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Dedicated to:

Our families, for always being loving and forgiving, and for sticking with and inspiring us every single day.




[image: Image]



Welcome to our book!

Thanks for supporting us on our journey. Now it’s our chance to share our story with you … Rak-Su is about four guys and one team, so in the pages ahead you’ll hear from each of us, about our individual stories and how we got here, as well as how we came together as a band and stuck together. It’s been an incredible journey so far, and it’s only just beginning …
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jamaal

Q: Date of birth

A: 08/04/1992

Q: Height

A: 5ft 11

Q: Eye colour

A: Brown

Q: Star sign

A: Aries

Q: Favourite colour

A: Green

Q: One food you couldn’t live without

A: Caribbean food

Q: Happiest memory

A: Watching cricket with my grand daddy

Q: Best thing about being in Rak-Su

A: The laughs and experiences we have

Q: Biggest dream for the future

A: To tour the world with my brothers and make new memories

Q: Favourite thing to do outside of Rak-Su

A: See friends and chill

Q: Strangest gift you’ve ever received

A: Soap

Q: Favourite album

A: Confessions by Usher

Q: First single you ever bought

A: ‘Confessions’ by Usher

Q: Favourite song

A: ‘Something Special’ by Usher

Q: First gig you ever went to

A: Chance the Rapper

Q: Best gig you’ve ever been to

A: The Weeknd

Q: Favourite Rak-Su Song to date

A: ‘I’m Feeling You’

Q: Songwriter who has influenced you the most

A: Michael Jackson

Q: What social media do you spend the most time on

A: Instagram

Q: Who would you call in an emergency

A: Mother or Ashley

Q: Who in the band is the loudest

A: Ashley

Q: Who is the quietest

A: Mus

Q: Who is the messiest

A: Ashley

Q: Who eats the best/worst diet

A: Ashley/Mus

Q: If you could only watch one film ever again, what would it be

A: Shawshank Redemption

Q: One piece of advice you would give fifteen-year-old you

A: Find a hobby that you enjoy doing and do it for as long as you can

Q: Funniest onstage/backstage moment

A: Ashley falling down a hole in the stage during rehearsals

ashley

Q: Date of birth

A: 01/09/1991

Q: Height

A: 5ft 10

Q: Eye colour

A: Brown

Q: Star sign

A: Virgo

Q: Favourite colour

A: Anything bright

Q: One food you couldn’t live without

A: I literally eat everything and just love all food

Q: Happiest memory

A: Performing at the Jingle Bell Ball having just won the X Factor

Q: Best thing about being in Rak-Su

A: Living a dream with three of my best mates from childhood

Q: Biggest dream for the future

A: A world tour and a Brit Award

Q: Favourite thing to do outside of Rak-Su

A: Play football

Q: Strangest gift you’ve ever received

A: A kosher cooking book for my birthday

Q: Favourite album

A: 2014 Forest Hills Drive by J. Cole

Q: First single you ever bought

A: ‘In Da Club’ by 50 Cent

Q: Favourite song

A: ‘Lights Please’ by J. Cole

Q: First gig you ever went to

A: Dizzee Rascal

Q: Best gig you’ve ever been to

A: Stormzy in Paris

Q: Favourite Rak-Su song to date

A: ‘Dimelo’

Q: Songwriter who has influenced you the most

A: Skepta

Q: Who in the band is the loudest/quietest

A: Me/Mustafa

Q: Who is the messiest

A: Me

Q: Who eats the best/worst diet

A: Worst Mustafa/best Myles, when he’s not binging on buffalo wings or fried chicken

Q: If you could only watch one film ever again, what would it be

A: Coach Carter

Q: One piece of advice you would give fifteen-year-old you

A: It’s OK … things are going to go wrong but you’ll learn from them

Q: Funniest onstage/backstage moment

A: On tour Myles forgot his words, stopped rapping and said, ‘Oh, wow!’ It was hilarious

Q: Funniest X Factor moment

A: When rehearsing for Week 3 of the X Factor, I didn’t look down and put my foot through a hole in the floor. Some people were concerned, most just laughed

Q: What would be your one luxury item if you were stranded on a desert island

A: Wi-Fi router

myles

Q: Date of birth

A: 11/09/1991

Q: Height

A: 6ft 2

Q: Eye colour

A: Green

Q: Star sign

A: Virgo

Q: Favourite colour

A: Purple

Q: One food you couldn’t live without

A: Curried goat, rice and peas

Q: Happiest memory

A: Winning X Factor

Q: Best thing about being in Rak-Su

A: Doing what I love with my brothers

Q: Biggest dream for the future

A: World domination of the music industry

Q: Favourite thing to do outside of Rak-Su

A: Cook/gaming/play football

Q: Favourite album

A: The Black Album by Jay-Z

Q: First single you ever bought

A: ‘Baby One More Time’ by Britney Spears

Q: Favourite song

A: ‘Annie’s Song’ by John Denver or ‘All of the Lights’ by Kanye West

Q: First gig you ever went to

A: Hear’Say

Q: Best gig you’ve ever been to

A: Jay-Z and Kanye West’s Watch The Throne Tour

Q: Favourite Rak-Su Song to date

A: ‘Wanna Tell You’

Q: Songwriter who has influenced you the most

A: Biggie, Tupac, Jay-Z, Dizzee Rascal, Skepta, Ghetts

Q: Who would you call in an emergency

A: Mum

Q: Who in the band is the loudest

A: Ashley (volume) or Jamaal (doesn’t stop talking)

Q: Who is the quietest

A: Me or Mus

Q: Who is the messiest

A: Ashley

Q: Who eats the best/worst diet

A: Ashley/Mus

Q: If you could only watch one film ever again, what would it be

A: Avengers

Q: One piece of advice you would give fifteen-year-old you

A: Stay out of trouble and chase your dreams

Q: Funniest onstage/backstage moment

A: Me forgetting my lyrics and just saying ‘Oh, wow!’ in front of 13,000 people

Q: Funniest X Factor moment

A: Ashley falling through the stage

Q: What would be your one luxury item if you were stranded on a desert island

A: Phone

mustafa

Q: Date of birth

A: 02/02/92

Q: Height

A: 6ft

Q: Eye colour

A: Brown

Q: Star sign

A: Aquarius

Q: Favourite colour

A: Purple

Q: One food you couldn’t live without

A: Crisps

Q: Happiest memory

A: Being in Egypt with my cousins – careless, free, fun times

Q: Best thing about being in Rak-Su

A: Living the dream/learning and progressing with my brothers

Q: Biggest dream for the future

A: Travel the world while performing

Q: Strangest gift you’ve ever received

A: Hair gel …

Q: Favourite album

A: Donuts by J Dilla

Q: First gig you ever went to

A: First and only gig I’ve ever been to was GoldLink at Electric Brixton

Q: Favourite song

A: ‘My Own Plane’ by Royce da 5′9″

Q: Favourite Rak-Su song to date

A: ‘Pyro Ting’

Q: Songwriter who has influenced you the most

A: KRS-One, everyone in Wu-Tang Clan, Kweli, Tupac, Biggie, Royce da 5′9″, Eminem, Talib, Lauryn Hill – so, so many to choose from!

Q: Who would you call in an emergency

A: My dad

Q: Who in the band is the loudest

A: Ashley for definite!

Q: Who is the quietest

A: I’d say me

Q: Who is the messiest

A: Ashley or me

Q: Who eats the best/worst diet

A: Best would probably be Ashley, worst I’d definitely say me

Q: If you could only watch one film ever again, what would it be

A: The Longest Yard

Q: One piece of advice you would give fifteen-year-old you

A: Keep going!!!

Q: Funniest onstage/backstage moment

A: Trying to find out what sound an armadillo makes

Q: Funniest X Factor moment

A: Ashley falling through the stage … after being warned there was a hole in it and to be careful

Q: What would be your one luxury item if you were stranded on a desert island

A: A fully working/fully fuelled helicopter … or yacht!
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‘Although none of my immediate family were involved in music professionally, or even at an amateur level, music was all around me from a very early age. There were always songs playing: gospel, soul, R&B, reggae, all sorts.’


I’ve always enjoyed being busy. When I was a little kid growing up in Barbados, we lived in a complex of flats next to a pasture. One day my parents bought me a toy lawnmower, and I used to go out into the field and mow the long grass, up and down, up and down, for hours, cutting absolutely nothing, of course, but I just enjoyed being busy and doing something fun.

Barbados is a nice place to grow up. There is a good mix of built-up areas but also plenty of forests and fields to explore. I was born on 8 April 1992, in a parish called St Michael, one of the biggest on the island. Unfortunately, not long after I arrived, my parents split up and then my mum and I went to live with my grandfather. I have three siblings, a brother and two sisters, all younger than me. We have always been a close family.

Although none of my immediate family were involved in music professionally, or even at an amateur level, music was all around me from a very early age. There were always songs playing: gospel, soul, R&B, reggae, all sorts. I grew up on artists such as Kirk Franklin, the Commodores, the Temptations, Bob Marley, music like that. There was also a lot of Soca, which is a style of music indigenous to the Caribbean. I guess my musical interests were quite varied for a young lad, but always very soulful and rhythmic.
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‘I used to go everywhere with music: if I was riding my bike, I’d be listening to music; if I was walking or running, I’d have my Walkman on; and I didn’t even care if the CD skipped all the time!’


As I grew older, I developed my own taste in music as well as still listening to my parents’ favourites. I discovered BET and that was pretty influential on me. Back then my usual day would be: get home from school, do all my chores, finish my homework and then the rest of the evening was mine until bedtime, so I’d invariably sit down glued to the television. As long as I had my Game Boy or TV and music, I was good!

When I was out and about, I had a silver Sony Walkman that I used to take everywhere with me. Back then kids my age didn’t have mobile phones, so I’d have to upload all my parents’ albums on to the single computer in the house (when it was my turn to use it for an hour!). Then I’d burn my playlists or whole albums on to a blank CD. I used to go everywhere with music: if I was riding my bike, I’d be listening to music; if I was walking or running, I’d have my Walkman on; and I didn’t even care if the CD skipped all the time! That Walkman was pivotal to me having a constant soundtrack to my childhood. Music was something that kept me company, basically.

Church also played a big part in my young musical life. Everybody went up and sang in the choir, even if they weren’t actually that good, we all just joined in. That was when people first noticed I could sing. Once my mum and her friends realized I had a good voice, they tried to get me more involved with the singing. There was no formal training, it was all very relaxed and encouraging. Previously church had been somewhere that I went and tried not to fall asleep, but once the singing started, that made it really fun, and I used to really look forward to that.


‘That Walkman was pivotal to me having a constant soundtrack to my childhood. Music was something that kept me company, basically.’
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Pretty soon I was singing all the time: in the bathroom, on the way to school, on my bike, in the fields, anywhere! I went to Grazettes Primary School in St Michael, but I didn’t really sing or perform in the productions they put on; that would’ve been too public. I didn’t really pay that much attention to my vocals in terms of a career or even as a major hobby. It was just for fun.



Cricket was a massive part of my life when I was younger, fuelled by my late and much missed grandfather, who was an umpire well into his seventies (all my grandparents really supported my sports and hobbies). In Barbados, cricket is a religion, it is something that is always around you. I grew up watching, playing and going to cricket. We’d play a game anywhere we could set up some makeshift stumps, whether it was with a school bag or a bin, whatever and wherever! We didn’t have a proper red cricket ball so we’d use a tennis ball wrapped in electrical tape; we’d even try to shape the tape to create a seam around the centre. If no one had a bat, we’d pull a branch off a coconut tree, strip the leaves off and use the stem.
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I played for the school team and I was pretty good, but then I was hit in the face by the ball when someone bowled a full toss and I didn’t see it coming until too late. The impact actually knocked me over the stumps and I was taken to hospital with mild concussion. I kinda went off cricket after that!

Away from sport and hobbies, I was a fairly avid Cub Scout (and then later a cadet). In class I studied hard and actually ended up getting grades among the top three or four kids in the final year. I then went on to Combermere Secondary School, and that was when I became really sports-obsessed. After suffering concussion in cricket, I got into basketball instead. I really enjoyed that and so did a lot of my friends, but the courts by my house weren’t floodlit. It gets dark really quickly in Barbados and my parents couldn’t always be sure I was safe, so I started to play tennis as well. We didn’t have a school tennis team, but I used to train at the Ocean View Tennis Club. Unlike the local basketball courts, the club had floodlights, so we were able to train all year round. I would watch players such as Federer, Nalbandian, Nadal and Tsonga and try to emulate them on the local courts. I had a massive love for tennis during my early secondary school days.


‘It never crossed my mind to be a musician – I loved music, don’t get me wrong, but it was in sport that I imagined I would end up shaping a career.’


At this point, I desperately wanted to be a professional sportsman; I wasn’t yet sure which sport exactly, but that is what I wanted to be when I grew up. It never crossed my mind to be a musician – I loved music, don’t get me wrong, but it was in sport that I imagined I would end up shaping a career.

I really enjoyed my time at Combermere, it was a good school and I have very fond memories. Rihanna was actually a fellow pupil there, and she was also in the cadets. The school was well-known for cricket and some of my friends from there have gone on to play for the West Indies. Combermere also gained a reputation for developing sprinters: one of Barbados’s greatest, Obadele Thompson, used to train there.

At this age I had my head in the clouds; at school I could get down to work when I needed to. Yes, I was more interested in sport than academic life, but I did reasonably okay with my studies. As the years went by, sport increasingly took over and my studies did slip a little, so instead of being in the top three, like at primary, I was in the top fifteen, then the top twenty-five. I wasn’t a naughty kid, I just loved my sport. In terms of girls, I was a bit of a dork. I might like a pretty girl but I’d have absolutely no idea how to talk to her. So my life was literally just sport, music and studies.

Everything I did was soundtracked by music. By now technology had moved on and I was able to get a fake iPod, although it didn’t work most of the time! No matter, I was always listening to music, headphones on, singing along. I wasn’t performing (other than at church), I didn’t write any songs, I had never been near a recording studio, I just listened to a lot of music. My musical tastes had really widened and I went through an alternative rock phase, listening to indie, pop-punk, Blink-182, All-American Rejects, Red Hot Chili Peppers. Outside of reggae, Soca and Latin music, many kids in the Caribbean are influenced by American pop culture. In fact the first album I ever got was Confessions by Usher; I must’ve listened to that record thousands of times! I used to play it cover to cover, day in, day out, and never got sick of it. Music was still very much under the radar, in the sense that I didn’t perform in any public arena, but everyone knew that I could sing and that I was massively into my music.
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‘Everything I did was soundtracked by music. By now technology had moved on and I was able to get a fake iPod, although it didn’t work most of the time!’
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I enjoyed music classes in school although I never really followed the theory; it just never stuck in my head. I flirted with playing instruments a few times. At one point I started playing the recorder, and I went everywhere with that thing. I played it all over the place, which I’m sure must’ve been really annoying! My dad then bought me a guitar when I was about thirteen and I tried to teach myself but that quickly fell away, it just didn’t happen. I played the snare drum in the cadets, but instruments were never really my strong point; it was always singing that felt more natural.
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People often ask me what Rihanna was like at school (back then everyone used to call her ‘Fenty’). I wasn’t big friends with her, but I knew her well enough to speak to. We all knew she was doing well – she used to sing in assemblies and school productions – but to be fair, I had no idea of the massive amount of work she was putting in behind the scenes. Then one day I was walking along behind the parliament building in town with my dad when she came running up and said, ‘Shurland!’ and told me all about what was happening with her singing career (people tended to call each other by their surnames, I don’t know why). We were all really happy for her when she eventually got signed and went on to become the massive worldwide star that she is.

One time, after she had just put out her first album, she came back to perform in Barbados and, for some strange reason, I thought that after the gig she was going to come back to my house in a stretch limousine and whisk me off to be a famous star! Joking aside, her success made it seem possible that a kid from our school in Barbados could make it big, that dreams do come true.

In 2006, when I was fourteen, I moved to the UK with my mum and sister. My mum had moved over a year earlier to set everything up, get work as a nurse, find a house and sort all the practical things you need to look after a young family. Then twelve months later it was time for us to join her. My first impressions of England? It was the coldest place I had ever been! Oh my gosh, honestly! Apart from a trip to St Vincent in the Grenadines with the cadets, I’d never travelled before. I remember my mum giving me a thick scarf and heavy coat, saying, ‘Jamaal, as soon as you get off the plane, put these on …’ and I thought she was just fussing, like mums do, but wow! I think I stepped out of the plane at Gatwick, felt the cold and stepped right back in! We trudged off the plane and had to drive for what felt like hours. I just remember seeing all these red-brick houses, they all looked the same, the rain was teeming down and it was so cold and damp.
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‘My first impressions of England? It was the coldest place I had ever been! Oh my gosh, honestly! Apart from a trip to St Vincent in the Grenadines with the cadets, I’d never travelled before.’
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‘Initially I was quite sad about moving to England. I missed my friends, obviously, but it was more that it felt so cold, wet and dreary. It was just not what I was used to in Barbados.’


[image: Image]
Initially I was quite sad about moving to England. I missed my friends, obviously, but it was more that it felt so cold, wet and dreary. It was just not what I was used to in Barbados. It wasn’t a culture change that I could ease myself into: we left Barbados and all my family and friends in the heat, and eight hours or so later – bang, we landed and it was freezing and wet, and we were in a place where the only people I knew were the people inside my house.

My mum had set up home in Watford, just north of London. Obviously I didn’t know anyone … but I still had my music. It was when I moved to England that I got my first phone with a few songs on it. I also remember my sister had a portable speaker that looked like a massive pill; I think it had 256MB of storage on there, which at the time was enormous! ‘You can get almost thirty songs on there!’


‘Because I was new and didn’t know the timetable, I had no sports kit with me. They sent me to the lost-property cupboard and I had to kit myself out with all these odds and ends; there weren’t any trainers so I ended up wearing my black school shoes. So there I was, shivering on this slippery bit of
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THANKS

We never thought we would be writing the acknowledgements for our auto-biography! There are so many people we would like to thank for making this possible. Special thanks to our publishing team at Michael Joseph. Particularly to Dan Bunyard, Yasmin Morrissey, Sarah Fraser, Alice Chandler, David Ettridge, Liz Smith, Claire Bush, Ellie Hughes, Annabel Wilson, Louise Jones, Olivia Thomas, Nick Lowndes and Alice Mottram. To our team at Modest! Management: Richard Griffiths, Harry Magee, Samantha Cox and Andy Dutnall. To Simon Cowell, Louis Walsh, Nicole Scherzinger, Sharon Osbourne, Dermot O’Leary and everyone over at Syco and X Factor (too many to name but all just as important as each other). To Martin Roach, Eddie Serrano, Annabel Williams, Brahim Fouradi, Afterhrs, Ricky Valentine, Jordan Gutteridge, Hus Hodja, Riccardo VDC, Ashley Harewood, Alex ‘Six’ Safaris, Deanna Chase, Radhika Wilson & Superlative Sessions, Vivian Nwonka, Pauline Briscoe, Gemma Wheatcroft, Nadu Placca, Max Howe, Luke Lentes, Laurie Cunningham, Saoud Khalaf, Jamie Farrelly, James Hype, Ben Calnan, Callum Mills, Andy Bonura, Ollie Mattis, Jay Stephenson, Bobo Kijac, Jules ‘Moko’, Leigh Putman, Abe Jarman, Zak ‘HipHop Dad’, Dan Murray, John Eager, Nathan Barrow, Johno Jay, Mitchell Burton, Beth Renphrey, Clarence Mandisodza, Holly Jones, Lara McCabe, Scott Mckay and the UMA crew. And last but certainly not least, to you, the fans, for making this all possible.
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