’t having it. They’re proper goading me. The two Czech lads, Vladimír Coufal and Tomáš Souček, have organised a party. Makes sense, this is their backyard after all. ‘Mikey,’ they’re saying, ‘you always organise the parties for us. This is the first time we’ve actually managed to organise a party for you! You have to come!’

			Their confusion at my reluctance is understandable. Everyone knows I like a drink and a party. But, right now, me going out is one of the worst things I can imagine. My body, my mind, my soul is completely against it. The party animal in me is long gone. While the celebrations were going on at the ground, it slunk off quietly into the distance.

			The full-time whistle at the Fortuna Arena had sparked absolute mayhem, an explosion of emotion that could have lifted you off your feet. Understandably, after 43 years without a trophy, the West Ham fans were going mad. On the pitch the boys were screaming, hugging one another. In the middle of all that chaos I’d searched out my brother, Duke. When I saw him, I gave him a massive hug. We were both so happy, all we could do was cry. All the emotion, everything we’d been through together, all the hard work, the ups and downs, the endless setbacks, just came pouring out. At that point I was me. I was in the moment like everyone else. I was experiencing what so many footballers never get to experience. I’d won a big European cup competition. I’d fought all my footballing life for this feeling. I was so happy.

			And then the bubble burst.

			There was another, unseen, element to my life, far removed from the glamour of the Premier League, the great nights of European football. Behind the scenes, my marriage was falling apart. The sheer adrenalin of the match had allowed me a mental escape from all the divorce talk. But when, before the presentation ceremony, two of my kids came down on to the pitch, me and my former partner ended up having an argument, and that was it. From that point on my whole energy was off. Any ability to live in the moment had gone. I just couldn’t experience the win. I felt dazed. Lost. It was as if all my problems away from football had smashed straight back into my mind. You’ve had your fun, Michail. The game’s over now. This is your reality, right here.

			In the changing room I’d grabbed a couple of drinks. OK, let’s see if they liven me up. They didn’t. They had no effect whatsoever. All I felt was flat. As a footballer, a night like this is something you dream of. Ultimately, you play football to be there on the greatest occasions. More than that, to actually win something. I kept questioning myself. What the hell is going on? Why can’t I enjoy it? This is the biggest game of my life, what my entire playing career has been building up to. And yet, right here, right now, I feel nothing. Can’t enter into it. Can’t enjoy it. I should feel better than this. I should be happy. I shouldn’t feel so drained, so shattered. The energy from winning should have given me enough of a buzz to last hours, like the other players. Instead, I’m gone. I’m not in the same headspace as them. I’m not even on the same planet. What the hell is wrong with me?

			And so there I am, on the bus, Tomáš and Vladi still pleading with me. I understand how much they want me with them. How weird it must seem to them that, of all their teammates, it’s me who’s bailing on the party they’ve put their efforts into organising. But they’re talking to a brick wall. I can’t pick myself up off that coach. Can’t find anything even remotely resembling motivation. I’m a dead weight. I just need to shut down. And that’s what happens. Eventually, Vladi, Tomáš and the rest of the boys give up. They disappear into the night, the coach starts moving and I go back to sleep.

			Back at the hotel, I wander down the corridors and find my room. We’ve just won the Europa Conference League Final and there I am, putting myself to bed. It’s a tough place to be when you’re behind a hotel room door, in your own head, with your own thoughts, on a night that’s supposed to be the biggest ever of your footballing life. Thankfully, exhaustion takes over, sleep comes quickly. It’s exactly what I need. I’m suffering from complete emotional wipeout. I can’t take any more.

			When I open my eyes, the room is light. I decide to go down for breakfast. All the boys are talking about last night. Some of them have only just come in. They’re telling me what a great time they’ve all had. Normally, I can get a bit of FOMO. Any other time I’d be like, I can’t believe I missed that! And for a few seconds I do start thinking that I should have tried to enjoy the moment more, because chances are it won’t be something I’ll ever experience again. But underneath, I still feel like I’ve done the right thing. Who knows? Maybe if I had gone out and got drunk, I’d have done something silly. And anyway, I couldn’t have made myself go out even if I’d wanted to. I was in complete shutdown mode.

			None of the players ask me what was wrong. In fact, only one person has noticed what’s really gone on – Josh Ewens, one of the sports scientists. I’ve known him for 10 years, so he understands me and some of the stuff I’m going through. ‘I could just see in you that you weren’t right,’ he tells me. ‘Everyone else was buzzing, drinking and enjoying themselves but you just seemed drained. Not drained by the game – I’ve seen you tired from a game. Drained by life.’

			When he says this to me, I get emotional. I want to cry. It’s so powerful, because in those few words he identifies exactly what I’m feeling.

			Drained by life. Even football can’t save you when that’s what you’re like.

			I’m sure when tales are told of that great victory in Prague, every West Ham fan will think I was there with them partying the night away. But the reality was the complete opposite. I should have been there. I should have been flying. I should have been through the roof … But that’s not how your mind reacts when you’re under stress. You can block trauma, you can push it to the side as much as you want, but when your brain says it’s time to deal with stuff, then it’s time. Truth is, I’d emotionally shut down. Become numb. Blocked my feelings out rather than deal with them at the time. I get it. It’s a defence mechanism. Remove yourself from the situation. Shut yourself away from it. In the moment it works. But life doesn’t exist in a moment. Problems don’t just go away. What happens when the situation returns? Numbness isn’t a long-term option.

			While I actually felt OK during the final itself – the adrenalin of playing in such a massive game kicked in and blanked out everything else that was going on – the period around the match was the first time in my career when I found myself unable to focus on my football and put my everyday life to one side. I just couldn’t black out what was going on in the real world. I was pushing my emotions down, but as much as I tried telling myself my issues weren’t affecting my game, I knew absolutely that they were. Everything on the field seemed so much more forced. I’d lost the ability to enjoy myself, to express myself freely.

			The situation had reached its lowest point the previous December. I found myself stood on the pitch – my happy place – thinking very clearly, I’m not enjoying this anymore. It was a massive shock. Football, the thing that had always filled me up, was now leaving me empty. My passion, something which I’d always seen as non-negotiable, had drained away. I couldn’t believe the words bouncing around my head – I’m not enjoying football. How could that ever be the case? I’m the most positive person I know. To find myself stood in a stadium, in the middle of a game, in the biggest, most successful, league in the world, and be wishing I wasn’t there, was like being smashed in the face with a wrecking ball. I tried to dismiss it, put it out of my mind, but when you’re struck by something with so much power it’s impossible. I couldn’t wait to get out of there.

			Afterwards, I was overtaken by another alien feeling – a desire to go on social media. Something I generally avoid like the plague. I know only too well the kind of negative crap that finds oxygen on there. But this time I couldn’t stop myself. It was like a compulsion. I absolutely needed to see what was being said about me. I picked up my phone and there it all was, the usual flood of nonsense about how I was yesterday’s man, that the best thing West Ham could do was get rid of me. Usually, I can dismiss this kind of stuff as the irrelevant background noise it obviously is. But then I saw another comment. ‘He needs to finish right now.’ It really landed with me, to the point where I found myself thinking, You know what? Maybe I should. I just felt so run-down. My energy, my love of life, of football, had gone. The unthinkable had happened. It was a danger moment. The game has always been my therapy, a way for me to escape any problems going on in my life. As soon as I cross that line, I forget everything that’s happening on the other side. But now the escape route was blocked. I couldn’t find the freedom I so desperately needed. That left me in a vicious circle. Normally, when my life outside the game is off, my football is doing well. Now my football was going downhill too. I had nothing to give me the pure happiness I craved.

			Honestly, I didn’t know what was happening to me. I felt like my mind wouldn’t switch off. It was on overdrive, my thoughts constantly racing. It was overwhelming. I needed to step away from football, but how could I? I couldn’t just say, ‘I’m having a few weeks off here, I’ll be back to resume my position up top when I feel ready.’ As a footballer, you can’t just take a few days off and go on holiday. The only time you get off is in the summer, or for an international break – so long as you’re not playing. Football’s relentless. It goes on and on whatever’s happening in your private life. Ask for time off and you’re seen as weak, as someone who can’t deal with the pressure. Anyway, I needed to be in that team. I was in my thirties. In football that’s not a time when you can be taking your foot off the gas. If you want that next contract you need to be performing, not disappearing down a black hole in your own head. I wanted to be in the Premier League, not plunging through its trapdoor like I’d seen so many players do before. I was as frightened as I was confused.

			Thankfully, I had a few close people around me who could see I wasn’t right and nursed me through that period, talking positively to me, making me see that little glimpse of sunlight through the clouds. Because of them I managed to keep going, putting the boots on and getting out there and playing. But I wasn’t right, and it showed in my football. Weeks went by without me sticking the ball in the net. Inevitably I was in and out of the side, each team sheet with my name missing acting as another sharp reminder of my pain.

			Help is available in football. Sports psychologists are made available to players at most clubs. A lot of footballers tend to avoid them. Not only do they worry they’re going to look feeble if they seek help with their mental health, but there’s the issue of trust, the sneaking suspicion that what they say might find its way back to those in charge. Thankfully, at West Ham there was a physio I could trust. I told it to him straight. ‘I feel like I’m getting depressed.’ Astute bloke that he is, he already knew something was wrong, that I just wasn’t myself. We sat and talked and, for the first time, I shared my feelings with someone within my own environment. I needed that conversation, because football isn’t a good place for levelling your emotions. It’s a game of constant ups and downs. One minute you’re flying, the next you’re feeling lower than you’ve ever been. It’s hard to deal with at the best of times, let alone when you’re struggling to breathe beneath the sheer weight of stress.

			To have an outlet like the physio was massive, a valve I could reach for to release at least some of the pressure, but otherwise I kept what I was going through hidden. So, if anyone asked me how I was, I’d just say ‘Fine’, and that was that. Which suited me, I didn’t want people knowing what was going on. Keeping my emotions locked away was my factory setting. What I hadn’t realised is that factory settings are there to be adapted, added to, made better. Like most people, I’m constantly updating every bit of tech I have in my life, but when it came to my internal dialogue – my own thoughts on who I was and how I could adapt – I’d never even considered doing such a thing. In football I’d done it constantly. But in life I was operating on an out of date set of processes and procedures. I needed to change.

			And the only way to do that was to go back to the beginning.

		

		
			TWO

			Who Am I?

			I’ve got a trial at QPR. ‘Do well in this game,’ I’m told, ‘and we’ll sign you.’

			I do well. Two assists. Surely that’s going to be enough. But the coach feels differently. ‘You didn’t put in enough crosses,’ he tells me.

			I’m pissed off. I’ve created two goals and that’s all he can say to me? ‘I could have put in 30 crosses and none of them come to anything,’ I tell him. ‘Two assists means two goals.’

			He’s not having it. ‘You didn’t put in enough crosses so that’s that. We’re not signing you.’

			I walk away. I’m angry, dejected, all of that stuff.

			But I won’t give up the fight.

			I never watched football on TV when I was growing up. Never supported a team. I didn’t want to waste time sat in front of the telly; it just made me jealous that other people were playing and I wasn’t. My life was football, football, football. I either had a ball in my arms or at my feet. Football was always my hobby, and then eventually, 10 years on from first properly kicking a ball at the age of eight, I managed to make that hobby a job.

			When I went to Reading, my first professional club, Michael Duberry, the former Chelsea defender, would take the mick out of me because I knew so little about the game. I couldn’t say who were the big players, what team they played for, nothing. I’d like to say I remedied that immediately, swatting up on everything football-related. But it wouldn’t be true. By the time I arrived at West Ham seven years later, I wasn’t much different. The fact there were big names in that dressing room such as Mark Noble, Andy Carroll and Manuel Lanzini didn’t bother me in the slightest. I didn’t really know who they were. That naivety would work in my favour. When I came off the subs’ bench at Manchester City for my West Ham debut, I didn’t know who their players were either. Starting out in football, I’d recommend this player blindness to anyone. Rather than worry about someone else, the only focus you have is on yourself. And that’s how it was that whole first season in the Premier League. I wasn’t intimidated by any opponent, because they meant nothing to me. Their name, their reputation, was totally irrelevant. It would be a couple of years before I realised that it might be to my benefit to know more about an opposition player, how they like to play, and how they might try to stop me playing.

			I know my initial ignorance of the game’s biggest names might sound mad, but my football journey isn’t like that of most other players. My family have no understanding of football whatsoever. They’re just not interested. I’ll still get a call from one of my brothers on a Friday night asking, ‘Do you fancy going out tonight?’ I’m like, ‘What!? You do understand I’ve got a game tomorrow!?’ The fact I’m a successful footballer who’s played at the top of the game makes no difference at all to the Antonio clan. I’ve never been treated as anything special. To them I’m not Michail Antonio the football star, I’m Michail Antonio the youngest brother. The first thing anyone says to me when we get together is, ‘Go and make a cup of tea!’ As far as they’re concerned, I’m the baby and that’s how it is. Football just isn’t part of the equation. Very rarely did my parents ever watch me in a match. My mum went along to one of my games when I was 12, and they both came to see me play for Sheffield Wednesday in an away game at Charlton, but even though they were buzzing when they could hear the Wednesday fans singing my name they never did it again, not even when I made it to the Premier League with West Ham. I don’t think they understood the nature, the size, of what I was involved in until I was called up by England. Not that it ever bothered me. It was just something I was used to. People have said to me again and again, ‘Michail, you’re so grounded.’ But my family kept me that way.

			As a kid, maybe that family disinterest in the game rubbed off on me a bit. There was a time when I was more interested in chess than football. Struggling in school with maths, I found chess, the ultimate test of tactics, was something I could focus on. By the age of nine, though, I knew I had talent on the playground. I was holding my own with kids who were two years older than me. From that point on, if anyone asked me what I wanted to be, there was only one answer – ‘Footballer!’

			‘OK, and if that doesn’t happen?’

			I never answered that question. To me there wasn’t an ‘if’. IT WAS GOING TO HAPPEN! I met up with my old primary school headteacher, Mr Troy, a few years ago and his description of me at that age was simple – ‘Football! Football! Football!’ First into the playground with a ball, last out of the playground with a ball, as he put it ‘sometimes kicking and screaming’. And he was right. I always had a ball in my hand, out there playing with my friends. Mr Troy was very kind about me that day I met him. He didn’t mention that I had another hobby as well as playing football. Talking. A lot. I’m sure he must have spent a lot of time rolling his eyes at me.

			I remember those days as a small kid well. I’d be in the ‘cages’, the artificial pitches surrounded by chain fences, or in the park, classic thing, coats as goalposts. It was there I was spotted by the Tooting & Mitcham junior management. I was 11. I started going to training and that was that.

			Tooting & Mitcham was the start of me heading off down a very different path to a lot of other players my age. By that time a lot of kids have been sucked into the academy system where professional clubs look to nurture promising young talent through to the first team. There was none of that with me. Other than school teams, before the age of 12 I hadn’t played for anyone. Tooting & Mitcham might not have happened either. My mum was unhappy because the games were on a Sunday. Mum was very religious. I mean proper religious. Every Sunday I’d be there, suited and booted, at church. I’d even sing in the choir. Being allowed to play football instead was a real battle. The manager had to knock on the door and get my mum’s permission. If he hadn’t done that and told her he’d look after me until she got back from church, there’s no way I could have played.

			The weirdest experience I had as a teenage footballer was going to Russia to take part in a youth tournament. I was training with Chelsea Kicks, part of Chelsea’s community programme at the time, down at Providence House, a youth and community centre near Clapham Junction station, when the coaches announced there was a tournament coming up in Moscow. ‘Would you be OK to go?’ I didn’t need asking twice. ‘Yeah, why not?’

			That first morning in Russia I looked out the hotel window and could see nothing but lovely blue skies. Classic T-shirt weather. And then I stepped outside the door. Absolutely freezing! I’d kind of forgotten we were 1,500 miles east of Clapham. ‘Oh my God! I need to go back to my room and get my jacket.’

			‘No chance,’ I was told. ‘We’re running late. You can’t go back.’

			Player power isn’t a thing when you’re 14 and so that was that. We set off walking round the city. It was so cold. No way could I deal with it. My mum had given me a little bit of spending money. I was so fed up. Am I really going to use up all my money on the first day – on a jacket? I’m going to have to! That was it. I literally had nothing left for the rest of the time we were there.

			There was something else I noticed early on. Everyone was staring at us, and I don’t think it was because of my new jacket. Other than a couple of white boys, the trip was 15 Black lads. It was as if aliens had landed. Everyone breaking their necks, turning around, looking at us, as if to say, ‘What on Earth are you guys doing here?’ We were pretty wide-eyed ourselves. Everything we looked at in the shops or markets seemed to double as a weapon. At one point I was looking at a lighter when the stallholder told me, ‘Press that button!’ I did as he said and a knife shot out the bottom. What the …? It was absolutely crazy.

			That first evening, the mayor invited us out to a posh restaurant. We’d only been on the minibus a few minutes when the police pulled us over. Before we knew it, they were climbing aboard. A run-in with the authorities is worrying enough at the best of times, but these were a bunch of unpredictable Russian cops armed with some serious-looking guns. ‘You!’ they pointed at one of the players. ‘Off the bus!’ He was absolutely pooing himself, as, truth be told, were the rest of us. What’s going on here? We needn’t have worried. It turned out they’d done it to shit us up more than anything – and they succeeded. I didn’t fancy spending my life rotting in a Russian prison. (‘Anyone know what happened to Michail?’ ‘Yeah, don’t you remember? He went to play a game in Russia 20 years ago and never came back.’) I was definitely not getting up to any mischief over there, which is why when word got round of a strip joint in the hotel I, for one, stayed very firmly put in my room.

			Back in the more familiar surroundings of home, I’d watch as other players were selected for various academies. Luck just never seemed to fall my way. The same day Fulham came down to Providence House to have a look at the talent, my mum took me to a christening. Practically everyone who was there that day got signed, which meant when they came back the following week their quota was full. ‘If you’d been here last week, we’d have signed you,’ they told me. When you’ve missed out on your dream, it’s the last thing you want to hear.

			But there was always hope. In fact, more than hope. By the time I was 14, I was getting the attention I craved from scouts linked to professional clubs. I was blown away to be offered a trial by Tottenham. Bloody hell, the big-time! Except I never got there. Mum feared it would affect my schoolwork. Her attitude was uncompromising. ‘Education comes first!’ To say I was gutted would be an understatement. The way I saw it, she had quite literally taken my future in football away from me. I was properly in tears. I mean, who turns down Tottenham? Maybe that was it, my big chance gone. At the same time, I could kind of see where she was coming from. Spurs wasn’t exactly on the doorstep for a kid living in south London, and training with them after school would mean me not getting home until practically midnight. Also, she was totally right in thinking I needed a back-up. Not committing to Spurs meant I studied for and got a sports diploma, which would have come in handy had I not made it in football. And it wasn’t like she was putting the kybosh on my ambition full-stop. She did believe in me. For a long time, it was her paying for my boots. They were the cheap plastic ones that only lasted a few games before getting all busted up, but it was all she could afford and I was grateful for her support. Mum might not have cared about football, but she wanted me to be happy.

			As I progressed, I had trials at a few other London clubs. After the debacle at QPR, I went to Brentford, only to be told a similar story. I played two games and got an assist and a goal. The message this time was, ‘You’ve got potential, but we’re not going to sign you.’ It made no sense. If a club can see the potential in a player, why wouldn’t they invest in them? Take them to the next level? For so long, it felt like every single player was being invited to join one academy or another. Every single player but me.

			Now, of course, I realise that constant rejection was the best thing that could have happened to me. Getting knockbacks toughened me up. It gave me a hard edge, a resilience, that can sometimes be lacking in those who come through the academy system, simply because they get it way too easy. Obviously, the battle to get a pro-contract is hard, but everything else is weighted in their favour. It’s not that long since academy lads were cleaning the changing room, washing the senior players’ boots. They had to do the graft before they got the benefits. Now they’re pampered from the age of 13 or 14. The result is by the time they reach the first team they’re not as hungry as they should be. They’ve already got so much, so why would they be? Compare that to me. While they were in that comfort zone, I was pushing myself, learning not to take no for an answer. If I got a rejection at one door, I moved on and knocked on the next one. My attitude was simple. You don’t think I’m good enough? I’ll prove you wrong. That wasn’t me being arrogant, it was me knowing I had the ability. No-one likes getting knockbacks, but I was never going to let them stop me. My attitude then was the same as now. If you believe something will happen – truly believe – then there’s every chance it will come to pass.

			That battle to get to the next stage, for my talent to be recognised, was even played out on my own doorstep. At Tooting & Mitcham, I played for every age group without ever getting in the actual youth team, as the manager preferred to bring in players from outside. In the end I trialled for that youth team, successfully, off my own back. I wore the number 14 shirt, the same as one of the few footballing heroes I did recognise and adore, Thierry Henry. By then I’d started my growth spurt. Up until the age of 15 I was small and skinny, so my game was all about skill and pace. Within a year my body shape completely changed. A few years ago, I caused great hilarity on Gary Lineker’s The Rest is Football podcast when I blurted out that, in the following 12 months, I grew six inches ‘all over’. What I was trying to say was I bulked up and added power to my skillset.

			From the youth team I went pretty much straight away to the reserves, before meeting yet more resistance. While the reserve-team boss recommended me to the first-team manager, the step-up was thought too much for me. I was seen as nothing more than a kid and no way would I have the strength or ability to handle it. And so I did the same as I’d done with the youth team. Independently, I took myself to a trial. And guess what? They liked what they saw and offered me a contract. Not that I was going to take it. The last thing I wanted to do was to sign for them and, if they then stuck a high price on me, kill the move to a professional club that I was sure was just round the corner. They weren’t too happy with that and so effectively kicked me out – if I wasn’t going to sign a contract then I’d have to leave the club. When AFC Wimbledon then showed an interest, I thought I’d made the right decision. Finally, I was on my way. Well, I would have been, were it not for the small matter of seven quid. That was the amount they refused to pay for my registration fee. Seven quid might not seem much, but no way was I paying it. I wasn’t exactly flush at that stage and I’d heard that Wimbledon, powering their way through non-league, were paying players a grand a week. More than anything it was the principle of the thing. I was going to their reserves, not their first team. Paying my own money to do something that felt a little bit of a backwards step just felt wrong.

			Back at Tooting & Mitcham I signed their contract – £150 a week tax-free. I’ll be honest, at this point I did have doubts whether I would make it as a pro. I was looking round at friends who were all working, earning decent money. Thoughts did enter my head. Do I keep on trying to make this work? How long can I carry on for? By now my dad was also saying the time had come to stop thinking about football and get a real job. He’d always thought pursuing a football career was pointless. Dad was more of a cricket guy. He loved the West Indies team, although if they were touring England he wouldn’t do what most Jamaicans would and grab the opportunity to watch them down the road at The Oval. He thought paying for tickets for things like that was a waste; he wanted to put his money into the house and into us. To be fair, he was only being realistic. Times were tough. It wasn’t like there was loads of cash around, one reason why he was sick of me asking for money off him for better boots or whatever.

			In an alternate universe where football didn’t happen for me, possibly I’d have been a PE teacher. I applied to two universities, Southampton and Kingston, to do sports science. More likely I’d have been working for my brother John in his building company. John was himself a very good footballer, but he left it behind because he wanted to go into business. He was adamant, however, that my own footballing journey shouldn’t end in the nine-to-five. Two years older, John’s like a best friend to me, always my first port of call whenever I’ve hit one of life’s crossroads. His message was clear: ‘You’re way too good to be thinking about giving up.’ It was classic John, the person who, more than anyone, is responsible for where I am today. In fact, he might be responsible for me being alive.

			This might seem a strange thing to say, but when I was growing up, people being stabbed was an everyday thing. You’d hear it all the time. ‘So-and-so got stabbed the other day.’ It was totally run of the mill, so much so that you’d hear about a knifing and your reaction wouldn’t be one of surprise, it would be, ‘Oh, right, where did that happen?’ That was the extent of the conversation. Not even, ‘Is the person OK?’ That is, until it happened to Eugene. He was a friend who I used to play football with. And then, aged just 16, he was murdered. Eugene belonged to a gang called the SUK (Stick ’Em Up Kids) and was set upon by seven or eight youths from a rival gang called TZ (Terror Zone). A teenager was later jailed for life for his murder. Eugene was my first experience of death. And it was scary. At that moment, the whole idea of dying suddenly became very real, very clear. Yes, I’d hear about people getting stabbed, but usually it was a wound in the leg, or the arm. Eugene got stabbed in the chest, back and head. Many times. There was no way he was going to survive. His whole future stolen from him in a single horrific moment.

			There was something else about Eugene’s death. In different circumstances it could have been me.

			I didn’t grow up with lots of money or in a particularly great part of south London. Gangs were a fact of life where I lived and the streets often felt dangerous. Every day meant constant uncertainty. Take a wrong turn and there was every chance you could be attacked or robbed. To defend yourself you might end up having to fight. And it wasn’t just on the streets where gangs existed. School was a mirror of what was happening outside. The SUK, from Clapham Junction, and TZ, from Tooting & Mitcham, were there as well.

			I was definitely a fighter. I hadn’t learned how to handle my feelings at that stage. There’s been times in my life when I’ve been pretty much constantly upbeat while hurting badly on the inside. I’ve had to learn that when you’re down it’s OK to let your emotion come out, because if it doesn’t come out one way it’ll come out in another. As I’ve got older, I’ve realised that’s what happened when I was younger. Even though I had people I could speak to around me, I never really opened up about my emotions, because I never felt comfortable doing it. I was a boy. You didn’t show emotion if you were a boy. ‘Big boys don’t cry’ – you
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