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  Prologue




  There is a recurring theme in my life.




  Things are good, everyone is happy – then I go and shoot myself in the foot.




  I must be the only person who wasn’t lifted by the Olympic spirit in 2012. I should have been – I love sport and consider myself a proud Brit flying the flag for Queen and country

  overseas.




  But I associate the Olympics with one of the worst summers of my life: in 1972. I was grounded for the entire summer by my old man when the police turned up on my doorstep pointing a finger at

  me when I was only eleven years old. Two of my best pals and I had found a rifle in the woods near my house in Bushey. I had gone rummaging around in my dad’s office, where I wasn’t

  supposed to go, looking for ammunition. I found some cartridges, which almost fitted, and off we went to the end of the garden to try out our new weapon. We were firing these bullets at pigeons,

  taking it in turns to have pot shots, totally oblivious of the distance the bullets would go. A bloke down the road had been out in his garden while we were firing the gun and the bullets were

  smacking off his roof and raining down on him. He called the police, knowing fine well who was responsible, and, the next thing we knew, the long arm of the law was making its first inquiries with

  Vincent Peter Jones.




  My dad asked if I was responsible, and I made my first really big mistake with him: I lied. Had I come clean, it might have been a different story, but I tried to wriggle out. He gave me a

  proper hiding – something you would never get away with in this day and age. He leathered me, and grounded me for the entire summer. I couldn’t play football with the lads and I just

  stayed in and watched the Munich Olympics on TV. I sickened myself with it and it has only ever reminded me of bad times. London 2012 brought it all flooding back – even after all these

  years. I had a dream setup where we were living and I spoiled it for myself by being a little rascal.


 



  In my teenage years I ended up dossing on sofas with all my possessions in a black bin liner, falling out with people and then moving on. I found it hard to settle, always upping sticks after

  some confrontation or other where everything would explode with fists flying and fingers being pointed in my direction.




  Then there was the football career with the discipline issues, biting a journalist on the nose, air rage, trouble with my neighbours and giving Paul Gascoigne – Gazza – a friendly

  squeeze, among all sorts of other scrapes. Some serious, some silly.




  Since I moved to Hollywood, the highs have been incredible but, as has always been the case, my own actions have led to some devastating lows.




  Guy Ritchie directed my first film, Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels, and he once told me a great story when he got into the whole Kabbalah religion thing.




  Don’t get me wrong: I’m not signed up or a practising member or anything. But he explained a principle that has given a discipline to my life over the last year or so.




  It was about dogs.




  Guy said, ‘Right, VJ, I ain’t going to sit here and preach about Kabbalah – you’re the last person on the planet I would do that to. But there’s one thing I want

  you to think about.’




  He explained that, according to Kabbalah teachings, we all have a dog corresponding to our personality.




  It sounds a bit off the wall, but it makes perfect sense when you think about it. I’ve always said in life we’ve got devils and angels – the devil on one shoulder, always

  urging you to go and have one more drink (‘Just one more. It won’t hurt!’), and the angel on the other shoulder saying, ‘Go home. Get your head down and behave,

  Vin.’




  So Guy said to me we’ve all got this dog – but mine just happens to be a really big bastard. A big, angry bastard at that, one I should have spent more time understanding how to keep

  under control.




  As you will read in this book, I seem to do so well, then suddenly I will destroy myself.




  There have been too many moments in my life when the dog has been controlling me. There is no excuse for a grown man to wake up handcuffed to a hospital bed. It has taken me to this point in my

  life, at forty-eight years old, to realise that I need to control the dog that lands me in hot water.




  I can’t tolerate that shit any more, or ending up in the nick with my head in my hands over some drama that puts my family through the mill. There have been spells where I thought I have

  had the dog well and truly tamed, but then I’ll get complacent and he’ll come crashing out of the kennel, foaming at the mouth, biting anyone who gets in the way.




  I was nearly blinded in a pub fight. That was horrendous for us all to go through. More recently, I was on the front page of the papers again for some business in Russia that rocked my marriage

  and my entire existence with my family.




  So, as you read this, I have virtually given up drinking alcohol. I’ve had enough of getting into a pickle.




  Since the incident in Russia, I have come back to my home in California and I see a psychologist called Professor Victor Morton. For the first time, I am tackling head on the problems I have had

  all through my life.




  I’ve sat and talked my life through with this guy and much of what I told him is in this book. He’s not a shrink as far as I’m concerned, a nutty geezer or an alcoholic’s

  guy. He’s the top professor at University of California, Los Angels (UCLA), a top psychologist – I wouldn’t be surprised if the most important people in California go to him.

  I’ve been going to see him once a week for eight months at the time I’m writing this, and we’ve got the dog at the back of the kennel.




  For an alcoholic to combat his or her problems, he or she has to admit to his or her problems first. With me, I’m acknowledging my demons.




  I’ve been trying to work out how much the breakup in my family at a really young age affected me. All those nights I was up listening to all the arguments at our house, Woodlands, in

  Bedmond; you don’t ever forget that. It was a messy, messy divorce. I have been trying to detach myself from it because it was my dad Peter and mum Glenda’s relationship that went

  wrong. They loved my sister Ann and me very much, so why am I trying to be part of that anguish all these years later?




  I’ve always thought the first line of defence was attack. When I was criticised as a footballer, I took it personally and went on the offensive, big time. If I was criticised for a part in

  a film, I’d get angry and attack. Now, I see a different, more measured defence.




  So I’m in a really good place. I have had three careers, two of which have been a huge success. I put my shift in on building sites, carrying the hod, but, looking back as I write this, I

  realise that my acting and football achievements are something I am deeply proud of.




  Getting into films, in particular, is something that I still have to pinch myself about. I honestly never thought this life I have had would be possible – especially in the depths of

  despair, when I found myself staring down the barrel of my own gun in the woods near my home.




  Instead, I gritted my teeth, and as my dear friend John Fashanu says, ‘The harder Vinnie works, the luckier he gets.’




  The first movie I ever went to see was Planet of the Apes. My uncle took me to the Watford cinema – I think it was an Odeon – when I was about eight or nine. We were about a

  third of the way up the cinema, so still close to the screen, and exactly four seats in. At the time Tomorrow’s World was a big TV programme and I remember being blown away by some

  of the talk about future technology. That programme, combined with apes talking on screen, really made a mark on me. I was convinced by the film that one day we would all be talking to apes! I

  think it’s fair to say I was a bit of a dreamer at times.




  The cinema made a huge impact, even though football was always my first love. When it came to films, I was into the big westerns – cowboys and Indians. I loved Dracula, too. I

  remember it vividly watching the 1930s version in black and white. Later, my wife Tanya – or Tans – and I would go to the Galleria cinema in Hatfield. We went to see some great films

  – and some howlers too. We saw a couple of Carry On films there – not exactly memorable ones, either.




  I still can’t believe that, after nearly fifteen years in the acting game, I have been up on that big screen in more than sixty films. It’s the same feeling I used to get when I was

  on Match of the Day on a Saturday night. Nothing makes me smile more than giggling in the cinema with Tanya, giving her a gentle nudge in the ribs as I’m about to walk into a scene.

  It’s magical – and I cherish every single second I have been able to do that. You see, you never got much of a reception walking onto a building site in the morning. And, later, it

  wasn’t always the reception you would want, being hammered with coins, or blinded by lasers at some games, when you bowled onto the pitch as a professional footballer at a particularly

  intimidating away ground on a cold and horrible Saturday afternoon.




  I’ve been making movies almost as long as I played professional football. Neither career has been short of drama – although you could argue I should have saved the drama for the

  second half of it.




  I spoke to Guy again recently and he reminded me that my dog is too big to tame completely. I get that, but, if I keep him sweet and read the warning signs, I’ve got a good chance of

  avoiding World War III.




  As I’m sitting here now, I’m in full control. At the moment I just need a bit of help, and Victor is doing that. I come out from seeing him and it’s like losing three stone. I

  step out of his office, get in the car, close the door and go, ‘Phew!’ I often feel like I could go straight to sleep because all that bad energy is out of me.




  Bullet Tooth Tony from Snatch is one of the most famous characters I’ve played. There is a scene where Lennie James’s and Robbie Gee’s characters, holding replica

  guns, confront him. I give a big speech, as a cold-hearted killer sensing their weakness.




  That situation with Tony is exactly how I face my dog. I have to be strong enough and, with Victor’s help, I’m confident of chalking up another victory off the pitch.




  One thing is for sure, and it’s tattooed on my lower back as a reminder: it’s been emotional.
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  Early Years




  My life’s been defined by coincidences, ironies, premonitions – and that feeling I mentioned about a guardian angel sitting on my shoulder.




  Most childhood memories are black or white, good or bad, happy or sad. And there doesn’t seem to be much middle ground.




  My mum Glenda was from Trowbridge in Wiltshire. In her teenage years she moved to Watford, where she met my dad.




  My dad Peter had started out in the heating-and-plumbing trade, he was a workaholic, giving the pub a swerve to crack on with building his own business. Going out on the town meant nothing to

  him. It was all about shooting and fishing to him, something he transferred to me – and I still love the great outdoors.




  It began for me – Vincent Peter Jones – born on 5 January 1965 in Hospital in Watford. The ward where I took my first breath overlooked Vicarage Road, the home of Watford Football

  Club and the team I supported as a boy. My granddad, Arthur, used to stand in the same place at Vicarage Road for every Watford home tie. He was there, twelve steps up and just a few rows down from

  the tea hut. We would go and get him a cuppa and take it back down to him. He absolutely loved his sport – he was always betting on the horses or talking football. I was only little but I

  found him fascinating. Ironically, years later, Watford were to knock me back from a professional contract because I wasn’t ‘big enough’ to be a footballer.




  The first few years it was all a bit cramped and full of house moves – some for the better, some not so good.




  My folks shared a home on Queen’s Road in Watford with another family – two rooms, a communal kitchen and shared bathroom. That’s where the first big coincidence kicked in.

  When I played for Wimbledon I found out that the boss at the time, Joe Kinnear’s mum had once lived there too.




  The first place I really remember was Coldharbour Lane in Watford when I was about three years old. It was another shared house but we had a bit more room. We also had two Jack Russells –

  Titchy and Perky. I’ve been living with dogs around the house ever since.




  I can picture my dad coming home and cleaning his gun, getting ready to go shooting in the countryside. Mum brought us up, as Dad was always working. When he wasn’t, he was out

  shooting.




  At one time dad had a pigeon hide in Chorleywood. The M25 now runs through where it used to be and it would turn my head every time I drove to training on the way from Hemel to Wimbledon. I

  still get shivers when I think back to the first time I got to squeeze a trigger down there, on a 12-bore shotgun as I got to shoot my first pigeon – with my dad taking me through it every

  step of the way. We had a flask with us and a packed lunch. When I fired the shot, after my dad had positioned me carefully around the gun, teaching me how to hold it, I went flying – sending

  coffee everywhere. But I still hit the target. We were rolling around laughing afterwards. I wanted to keep that pigeon as a trophy – to stuff it and have it as a reminder of the first I ever

  shot, but I never did.




  We moved to a house in Newhouse Crescent in Garston on the outskirts of Watford when Ann was born. Dad had two green vans for his work, all old-fashioned with big round headlights. The house had

  big bushes outside, with mauve flowers, and I spent hours catching butterflies. I had a fishing net and it took real skill to snare them on the move.




  I’d started kicking a ball around when I was five. I was always competitive, even back then – whether it was about catching red admiral butterflies or scoring

  goals. Looking back on them now, I see they were really happy days.




  I don’t remember having a TV or any of our neighbours having one back then. It’s mad – now I’ve got one in nearly every room, as well as smartphones, tablets, you name

  it. We all just used to play out. Or, if it was bucketing down, we’d go from house to house and make our own entertainment. I got a space hopper one Christmas and it was the toy nearly

  everyone wanted to have a shot on. Come to think of it, there were a few fights over it – the first of many for me.




  Our next move was to 147 Lower Paddock Road in Bushey, Hertfordshire, perfect for me because it was across the street from the local recreation ground – the rec. Lights bordered the rec,

  so we could play even when it was dark, all thanks to the local council. My ‘in time’ was 8 p.m. My mum would come out the back door and shout, ‘Vin-cent!’




  Life was dominated by football and my dad brought back my first proper ball from holiday in Rimini, Italy. It was black and white and genuine leather. I loved that football. It was so precious

  we would rarely use it. My dad banned me from taking it to school, even though I was desperate to show it off, because he said the concrete would ruin it. Anyway, someone nicked it from the back

  garden and that was the end of that. Our garden had a big hedge, with a pub on the other side. Whoever nicked it must have jumped over, breaking my heart and all my mates’ hearts at the same

  time. Whoever it was will never be forgotten. There is some bloke somewhere who nicked Vinnie Jones’s first football and got away with it, but probably doesn’t even know it to tell the

  tale.




  My first game of proper football was at Oxhey Infants. I had to borrow a pair of boots from ‘lost and found’, which I remember were a pair of white Alan Balls, as advertised by our

  World Cup 1966 winner. They were a bit on the big side, but that was me officially in the football business! I did Bally proud with them too – I scored a hat-trick, we won and one of my three

  was slipped between the keeper’s legs.




  The old man was a builder by this point and spent a lot of time doing that house up. He’d even put a spiral staircase in, which not many kids could boast about having. It was ideal for me:

  my dad had converted the loft into a den and bedroom for me, wood-panelled and reached by its own ladder from the first floor. I was so proud of that room and that he’d taken all the trouble

  for me. I never wanted to let him down.




  But one day I shattered my childhood peace of mind. A mistake I made at the age of seven taught me a painful life lesson – and earned me my first serious hiding from my dad.




  He had an office in the house with a big wooden desk. We were supposed to be banned from in there, but would always nip in for a rummage around. I went in there one day, opened one of the

  drawers and it was stacked full of cash. Loads of wedge, dough like I’d never seen before.




  It was the first time my dog had really emerged from the cage looking for some mischief.




  I took a tenner right from the middle of one of the piles. Can you imagine what it felt like to a seven-year-old kid? It was like a lottery win. It felt like the easiest £100,000 scratch

  card. All I had to do was help myself. The mad thing was I wasn’t nicking it for me. I used it to take all my mates to the sweetshop and treat them. I bought them everything, including

  penknives and toys, until the money ran out. I went back for more, but one of the teachers at Oxhey asked how little Jones could afford to be so generous and took me home to investigate. We arrived

  to a scene that would now look straight out of The Bill. My parents had discovered that some of the money had walked from Dad’s desk and they’d called the police. The teacher

  told my mum, ‘Vinnie’s been coming to school with all this money in his pocket.’ Later, the woman from the sweetshop rang to say I’d been buying up half the stock. The game

  was up.




  Mum put me in my room to wait for Dad to come home and I sat there stewing. But never in a million years did I think he’d hit me. My stomach churned when I heard his voice downstairs. Dad

  was appalled by what I’d done and lost it. He gave me such a hiding – only with his hand, but a hiding all the same. I think the shock hurt me more than the pain. It certainly cured me

  of theft and I never did anything like that again. Well, the experience of that emotion has happened over and over again. I knew I shouldn’t have done it and I didn’t want to let the

  people I loved down – I just couldn’t stop myself.




  I know I hurt my parents deeply but, without intending to, they were to hurt me a few years later in the most difficult time of my life.




  Some strange things happen in the mind of a child. When I was about seven I went through a spell of being terrified of dying. When I realised at some point everyone died I had a panic attack. I

  couldn’t sleep and it genuinely upset me for a long time. Perhaps it was because everything was so perfect at the time and that was the one thing I feared. It’s something I came to

  terms with later in life, but it was a phobia I carried around for a long time.




  I also went through a terrible time when my dad bought a new house for us in Bedmond near Hemel Hempstead – Woodlands as it was called. It was a bungalow with about three-quarters of an

  acre of land – perfect for the family and our love of the outdoors, with forest on the one side and disused gravel pits on the other, where loads of local kids used to mess around.




  The problem was, I couldn’t come to terms with leaving Bushey and Lower Paddock Road. I was nine and had to leave my mates, my football and everything else I had made home on that patch.

  It was my empire and I went crackers at the idea of moving away. I thought at the time that, if I played up and caused trouble, the more likely my parents were to stay put – so I went

  berserk. I slashed the curtains and bedspreads in Mum and Dad’s bedroom and my own. It made no difference. They were having none of it and really dug their heels in, but I really made it hard

  for them. Looking back, I realise it must have been awful for them to deal with. I think there is a part of me that has a tribal instinct and I didn’t want to leave my sense of security. Even

  now I find myself inviting more and more people out for dinner when I am with Tanya. It drives her mad, but the hunter-gatherer thing is in my DNA.




  I had this vivid dream around the time of the move. I was walking through a strange town and came across a football pitch. Bear in mind I knew nothing of the new place and its surroundings. I

  think I’d been there once when Mum and Dad were considering buying it, but I didn’t want to know, and I can’t remember giving that bungalow a second glance. But I dreamed of a

  place where I walked up a lane with no one around, crossed a big main road and walked round a council estate with little walls. Round the corner and down a narrow lane, and there it was on the

  left: a football pitch. A green chain-link fence all down one side, and the gap where you walked through had a single concrete bollard with a round top. I walked through the gap to the clubhouse

  and saw, across the pitch, a hedge and goalposts beyond. I saw all that, in the clearest detail, in the dream.




  When we moved to Bedmond, the first day there my dad told me to get out of the house and make friends. So off I went, up the lane with no one around, across the main Bedmond Road, past the

  little walls of the estate, round the corner and down Tom’s Lane. By then I knew what I was going to find – the football pitch from the dream.




  I still look back on that day and see it twice. The dream first, then how it was in reality. I have come to believe in fate. And, the way my life turned out, that house was somehow intended to

  happen. The whole area turned out to be football crazy.




  There was a hedge around that pitch I found, and a couple of years later a professional footballer came to coach us. He had us all chipping the ball over that hedge and pointed in my direction.

  He said to John Cornell, our manager, ‘That boy’s head and shoulders above the rest. Let me know how he gets on.’ That footballer was Dave ‘Harry’ Bassett, the man who

  signed me for Wimbledon and gave me the chance of a career in professional football. He’s a lifelong friend and was a mentor during my career. He had a huge influence on me and shaped my

  professional life. See what I mean about premonitions and coincidences?
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  Kick-Off




  Life in Woodlands soon felt like paradise. It was where my love of football and the outdoors really blossomed. But I was so unnerved by finding that the pitch from my dream

  existed in my neighbourhood that I avoided it at first.




  Instead, I loitered around a green where a group of local kids would have kickabouts. One day on my way home I ended up joining in on the banter being thrown around. After about half an hour it

  kicked off properly and a fight broke out. There were three of us, throwing punches and kicks, but it wasn’t that serious. I showed them the Jones boy wasn’t to be messed around with.

  When it calmed down I came out with three new pals: Cal, Seamus and his brother Fran. Cal and Seamus became lifelong friends – I was best man at Cal’s wedding and he has been there for

  some of the biggest nights of my life after football, too.




  Despite the pals, school proved a problem. It was all a bit much for a little lad who hadn’t wanted to move in the first place. I’d been at Bedmond Juniors less than a week when my

  parents were called in.




  I’d been threatening to chuck bricks through the windows and told one teacher I wouldn’t be there much longer because I was going to torch the place. Dad did his bit. He told the

  headmaster, Derek Heasman, about my trauma over the house move. And, when Dad told him I was mad on football, Heasman decided to use it to pacify me. It turned out he was the most fanatical Queens

  Park Rangers fan and the best PE master you could wish for.




  Heasman and I used PE to take on the rest of the class – about fourteen or fifteen others. I don’t recall our ever losing. We knew how to pass and move off the ball, then get it back

  – I learned from him how to make space for yourself on the pitch, one of the most important principles in the game. And I must have learned quickly, because I was the youngest to play for the

  Bedmond school team for years; I’m not sure if I still hold that honour. For years I was also the youngest to play for the Bedmond first team in the Herts County League.




  But I was always in trouble, forever fighting and being sent to Heasman’s office for his punishment – being whacked across the arse with a white plimsoll.




  When my dad formed a Sunday-morning side with some other dads I turned out for the older side. It wasn’t long before people from Watford and Hemel Hempstead had all heard

  of little Vince Jones.




  Aged about nine, I was presented with a plastic man-of-the-match medal for playing against a team of boys from Garston, the village about five miles down the road. I lost the little base it

  stood on, but it had pride of place next to my FA Cup winner’s medal for all the time I lived in England.




  All the outsiders wanted me to play for them by then. But I’ve always been big on loyalty and stuck with the boys from my area, playing matches twice a day at weekends for the Bedmond

  Sports and Social Club teams.




  It’s the thing you hear about all the players who went on to make their mark on the game – you hear Wayne Rooney, for instance, finishing training with Everton, then playing for

  another few hours with his pals in the street. It was just like that for me.




  The man who really got me going was John Cornell. He ended up as manager of Bedmond and became my biggest fan – and still is. When I was about eleven John gave me a hat-trick of hints

  about how to handle myself on the pitch. He said, ‘Three tips for you, boy. When you knock an opponent over, act nice and pick him up – but pull under his armpits at the same time. When

  they squeal, just act innocent because they’ll all be older than you. When a ball goes through to their keeper and he’s holding it, just run up and knock it out of his hand. And third

  – if you’re being marked too closely, reach back, grab him by the balls and twist. They won’t mark you too close next time.’ But John wasn’t teaching me to cheat, just

  suggesting how a smaller lad could protect himself.




  Eventually, I was chosen for Watford Boys. When I signed the blue schoolboy forms for Watford, aged twelve, Graham Taylor was manager, in the old Fourth Division. But the football was going

  well, I felt I was developing into a decent player, and there was the fishing and shooting as a hobby on the side. I say hobby, but it became an addiction in a way.




  Work found its way onto my agenda when I was twelve or thirteen after I moved into secondary school at Langleybury. Dad was getting sick of my getting into scrapes so set me to work in the

  building game during the school holidays. It was his attempt to get me back on the straight and narrow. I wasn’t into serious stuff – no joyriding or theft – just pranks and

  getting into fights. Pissing off folk in the neighbourhood, basically.




  I hated the work, but did five days a week with my own timesheet and dad handing me money in cash. I felt special having fifteen quid while other kids got about two pounds in pocket money.




  Then at thirteen my world caved in. For Vince Jones, that age was worse than unlucky: it was a disaster.




  At that age the thought of your mum and dad divorcing was as horrifying as one of them dying. It soon became something I had to face because the arguments started – and went on for about a

  year. There was no escaping the sound of furious, raised voices, even in the sanctuary of my room.




  The shit had hit the fan when a woman had appeared out of the blue and knocked on our door. She’d come out with the lot, telling Mum, ‘I’m getting married but first I want to

  get this off my chest. I slept with Peter ten years ago, just the once. But I had to tell you.’ You’d think she could have let sleeping dogs lie.




  Dad had no idea what lay in store as he arrived home from work that day, whistling – until he found Mum waiting at the door. She and Dad went at it hammer and tongs.




  The hardest was when the rows raged on until four in the morning. I’d crouch at the top of the stairs, longing for it to stop and occasionally running into the room crying. Suddenly I felt

  I had to be the protective older brother to Ann. We’d fought like cats and dogs and never been close. But I would go into her room and cuddle her. Really I was crying out for her to cuddle me

  too. Our dreadful feeling of insecurity was made worse by the fact that Mum was sleeping upstairs and Dad downstairs. It turned my guts because it proved they were no longer really together.




  Eventually, it was a good thing Mum left, except for the timing: she packed her stuff to leave the day before my fourteenth birthday. I begged her not to go, clinging onto her and shouting at

  the mates she had with her, ‘Fuck off! Leave my mum alone.’ It was no good. I finally released my grip. I had to let go.




  The trouble at home had also been hurting my prospects with Watford Football Club. Things had been slipping because I was so tired staying up into the early hours listening to

  Mum and Dad’s fierce arguments. But you’re never prepared for bad news, even if you half expect it.




  Bertie Mee, the former Arsenal manager whose team did the League and FA Cup double in 1971, was boss of the Watford youth setup. Clutching his folder, he told me, ‘Vinnie, you treat life

  as a joke. Unfortunately, we think you’re going to be too small. Nothing wrong with your football or your ability but your size is a problem.’ I couldn’t take that in. I thought

  that, if you could play, you should, but Watford seemed to have a thing about size mattering. Bertie tried to soften the blow by telling me I had the chance to go to Coventry, and that Tottenham

  had also shown interest. If Mum and Dad had been together, maybe I’d have pursued the ‘other interest’.




  Instead, the rest of my world collapsed. Dad had to move out of the Woodlands home he’d grafted like hell to get right so he could give Mum her share of the money. We moved into an old

  semidetached labourer’s house he bought from a farmer and my sister and I moved with him to the place, in Colney Heath, St Albans. Mum took a job in a nursing home, where she also lived.




  My life had been building up nicely, brick by brick. Now my family, house and football dream had crumbled. It felt as if my paradise had been bulldozed.




  The move to Colney Heath meant Ann and I had to go to a new school – Chancellor’s in Brookmans Park. I started well, giving the school bully a beating and busting

  his nose when he decided to challenge the new boy. But I was good for nothing.




  After just six weeks I couldn’t be bothered. Not even football could get me back on track. I didn’t tell anybody about my playing background or get stuck into games at break

  time.




  When the time came to declare which exams I’d be taking I told teachers, ‘None.’ They knew it was pointless trying to change my mind, so released me from Chancellor’s and

  I’ve never taken an exam in my life.




  Dad had his own problems. He would come home at three or four in the morning and we communicated by leaving notes for each other. It was as if Ann and I were in the way. It wasn’t that

  he’d stopped loving us. His new woman was pulling him away as far as she could. What shocked me the most was that he dumped his great passion – being captain of a pheasant shoot he

  organised. Just like my leaving football behind, I suppose.




  Mum arrived once a week to take us out and I hated it. It was all so forced. Ann stayed close to Mum. But I didn’t have a lot to do with her for a while, and, when she rang, I was always

  busy.




  The divorce was horrific too. There was me, Dad, Nan and my auntie on one side of the room. Mum and a couple of her mates were on the other. Horrible. She wanted custody of my sister. When Dad

  eventually pointed out it was crucifying us, Mum dropped her custody claim.




  I had to get out and do something different. So it was off to the building site. Up in the morning at the same time as my dad and away in the van. Humping bricks in a hod, digging, mixing cement

  – general builder’s labourer, that was me at sixteen. And the fact that I could drive came in handy.




  The old man needed time off when his hand went septic, so he handed me the keys to the van and there I was driving all round the Watford area without a licence. I had a laugh with the boys and

  worked a fiddle. We would stick ten bags of cement in the back of the van, then cover them with loads of other bits and bobs we were picking up. We would fill a form in with what we had taken, or

  claimed to have taken, without mentioning our ‘bonus bags’, which we would then go and sell. I wasn’t worried about upsetting the old man with the blag – I think he was

  probably at it himself! Certainly, if he had been sound in the head at the time he would never have let me do it.




  Time heals some wounds and Dad got better after he met Jenny Ambrose, his wife today. Mum got rid of all her friends and met Dave Hockney, now her husband. Dad spent the best part of a year

  building a large new house on some woods he’d bought and he was paying me £100 a week.




  Peace didn’t last long. I started mucking about at the building job so badly that Dad told me after he got himself together, ‘Go and get a job, son.’




  When the Youth Opportunities Scheme was introduced in the early 1980s Vinnie Jones was one of the first involved. Stacking supermarket shelves for £23.50 a week. Some opportunity!




  I started to spend spare time at a cottage rented in the woods by a gamekeeper, Neil Robinson, and his wife Andrea. I met Neil when my old man advertised for a gamekeeper to help with the shoot.

  I remember the advert in the country-pursuits magazine: it insisted the applicant had to be married. Neil was twenty-eight and Andrea was only eighteen when they first showed up. It was only years

  later that we clocked that they weren’t married at all at the time, but they had a pair of moody wedding rings to pull the wool over our eyes so they could get the job! They sneaked off to

  Reading and tied the knot one weekend years later, and tried to do it without our knowing.




  I think my dad started to resent that maybe I looked at Neil as a father figure. The two of them had a furious row on our doorstep, with me yelling at my dad. He spun round and gave me a

  right-hander. It was the last time I went into that house. I gathered my stuff from my room – my clothes, football medals and stereo – and stuffed them into a couple of bin bags. I

  jumped into the Land Rover with Neil and went to his cottage – my life crammed into two black bin liners.




  I told Neil I wanted a fresh start and his father got me into a boys’ public school – Bradfield College near Reading. It was nothing to do with learning. It was to wash pots and

  pans.




  I felt desolate and uneasy when I turned up at a strange school for my new job with all my worldly goods in one bin bag. The bursar explained what they expected and how they did things there,

  but the only words that stuck with me were, ‘You’ll be paid forty-two pounds for a six-day week, Sunday afternoons off.’




  My room was on a long, creepy corridor, built on a corner and overlooking the sports field. It was bare when I went in – just a bed with covers. I tried to make it look like home, but

  didn’t have enough with me to do the job. I carefully laid out everything from the bin bags. I lined up all my football medals on the windowsill and mantelpiece – medals from school

  days, Watford Boys, Man of the Match, Player of the Season, Top Goalscorer. I put out my stereo and a few records. That was the lot. That was all I had.




  Washing pots wasn’t too bad – it meant three cracking meals a day. After breakfast, lunch and dinner I could have any of the leftovers. In the evenings it was off to the

  Queen’s Head. I was such a regular they put me in the pub darts team. They had a football team at the pub, too, but I didn’t tell them I played.




  If I wasn’t in the Queen’s Head, I’d be with Seamus and Cal, still my best mates. We started off as pals by having a scrap together, and things never really changed through the

  years. We had one massive punch-up when the M25 was being built. A lot of Northern lads came down to work on it, from Hull, Manchester and the like. They would come into our pub, the Bell in

  Bedmond, and drink, which always ended in a scrap. There was one night we were in there having a beer and a skinhead bloke with boots and braces started a fight with us. Cal punched him and he

  never moved an inch. He was just rooted to the spot, ready to whack us all back. We did a runner, to Cal’s brother’s over the road. Big Joe was not a man to be messed with and he came

  out and backed us up in the alley between the houses. It really kicked off and punches were flying, but Big Joe dealt with the fella, and it was a reminder that there is always someone bigger and

  tougher than you out there.
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