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			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			KIERON DYER was born in Ipswich in 1978. In an 18-year career in professional football, Kieron Dyer played for Ipswich Town, Newcastle United, West Ham United, QPR and Middlesbrough. He won 33 caps for England and played in the 2002 World Cup finals and the 2004 Euros. He retired in 2013. Two years later he was a contestant on I'm a Celebrity...Get Me Out of Here! He now works in the Academy at Ipswich Town.

			Dyer’s co-writer, OLIVER HOLT, worked on the Liverpool Daily Post and Echo for three years before moving to The Times in 1993. He was Motor Racing Correspondent, Chief Football Correspondent and Chief Sports Writer. He joined the Daily Mirror as Chief Sports Writer in 2002. He is now Chief Sport Writer at the Mail on Sunday. His previous books include Miracle at Medinah and GoodFella, with Craig Bellamy.

		

	
		
			ABOUT THE BOOK

			Kieron Dyer's memoir, Old Too Soon, Smart Too Late, is the first intimate and unsparing portrait of the failures and excesses of the generation of English footballers made rich beyond their wildest dreams by the post-1990 World Cup boom in the game and the explosion of the Premier League. It shares the same brutal honesty and self-awareness of the bestselling No Nonsense by Joey Barton and GoodFella by Craig Bellamy.

			In the public mind, Kieron Dyer came to symbolise so much of what was self-destructive about a group of football players known collectively as the 'Baby Bentley generation'. Nicknamed 'The King of Bling' by the tabloid press, Dyer was caught up in many of the scandals that characterised the history of a talented crop of players who promised so much and delivered so little, a generation whose wages and lavish lifestyles began to alienate them from the fans who once worshipped them.

			The brash young man is gone now, and in his place is the quiet, caring, wise man who was such a favourite on I'm a Celebrity, Get me Out of Here! in 2015. Dyer narrates, in uncompromising detail, how a generation of talented English footballers, taken out of working class childhoods and presented with a world of glitz, glamour, wealth and temptation, failed to cope with the riches that were presented to them and often fell apart.

			Old Too Soon, Smart Too Late is about a moment in time, a social and historical record of English football at the start of its gold rush. For Dyer, the end of the book brings a measure of personal redemption and peace but for the English game, there is only a lingering sense of waste and regret for an opportunity lost.
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			FOREWORD BY CRAIG BELLAMY

			As a player, I think I was as close to Kieron as anybody got. He is one of my best friends but he could be very guarded. Full of life one minute, then the next minute it’s a struggle to get two words out of him. Some of the things he has written in this book cast some light on the reasons why.

			I always had great respect for Kieron as a player and that makes it a lot easier to become friends. It’s a good starting point. He might tell you that I always used to tell him he was shit when we were playing on opposite sides early in our career. Well, that may be true. But if I tell you how shit you are, you know I think you’re damned good.

			Kieron wasn’t just good. We had a lot of top players when we were playing together at Newcastle and he was the best of all of us. He would have played at an even higher level had it not been for his injuries. I was blown away by his pace, and he had endurance too: a rare combination in a footballer.

			Kieron got his head up so early when he was on the ball, or waiting to receive it, that he saw passes before other players did. He was an exceptionally bright footballer and an excellent passer of the ball, as well as a great provider of goals for others.

			We have talked about going into management together, with him as my number two. I’m not sure it would work. I’m not saying we would be Dumb and Dumber but we would be Miserable and More Miserable. We can both get quite intense. I think I’d need someone to lighten the mood. And so would he.

			Playing second fiddle to someone isn’t in Kieron’s nature and I think he will actually go on to be a great success as a coach or a manager, whatever he decides to do. One of the things I’ve always liked about him is his honesty. It shines through in everything he does and I know it always will.

		

	
		
			FOREWORD BY PETER TAYLOR

			Kieron made an old man very happy when he asked me to write this foreword for him. I coached a lot of our most talented young players when I was the caretaker manager of the England team, and the boss of the England Under-21s, and when people ask me who was the best, I always mention Kieron.

			He broke into the Under-21s very early for his age; at that time, everyone I knew in the game was raving about him. Everyone who had seen Kieron play told me that this was a lad who was destined for the very top. I think he believed that, too. He believed in his ability.

			He had everything you could want in a midfielder. He would run all day, he was a fine short passer of the ball, his movement was terrific, and he could see things other players couldn’t see. I knew he loved playing in central midfield and I had no hesitation playing him there for England. He was made for it.

			One thing I always liked about Kieron was his confidence as a player. He wanted to operate in central midfield but in the days when I coached him, he was brave enough to play anywhere I asked him. If I’d asked him to turn out at centre-forward, he would have made a success of that, too.

			It is easy to play the ‘what if’ game, I know, but I am convinced that if Kieron had dedicated himself to the game properly a little earlier in his career and not suffered so much with injuries in what should have been his prime, he would have won more than 100 caps for England.

			I think he would have played for Barcelona. I think we would have remembered him as an elite player rather than someone who fell just below that level. I think we would have been mentioning him now in the same breath as Steven Gerrard and Frank Lampard. Kieron really was that good.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE: THE LOSS

			When my playing career finally crawled to its tortured end and I agreed to appear on I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here! in the winter of 2015, some bookmakers offered odds on whether I would get injured in a bushtucker trial. Even I laughed at that.

			Some people had decided I was best dismissed as a bit of a joke by then. In the dying years of my footballing life, I had been playing in fits and starts, desperately trying to rekindle the talent I still felt was within me. Every time I thought I was close, my body let me down.

			I would play a game and then pull a hamstring in the next match, or tear a thigh muscle. I fought my way back and then it happened again. I lived in a state of almost constant embarrassment at my own frailty. In the common mind, I had become little more than a walking groin strain.

			I was held up as an example of all that was wrong with modern football; a kid who had been given much too much, much too young and who was more interested in collecting his bulging pay packet and sitting with his feet up on a treatment table than playing the game the fans loved.

			I was part of the first generation of English footballers who benefited from the wage explosion that came with that perfect storm of financial opportunity created by the release of the Taylor Report, the Bosman ruling and the formation of the Premier League, and the boom in English football they spawned.

			Out of all of us, I was anointed football’s ‘King of Bling’, the poster boy for the Baby Bentley Brigade. In the public mind, I was the epitome of the Golden Generation gone wrong.

			More than Steven Gerrard, David Beckham or Paul Scholes, the leaders of England’s gifted collection of footballers who populated the national side in the years either side of the turn of the century, I summed up our under-achievement. Forget the Golden Generation. I was seen as the face of a lost generation.

			I was the perfect photofit symbol of wasted youth. And yes, there was a time when I, and people like me, felt so intoxicated by our new-found wealth and our rocketing fame that we behaved as if we were above the law and freed from the norms of socially acceptable behaviour that bound other people.

			When it came to the scandals that provided the backdrop to that nagging feeling of lost opportunity for England in that period of near misses at major tournaments, of quarter-final defeats and penalty shootout failures, I had a record number of caps: I was always there.

			I was there when the Ayia Napa sex tapes were filmed. I was at the Grosvenor House Hotel the night when the orgy that brought ‘roasting’ into the English language took place. I fought with my own Newcastle United teammate on the pitch at St James’ Park; I was part of the high-stakes gambling ring that was a big feature of England get-togethers under Sven-Göran Eriksson; and I was the dumb kid who crashed his brand-new Ferrari on a bridge crossing the Tyne and wrote it off.

			I was closer than anyone to the great Sir Bobby Robson when he was Newcastle manager, but no one outside the club knew that, and I was typecast as the yob who let him down by refusing to play on the right wing before a crucial game against Middlesbrough.

			I did let him down. I know that and I wish to God that I hadn’t. There was context to what I did, but that context got lost in the idea that I had mocked the grand old man of the game, and when he was sacked soon afterwards, I was racked with guilt about it.

			Some years later, I was at a pre-season game with West Ham in Malaysia when it was announced that he had died and I stood there during the minute’s silence with tears streaming down my face.

			Sir Bobby was the best man-manager I ever worked for, but he and I came together at a time when the great patriarchs of the English game were colliding head-on with the power of the new generation of millionaire players and their emboldened agents. The face of the game in this country was changing out of all recognition.

			I wish I had known then what I know now. I wish I had had more perspective. I would like to have been a leader in the dressing room. I would like to have provided a voice that warned younger teammates against wasting some of the best playing days of their lives with a party lifestyle. But it’s too late for that now.

			Maybe it was the secret I dragged around with me that stopped me doing that, or maybe it was just youth. I won’t ask for sympathy for kids like me whose paths are paved with gold by Premier League football clubs, but it is not an easy world in which to survive.

			I came from a working-class area of Ipswich where prostitutes lingered on the corner at the end of our street, looking for business. One year, I was a kid living in poverty. A couple of years later, I was earning millions of pounds a year.

			I wasn’t the first who struggled to cope with making that adjustment and I wasn’t the last. When I got money, I felt I wanted to make up for all the years I had none. I wanted to buy flash watches and flash cars. I wanted to buy them for my friends, too.

			I came from poverty and I have no regrets about the way I spent my money. People can call it flash if they want, but that’s not how I ever saw it. I had nothing and I was in a situation where I could have something. I could have dropped dead the next day. Why shouldn’t I spend it? Why shouldn’t I enjoy my life?

			There was so much wealth in the game at that time. We are used to footballers’ exorbitant salaries now but back at the end of the twentieth century, when I made my big move to Newcastle United, the levels of cash sloshing around were still intoxicating to us and a cause of suspicion and resentment for many fans.

			In that climate, people just made up stories about the way players dealt with cash. I read an article once that stated as fact that I had burned a stack of £50 notes on a night out in Ipswich to show off about how rich I was.

			That was someone’s weird fantasy, but people still regurgitate it today as if it really happened. There was another story that when I was at Newcastle, I called myself ‘60 Klicks’ because I was earning £60k a week. That was fantasy, too. I lost the plot a bit when I hit the big-time in Newcastle but never to that degree.

			But I was there at the start of the gold rush. I was there when English footballers hit the jackpot. With the wages I was on, it felt like I was winning the lottery every week and I wanted to spend some of it and have some fun.

			And I had fun. I dated pretty girls, I had a clandestine romance with Cheryl Tweedy from Girls Aloud, I went out every night of the week I could in Newcastle, when club rules allowed it. And in the best years of my career, I got the balance between hedonism and dedication horribly, horribly wrong.

			By the time I started living my life more professionally – eating well, rarely going out, dedicating myself to the game – my legs were so full of metal and muscles that were vulnerable to pulls and tearing that I could not play at the same level consistently any more.

			Alan Shearer nicknamed me ‘Pinhead’ during my years at Newcastle. He said I had the tiniest head he had ever seen. So whenever I headed the ball, Shearer would make a noise imitating the sound of air leaking from a ball to pretend I’d popped it. The name got shortened to ‘Pin’ and after a while everybody called me that. By the time my career was over and I had a collection of pins and screws holding my legs together, it felt especially apt.

			When I was at West Ham and my leg was shattered by a tackle in a Carling Cup tie against Bristol Rovers, and the operation to repair it had not been a success, the co-chairman David Gold singled me out as an example of a player who was letting the club down because he was earning exorbitant wages and barely playing.

			I laugh when I hear that sort of thing levelled at players now. Daniel Sturridge is the latest one who gets it. There always seems to be innuendo that he’s faking it or, more commonly, that he can’t really be bothered, or even more commonly, that he hasn’t got the heart for the modern game.

			Take it from me: that’s garbage. I did everything I possibly could to stay fit. In the autumn of my career, when I was the first one in to the training ground every morning and the last one to leave, when I cherished every moment of my football life, I desperately wanted to stay clear of injury but my body couldn’t do it.

			I was embarrassed about the injuries I kept getting. I felt ashamed. It will be the same with Sturridge, just as I’m sure it was the same with Darren Anderton. Footballers don’t want to be injured. They don’t want to miss games. It’s the last thing they want.

			It always seems odd to me that players should be criticised for being injured. It’s not their fault. I knew I was letting down the supporters and the managers whose jobs sometimes depended on whether I was going to be able to play for a sustained period of time or not.

			There was at least one occasion when I tore a hamstring early in a match and played on until half-time. I was too embarrassed to come off. I was too embarrassed to put my hand up and signal to the bench that I couldn’t carry on. Playing on was a kind of torture, but it was way better than the alternative.

			I didn’t want to hear that familiar groan from the crowd when they realised I was injured yet again. I couldn’t bear to feel that mixture of pity and disdain you get from 50,000 people because you’ve failed to last a game again. And so I played on.

			I got good at hiding injuries. Sometimes, I even played quite well with a torn hamstring. I’d make it through to half-time so that I didn’t have to hear that collective groan and that ripple of polite applause that I dreaded more than anything and which became the soundtrack to the dog days of my career.

			When it came to an end and I gave up the struggle to get fit and stay fit, I signed up for the jungle. I did it mainly because my kids wanted me to do it and I wanted to make them proud. And, yes, I did break down in the rainforest a couple of times, just not in the way the bookmakers had been anticipating.

			I cried in the camp. Maybe it was partly the hunger and partly the tensions that come with being confined in a small group for a couple of weeks, but however famished I might have been, that was something I would never have done a few years earlier. The secret I carried with me always stopped me doing that.

			It was only at the end of my career at QPR, when Joey Barton introduced me to the late Peter Kay, who had set up the Sporting Chance clinic, that I finally felt able to talk about what had happened and turn away from being the closed, suspicious, distrusting person I had been for all my adult life to that point.

			Until those counselling sessions with Peter, I had always pushed people away. If someone new joined a group of friends I was with on a night out, I wouldn’t speak to them. I wouldn’t trust anyone, because I had made that mistake before and it had cost me.

			I was especially tough on my oldest son, because I saw that he was a sensitive, slightly vulnerable kid in the same way I had once been. The poor kid couldn’t understand why I was treating him so harshly. I was trying to do it for his own good. It was my way of trying to toughen him up so that I could protect him. I’ve explained to him now why I acted the way I did, but I wish I could get those years of his childhood back.

			I’ve told my family about my secret now. My sister rushed upstairs to be sick when I started going through it. But at least they know why I sometimes behaved the way I did. I’ve told my close friends, too. Eventually, I even told my dad.

			I can add all that to the list of things I wish I’d done earlier. I know I must have been a nightmare to be around a lot of the time. Uncommunicative, sullen and insular, I shut myself away and shut myself down.

			That’s the way I was then. I was younger and I still had my secret. I was always quick when I played. I always felt that once I started to run, no one would catch me. But it was only when I let that secret go that I felt free.

		

	
		
			1 
THE MACHETE

			Every Sunday, my dad and a big group of his mates used to play football in Christchurch Park. It’s a lovely open space, right near the centre of Ipswich, and they’d converge there, often after a big night out at the Caribbean Club, and have a game. If I wasn’t playing a match somewhere myself, I’d go down to watch. The events of one particular Sunday, when I was 12 or 13, have stuck with me.

			My dad’s name is Leroy Charlesworth Dyer. Everybody calls him Charlie. He was well known around Ipswich in those days. People knew not to mess with Charlie Dyer. If I ever got into a row with somebody when I was a teenager and it looked like things might turn nasty, I just mentioned my dad’s name. That was always the end of the argument. No one wanted to know after that.

			My dad is from Antigua originally. He came over on a boat when he was eight. He wasn’t with my mum when I was born. It was an on-off relationship. They got back together when my brother, Mario, and my sister, Kirsha, were born. Then they separated again. Mario died in childbirth and my sister and I were brought up by my mum.

			She worked at Tooks Bakery. That’s been demolished now. She also had loads of other jobs to make sure we had what we needed. She works at Tesco now, even though I’ve told her she doesn’t need to. I’ve told her she can have what she wants, but what she wants is to keep working and be the way she’s always been.

			My dad didn’t have a job. When he lived with us, he’d get up around midday or early afternoon. He got money from the social, or some hustle out on the streets or at the pool table. I might try it on with my mum, but my dad just had to cut his eye at me and I knew to shut up. He never laid a hand on me all his life. He was never strict in that kind of way.

			He was one of the tough men. It was Charlie Dyer and Jason Dozzell’s brother, Tony Swallow: they were the two. People used to say the name ‘Charlie Dyer’ around town as a way of intimidating others. The two men struck fear into people.

			I used to go up to the Caribbean Club on Woodbridge Road when I was a bit older and I was a footballer, and slam some dominoes down with the older generation. That was their life really. Every day, they were in the Caribbean Club playing dominoes and most nights they would have a Blues, like a West Indian rave. Typically, a Blues would start about 2am and finish seven or eight hours later.

			Everyone would go up there and smoke their spliffs and play dominoes. Downstairs, there was a pool table and loads of tables with mats and the dominoes. Upstairs, there were massive speakers that were as tall as the ceilings for when they had their Blues later on.

			Sometimes, my dad would be on the door for a Blues. The promoters loved him because he would never let anyone in free. It didn’t matter if it was his best mate. He had been given strict instructions and he abided by them. Whoever you are, he is making you pay.

			I knew he would have made somebody pay if I told him my secret, too. He would have stabbed the man who did it to me in the heart. He would have killed him within an hour of me telling him about it. Then he would have been in jail for the rest of his life, and I would have had that on my conscience, too. So I never told him. Not for 25 years. Not until a few months ago.

			I’d seen the way he could be. I’d seen him that afternoon at Christchurch Park. One of the other things about my dad: he was one hell of a bad loser. He hated losing. He was incredibly competitive, even if it was a kickabout on a patch of grass with a group of blokes who were probably still hung-over or a bit spacey from the night before. It didn’t matter to my dad.

			I got my sporty genes from my dad. He was very quick. When we had the parents’ 100m race at school, he would win it by about 40m. He seemed to be pretty chilled a lot of the time, but when he was playing sport or competing at something, a switch got flicked.

			That Sunday in the park, one of his mates, a fella called Dodi, lit up a cigarette during the game. Dodi was on my dad’s team and my dad’s team was losing. I could see that my dad was starting to get wound up. He told Dodi to put the cigarette out and Dodi told him to shut up.

			My dad just went for him and there was a big melee and the rest of the men got in between them and separated them and tried to calm things down. I was watching from 20 or 30 yards away. After a while, I heard my dad say: ‘You wait there,’ to Dodi. Then he started marching back towards his car in the car park.

			Dad got to the car and opened the boot. Everyone was watching him by now. He rummaged around in the boot. He had a big Head holdall in there and he was looking in that. He pulled out a machete. Don’t ask me why he had a machete in the boot. Anyway, he pulled it out, closed the boot, turned around and marched towards Dodi.

			Dodi realised what was happening fairly quickly. He knew what my dad was like. He knew by then that he had crossed a line. So Dodi started running. Not just running, but sprinting. He was running for his life and my dad was running after him. My dad was faster than him, and Dodi knew my dad was faster than him.

			My dad was nearly on him when Dodi saw a teenager on a push bike. He’d found his saviour. He caught up with him and threw him off the bike and jumped on it himself. He was pedalling furiously. My dad was so close to him, but not quite close enough, and eventually Dodi managed to put a bit of distance between them. My dad realised he wasn’t going to catch him on the bike and he slowed down and stopped.

			I guess I got my speed from my dad. And maybe my love of football, too. It probably helped that I grew up at 19 Dillwyn Street, a house in the middle of a red-brick terrace that stands a few hundred yards from Portman Road. Before they built the flats on the corner, I could see the Ipswich Town sign on the side of the stand.

			When I started playing for the club as a teenager, I often walked home with the fans after matches. It wasn’t a particularly nice part of town: at night, prostitutes loitered on the corner of Dillwyn Street and Handford Road. We were in the heart of the red light district where several prostitutes became the victims of a serial killer in 2006.

			There was a network of relatives around the place that helped to look after me sometimes when my mum was working. In fact, my family was bigger than I realised. I knew I had an elder sister Joanne from a previous relationship of my dad’s, but one afternoon I’d come home from school and was watching cartoons in the front room when there was a knock at the door.

			I opened it and there was a black man standing there. He asked if my mum was in. I told him she was upstairs, doing some chores. He nodded. ‘I’m your brother, Mark,’ he said. That was news to me. I didn’t know I had an older brother, but it turned out he was another kid from one of my dad’s previous liaisons. I acted all blasé about it and went back to watching cartoons.

			I did know that I had a younger brother. I was born in December 1978 at Heath Road Hospital in Ipswich and my brother, Mario, was born there in February 1986. My mum, whose name is Jackie, had a normal pregnancy, as far as I know, and there had not been any hint of problems. I was taken round to my auntie Theresa’s when my mum went into labour.

			But when my dad took me up to the hospital the day after Mario was born, instead of me dashing up to meet him, we pulled up in the car outside and my dad broke the news to me. ‘Kieron, your brother passed away last night,’ he blurted out.

			I didn’t really know what to say. I have heard a lot of stories about how the death of a younger sibling can affect an older child very badly. He sees the grief around him and it makes him never want to experience that grief again, and so it affects his ability to form strong relationships with his own kids in later life and with those around him.

			That wasn’t really the case with me. Maybe it was because I never knew Mario. He was never around and so, to me, it didn’t feel as if he had been taken away. I never got a chance to get to know him, so I didn’t miss him. I was told he lived for a couple of minutes after he was born and that was it. My parents were heartbroken.

			When I got up to the ward where my mum was, she put on a brave face. I could see she was devastated, but she didn’t want to upset me and she gave me a big hug and we chatted about other things. I realise now what a monumental effort it must have been for her to appear cheerful for my sake.

			I guess that’s another of the reasons why it didn’t damage me too much. It’s not something that ever leaves you, though. When I went on I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here! in 2015, I donated my fee to the Jude Brady Foundation, which is a charity that tries to raise awareness of stillbirth and neonatal death.

			I got to know Jude’s dad, Peter, after we were introduced by DJ Spoony, a mutual friend. I became a patron of the charity, which Peter founded with his wife Lynn after Jude died at birth in 2006. To be able to help them a little bit was one of the reasons I went on the show.

			A year after Mario died, my sister Kirsha was born and that helped to ease my mum’s pain, I think. I wasn’t always close to my sister and there was a long period when we didn’t speak or see each other, which is something I still regret.

			Kirsha got in with the wrong crowd in Ipswich. I was playing for Newcastle by then but my friend, Milo, told me she had a London boyfriend and was getting involved with the wrong people. Not long after that, she was driving a car that I had given her as a present and the police pulled it over, drugs were found in the car and she was given a suspended sentence.

			Then a few months later, I got a call from Milo saying that she had fallen in with another bad crowd. I rang up my mum and told her to tell my sister that she needed to sort herself out. My sister denied it all. It’s difficult to rein a kid in. They don’t listen to you and I suppose I wasn’t exactly an example of someone who was living his life right.

			Two weeks after that, she got pulled over again. The guy she was with told her to put the drugs in her bra and, like a clown, she did it. So the police searched him and he had nothing on him and then they found the drugs on her. She said the lad had told her to do it and he denied it. They found his fingerprints on the drugs as well so they knew he was lying, but she went to court, and this time they threw the book at her.

			So, in 2008 Kirsha was jailed for six years for being part of a conspiracy to supply crack cocaine and heroin. She was 20 when she was jailed and I didn’t go to visit her in prison. I was angry because of the pain she caused my mum. It nearly broke my mum. Her hair started falling out with the stress. I was so hurt and mad that it made me turn away from my sister.

			Kirsha was sent to Peterborough Prison first of all, then later in her sentence she was moved to somewhere in Kent where the regime was a bit easier. I didn’t want to see her. Like I say, I still regret that. I’m incredibly proud of her for the way she has turned her life around now. She works in finance and she lives at home with my mum, which is the way my mum likes it.

			I don’t think my dad was ever in trouble with the law, despite that episode I witnessed in Christchurch Park. The Caribbean Club has shut down now and so his friends tend to congregate round at his house. You can’t smoke in the clubs now anyway, so every weekend they’re up at his place, playing dominoes and doing their thing.

			That generation of West Indian men, they call my dad Moses. That is his nickname in the Ipswich community. I guess he has mellowed a little bit now. He seems to be regarded with a lot of respect among his friends and associates.

			My mum still works at Tesco in town where she does the till and all sorts of things. She’s on the early shift and gets into work at 6am. She enjoys it. She likes being self-sufficient and has always worked for a living, and I guess she sees no reason to stop now.

			When I give her gifts, she doesn’t want to take them and asks me to take them back. She’s stubborn. She was embarrassed when I bought her a new house in a nice area on the other side of town. She didn’t want to leave Dillwyn Street but eventually, after about 18 months and a lot of persuading, she came round to the idea.

			I’ll never forget how hard she grafted when I was a kid. She worked so much that we were spoiled. I loved football from quite an early age and she always made sure I had the latest trainers and the best boots. Right from the start, she always supported everything I did in the game.

			I was first spotted when I was 10, playing for my primary school. One of my friends was a lad called Paul King, and his dad, Alvin, was a reporter for the Ipswich Star. He saw me playing for the school and told Ipswich Town that they ought to send a scout to watch me.

			That was the start, really. I was drawn into the Ipswich youth system and quickly identified as a player of promise, even though everyone always seemed to worry that I was too small and too slight. From that point on, we got complimentary tickets for Ipswich home games.

			I didn’t use them that much but then, when Ipswich were promoted at the end of the 1991–92 season, I became a regular. It wasn’t so much that I was a fan of Ipswich back then but that promotion meant that Ipswich became founder members of the Premier League.

			I liked Chris Kiwomya, Paul Goddard and Jason Dozzell, but I was desperate to see the Premier League’s big stars up close. It was my first glimpse of the football big-time.

		

	
		
			2 
THE POETS' ESTATE

			I went round to the house where it happened recently. I had to tell my nan about it. It was just her and my dad. They were the last two left. The last two that I hadn’t been able to tell. The last two in my family who didn’t know about the secret I’d kept hidden for so long.

			I looked around at the area as I drove up there. The streets on the Whitton Estate are mostly named after literary figures like Homer, Coleridge, Kipling. Sometimes, it’s labelled the Poets’ Estate but there isn’t much else poetic about it. Thackeray Road is where I was abused. The name still strikes dread into me.

			It was raining as I approached the street where my nan lived. A catering van stood outside one house with a giant pair of rosy red lips painted on the side. ‘Lip Smackers’, the sign said. In another driveway, there was a Mister Softee ice-cream van abandoned for the winter.

			It’s strange that: there aren’t many things more miserable than an ice-cream van that is locked up and deserted and a long way from sunshine. All the smiling and all the laughter gone. All the excited faces gone. All the magic and the fun gone. Just a van, looking ugly and sad in the rain.

			I stood outside my nan’s for a minute or two, leaning on the side of my car, staring at that semi-detached house and looking at the outside wall of the front room on the ground floor. Some Christmas decorations flapped in the wind outside a house across the road even though Christmas was long gone. I knocked on the door, went in and told her what had happened.

			My mum worked the Friday night shift at Tooks Bakery on the Old Norwich Road when I was a kid. So every Friday evening, I went up to my nan’s on Thackeray Road after school, stayed the night with her and went home on the Saturday morning.

			My nan had separated from my granddad but she didn’t live alone. She shared the house with her brother, my great-uncle Kenny, and with her son, Kieron, who we all called Dooey. Dooey had a girlfriend called Rachel around that time, when I was 11 or 12, and the two of them were inseparable.

			Maybe these days, when everyone seems so attuned to the dangers of abuse, particularly within families, the alarm bells would have been ringing about Kenny. It wasn’t just that he was a single man in his fifties, who had never had a partner and was still living with his sister. There was more to it.

			I know now that there had been complaints about him in the past. Somebody had even told one of my relatives to make sure Kenny stayed away from an area called the Grove, a green space near the estate where kids played and hung out after school. He had been spending so much time there, he was unnerving people.

			I didn’t know any of that then. Kenny was part of my family. He was my great-uncle. It never occurred to me not to trust him. It never occurred to me that I ought to feel wary around him. It never occurred to me that this man was going to blight my life.

			I had this thing about denim jeans when I was a kid. I loved the feel of them, and often I’d fall asleep on my mum’s lap or my nan’s lap when they were wearing them. This particular Friday night, Kenny was wearing jeans and I fell asleep on his lap while I was watching television.

			Then I woke up. I woke up but I was scared to open my eyes. Kenny had slipped his hand down my trousers while I was asleep and now he was fondling me. I froze. I was petrified. I didn’t know what to do. Kenny must have sensed that I’d woken up, because he started shushing me and trying to reassure me.

			‘Let me finish what I’m doing,’ he said. ‘Let me finish and I’ll buy you loads of chocolate tomorrow.’

			He pulled my trousers all the way down to my ankles and he kept saying that same phrase over and over again: ‘Let me finish, let me finish.’ I knew he was doing something terribly wrong, but I was frozen. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t do anything. ‘Let me finish what I’m doing,’ he said again, like he was in some sort of trance.

			Then he bent his head down into my lap and started trying to perform oral sex on me. I was still terrified. This was my great-uncle. It was my nan’s brother. I knew how fond my nan was of him. I was still frozen. You know when you have one of those nightmares when you can’t scream? It was like that.

			Eventually, I managed to push him away. I told him to leave me alone. He’d pulled my trousers down and I pulled them back up and backed away from him.

			‘Don’t tell anyone,’ he said. ‘This is our secret.’

			I went out of the room into the hall and there was a telephone there on a table. My mum’s number was 2145760. I rang it. I wanted to tell her everything that had just happened. He was still in the living room. He was talking urgently to me in stage whispers.

			‘You can’t tell anyone,’ he said. ‘You can’t tell anyone.’

			I heard my mum’s number start to ring and then she picked up and I heard her voice at the other end of the line. At that moment, Kenny came out of the front room and stood staring at me. He put his finger to his lips. My mum asked if I was OK and I just asked her if she could come and get me in the morning. She said she would.

			I put the phone down. Kenny walked back into the living room. I ran upstairs and went straight into my Uncle Dooey’s room and burst into tears. He and Rachel asked what was wrong and I told them Kenny had been touching me.

			They tried to console me. ‘I promise this will never happen again,’ Dooey said. He said I didn’t need to tell anyone what had happened. I think that was probably because he was worried that my dad would kill Kenny if he found out. He was right about that. He would have killed him.

			With perfect hindsight, people may speculate now that Dooey did the wrong thing by advising me to keep quiet, but I don't agree with them. He was just a kid himself and I feel sorry for him, actually, because he was dragged into the whole affair through no fault of his own. I think he was put into an impossible situation by what had happened to me, and by the secrets and lies within our family. He knew that if the truth came out, it would rip the family apart. I have no doubt he just did what he thought was best.

			I did what Dooey said. I did what Kenny said. I didn’t tell anyone. I bottled it up. It was my secret. I didn’t tell my dad, I didn’t tell my mum and I didn’t tell my nan. I tried to live life as if nothing had happened. The reality was, that just wasn’t possible.

			I still went round to my nan’s regularly, for a start. I hadn’t told my mum so she didn’t think to stop me. She didn’t know what he had done to me. When I got to my nan’s, Kenny was always there. Of course he was always there. He lived there.

			I did everything I could to stay as far away from him as possible. I tried never, ever to be alone with him. But to get out of that house through the back door, you had to walk through the kitchen and when Kenny knew I was going out, he often lingered there.

			I would see him and my heart would sink, but he didn’t care. He seemed to have become emboldened by what had happened. He probably felt empowered by the fact it was obvious I hadn’t told anyone. There hadn’t been any repercussions, so he was free to carry on.

			As I walked through the kitchen, he’d try to feel me up. He’d try to grab my backside or my crotch. He’d shout and leer. ‘Wey-hey,’ he’d go as I tried to get past him and he made a lunge at me. I hated it. I really hated it. Any time it looked like I might be alone with him, I was petrified.

			So that was how life went on. Every time I had to go and stay at my nan’s, I dreaded it. I found it hard to sleep at night wherever I was. I used to creep into my mum’s bed and lie at the foot of it because I got night terrors. That was still happening when I was 15. I found it hard to be by myself at night. I worried that Kenny would come back when I was defenceless.

			I got a reputation in the family for being a bit of a sissy. They found out I slept in mum’s bed sometimes and I got teased for it. If they’d known the truth, it would have been different. But apart from Dooey and Rachel, and Kenny, no one else knew the truth.

			I found myself wondering if there were other victims. I found out that one of my relatives came back to my nan’s once and gave Kenny a vicious beating. The rest of the family were horrified and dragged him away. It was put down to a drunken assault, but it was more than that. That relative has said since that Kenny had tried to assault him, too.

			There is another member of my family who had some behavioural difficulties. He had problems with his speech and stuff like that. I know he stayed at my nan’s quite a lot, too. My guess is that Kenny was a sexual predator. It wasn’t just me. There must have been others.

			I watched with a feeling of dread when so many footballers revealed recently that they had been the victims of sexual abuse when they were playing for their clubs. Their abusers were football coaches, mostly. I was lucky in that way, at least. I never had a problem in football. I was a victim of the most common form of abuser: a family member.

			I didn’t really sleep properly for two years after it happened. Two years. Two years of thinking about it all the time. Two years of lying awake in bed. Two years of being terrified of what the night might bring. I couldn’t get it out of my head, no matter how hard I tried. That was just the start, too. He altered the way I was. He made me suspicious and untrusting. He changed my nature.

			Kenny died when I was 21. I went to his funeral. If I hadn’t gone, people would have asked why. I sat there at the service, next to all my cousins and they all had tissues. They were crying for him. They were crying for that bastard.

			Someone offered me a tissue and I snapped. ‘No thanks,’ I said, ‘I’m not shedding any tears for that prick My nan came up to me and hugged me and said: ‘What am I going to do without him?’ I felt so sorry for her, but I thought: ‘Why are you crying for this c***?’ I hated him.

			I kept it all bottled up for a long time. I told a couple more people about what had happened. I mentioned it to my cousin, Emma, who I was really close to, and to my best friend, Neville. But that was it.

			It was only when Joey Barton joined me at QPR in 2011 and said that anybody who wanted to could go and have a chat with Peter Kay, the counsellor from the Sporting Chance clinic who had done so much to turn Joey's life around, that things changed.

			I started talking to him and I said I didn’t really know why I was there. I guess that’s what a lot of people who want to break free of something start off by saying.

			My mum and my ex-partner, the mother of three of my children, had told me they thought I might be depressed because of the string of injuries I’d suffered and the way they had wrecked my career. I told Peter Kay I didn’t think I was depressed, but I talked about my mannerisms and my stubbornness and the way I acted around some of my loved ones.

			Peter said it sounded to him as if there was something more to it. He asked if I was telling him everything. I thought there was no way I was telling a stranger what happened to me as a kid, but in the end I broke down and the secret I’d kept for 20 years came spilling out.

			It was an incredible relief. It allowed me to try and fix the way I was a little bit, too.

			The way I was then, when I used to think people were disrespecting me even for the slightest thing, I would say ‘f*** you’ to show them that they could not take advantage of me.

			I developed that ‘f*** you’ attitude because I didn’t have it when I was a kid, alone in that room with Kenny, and I paid a heavy price for not having it. Kenny took advantage of the trusting boy that I once was.

			Then there was the way I was around my older son, Kie. My younger son, Kaden, was a bit of a rebel and hard as nails, and I gave him an easy ride. But Kie was a sensitive kid, a bit like I had been, and I sometimes made him suffer for that.

			I could be tough with him. I saw so much vulnerability in him, particularly when he was the same age as when I was abused. Every time he showed any weakness or vulnerability, I snapped at him. Deep in my psyche, I was so scared that someone was going to take advantage of him the way they had taken advantage of me, and I wanted him to man up so that could never happen.

			Peter Kay made me see all that. I was so stubborn that I was falling out with friends over nothing. If I thought someone disrespected me, I wouldn’t speak to them for six months. It happened with my mum, my sister, my best mates, Nev and Leechie. All over petty things. All because I couldn’t show vulnerability or weakness. Deep down, it was because someone had taken advantage of me before and I was determined it would never, ever happen again.

			Maybe that’s why sometimes people talked about the negative body language I had. My nature and mannerisms changed. Maybe that’s why, throughout my career, fans said they didn’t think I was trying when, actually, I was the one who was running the furthest and trying the hardest. Maybe I was just giving out hostile vibes, even to my own family. Maybe some of the time, I was just acting like a fool.

			Here’s another thing: I never made eye contact with people when I was talking to them. I always looked away. I looked down or I looked past a person when we were having a conversation. Again, I think that was a trust issue and it was the fact that I felt ashamed of what had happened to me.

			I hate that Kenny made me feel like that. How could the man make me feel ashamed when it was him who abused me? And yet he did make me feel ashamed. He did damage me. And his actions ruled my life for 20 years.

			My family and a lot of my friends always used to remark about what a grumpy sod I was. They’d laugh about my mood swings. They didn’t know what I was dealing with, but when I look back now, I can’t really blame them. They just saw the effect, not the cause.

			One of my regrets is that my relationship with my cousin, Tiffany, suffered. When we were kids, we were so close we were like brother and sister, but Kenny was like a father-figure to her and she idolised him. I resented and hated her for that and so we drifted apart. We speak now but we have never been as close as we were then. She hadn't done anything wrong but our friendship became another causalty of what Kenny did to me.

			Sometimes, when I was having a conversation with someone, I’d just switch off. I’d just stop listening. Understandably, a lot of people found that rude and thought I was making it blindingly obvious that I wasn’t interested in what they were saying to me.

			But for all those years after what Kenny did to me, it was just a device I’d learned. I’d taught myself how to stop thinking about the abuse. I’d taught myself how to switch my brain off, how to anaesthetise myself, how to try to dull the pain and the shame.

			I’ve improved in a lot of ways in the last few years, but unfortunately, I can’t switch that device off. The self-protection mechanism still kicks in. It’s like I’m listening but I’m not hearing anything that’s being said.

			Sometimes, even now, my wife will get to the end of a sentence and say: ‘You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?’ I’ll try and bluff it out and she’ll ask me to repeat what she said. And then I have to admit defeat.

			I did find it very hard to trust anybody. I was OK with people I knew and whom I had spent time with and grown to like. I could be the life and soul of the party then. But if somebody new came into the group, I’d be the last to talk to them and help integrate them. I’d always be watchful.

			I was so withdrawn. I never let strangers in. Even people close to me, on some days they couldn’t get a sentence out of me. When I was with the mums of my children, I would never give 100 per cent. I always kept something back. When you have trusted someone in your family and they have abused your trust, it damages you. I wasn’t the first to find that out.

			If friends brought strangers round, I would just go out of the room. People must have thought I was rude, but I would never trust anyone I didn’t know. Something that happened to me so early in my life had a destructive effect on me all the way through to my thirties.

			I did feel liberated after I had spoken to Peter, though. He said I had to sit down with people close to me and tell them what had happened and explain why I had been behaving that way. I rang Neville and his girlfriend and told them. Every time I told the story, I was inconsolable.

			Then it was my ex’s parents and her sister. It got a bit easier each time, but I was always in bits by the end. I still well up now when I talk about it.

			I suppose the hardest thing was when I called my family together and told them. We all went round to my auntie Carol’s: me, my cousin Emma, my auntie Theresa, my mum, my sister and my cousin Letty. When I told them, it was as if pieces of a jigsaw were fitting together. Suddenly, things they had seen and discounted took on a different hue. There were lots of tears. My sister had to run upstairs to the toilet to be sick.

			When I think about that day I told them, I wonder how they feel today. They must feel some guilt that they left me and their children alone with that monster. Maybe my aunties feel relieved because, for the most part, they had daughters and he only seemed interested in boys. So they got away with it. They got away without any abuse.

			That man has haunted my life for all these years and now all my relatives know what he did. I don’t blame them one bit for what happened to me. None of them. It has never crossed my mind to do that. But I wonder if Kenny will now be haunting their lives, too.

			For me, it was all a massive relief when I started telling people about it. It was liberating to unburden myself of the secret. It made me feel better about myself, too. When I was acting like an idiot, I thought that was just me. I thought I was a fool. I thought I was a mean, nasty fool.

			But now I understood the reasons why I had been acting the way that I had. I knew that snapping at Kie was wrong, and when Peter helped me come to terms with why I had been doing it, it gave me the peace to change the way I behaved.

			Kenny blighted 20 years of my life. He took a part of my youth. He affected my relationships and my friendships. His death didn’t change that. It was only when I met Peter Kay that I took my life back. I don’t even feel that bitter about it any more. I’m just glad that that secret didn’t stay hidden for ever.
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