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Introduction


I am standing alone in an enormous, spotlessly clean garage, part of a multimillion-dollar luxury mansion in Los Angeles. On one side of me is the world’s most expensive car, a £1 million Bugatti. Nearby is a sparkling Rolls-Royce Phantom, gleaming under the lights. I’m stood at the end of a long walkway that will take me out of Simon Cowell’s garage and into his beautifully manicured gardens, where he will tell me if I have made it through to the Live Finals of The X Factor… or not.


I’m the last contestant to find out my fate and it seems to take an eternity to be called, by which time I am having a mild panic attack, crying, hyperventilating, my heart’s pounding, I am losing my breath… I am proper nervous.


This is the biggest moment of my life. As I stand there struggling for breath, I really feel that this one moment could change my life. I start talking to myself out loud, calming myself down, going through the whole scenario like some split personality. I feel like I am going bonkers, standing alone for ages in that garage in LA, in a world that is a million miles away from home, waiting for my life to be affected in such a massive way by someone else’s decision.


A few minutes later I am called through and there is Simon, sitting in front of me, telling me the reasons behind his decision. As I stand there trying not to shake with emotion, he says, ‘Olly, you are a risk … it is as simple as that.’


I remember those crazy, intense events in LA like they happened yesterday. I can still feel the raw emotion as I stood there in front of Simon, waiting. But I can also still remember what it felt like just a couple of years earlier, when my life was drifting and I had no direction, when I went to work each day feeling like I was just going through the motions. When my childhood dreams as well as my more recent ambitions had been scuppered and I was struggling to explain to people why I kept trying, even though I just seemed to be going nowhere. Something had to change in my life.


From 2007 onwards, my life has been a non-stop roller coaster of extreme emotions, crazy days and unexpected highs, but my life hasn’t been without its lows either. In this book I’ve tried to picture myself sitting down with you, the reader, explaining what I was thinking and feeling during those times, and hopefully giving you a fly-on-the-wall view of my amazing journey into a place where I finally found what had been missing all those years: music.
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from top, l-r: Aged 3 at the caravan we stayed at in Cornwall; With my mates on a pre-V Festival camping trip; Winning the Essex Braintree league, 2007; A fancy dress party – wearing my dads 70’s outfit; Christmas 2008 with the family after coming back from Australia; Messing around at the zoo in Australia; Me and my twin brother playing football against each other at school; At Butlins sporting my David Beckham haircut; Playing the guitar to my mates who are oblivious I have just got through to X Factor Bootcamp; Dancing around at a mate’s wedding reception; ‘The Smalltown Blaggers’ performing at my dad’s 50th birthday party in our back garden; After winning £10 on Deal or No Deal in 2007 – why do I look so happy?; Walking around London and randomly seeing my album advert on a bus; At Radio 1 after getting my first No.1 with ‘Please Don’t Let Me Go’; Returning to the XF studios in 2011, sitting in Simon’s famous chair; Messing around in a Rihanna cardboard cut out.







1. Because You’re Young


Where I used to live in Witham, Essex, pretty much all of the family lived nearby. Both my nans lived really close, my aunties and uncles too, so they were always coming round or we were round theirs. It was exciting as a kid, it felt like every week was a party. It wasn’t, of course, but my mum’s side of the family in particular were party animals, so we’d have these get-togethers all the time. My nan and Mum used to throw great parties, especially on New Year’s Eve, and there’d always be karaoke.


When you look at my family’s history, singing and performing have always been in the blood, I guess. My great auntie Pat was a professional singer in the West End, my nan herself used to sing at gentlemen’s country clubs and on my dad’s side they always used to enter amateur dancing competitions, though really more as a hobby. But going even further back than that, my great-great-gran was part of the biggest circus in Latvia during the 1930s, performing trapeze and tightrope, which is pretty amazing really!


Mum and Dad would always have music on in the house, so they used to get me and my twin brother Ben, plus our sister Fay, up singing. We used to love it. Grandad was the first in the family to get a video camera, so he and my parents have got loads of home videos of us lot dancing around. We were like little performing monkeys but it’s really good when you watch ’em back, and we’re lucky to have that footage. We used to play Michael Jackson so much in the house growing up. My brother used to pretend he was MJ and we’d be his backing dancers. So in a strange way it feels like ever since I was a kid I’ve been in front of a camera performing. All them elements put together – the circus performers, the West End and club singing, the dance competitions, the karaoke parties, happy times with us three singing at home – I wouldn’t say they made me what I am today, but I think it’s where I got my instinct to perform.


Growing up I was into a lot of different bands. My parents were always listening to something so I would hear Bowie, the Smiths, the Jam, loads of Madness, Weller, Michael Jackson, Stevie Wonder, James Brown. As I grew up, I was kind of a Spice Girls fan, which my dad was worried about! A lot of boy bands too – Blue, Five, Westlife – but I also loved Blur and Oasis. I liked all sorts of stuff.


But as a kid music wasn’t my first love. As far back as 1990, when I was six, it was football, football, football. I was a striker and played every day – when I got older I would train every day too, and that was the case right through into my early twenties. I was massively into Man United. I was an avid fan, so I had the wallpaper, the United pillows and duvet set, posters, mugs, the lot!


I wanted to be a professional footballer. That’s what every kid’s dream was. My uncle, John Pollard, used to play professional football for Colchester United, so from a young age it seemed that a career in football was a possibility. My schoolteachers would ask what I wanted to do as a job. My first answer would always be ‘Professional footballer, sir.’ Apart from football I didn’t really know what else to try. So between the ages of sixteen and nineteen I went and did a college course, an NVQ in Sport and Recreation, plus Personal Training, for three years.


So although music was a constant feature in my house, pretty much soundtracking my childhood and always in the back of my mind, I never thought for the life of me that I’d be a pop star. I was always performing and having a laugh with my family, but as a kid it never crossed my mind that singing could be a career; football was my thing.


Funnily enough, before I went off to college, a lot of people at school wrote in my ‘End of Year’ book that they really hoped I had a career in music and singing. Every day I’d sing at school, walking around with my mates, or even on my own walking down the corridor. Looking back, I suppose I was singing all the time. To be honest, I was only having a laugh. I enjoyed it but I never sang in front of anyone properly. I just kept it quiet. It was bubbling inside, at the back of my mind, but I just left it there. Where I live in Essex, unless you know people in the industry, there’s no way you’ll ever find out how to break into the music business.


When I was a teenager at college, Pop Idol was on and I can remember enjoying watching Gareth Gates and Will Young battling it out, but my head was still full of succeeding in football, so I didn’t really think much else about it. But when The X Factor started a few years later in 2004, that was the first time I was like, Wow, what a great programme to go on! These kids are singing in front of these famous judges with a chance to win a £1 million record contract. Happy days! It was the first time I’d seen people come from families with absolutely no contacts in the music business – like mine – and end up in the charts. I thought some of the contestants on The X Factor were so good that they had to be from stage school, but I soon realised they weren’t, they were just ordinary people giving it a go. That was the very first inkling of me wondering if singing or performing could be something more than just having a great time with family or mates.


After college I was in and out of jobs all the time, but I was a very good worker and I’ve always had a great work ethic. Ever since I’d got my first paper round at fourteen – I eventually did three paper rounds a week – I’d grafted. From a young age my parents told me that nothing comes to you for free, you have to work for it. Graft, graft, graft. So it’s always been in my blood to give 110 per cent. I would go on to work in sales, recruitment, mortgage selling, data entry (just typing in catalogue numbers all day!), on a clothing manufacturer’s production line, loads of industrial factory jobs. I even worked in a jam factory! You name it, I’ve probably done it.


Obviously none of these jobs was my ideal career. I was just moving from one temporary job to the next for much of my early twenties, earning some money but not really loving anything I was doing. I just felt there was more to life than the nine-to-five. The problem was, I didn’t know what that ‘missing’ part was, so for a while there I was kinda drifting a little.


Like I said, I’d never sung in front of an audience at this stage. I’d only ever done karaoke at home and occasionally with a few mates round too. Nothing serious. Then for some reason in May 2007 – I had just turned twenty-three – I thought I’d have a go at The X Factor. Why not? It’ll be a laugh! I just fancied having a go, so I got the phone number online and went along to the producers’ auditions in London. I stood in those long queues along with hundreds of other people, put on my number, then when it came to my turn I took up my position in front of three producers that I’d never seen before who worked on the show. I nervously sang ‘I Wanna Be Like You’ from The Jungle Book and got a ‘No’ straight away. At that point I didn’t really mind, because it was as much for the crack as anything. But I wasn’t done with The X Factor yet…




2. Little By Little


In the late summer of 2007, I’d just split up with my first girlfriend and was pretty down, so Mum had sent off for an application form for me to be a contestant on Noel Edmonds’ show, Deal Or No Deal, which had a top prize of £250,000. We always watched it together and I’d say, ‘Wouldn’t it be great to go on there, Mum!’ Well, we applied, I got the call for an audition and they must have liked what they saw because I got invited to appear on the show. At the time I did Deal Or No Deal I was a recruitment consultant.


I wasn’t fame hungry: I did that show for the money. I wanted to get some cash behind me because Mum was quite ill at the time. We weren’t really sure what was the matter with her, so it was all very worrying. I thought if I could win a good chunk of cash I could sort Mum out and maybe even put a deposit down on a house. My nan always wanted to go to Graceland in Vegas and I could’ve took her there too perhaps, so I was really focused on coming home with a big prize. I still hadn’t found much direction in my career, so I felt like this was a real chance to do something with my life.


On the day of filming, I couldn’t believe it when I was actually picked out to play. It’s an amazing feeling. I did a little Michael Jackson moonwalk on to the centre of the stage and I really enjoyed being there. Noel was really supportive and the other contestants were great too; they really wanted me to do well.


Initially it was going quite well but I said, ‘No Deal’ to an offer of £26,000 from the Banker and after that it all started to go horribly wrong. In quick succession I took out four big money boxes in a row, first £250,000, then £75,000, £35,000 and finally £100,000. Suddenly that left me with just £10,000 or £1000. The Banker offered me £1000 but I just thought, Nah, let’s just go for it! Then the £10,000 went as well! I was offered £450, but I still went for it, ’cos I was down to either £10 or £1000. As Noel started to open the final box, he said, ‘Did the bad luck go on for ever?’


Yes, it did, ’cos I won just £10. I was absolutely gutted.


Noel was really nice, saying, ‘Olly, every now and again we meet a special person on this show and you do not have “Failure” written all over you. It’s been a pleasure to meet you and I’m gonna miss you!’ He also said it was one of the unluckiest games he’d ever seen. That was all really nice of him to say, but to be honest I was totally gutted.


It was hard, going home with a tenner. I walked away from that experience with some positives – I did have an amazing time, I met some amazing people, including a girl called Kate who worked on the show that I’m still friends with to this day – but there were a lot of negatives too. Backstage after the show I was sat there with a couple of contestants who’d won £25,000 and £16,000, really big sums, but I’d be sitting on a bus home the next day with a tenner. Worse still, they gave me a certificate but I had to wait for the cheque! There’s a Deal Or No Deal tradition that if someone wins less than £100, the other contestants have a whip-round and chip in, which they did for me. That raised about £480, which was really kind.


I remember going back to the hotel that night and trudging into the bathroom, where I just cried, all this emotion came flooding out. That was only for a few short minutes, but it had been such an emotional day. I know it’s only a game show yet it really hurt me. I so badly wanted to win some money, because I just felt that could’ve changed my life. And I’d turned down twenty-six grand.


I remember phoning my family and Mum was like, ‘No, you are joking, Olly, you’re winding us up!’ That was really hard, replying, ‘Mum, I’m being deadly serious, I’ve won a tenner!’ I felt like I’d let them down. Then I came home and waited a couple of months for the show to be aired, and in the meantime all my mates were guessing what I’d won. I told them I’d only won a tenner but they didn’t believe me! Then the show came on and it got into the local press and radio. ‘Local boy on TV wins £10!’, all that.


That was my first taste of how being on TV can sometimes be negative. I’d be walking down the streets of Witham and lads would shout, ‘Oi, are you that bloke that only won a tenner! Ha ha!’ They would be laughing in my face, gesturing at me. Down the pub people made me feel really uncomfortable too, you could hear them sniggering, ‘That’s the geezer off the telly. What a prat, what a plonker, what an idiot.’


Don’t get me wrong: it wasn’t the end of the world not winning some money on the show. I had a decent enough job, it paid okay, but I just really wanted to move on with my life. I was a little bit older than a couple of my mates but they had girlfriends, jobs that were paying more money than mine, they had better cars than me, they had houses, they were settling down and I just felt I needed a bit of a helping hand. Deal Or No Deal was gonna be that helping hand. If I’d won some money I would’ve thought, Right, I’m moving now, I feel good. I’ve got things going on. But I didn’t, I won a tenner, which is why I was so upset and down about it. It was a kick in the nuts.


I was twenty-three with no real career prospects and no sense of where I was going. I certainly didn’t have a job that felt like it was the career I wanted to do for the rest of my life. The nasty comments round Witham only lasted a couple of weeks and I soon bounced back. So after Deal Or No Deal I threw myself back into football. It was still something that I loved and was really passionate about. I played Saturday matches and Sunday league too; when I wasn’t playing football I was watching it on telly and on Sunday evenings I even played with some mates just for fun in a five-a-side team. By my early twenties, I was a decent standard and I was getting paid around £30 a game playing semi-professionally for my local team, Witham Town Football Club. If I was honest with myself, I knew I wasn’t going to make it to the top leagues by then because at twenty-three I was already much older than lads who were playing full-time professionally. You see these kids who are snapped up by seventeen, so it wasn’t really gonna happen for me at that level.
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