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To Victoria, Brooklyn,  Romeo, Cruz and Harper.  I could never have lived  my dream without you all  by my side. This is for you all.  Love David (Daddy)  xxxxx






	  		





	  		

The moment I kicked  a ball as a child, I realised it was all I ever wanted to do. I still have to pinch myself looking back at the amazing experiences and moments I have had over the years and I realise how lucky I was to do a job that I love.
When I retired in May on a special and emotional night in Paris, it meant that I could take a step back and reflect on what I had achieved in the game and what it took to get there. 
I didn’t want to do another autobiography, instead I wanted to look at some of the images from my career and talk about what I was feeling at the time. 
I really enjoyed doing this book, I hope you enjoy it too. 
I realised one thing looking back at my career: it was never boring!






	  		





	  		

There are so many people I would like to thank here but I probably would need an entire second book to mention them.
I’m forever grateful for the love and support of Victoria, the boys and my little girl. Without them I couldn’t and wouldn’t have achieved what I have throughout my career and life. I love you so much.
I wouldn’t be in this position today without my parents, grandparents and my sisters, Joanne and Lynne. They gave everything to help me realise my dreams. I will never forget their sacrifices.
Thanks also to Victoria’s family: Jackie, Tony, Christian and Louise.
To my best mates, you know who you are and what you mean to me. You have made me laugh even in some of the most difficult moments. Thanks for your support.
I want to thank Simon Fuller for his invaluable advice and guidance over the years. May we have a long future working together.
To all the players, managers, coaches and staff who I have ever had the privilege and pleasure of working with, I want to say thank you. Football is truly a team sport and it was an honour to work with and play alongside you.
Finally, to the fans. In successful and hard times, you have always been there to support and pull me through. I will never forget that. Here’s to many more new adventures together. We’re only just beginning.
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ENGLAND


PART ONE


Making my debut for my country was the second proudest moment of my career.






	  		

Always felt so emotional and proud singing the national anthem. 






	  		





	  		

My first goal for England on my  mum’s birthday. I could just hear her saying: ‘My boy did that for me.’


(Overleaf) I love this moment – celebrating  with someone I’d known since I  was 12 years old (Sol Campbell).






	  		





	  		





	  		





	  		





	  		

Big bear hug from Emile. What a day for the whole team and  the country. Emile – gentle giant.


I could hear the banging of a drum. It was as if it was the only sound in the world. Just one drum, banging out a beat, the sound carrying directly onto the pitch. The rest of the stadium seemed completely silent, as if every single fan knew that the next kick of the ball would decide the match.
Bang, bang; bang, bang; bang, bang.
Teddy Sheringham, my England team-mate, tried to pick up the ball and place it on the spot where Emile Heskey had been fouled by a Greek defender a few moments earlier. I felt a rush of adrenaline. The match was in the 93rd minute and England were trailing 2–1. Unless we scored now, we wouldn’t qualify for the 2002 World Cup.
It didn’t bear thinking about.
I grabbed the ball away from Teddy and replaced it myself. He wasn’t too keen on my interference. He shoulder-barged me away, gently but firmly. ‘I’ve got this, David,’ he said. ‘I know I can make it.’  
But nothing was going to stop me taking that free-kick. I felt confident, calm, certain. I knew 






	  		

I could make it. I had missed a few already in the match, but my confidence was still sky high. I had tons of energy left, despite the fact it was in extra time. 
‘It’s too far out for you, Teddy,’ I said. ‘Trust me. I’ve got it.’
I had done almost exactly the same thing as a teenager. We were having an A Team match in one of my first seasons at United. Bryan Robson, the United captain, was training with us because he was coming back from injury. We got a free-kick on the edge of the area and Robson stepped forward to take it. 
He was also the England captain and one of the best players in the world, but I grabbed the ball off him. ‘Sorry, but I usually take these,’ I said. People couldn’t believe my cheek. Robson gave me grief about it for years afterwards. But I think it demonstrated my confidence even as a youngster. I trusted in my ability to deliver. 
Teddy could see that I was not going to back down and, even though he was older and wiser than me, he stepped away. It was just me, the ball, and the 25 yards separating me from the top left corner of the goal. 
But this kick was not just about England; it was also about me. It was about drawing a line under four years of abuse. Four years of bitterness. Four years of England fans – not all of them, but enough to make it hurt – shouting the most horrible things at me while I was playing for my country. 
Four years of pain.
I took two deep breaths, eyed the top corner of the net, and emptied my mind of everything except one thought: ‘I am going to score.’ There was a single focus: getting England into the World 


Cup finals. There was no doubt in my mind, no negativity. Just a sense of complete reassurance. 
Confidence is a funny thing. People often say that you need a lot of luck to win. But, for me, confidence comes down to preparation. When you have practised something so much that it has become a part of who you are. Second nature. When you have done everything possible to give yourself the best chance.
I had taken lots of free-kicks over the years. Not just the free-kicks for Manchester United; not just the free-kicks that I took for the youth teams I played for growing up in East London. There were also the free-kicks I had taken in my back garden and at the local park with my dad, almost every one of them to send England into the World Cup finals or to win Manchester United the FA Cup.
I must have taken tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands. I would go to the local park, place the ball on the ground, and aim at the wire meshing over the window of a small community hut. I would take 50, a hundred, I lost count of how many. The time just seemed to fly by. It didn’t even seem like hard work. 
When my dad got home from work, we would go over to the goal-posts together. He would stand between me and the goal, forcing me to bend the ball around him. People looking on must have thought we were mad. We kept going even when the sun had gone down, playing by the light coming out of the windows of the houses that surrounded the park. My legs would ache, but my dad always told me to keep going, to keep fighting, to keep striving. 
I would carry on playing when I got home. I 






	  		

practise by kicking the Care Bears in my sister’s bedroom. My mum thought it was funny, but it showed how much I loved football. I couldn’t get enough of it. If you had given me the choice to skip school and play from morning till night, I would have jumped at the chance. 
I guess when you have practised like that for twenty years, when you have put yourself on the line for so long, self-belief comes along as a by-product. You know you can do it because you have prepared to do it all your life. Michael Johnson, the legendary Olympic sprinter, once said: ‘If you have done everything possible to prepare for your event, confidence will stick.’ He is right. 
And that is why I felt so confident stepping up to take that free-kick against Greece. It was as if all the years of commitment had prepared me for that one single moment. 
Time seemed to slow down as I sized up the goal, hands on my hips. The drum was still beating and the tension was still rising. 
I stepped slightly to the left and then began my run-up. I felt the ball on my boot and – in that strange way that sometimes happens in football – I knew instantly it was going into the back of the net. 
There is something incredible when you strike a football in just the way you want to. It feels so satisfying, the tiny thud of the ball against your boot, and then the fizz of the ball as it speeds away. When you get it right, you hardly feel the impact. It is like kicking a feather. 
As the ball flew towards the top left corner, before it had even hit the back of the net, I was off, sprinting towards the touch-line, shouting for joy. The silence had been replaced by a huge, 


almost deafening roar. The stadium just erupted. England were in the World Cup finals. 
England were in the World Cup!
I jumped into the air and landed on both feet, then flung my arms backwards and embraced the crowd. It felt incredible to score the goal, but especially so at Old Trafford, a stadium that had become a home to me. 
But I could sense something else, too. I had worked like crazy in that match. For some reason, I had endless reserves of energy. I ran, I tracked back, I tackled, I charged forward. Everything seemed possible. I was even trying things that I had never attempted before, and they kept coming off. People could see how much it meant to me to play for my country. 
But the goal was the icing on the cake. It was as if all the lingering doubts about me as a player and as a person vanished in an instant. All of the pain, all of the bitterness, all of the hatred, all of the recriminations. I knew that one of the most difficult chapters in my life had come to an end. 
I was forgiven at last. 
 
Three and a half years earlier, things had been very different. It should have been a wonderful experience, playing for England in the 1998 World Cup. I was just 23 and it felt like the most exciting sporting opportunity of my life as I flew out with the squad to France. 
Three weeks later, I was the most hated man in England. 
It had started so well. Glenn Hoddle was the England manager and he had played me in all the matches in the build-up to the tournament. He had been a brilliant passer and I think he appreciated 






	  		





	  		

I knew at this point it was a goal…






	  		





	  		

I look at this picture and it gives me goosebumps. This is the moment  I felt the country had forgiven me. 






	  		

It doesn’t get much better than this.  Old Trafford… captain of my country… 93rd minute… one chance to go  through to the World Cup finals.






	  		





	  		

I’ve never felt a reaction from a crowd like the day that goal went in.






	  		





	  		

Realising how important this goal was…  Nothing better than celebrating with your mate.






	  		





	  		





	  		

I know most of the nation wanted  to kill me, but for the record my  heart sank that day.


my ability to use the ball effectively. But the boss decided to drop me for the opening game. He obviously had his reasons, but it came as a huge shock. 
It wasn’t until the third match that I was given my chance to play. We had defeated Tunisia in our opener, but lost to Romania in our second game, during which I had come on as a substitute. It meant that we had to win the final group match against Colombia to qualify. It was a huge challenge, but I was up for it. 
At our base in La Baule, we had a little training pitch where I could go out and practise on my own. The day before the Colombia game, I went down onto the pitch with a stereo, a CD of Tupac, the American rapper, and a big bag of balls. The temperature was ferociously hot, so I was just in shorts and a vest. But with the music blasting, I did what I had always done throughout my life. I practised. 
I must have been down there for two hours at least, taking free-kicks, shaping the ball into the top corner, then shaping into the other corner, 






	  		

the ball, the shape of my body. I whacked the balls again and again, kicking them over and over until I had everything clear in my mind and felt that my body, boot and mind were in perfect harmony. 
My confidence grew a little more. 
It’s a strange thing, but throughout my career I have suffered from a particular kind of criticism. I wonder if Hoddle had been influenced by it, which is why he dropped me for those first two matches. It was said that I am more interested in celebrity than application. That I spend more time in front of the mirror than on the training pitch. That clubs only sign me because they can sell replica shirts, not because I can help them to win matches. 
I have always found this criticism difficult to take, because everything I have done, on and off the pitch, I have put my heart and soul into. I can be criticised for many things, perhaps, but not that. At my clubs, I would always try to arrive before everyone else and keep practising after everyone had left. I was not trying to please the coach, or be teacher’s pet. It is just a part of who I am. I had the same attitude when I played for England. 
Maybe it was my dad and my mum who gave me such a ferocious work ethic. My dad is a gas fitter (he is still doing the job to this day) and I would watch him leaving for work at seven in the morning and coming home late at night. But he didn’t stop grafting even then. As soon as he got home, he would come to the park with me and play football, coaching me till it got dark. He never let up. And he always seemed to enjoy it. 
My mum has an incredible work ethic, too. She was a hairdresser and worked from morning 
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