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It is going to be very difficult to get this part right and do justice to so many who have done so much for me.


In terms of this book, thank you to all the guys at Headline Publishing, especially Jonathan Taylor. Thank you to Owen Slot for your tireless effort in writing it with me, and an even bigger thank you for pretending that you enjoyed doing so.


For the stories I have been able to tell in the book I must first of all thank my parents, Mame and Bilks, and my brother Sparks. You will never truly know, I don’t think, what a life you have given me. I couldn’t have asked for any more support or for a more special family, and to think of all the things I’ve put you through over the years!


To my beautiful girlfriend Shelley, thank you for being such a great person, helping me stay balanced and for always being there for me.


To Blackie, your knowledge and ability still astounds me every day. I have always struggled to comprehend just how inspirational and selfless one person can be. It has been an honour to tread this path with you. As you, my brother and I well know, our best days are still to come.


To Dave Alred, thank you for letting me in on your genius. There simply is no one around to match you in your field. Thank you for always helping me to get better despite all the stick you’ve had to take from me throughout the last 16 seasons.


I would like to mention my sponsors Adidas, Gillette and Jaguar as well as all those who have sponsored me in the past. You have made me feel valued and have supported me through some very difficult times. Thank you.


To Tim Buttimore, my long-time friend and off the field manager, thank you for being a really good guy, being straight up, honest and right there when I needed you.


I would like to thank my grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins and my lovely little niece Matilda.


I would like to thank all my friends, all the players and coaches I have played with, and all those I have played against too. You have all had a big hand in making my career what it has been. You have also all played a massive part in allowing me to remain myself and in allowing rugby to remain what it is has always been to me, the greatest team game there is.


Finally, and this is very important to me, I would like all the supporters who have written to me, sent their best wishes or shouted for me to know just how much you have mattered and what a difference you have made in my life. Those messages and cheers have helped to create unforgettable memories and have brought the best out of me. In darkest moments they have pushed me to get back up and they have helped motivate me to fight on and keep going. You have been amazing. Thank you.
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I never thought it would come to this. I never thought I could possibly ask the question do I want to play for England any more?


Eighty times I have played for England – more than twelve long years of chasing my dreams. I can’t believe I can even consider quitting the chase. Three World Cups I have played and if I can hang on for another year, I could be playing my fourth. Yet right now I don’t know if I want to go that far. I don’t know how to end my England story. What I do know is that I don’t want it to carry on like this.


Today, 9 October 2010, at the Stade Mayol, Toulon, the club I love dearly, play Ospreys, from Wales, in the Heineken Cup. Martin Johnson, the England manager, will be there to watch and tomorrow, down on the seafront, where bars and restaurants overlook the Mediterranean, we are due to meet.


The last time I saw Johnno was a few months ago in Sydney, and I told him that England and I had maybe gone as far as we can go. Maybe it’s time for me to stop. But I get the feeling that, tomorrow, he will be wanting to talk about the forthcoming autumn internationals, about England’s opposition, about game plans and calls, about my role in the side and how England are going to play. It’s my duty to be honest, though. The conversation topic in my head is not what role I should play; it’s whether I’m going to play at all.


With England, my confidence has just disappeared. I feel lower than I have ever felt before. I don’t want my journey to end here, not like this. The thought of not playing for England again makes me sick, but I simply do not know if I can carry on.


Toulon is a different matter. When I arrive at the Stade Mayol for the game, I could not feel more different. Here, among this group of players from all around the world, I feel high. There is a different handshake for almost every nationality – the Australian George Smith, possibly the greatest openside flanker I’ve ever seen; Juan Martin Fernandez Lobbe, the ridiculously skilled and driven Argentinian back-rower; Joe Van Niekerk, the Springbok game-winning captain you’d happily die for; Carl Hayman, the rock-like Kiwi prop capable of playing anywhere on the field. These four alone have nearly 250 caps between them.


They seem to gain strength purely from me being here, as I do from them. But our mutual respect is not built on how many caps anybody has won. It’s a respect for ability and desire, for what we’ve been through together, knowing that each player is always prepared to give everything and that each one of us will support the others unconditionally. I belong here. In this changing room, I treasure that sense of belonging. It’s not the same right now with England.


We have found our form, too. We’ve won our last four games and I have been performing well all season. My confidence, which was so shot last summer in Australia with England, is seeping back. I feel like I am worth something here – the responsibility I am given on the pitch, the respect my teammates give me. Maybe I’m worth what I’m paid.


We are on a roll and we carry on that way. The Stade Mayol is humming today, but the atmosphere is always awesome. Last thing, just before kick-off, the crowd do the traditional PilouPilou. This is a chant with a story, and the story is about the players being primitive warriors who have come down from the mountains to fight by the sea. The crowd love the tradition. They belt out the PilouPilou. But it doesn’t seem to intimidate the Ospreys players much – not at all. The Ospreys are here to play.


The game is tight and we exchange penalties until the Ospreys’ Shane Williams gets away for a try on the hour. That puts us 14–9 down and we stay that way until, with six minutes to go, we are awarded a penalty. I kick it and we are now two points behind. And then, with four minutes to go, I manage to push a long, floated pass over the top of their rush defence to Paul Sackey, who runs it in to score in the corner. To ensure we’re five points ahead and not three, I have the conversion from the touchline. I get that, too. It’s been a good day against a very good team.


So that’s five wins in a row. We do our ritual lap of the field to thank the supporters. In glorious sunshine, we wave to them and they sing their hearts out back. I like it here.


[image: image]


The Toulon seafront is usually quiet on a Sunday morning, but today it’s filled with gaggles of Ospreys supporters who are over here for the long weekend and are out nursing their hangovers in the sun.


We meet at a café on the front, Johnno, Brian Smith, the England backs coach, and me. I try to start the conversation, but some of the Ospreys supporters come up and ask for a photo with us and we are kind of obliged to say OK.


With regard to my international career, this is the hardest conversation I’ve ever had, but Ospreys fans are everywhere. We get another request – can you do a photo for us? OK. So we do another photo and then we move on. We find a new bar, but that gets crowded. Again and again we get asked for pictures and so we move on one more time. We finish up in the furthest café at the water’s edge, our final option, and at last find some peace and quiet.


I tell them that, from my point of view, I don’t feel I’m fitting in to the England set-up any more. I’m not surprised that the team respond a lot better when Toby Flood is in there at number ten rather than me. They seem more relaxed with him. And me? I don’t feel like I’m myself around England, I’m not playing as myself, you’re not getting the best out of me and I’m just not happy.


I carry on. I tell them how the Six Nations and the summer Australian tour had been such a low for me and that I don’t know where I fit in to their plans any more. In the media, I became the scapegoat for our performances in the Six Nations, and it seemed to me that people were happy enough for it to be that way. I was being hammered in the press during that Six Nations and yet, every Wednesday, I was wheeled out regardless to smile politely and answer the questions of the writers who were pulling me apart in their columns.


The point is, I tell them, it’s too overwhelming. It’s killing me and I don’t know if I can stomach it any longer.


Some four hours later, we are finally done. There are no conclusions. Johnno and Brian say to me you should take your time over this. No, we don’t want you to stop. So spend a couple of weeks thinking about this hard.
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The next fortnight is about as tough professionally as any I’ve ever been through. How do you end a story like this? I’d like a different final chapter. I’d like at least to end on a high note.


I live here in France with Shelley, my girlfriend, in the peace and tranquillity of the hills, a couple of miles back from the coast. I love the climate here, I love the lifestyle and I feel relaxed in our home, overlooking a valley of vineyards, but this Sunday I return filled with a sense of doom.


My mum and dad are over to stay with us and we debate the topic at length. What is the answer here? The thought of not playing for England again is simply unacceptable to me, and yet when I think of going back into the England environment, I know there’s just no way I can face it. I’m doomed if I do and I’m doomed if I don’t.


I start to canvas opinion. I ring Tim Buttimore, my agent, and he explains if you retire, the media response could be a big disaster. It could be construed that, because you’re not first-choice number ten any more, you just don’t want to bother.


That couldn’t be further from the truth. I am desperate to be back in there and enjoying it. I am a competitive animal to the core. I have never settled for second best, but at this point, my confidence around England rugby is so low I can’t even think about it.


I phone Mike Catt, one of my greatest friends and allies. He understands my pain. And he is positive. He tells me that in the right situation with England, they’d play to your strengths. You’d be straight back in the team and playing as yourself again.


I meet with Richard Hill, with whom I shared so much in the England days and whose career was finished early by a terrible knee injury. He says consider the long-term side of this. You’re a long time retired.


I speak to Felipe Contepomi, my great Toulon teammate, friend and captain of Argentina, and he sees both sides. He says he’s gone through a generation change in the Argentina squad and now he sees his role as paving a way for the young guys to take over. But my goal has always been to contribute to the team and I can’t stop wanting to be the best. I’m just not sure that I know how to do that right now, and the thought of going back depresses me.


Already, since last summer, I feel I have come so far in rebuilding the confidence that was so completely shattered.


I got back from Sydney and spent four solid weeks in Majorca. Every summer, I holiday in Majorca and every time I’m there I train pretty much every day. This summer I did one boys’ week with Matthew Tait, Toby Flood, Pete Murphy, an old mate from Newcastle, and another old mate from way back in mini rugby at Farnham, Andy Holloway. Taity and Floody were a bit more professional about their rest than I was. I pushed myself to the usual limits, working out stupidly hard every day. I worked on skills and fitness. Inside, I worked on weights; outside the villa, on the road, I worked on kicking. I did everything I could to ensure I was well prepared and physically flying for the start of the season.


Our second game was a good away win against Biarritz, but it stood out for me because of Iain Balshaw. It’s been thirteen years since Balsh and I started playing together. The first time was at England Under-18 level, and he is still as incredibly talented as he ever was. Now he’s playing at Biarritz, uncapped by England for two and a half years.


We met in our team hotel after the game and ended up chatting into the early hours. I asked him what is it like? How does it feel to be playing just club rugby, not to be playing for England? I wanted to know. This is the debate in my mind. He told me he’s still massively keen to get involved. It’s something he hasn’t got and really, really wants.


A month later, I got a different message. Toulon played the current champions, Clermont, at the big Stade Vélodrome in Marseille. It was a huge game with a ludicrous atmosphere and 55–60,000 supporters going nuts. After we’d won, 28–16, we did our lap around the ground to acknowledge the fans. I was walking round the stadium with all my Toulon teammates, whom I adore. Thousands of people were standing and cheering us in the sun and the voice in my head was telling me maybe this is enough. I’ve done it for England eighty times; maybe this is OK for me now.
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The longer I continue in this state of indecision, the more I feel as though my life is on hold.


Two weeks after the Ospreys game, we are due to play Stade Français at the Stade de France. I go down to the club for a kicking session and I cannot concentrate on my kicking for this big game because all I can think of is my England career. Is it over or is it not?


The minute I make up my mind one way, I immediately switch and go the other. I hit one kick and say to myself just forget about it all, be happy in life, leave England alone.


Then I kick another, straight through the middle of the posts, and I think I can’t afford not to push myself to that level and waste all my hard work over the years. This whole career has been about pushing myself to the extreme, trying to achieve everything. I can’t stop.


I hit another couple of kicks and my mind starts to slide again. I think about how it felt with England recently. I think about the media fall-out and watching helplessly as my reputation took a hammering.


But here, at this kicking session, I decide I can’t walk away without making up my mind. I can’t let this go on any longer.


I think about the 1998 Tour from Hell, when England got beaten 76–0 by Australia. I remember the tour to South Africa in 2007 when an already depleted team suffered from food poisoning, and yet still we had to front up against the Springboks. God did we suffer. Those were mighty hard times, but the point is this: I’ve never walked away from a challenge.


I can’t back down. I can’t live with myself unless I feel that at least I stood up and was counted. It’s been my way, my greatest value, and I am proud of that. I can’t let it change. That is the ultimate non-negotiable. Never give in.


I leave my kicking practice feeling slightly happier. I phone Johnno and tell him I’m in.


I don’t know how this story will end, but at least I know that there will be one last chapter. It’s not ideal, it’s not how I want to feel, but I’ve got to stand up and be counted one more time.
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I’M not sure if I was born a perfectionist, or if I just decided subconsciously that was the way it was going to have to be.


When my dad pulls up the car at a mini rugby game, I immediately leap out and sprint for the nearest hedge because I need to be sick. Sometimes we have to pull over in a lay-by on the way there; sometimes we have got to the club car park by then. The thought of the game ahead just gives me a kind of panic, a deep fear and a sense of doom about what will happen if it doesn’t go well.


I am seven and I play mini rugby for Farnham, where Bilks – which is what we all call Dad – is one of the coaches. I am mad about rugby, particularly during weekdays, when Sparks, my brother, and I mess around with a ball in the garden during daylight hours, and then in the living room when it has got too dark outside.


But Sundays are different. On Sundays, we either have a training session or we play matches. The training days I love. I can’t wait to get to the ground for training. When a game is scheduled, though, I sometimes feel I can’t bear it.


As long as there is still a night before the game, then I’m OK. For some reason, it still seems a long way away. But on game-day morning, I wake up early, five or six o’clock, and now it is unavoidable and the fear kicks in. I feel my heart beating like mad as if my body’s telling me that something really bad’s going to happen.


I can’t do it, I tell Mum and Dad. I can’t do it. Please, you’ve got to tell them that I can’t play.


If it’s an away fixture, we meet the rest of the team at Castle Street in the centre of town and then head off in our cars. Bilks leads the way in our Mitsubishi Jeep, with Sparks in the front and me in the back with my friend and teammate Andy Holloway. And when we get close, that’s when I start to want to be sick.


It’s the same every game. Pre-match panic, then we play. I normally play well and we normally win the game. Then we go home for family lunch, I watch the rugby league on the TV and, with a big smile on my face, I talk about what a great morning I’ve had.


I don’t know what the problem is, but it must be as frustrating as hell for Mum and Bilks because they know full well that they will be going through the exact same thing next week.


I particularly like it after home games because Bilks catches up with the other coaches in the clubhouse and Sparks and I can muck around with the rugby ball. Everyone likes doing drop kicks. We try to get them over from the 22 metre line. Most boys like to have one or two kicks and then run off and do something else, whether the kick’s gone over or not, but I can’t just pack it in like that. I enjoy so much the basic feel of kicking a ball. I carry on kicking and I won’t stop. I can kick drop goals like this for half an hour, an hour. I’m seven and I find I kind of slip into a zone where I can do it repetitively over and over again. I won’t quit until Bilks comes out of the clubhouse and tells me that I have to because we’re going home.


Our garden is built on three levels. The bottom part has the rhubarb patch and the green bin that Dad bought to use as a dog loo. The small middle lawn is our favourite for cricket. Then there is the top bit with a crumbly brick and slate wall – another training ground. I can spend at least an hour kicking a football or a rugby ball against the wall.


I kick the ball with my left foot, and I’ll watch my foot all the time, studying the movement of the swing. Then I’ll look at my right foot and say OK, I’m going to do exactly the same thing using this leg. I can do this day after day for hours, which completely ruins the wall. I kick with my left, kick with my right, and I keep on like that, completely losing track of time. It’s mesmerising.


But I have to go to school the next morning and the panic sets in again. I go to Weybourne Primary and it’s like the rugby game. I wake up with my heart thumping in my chest, thinking I can’t do this, and I go crying to Mum. I can’t go, please don’t make me go.


To settle me in, Mum has to come in to the classroom in the morning and stand at the back. As the lesson goes on, she slowly creeps out of the door. School ends at three o’clock, but I insist that Mum’s there at half past two, and when I come out she asks me if I had a good day, and I say yes it was great. But Mum knows that tomorrow morning will be a repeat of today.


What I can’t stand is the idea of getting the work wrong. I have to get it all right. So I ask Mum can you ask the teacher not to make it too hard?


I’m not scared of hard work, it’s just the thought of getting it wrong. Every week we have a spelling test and every week I get twenty out of twenty. One week I spell the word ‘gauge’ wrongly; I get the ‘u’ and the ‘a’ the wrong way round. I sit there, waiting for my marked paper, expecting to see another ‘20/20’, and when I see ‘19/20’, I don’t know what to do with myself and I feel the panicky heartbeat. I feel embarrassed and, as the other kids lean over to look at my sheet and remark on my imperfection in surprise, a desperate need to wind back the clock and do it again.


In the playground afterwards, all my friends are running around laughing. These are people who have probably spelled ‘gauge’ and other words wrongly, too, and I wonder how can you be laughing? How can you be having such a good time? I just focus, all the time, on trying to get everything right. Mistakes, and the panic, make me so meticulous. If I can be perfect, I can avoid that awful feeling.


The trouble with rugby is you can’t be perfect. Yet on the rugby field, more than anywhere else, I need perfection. Especially when it’s a Sunday game, when there’s a result, something on the line, and it matters to me and my teammates and I feel responsible for it all.


In the Under-8s, I’m played at full-back as a sort of sweeper, a last line of defence. We play in a festival at nearby Alton rugby club and I’m in a team with boys a year older than I am. At half-time during one game, we make a lot of changes. We now have a weaker team and I sense the other boys are looking at me for help, so in the second half I just run around tackling everyone – make a tackle, get up, make another, clatter anyone you can. It feels a bit like I’m spinning plates and I can’t stop working for a second. I can’t let these plates stop spinning, because if I do, this other team are going to beat us; they’ll score and it’ll be my fault. And I can’t live with that. I make a covering tackle next to the touchline and while getting up off the floor, I say to Bilks I just can’t do this any more, it’s too much. I want to come off.


I am mad about rugby but I hate the sense of doom that comes with every approaching Sunday fixture. Sometimes I think that if there was an option to be propelled forward by three hours, providing you could tell me it had gone OK, I would seriously consider it, even though that would mean not playing.


But I do like being full-back. I like the challenge of having to be the tackler; it makes me feel valued. When someone in the opposition breaks the line, people can say oh don’t worry, Jonny will sort that out. And I love that. I love to be needed like that. But in order to keep on being seen in that way, I realise that I cannot afford to let people down.


On the pitch, it’s easy to see what happens. Every team does the same thing. They give the ball to their fastest man, or their key player, who runs across the field, arcing round everyone, and then sprints up the touchline and scores. So when I see that happening, I do the opposite. I run straight to the corner to cut them off. I get into this habit of sprinting down touchlines, desperately trying to smash people into touch. I don’t know why. It’s like there’s a switch inside me. When I see those guys racing round to the corner, I don’t just want to tackle them and get them down, I want to knock them sideways on to the next field, and I want to shock those parents watching from the sidelines, too.


One Sunday, we are playing against Alton and there is a girl in the opposition team. She takes off down the wing with the ball the way everyone does, and I’m thinking to myself do I smash her? What should I do? But I don’t get to make a decision, because as I run over to cover, she runs off slightly into touch, round the corner flag, back in and then touches down. And the ref awards the try. That’s so unjust. How can that be allowed to happen? And how does that make me look? They have scored and it’s the girl who’s scored. I look for Bilks on the touchline and I’m crying. It’s just not right.


Another Sunday, we are playing an Under-8s game against Basingstoke, and I get a bump on the ear. It’s not foul play, but it hurts enough to flick that switch inside me, and my response is to raise the level of aggression. I charge round putting in the heaviest tackles I can manage. They are not fouls, either, just big hits for a small kid. And I hurt the boys I tackle. From the touchline, Bilks indicates that he is bringing me off. I’ve done nothing wrong, he explains. It’s just best for everyone that I have a rest.


What I really like, though, is midweek when Mum picks me up from Weybourne Primary and we drive on to pick up Sparks from the school I will go to next, Pierrepont. Sometimes we get there early and while Mum sits and waits in the car, I get the ball out of the back of the car and take it into the middle of the school rugby pitch. A proper, full-sized rugby pitch. I kick the ball up in the air and catch it, and do the same again, and again, over and over. I can get completely engrossed and lose myself for twenty minutes while Mum and Sparks look on. Holding, catching and kicking a rugby ball in the middle of a big pitch – this, for me, is a real special treat.
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Sparks and I have a video that we have become a little bit obsessed about. We like it because of one thing in particular – a kick by Gavin Hastings, in which he is wearing a quartered shirt. He takes the conversion from about 15 metres in from touch on the 22 metre line. The kick is not the hardest but it’s a beauty. I’m not sure exactly what it is about it, something to do with the way the ball flies through the air, but it is my idea of perfection. We love that clip, we play it over and over again.


All I want to do is copy it. I know I need to kick with my right foot as well as my left, and I want to be perfect at that, too. So Sparks and I spend a lot of time imitating Gavin Hastings. When we can’t kick outside, we kick inside. We construct our own posts from toilet rolls that we stick together with Sellotape, and we create our own balls from other toilet rolls stuffed with toilet paper.


Our house is called Lapa Kaiya, so-named from Mum’s native Zambian language, Bemba. It translates as ‘Our Shack’. The annex in Lapa Kaiya is our training ground. The room is a perfect length for toilet-roll kicking, and a sofa-bed on one side is good for unleashing a Fosbury-flop-style high jump after a particularly good kick.


Toilet-roll kicking may not be very sophisticated but it’s OK for technique. I watch how Gavin Hastings’ leg swings. I watch how my left leg swings and I try to copy Gavin Hastings, and then transfer the same movement from my left to my right leg. Again and again. I can spend hours doing this.


We have another video, from Rugby Special, from the autumn internationals of 1988–89. There are loads of great highlights on it, from England against Fiji and Wales against New Zealand in particular, but, again, one particular moment is the most fascinating. We rewind and play it, rewind and play. It features Graeme Bachop, playing scrum half for New Zealand. He can pass the ball off his wrists for miles. It’s outrageous.


So we want to be able to pass like Graeme Bachop. We use one of those mini rugby balls, the ones that you get players to autograph, and we pass back and forth, back and forth, just working on using our fingers and spin-passing off our wrists.


All our practice is fun, but it does have a deeper purpose. I write everything down in an exercise book. It’s full of doodles and drawings, most of them of me kicking a rugby ball over a set of rugby posts. After the first World Cup, in 1987, I write down my goals. I haven’t done this before. I want to play for England, I want to be England captain, I want to kick for England, I want to be involved in a World Cup, I want to win a World Cup, I want to play for the British Lions, I want to be England’s number ten and I want to be the best player the world has ever seen.


That final one is the big goal. I want to be the best rugby player in the world.


When we watch England games on the TV, I’m not just hoping they win. I’m watching what the players are doing to see if maybe I can learn to do it too. I watch Rob Andrew, England’s fly half, in particular. I study his kicking routine, take notes in my exercise book and then try to copy him in the garden.


Writing down my goals like this seems to give everything added purpose. So when I play matches, there is more meaning to them. I am not just playing for Farnham or my school; I am in the process of trying to fulfil my goals.


[image: image]


At my second school, Pierrepont, there are a lot of strong players, which is lucky. We have a good team, captained by Sparks, and we go through an entire season unbeaten. The dubious prize is BBC Southern Counties Radio asking if two boys can come to the studio in Guildford to be interviewed. Dan Fish and I are chosen.


A female presenter fires questions at us. How did you get into rugby? Dan is a bit more confident than I am and plays the lead role; I have a bit of a blank and a panic but recover enough to mention the international players I like watching on TV and how I try to imitate them. I think I do pretty much OK.


When I get home, I explain this to Mum. I tell her some of the questions, particularly the one about getting into rugby. What did you say, she asks. So I tell her and she says well done, and did you mention your dad?


Suddenly, it dawns on me. I didn’t mention my dad, the guy who is responsible for everything, who is the reason I started playing rugby, the guy I watched playing rugby, the guy who put the ball in my hand when I was three, who has coached me since I was four and has been there always. I cannot believe I have done this. How ungrateful can I be? I cannot believe I have let my father down in such a way. After everything he has done for me, I’ve not given him the credit. My heart is going into overdrive; I’m in full panic mode. I have a real feeling of desperation. Mum, I need to go back to the radio station because I didn’t mention Bilks.


Mum says oh, it doesn’t matter. People will have forgotten by now anyway. No, I say, I need to go back. I can feel myself welling up. I have to get back there and put this thing right or else life will never be OK.


Mum says she has the answer. I’ll write them a letter, she says, to ask them to put the facts right. That kind of helps but not for long. I cannot get this thing out of my system. The next day after school I am no less desperate. I am in tears again. I can’t believe I let Bilks down. I feel devastated. I go to my room and think about what to do. I write my own letter to the radio station. Would it be possible to re-air the interview but allow me to add in a different answer?


I write a lot of these letters over the coming days. I don’t send any of them. I spend most of the time in tears, just writing these things, screaming at Mum and Dad, saying that I have to change it, that I have to do this. I have to do something. It’s as though something incredibly serious has happened, the end of the world.


Bilks says don’t worry. He tells me over and over that he is not bothered. Not at all. But that doesn’t really help. It does die a bit over time, but occasionally it comes back, haunting me, like a ghost. I’ll be playing basketball outside with Sparks and suddenly I am miles away. I feel the panic and I know I need to go inside because something’s not right. I stop the game. I need to go and say sorry to my dad. Sorry about not mentioning you in the interview. And maybe I could ring that radio station.


Mum, I ask, weeks, months later, did you send that letter? Do you think they’ll say anything on the radio?
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It is not long before I find my next reason to flip out.


I come home from school and see a blackbird on the ground, struggling, half-dead. It must have flown into the window. Wouldn’t it be great to pick it up and take it inside, help it out? So I do. Mum helps me put it into a shoe box, padded out with tissue, its own little living room. Then I go upstairs for a bath, and afterwards mess around in my room, forgetting about the bird, until Mum calls me for supper. When I go downstairs, the bird is dead.


It’s dead because I wasn’t there to help it. I was too busy having fun to care. This is my fault. I have killed the bird. I am overwhelmed by what I have done. The tears, the screaming, are back. This bird was my responsibility and I have let it down. How can I make amends? Mum, what can I do? I have killed the bird.


Don’t worry, she says. You did your best. It would have died anyway. There’s nothing more you could have done. But I have to atone. I cannot live with this. I start writing letters again. Most of them are to God. Sorry. I am so sorry I didn’t look after the bird better.


I cannot stand this intense, choking feeling. Mum, I let the bird down. I am screaming. What if I have to live with it for the rest of my life? I can’t do it, I can’t do it. I have to get rid of this feeling somehow. Mum and Dad and Sparks all say the same thing. This isn’t achieving anything. Everything will be all right. You need to forget about it and move on.


But I am not just obsessive about kicking rugby balls. I can grapple with this problem pretty single-mindedly, too. I cannot put aside the image of the bird and my responsibility for its death. I have to try to work it out, find a solution to a situation that doesn’t have one.
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Sparks and I have a strange fascination with my left calf. It has got a massive bruise on it and the feeling in it has kind of gone.


It happened down at Farnham Sports Centre on the bouncy castle. I bounced off and landed on the floor and then this big guy, who must have been six years older than I am, landed on top of me. He was supposed to be in charge, monitoring the kids and general behaviour on the castle, but instead he was bouncing around, and the moment I bounced off, he came off too, both knees flat on my calf with all his bodyweight.


It hurt big time and took ages to get up and walk. But I managed it, and somehow I managed to get through an Under-11s tennis tournament the next day. I wore a big tubey grip bandage on my leg, which made me feel very proud.


Now my calf is swollen, and the sensation in it is a little weird. So, in our bedroom before bedtime, Sparks and I are sitting on my bed playing a game to test it out. It’s a simple game – we just hit the calf with our knuckles to see how hard we can do it before it hurts too much. Sparks has a go and then it’s my turn. It’s hilarious how hard you can hit your leg when the feeling in it has gone.


But in the night, I wake up with serious pain. I get up and hobble through to Mum and Dad’s room. They look at it. We’ll get on to it first thing in the morning, they say. About an hour later, I’m back. It’s really, really hurting, I say.


So off we go to Aldershot Military Hospital. The doctors explain that I have burst a blood vessel, there has been internal bleeding into the calf, and an infection in the blood has caused an abcess. It is poisonous, pussy and generally horrid. And they need to cut it open. I’ll have to stay overnight, and for the next two nights as well.


I look at Mum. I’m not staying overnight on my own. I can’t stay on my own. Mum understands the problem. OK. We have a deal. Mum stays, too.


Eventually, we get home and I am carried into the house like a wounded soldier, taken to the annex and laid down on the sofa, which has been pulled out as a bed. The doctors’ instructions are simple and specific – rest, please, no exercise at all. Perfect for me because Wimbledon is on the TV. Awesome. So I settle in.


But there is only so much Wimbledon you can watch. After a while, I wonder about my toilet-roll balls; could I kick them? That would be pretty harmless, wouldn’t it? I’m sure I could do that. I get one out and try. Not too bad.


Mum catches me in action. She’s not too impressed. You’re not supposed to be doing that, she says. I know, I know.


I know she is right. I settle back down to Wimbledon. But then I get up and kick my toilet roll again. How can I become a better kicker if I don’t?
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Normally, when Sparks and I play games, we find a way of playing on the same team. We like helping each other out. We get a massive buzz out of it. But I am obsessing a bit about a computer game we have for the Commodore Amiga 500 called Speedball II. You have a team dressed in big, metal robotic suits and you have to throw a ball into a hole at the other end of a wall. I spend ages learning all the moves and controls. I work out all the different and elaborate ways of scoring points and when I think I have perfected it, I ask Sparks, who has hardly played it, for a game.


Sparks doesn’t take it as seriously as I do. In fact, he spends the whole time laughing and taking the mickey. So I play this tremendous game, build up a massive lead and even start feeling sorry for Sparks. Then, at the last minute, he exposes a monster flaw in the game. He tries punching all the buttons on the joystick and the result is that his character on the screen starts grabbing the ball, throwing it to one of my players and then, just as they catch it, he punches them clean out and takes it back. Sparks scores three times by doing this, while laughing hysterically.


This really annoys me. It shouldn’t be allowed. It gets down to the last seconds, the last play of the game and I’m still ahead, but only just. He lays out all my players and then turns to my goalkeeper.


Don’t do it, Sparks. I tell him. Don’t you dare. But he does. He drops my keeper with a massive left hook and, on the buzzer, hammers the ball home for the winning goal. And I just want to explode.


My frustration level is probably as high as I have ever known. I don’t know whether to scream at him, fight him, or what. So I storm out of the back patio doors and down to the bottom of the garden to the rhubarb patch. I sit on the concrete slab by the rhubarb and work out my plan. I’ll stay here until he comes and apologises. He has cheated me out of victory. He has to apologise. Has to. I won’t let it go, I cling on to it. I can hold on for a long time.


So I stay by the rhubarb for a good two hours. And Sparks doesn’t apologise. In fact, he seems to have forgotten I’m even down here. Mum says what on earth are you doing down there? Come in for your dinner.
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The rugby coach at Pierrepont is keen on working both my feet. From the left-hand side of the field he has me kicking conversions with my right foot, and from the right-hand side with my left foot. He says it is important for me to be able to push myself with my skills, and put myself under pressure. I probably put myself under enough pressure anyway.


We are a good team, but our pitch is not of the very best quality. There is farmland all around the school grounds and our first XV pitch is quite uneven.


In one game, we score a try in the corner. On a full-sized field, this is a long kick for a prep-school boy, and that’s without taking into account the ball, which Mr Wells likes to inflate really hard so that it is possible to hear my teeth clatter each time I strike it. It doesn’t help that, because the kick is from the touchline, some parents are standing right behind me. So while I’m lining up my conversion attempt, I’m thinking it’d be pretty amazing if I get this. The parents next to me will think I’m brilliant. With this positive image in mind, I commence my run-up.


But when I go to kick the ball, disaster strikes. I tense my foot hard, preparing for a massive contact, but my pointed toe catches a clump of turf just before the ball. By the time I make contact I have lost all the power in my leg swing. I uproot a clump of grass and have just enough momentum left to make the ball topple over and roll once.


Although I manage to shut this out of my mind for the rest of the game, when I get home, I start thinking it through, over and over again. The replay of that kick invades my mind, coming back to haunt me, like a horror film.


What did that kick look like? What did those people standing right by me think of it? What do they think of me now? I become obsessed with the questions. I can’t change what’s happened, and I hate that. I get the fast heartbeat, panic sensation. That kick is part of me, part of my history, something I have to live with for the rest of my life. And what are those touchline parents thinking?


We have a nice family dinner and watch some TV. Then suddenly, the switch is flicked, the tiny kick is on replay again in my head. The next thing I know, I’m running around the house for a good fifteen or twenty minutes in a massive state of distress, just trying to find some way of appeasing the pain. What must those people think of me? I just can’t bear the thought of it.


Down in the annex, I am screaming at my parents. That kick! The embarrassment! Mum has an exasperated look on her face. Bilks says look, those people will not even remember it. They have got more important things to be worrying about, I’m sure.


He says the same a month later when the thought is still haunting me and I am in tears over it again. It’s like the bird and the radio interview, an image my mind refuses to let go. I am convinced that Bilks is wrong. Those people on the touchline – they’re all going to be thinking about it and they’re all going to be talking about it. I’m never going to be able to forget it, I’m never going to be able to change it. It’s with me for ever.


If there was ever a reason to go out and spend hours practising kicking, the Clump of Earth Kick is it. It causes such intense pain. This is the reason I want to be perfect, because it just hurts so much when you’re not.
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I am not a great sleeper, I never have been, and, at Pierrepont, that becomes a greater challenge when we go away on tour. I worry not only about how I will do on the rugby pitch, but about sleeping in a strange place. I’m jumpy, panicky, I don’t feel very comfortable or remotely safe. I am always touring with boys a year or two older than I am, and I’m not sure I would be able to get through it if it wasn’t for Sparks, who is captain, and Bilks, who helps out with the coaching and comes with us.


Every year, Pierrepont goes on tour to Senlis, near Paris. When we go in 1991, I’m twelve and I’m thinking about these Senlis kids, the ones I’m going to have to tackle, who, we’ve been told, are going to be a year or two older than our team and thus two or three years older than I am. How big are they going to be? When the opposition team turns up for a game, the first thing I always do is look across to see how big they are.


So I pull hard on Sparks. My brother and his mates are all good guys, but I stick to Sparks; wherever he goes, I go too. On tour, we always go to the adidas warehouse and buy one of the Wallabies’ rugby balls, the big, round, fat, yellow ones with the black tips. We love that. But every mealtime, I worry about what sort of food will be served up, and I try to sit next to Sparks. He makes me laugh, tells me what’s going on, puts me at ease.


The nights are hard. We are billeted with local French families and I am sharing a room with a French boy, but feeling very much on my own, lying in bed, not going to sleep. One night, I work myself up into an enormous panic and tell the boy’s parents I need to get hold of my dad. I keep badgering them. I need my dad.


I have no idea how they get hold of him, because there certainly isn’t such a thing as a mobile phone around. But they track him down to an event in town, the big annual social event of the tour when all the coaches of the two sides are together, having their big rugby dinner. He comes on the phone and I tell him I can’t stay. I can’t stick this out.


At this point, he knows he has no option but to come and get me. He comes to the house where I’m staying and soon we are back at the dinner and I’m having an extra place laid for me at the opposite side of the table from my dad. They get me a Coke and I tell them that I am sorry but I can’t eat the gourmet five-course meal that everyone else is so excited about. Can I have chicken and chips, please?


The men do lots of toasting, lots of talking and laughing. It all goes way over my head, but my chicken and chips cheer me up pretty quickly. Across the table, my dad keeps motioning are you OK? Is everything all right? I tell him I’m fine, which I am until the moment I reach out for the salt and knock my Coke clean over.


Now I’ve done it. I’ve embarrassed my dad, I’ve ruined his evening and these guys all hate me. I get massively upset about it and start to beat myself up for being so stupid. So Bilks is required, again, to come and save the day.
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Ball games at Lapa Kaiya cause regular breakages but Bilks doesn’t mind too much. He understands, he likes ball games. He is quite good at replacing panes of glass, and he has to do a fair amount of work on the basketball net.


On the side of the house, down the driveway, in front of the garage, we have a big bare wall, and the area makes for a perfect basketball arena. We are obsessed with slam-dunking and hanging off the net the way the NBA players do. We are quite into our NBA. The net, though, sometimes comes off the wall, but Bilks just screws it back on using bigger bolts each time.


The joys of basketball are twofold, and nothing to do with winning or losing. We are obsessed by dunking and blocking. We have our friends round, my mate Ed Morgan and Sparks’s friend Luke Cromwell-Parmenter. Ed plays with me, and Luke with Sparks. For the match, I have created an NBA-style scoreboard out of a big cardboard box. I like the stats; I like filling in my cardboard box with a big marker pen.


Ed and Luke think this is a proper game, and we are happy for them to remain under this misapprehension. This way, I can set Ed up for a shot, which is actually really a way of setting Sparks up for a block. Likewise, Sparks will create situations so that I can dunk on Luke.


The teams here aren’t really Ed and me or Sparks and Luke. The only real team is Sparks and me, fulfilling our desire to dunk and block. Beautifully, Ed and Luke have no idea that they are merely the downtrodden supporting cast in our own game. Afterwards, we don’t talk about who won and who lost; it’s just Sparks and me reminiscing about the highlights, our best dunks, our top blocks.


When there are no teams and it’s just me at home, I go back into kicking mode. Lapa Kaiya is on a quiet cul de sac, which means I can use the road for training and the hedge as my target. I kick endless spiral punts. I kick with my left foot, collect the ball out of the hedge, then walk back down to the bottom of the road and kick another with my right foot. Left spiral, hedge, right spiral, hedge, on and on. I can discipline my mind to keep going, not to get bored or want to watch television, or even to consider anything else. It’s as if I’m flicking a ‘Tunnel Vision’ switch. That way, I can keep destroying the hedge for hours.
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One of the things I enjoy most is tackling bigger people, although that’s not necessarily how I feel when I first see them.


We are back in Senlis again the following year. I am almost thirteen, and this time we stay in a dormitory, which is fun. The night before the game, we are mucking around, chirpy and happy, but the next morning, as soon as I wake up, the familiar, chronic nervous panic is there. I don’t want to go near the rugby field and I’m worried about everything to do with the game.


Later, we walk down to the pitch, which is a football pitch with football goals, and we see the opposition, and it’s one of the scariest sights I’ve ever seen. They are like full-grown men.


Not long after kick-off, Sparks, our captain, is knocked out, which hardly helps. He is helped off the pitch and sits down on his own on a grassy bank in front of a bunch of French schoolkids, who start shouting at him.


But the occasion is memorable more for what happens towards the end. I have been watching Rob Andrew, the England fly half, and have tried to study what he does. I want to copy it, particularly because he drops a lot of goals. So from about 25 metres out, slightly to the left, I strike a drop kick, off my right foot. It flies nice and true over the goal. We win the game. That is the first drop goal I have ever kicked, and it’s over a set of soccer posts!
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Summertime, and my mate Andy Holloway is cast in the supporting role.


We have been watching a highlights video of the England cricket team’s 1994 tour to the West Indies, and we love Curtly Ambrose, Courtney Walsh and Kenny Benjamin. What we love is the high-bouncing stuff the bowlers deliver around the batsman’s head. We love to see the batsmen ducking and the fielders responding. We watch and rewind, watch and rewind and then we go out into the garden to reproduce.


We have the perfect setting for it. The middle lawn is the batting wicket, and it has a slight rise just where the bowler pitches the ball. Sparks has got a great arm and is evil even off a very short run-up; Sparks can really hit the bump. To spice it up more, we pour a bucket of soapy water on the grass, so the ball comes through even faster. That’s where Andy comes in.


Andy pads up. Helmet and all. He has to face Sparks. And I go up to the top lawn to play wicketkeeper. The perfect delivery is when Sparks hits the bump, Andy gets an edge and I take the diving catch; or I’ll settle for Andy ducking the bouncer and me taking the ball up high around my head. Sparks is bowling for himself and for me. I am looking for the dramatic catches. The golden moments of summer are played out for hours as we recreate our version of the West Indies, and Andy tries to stay alive.


Soon, though, Sparks and I are allowed to play with Bilks’s Sunday team, the Aldershot Officers Club. We go to the nets on Wednesday nights and I work on my shots; they have to be perfect. I badger Bilks, wafting airshots with my bat.


How’s my defence?


Yeah, fine.


How’s my attack?


Yeah, fine.


Over and over, I play my airshots and study my style. It has to be spot on.


A few other lads are allowed to play with the dads’ side, but no one else gets such pleasure from fielding as Sparks and I do. They always field Sparks at deep, because he has such a long throw, and I’m usually in the covers because I love diving around. But our secret joy comes from throwing the ball in to the wicketkeeper, Mike Smailes. The game is to bounce the ball in front of him, just where wicketkeepers like it least, so he can’t quite get to it and the ball bounces up and hits his fingers. That’s just Bilks, Sparks and me – always aiming for Mike Smailes’s dislocated and increasingly more deformed fingers.


I enjoy the Wednesday nets the most. I love it when they pull out the catching cradle and three or four of us are catching at each end. What a great piece of kit the cradle is. As the light slowly fades, the crowd gradually thins out, and every Wednesday, the three Wilkinsons are the last to leave, still throwing and kicking balls to each other in almost complete darkness.
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Sparks and I are back on the basketball court. This is the last time in our lives that we will ever allow ourselves to get into proper one-on-one competition.


It isn’t even supposed to be that way, but we have watched an NBA clip of Patrick Ewing and Dennis Rodman in a game between the New York Knicks and the Detroit Pistons. In one epic moment, Ewing is driving towards the net and as he leaps to dunk the ball, Rodman throws himself in the way and manages to make the block just in front of the rim of the basket.


We want to recreate the moment. It’s simple. Sparks is Ewing and I am Rodman. He wants to dunk, I want to block. Those are the roles that we decide upon, everyone is happy. So Sparks dribbles the ball once and then jumps off one foot and tries to dunk the ball into my face while I run in and try to block him.


We try it once and then we try it again. And the more we try it, the more competitive it gets. He tries to go harder and harder, and I’m trying more and more desperately to stop him, knowing that every time I do, that’s a win for me. We become more and more aggressive. I get so determined, I almost break my wrist over the rim of the ring. We start pushing each other hard.


It all comes to an end when he dunks one with full power, pulls the ring off the side of the house and it collapses over my head. We both know that we should not be competing like that, not against each other, and although we don’t say as much, we will never do so again.


But there is a happy ending to this episode. Bilks doesn’t put the net up on the side of the house any more. This time we upgrade to a spring-loaded, professional-style ring and a gangster-style chain net, which we put up at the bottom of the garage. We take Sparks’s ghetto-blaster down there and play for hours on end, but not competitively, never again.
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AT the age of fourteen, I am not prepared yet for failure. I am sitting in Bilks’s car, having completed the second round of trials for the Surrey Under-15s, and I’ve got this excited buzz about what it could mean to be a county rugby player and what those games might be like to play in.


I have been told that, potentially, I am a good player. I have been playing in age groups above myself. So now I am sitting in the Mitsubishi Jeep, waiting for Bilks to come back from the clubhouse, where the selectors are announcing who’s made it into the squad.


I don’t like trials. You’ve got no lineout calls, no backs moves, you don’t even know the name of the guy you’re playing with. It’s a lottery whether you are behind a good pack or not, and your teammates are a bunch of guys who just want to show themselves up in a good light. In reality, for the purpose of identifying quality players, they are a pretty terrible idea.


But I am still not prepared for it when Bilks gets in the car, grabs the steering wheel and says sorry, you didn’t make it, they didn’t read your name out. That hurts. It hurts like hell.


But I get a second chance. Farnham is on the Surrey–Hampshire border, so I can trial for Hampshire, too. Bilks takes Andy Holloway and me. This time we both get in, me at number ten and Andy at scrum half, and we forget our complaints about trials. You don’t have the whiney stories when you’re on the right end of the roll call.


Andy and I seem to progress well together. The following year, we go from Hampshire Under-16s into the London South East Divisional team. Then we both get picked for the Under-16 England side and travel to games against Wales and Portugal, but they pick a guy called James Lofthouse at number ten. Andy and I sit on the bench throughout both games and leave with two perfectly clean sets of kit.


The selectors tell me I’m not demonstrative enough, too shy, too quiet. James Lofthouse seems like a nice enough guy, and it is pretty obvious that he’s stronger in the areas where they think I could improve. I can’t say the selectors are wrong with their advice to me, but in my head, I am still convinced that I am capable of playing rugby at that level.
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During a Hampshire Under-16s game against Sussex, I make a tackle I’ll never forget. I line up the ball-carrier, but he steps slightly and my head gets caught on the wrong side, between my shoulder and the man. It hurts. Down my arm shoots a strange pins-and-needles sensation, heavy, burning, white hot. I don’t think I can possibly play on, but then the feeling passes and I’m OK. I carry on.


This is a stinger. My first. It comes, I am informed, from a compression of the nerves between the vertebrae as they branch out from the spinal column. The problem is that once you have had one, you have opened the door to more. And the more the door swings open, the easier they come. So I start seeing a physio at Aldershot Town football club and he does good things with my neck. The point is I want to keep playing and this guy is helping me get out on the pitch.


What I need is a run of three or four games without a stinger, because that helps me reset, shut the door – but get another unfortunate hit and the door is open again. Bang, bang, bang, I get another load in a row. One morning after a game, I wake up and I can’t move my head in any direction. This is scary. There’s no way I’m going to school today. Instead, I’m straight to the doctors for a neck brace. The nerve in my neck is trapped that badly.


Still, I hardly miss any games. But I have established a pattern; I might get one stinger followed by about three or four others, and then a break for three or four months without any.


It has developed into a bit of a chronic problem. This becomes pretty clear when the cricket season comes round. I am coming in to bowl and there it is again, that hot, burning sensation down my arm.
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One of the unspoken rules in rugby is not to blame the kicker. When I miss six out of seven, though, our coach ignores the rule – as if I don’t feel the hurt enough already. But I am also being propelled towards one of the most significant moments in my entire career.


The game is London South East Under-18s against Midlands, I am a year younger than the rest of my team and I have one of my worst kicking days ever. I don’t miss the uprights by much, but I don’t really quite know where any kick is going to go. And, as it turns out, any one of the six missed kicks would have been the difference between victory and defeat.


Naturally, I feel horrible. I know it is my responsibility and, later, when I go into the team meeting, I am pretty sure that everyone else is thinking the same – that I’ve let them all down, and it’s my fault.


As it happens, this is how the coach sees it, too. He says we played well in parts, we’d have won with better kicking, and assures the team that we won’t ever have a day like that with a kicker again. I don’t know where to look and settle for staring at the floor.


But I also have a solution – be obsessive about making sure this doesn’t happen again. In other words, go out and kick some more balls. So the next morning, I’m out there kicking, trying to drive the memories of yesterday from my mind. It’s not that I enjoy the business of kicking well; it’s that I detest the imperfection of kicking badly. I can’t get out there quickly enough to erase yesterday’s memories and ensure they are not repeated.


And I can stay out there for two or three hours if required. This is my response. Flick the Tunnel Vision switch and carry on with barely another thought in my mind.


A few weeks later, Bilks and I are driving to Bristol to meet a guy called Dave Alred. This has been arranged by Steve Bates, a chemistry teacher at school who is also the rugby master. Steve plays for Wasps with Rob Andrew and Rob works with Dave. He has arrived at Lord Wandsworth College, the school I now attend, at a good time. I’m at the stage when career advisers try to work out what you might do one day for a living. All I can say is I want to play rugby. They say that’s not really a career. Steve has given me hope that it might be.


Sending me up to see Dave Alred might help, he suggests, but I feel slightly ambivalent about it. Alred is a kicking coach, but I reckon I’m about a seven or eight out of ten kicker who has the occasional bad day, and I’m not quite sure what he can tell me about kicking a ball that I don’t already know.


I’ve been to a kicking clinic before, last year with the England Under-16s. All that happened that day was that we were asked who wanted to be kickers, a bunch of us, including props and number tens alike, put up our hands, and then we all did lots of kicking together. The height of the technical advice handed down was after one of my teammates asked should he be looking at the posts or the ball when kicking for goal.


As our car pulls into the Bristol University sports ground, what I don’t realise is that the guy I am about to meet is not only a kicking coach, he is by far the best in the world.


He is immaculately turned out in adidas gear – just three stripes from the top of his shoulders down to the underside of his feet. He seems to be about forty years old, but I later discover he is a wee bit more than that. We say hello and chat for a bit but he is quite keen to get down to business and I like that.


I assume we are going to kick some balls around, but he takes me straight to a flip pad and starts drawing. The diagrams are a demonstration of kicking through the ball, not across it, about the line of the kick, your body position and the feedback you feel through your feet.


I didn’t expect all this scientific stuff. This is new. Coaches tend to tell you what they want you to do, and here was a guy telling me how to do it.


But the bomb is yet to drop. He doesn’t stop at telling me how; he then goes and does it himself. Fifty metres farther down the touchline, there are two cones, five metres apart. He says I want you to be able to pick your spot between those cones. He then hits a perfect spiral kick. As soon as it leaves his foot, it’s going straight between the cones, doesn’t even deviate from its line.


This is the wow moment – the one that lets someone know for sure that he has your attention. And now Dave has all of mine. My mouth drops open. Did that really happen?


When I try, of course I fail, hitting neither a spiral nor the cones. Dave goes again. Same perfect outcome, followed by a trademark smartarse comment – so the money’s mine, then.


So astonishing is Dave’s ability that I am slightly distracted. The noise when he kicks his ball is different from when I kick mine. The flightpath is different. The success of his kicks is inevitable. The difference is so gaping he must, I conclude, be kicking a different ball from the one I’m kicking. But I am wrong.


I thought I was a seven out of ten kicker. Suddenly, the scale has gone up to 100. I am stuck on seven and here is a guy in the high nineties.


At the end, Dave gives me a video of our kicking session and goes over the lesson in précis form. Imagine the path you are sending the ball down, visualise the feel of the ball, the contact, the successful outcome. This is the crucial message: you can control the ball and where it is going, and this is how.


This is eureka!


I have a hell of a lot of work to do, but my eyes have been opened. At the end of a long tunnel, there is a light and I am determined to reach it.


[image: image]


When we left Dave, I had an extraordinarily positive feeling. What sweetened the deal even more was that I also had a new pair of adidas Predator boots. As if he needed to do any more to impress me, back at his house afterwards, we saw, stacked up in his toilet, boxes upon boxes of Predators. Oh my God! I like those boots. And Dave just nonchalantly asked me what shoe size I am and handed me a pair. I like Dave, too.


But now it’s down to work. Sparks and I have always kicked together. At the bottom of our road is a park where we take the dogs for walks and you are likely either to turn your ankle or step in something one of the dogs has left behind. We call this ‘Ankle Turn City’ and we can kill an easy ninety minutes here, standing forty to fifty yards apart, kicking an Australian Rules football back and forth, with the dogs looking at us, wondering when they can go home.


That is just part of life. Now I’ve met Dave, though, my approach has changed. I’ve seen something I want, something I need to master.


On most days, now, with time running out until the start of the school term, I get up early and around seven o’clock head off to Farnham rugby club. I get myself some breakfast, then I make some more toast, smear it in Marmite and wrap it in foil and put that in my bag together with a drink and an apple to take with me. I go on my mountain bike with a rucksack of four rugby balls on my back.


That is the routine. Normally, I’ll do an hour and a half’s kicking, but I’ll stay there until I’m satisfied. I want to be the best, so this is what I have to do, and now Dave has shown me that it’s possible, that’s the deal, no excuses. Getting my kicking right gives me satisfaction, but now it has become a necessity. I can’t move on with my day, or with my mind at peace, until it is right.


My problem is that I haven’t completely and correctly understood what Dave has taught me. Down at Farnham rugby club, though, I don’t know this. I kick my four balls and then I go to the other end of the pitch and kick them back. These sessions are almost entirely punting, back and forth, back and forth, and I can’t bear it because my kicks aren’t flying remotely the way Dave’s were.
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