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  FOREWORD BY KEVIN DE BRUYNE




  It’s fair to say that Vinny and I have a special relationship. I’ve played football with him for a decade now, not all at City of course. We started playing together when I was only seventeen or eighteen for the Belgian national team. I made my debut in 2010 and Vinny was already a key player for our country.




  At the time, City, through Txiki Begiristain, were trying to sign me from Wolfsburg and Vinny was pushing for me to move to Manchester to play alongside him. He called me a couple of times a week during the summer when I was still in Germany, waiting to see what had happened with the transfer. He would constantly ask me when I was coming, saying ‘you need to come’, always encouraging me to join City.




  There’s no doubt that it’s easier joining a club where you know someone already – they can help you settle into the area and get to know your new teammates quickly. As captain he knew everyone very well, so I was confident he would help to make the move easy, which of course he did. That type of trust helps your friendship to grow even more. It’s possible that he has always felt protective towards me; he’s a little older than me. But, while I appreciate it, I don’t think I need to be protected, especially from any criticism I might get from the media in Belgium.




  By the time we played together at City I wasn’t a child any more. I think his protectiveness was more evident when we were away with the national team. There’s definitely a difference in Belgium. Some of the press back home would constantly draw comparisons between me and Eden [Hazard]. That stopped about three or four years ago, but I think Vinny has been so supportive to me because of the connection we had together at City.




  Vinny is a really important player for Belgium. He was one of the first to make a big transfer to another country and because he did well the Belgian market opened up. More players followed him, like Marouane Fellaini to Everton. It meant that people in other leagues started to notice footballers from our country. They realised, perhaps for the first time, that Belgians had some talent. More and more players got the opportunity to play in bigger leagues. He created a pathway for players from Belgium.




  In his last season at City he played a big role in what we achieved at the club. He kept everyone on their toes. It was a very different season from the year before when we had much more breathing space. I suppose you could say the Centurions season was a little bit more relaxed, whereas during his final campaign we had to win every game from January onwards.




  In those circumstances, everyone has to be fully focused and pulling in the same direction. Behind the scenes he did a lot, but it was a triumph for him and he played his role perfectly. He recognised what we all needed to do, which is one of his many strengths. It’s a team game and he was always playing his part even when he wasn’t in the team, but of course during the last couple of months he played in all the games. He contributed massively on the field, too.




  He fulfilled his role as captain just as well during the week as when he played. Vinny is a wanderer, he’s always here, there and everywhere, always moving, talking and interacting with people. I know he did lots we weren’t aware of. I’m sure there were many occasions when he talked to people on our behalf, making important points, and we wouldn’t even notice. He would talk to coaches and other members of staff all the time. He’d always stay behind after we’d finished training for the day.




  A couple of times a year, Vinny stood up and gave speeches to us all. He did little speeches – pep talks – before games, but these were different and a bit more significant. His motivation was always to help us as a team, or to encourage individuals. No one goes through a whole season without any problems, of course.




  Sometimes he wouldn’t feel the need to say a lot. I think Vinny is very good at knowing what he wants to say and how to get it across. He knew exactly the points he wanted to make, so we would really listen to him. I’ve seen people give ten-minute speeches and towards the end no one is listening any more. Vinny might have been on his feet, addressing us, for a shorter time, but what he said was always to the point and very good.




  He’s intelligent and during his time as Manchester City captain I think he learned a lot, too. I suspect that during his first few years in the role he wouldn’t have addressed his teammates like he did at the end of his time at City, but that’s the natural growth process you get as a player and particularly as a captain.




  We all know how much he is loved by the City fans. How can you not be aware of his popularity when the crowd sings, ‘Here’s to you, Vincent Kompany, City loves you more than you will know.’ It’s lovely that he gets that recognition and he fully deserves it. It’s a big commitment to give nearly eleven years of your life to a team. The largest part of his career has been here at City, and to leave must be a difficult moment. I think the way his playing career ended in Manchester was beautiful.




  He has a new project ahead of him now, something completely different, and I think that’s why he wanted to take it. He never gave us any clues that he was planning to leave at the end of the season. I didn’t think he was ready to stop playing football, but the chance to take on a new challenge at Anderlecht was just too good to miss. It was something he couldn’t resist, especially as he looks to his future. Once he made that decision it all happened very quickly.




  I was in the stands for that last home league game against Leicester when we had to win, feeling very nervous. It was clear that we would just need to score one goal and so I was very happy when Vinny scored. I can imagine that some people might not have wanted him to shoot when he did, but I’m glad he did. What a goal and what a relief! I’ve never seen him score a goal like that in training. He’s never done that before, despite what he might have said afterwards.




  As we walked around the pitch after the game I became aware that Vinny was crying. I’d never seen him that emotional. In his mind, I think he had already made the decision to leave City after the final game of the season, which was clearly why he was so emotional. None of us knew that at the time, but looking back at how he was and what happened that day you can understand what was going on.




  Vinny was a crucial player for us during all those games he played in towards the end of the season. He was a great leader, but it was much more than that. The way he performed showed that he can still do it at the very highest level, game after game. I think that was a huge positive for him. He didn’t leave City because he had to or because he’d dropped below the level required; he just knew the time was right and that he wanted to do something different.




  The treble was incredible for Vinny, for City, for the fans, for all of us. I know he had some personal problems with injuries, but the success, the trophies, what we won last season and the season before, has been amazing. When you come to City you want to win trophies, but to win six trophies in such quick succession is a lot. I have seven winners’ medals now from my four years, so it means that we are doing well and hopefully it will continue. To do what we did last year should not be underestimated. It was very difficult.




  Vinny is a very smart and passionate man. He’s got a lot more to do and to achieve in his career. He never sits still. I hope his time at Anderlecht will be just as successful as it was at City. I’ve told him to keep a place in his team for me in a year or seven, when I’m finished here . . . Joking apart, I hope everything goes well for him.




  He has helped me along in certain aspects of life and I learned from him without him even knowing. I think he was, and is, a very good example of how to conduct yourself as a man and a player. He does great charity work, too, which is very important to him.




  As footballers, it’s important to be good human beings, too, because if you’re not nice, within a short space of time there will be clashes within the squad. Players like Vinny and I are judged, by the supporters and everyone else, on how we perform, but we work hard day in and day out with each other. Just like the group as a whole, we are good together and he was definitely one of the guys who set that precedent from the beginning and so it felt like everyone else had to follow.




  I will definitely miss him being around City, but I’ll still see him while on international duty with Belgium and I will try to watch a couple of Anderlecht’s games between matches for the national team. We’re still in contact, so for me it will only be a little bit different. I will see him sooner, and more often, than the other guys.




  After the parade where we passed through the streets and were cheered by thousands of City supporters, Vinny made a short speech to fans. I didn’t know he was going to perform his dramatic mic drop right at the end and I don’t know if he planned to drop it, but Vinny does what he does, that was his moment so we just let him enjoy it. It was the perfect way for him to leave City.




  





  INTRODUCTION




  In the past, I’ve resisted the many offers I’ve had to write a book about the early part of my life and career, because I felt I’m still only young. I’ve seen other people bring out books relatively early in their lives and always thought that it was strange. For me, though, the time does now seem right, with my playing time at City over and having finished my career on such a high.




  It also just happened to be a historic season that ended in such an emphatic and emotional way, so I see this not only as a little bit of a thank you to those who’ve supported me, but also as a way for me to give a bit of an insight into what it was like to be part of such an incredible team, an incredible era and what it took to get to this point. I hope that City fans, and even supporters of other clubs, will enjoy reading my account of such an extraordinary season.




  At the start of the campaign I believed that the 2018–19 season would be very special, I really did. Particularly because I felt in the previous year, the Centurions season, we had been a bit unlucky, despite what we achieved, but I did think that we got better and better as the season went along. Things culminated with a record-breaking 100 points, as Gabriel Jesus scored that late goal at Southampton on the last day of the season.




  This is the story of my last season at Manchester City. It finished in the most perfect way, winning every domestic competition, starting with the Community Shield in August 2018 and ending with me lifting the FA Cup at Wembley in May 2019. Along the way, I kept myself motivated during the periods when I wasn’t in the team every week, and on the penultimate day of the Premier League season I scored that vital, special goal against Leicester City.




  I’ll talk about the friendships we’ve built in the team and what has made this group of players so unique. I hope you enjoy looking back on my last, amazing season as much as I have enjoyed going back through the year and remembering the special times I’ve enjoyed with the players, management, coaching staff and everyone at the club, especially the fans. I’ve been so grateful for your support; thank you from the bottom of my heart.




  





  CHAPTER 1




  AUGUST 2018




  The season started for the club with a trip to the USA, but I didn’t travel with the squad that represented City in the States, as I’d been playing for my country, Belgium, at the World Cup in Russia. I made the decision, along with Kevin de Bruyne, the England lads and Benjamin Mendy, to return to training in Manchester early. I think I had seven days’ holiday in total after the World Cup, something like that, and we could have taken three weeks off, but we were all hungry to get back into it. There had been three games in the USA, which resulted in defeats against Borussia Dortmund and Liverpool in Chicago and New Jersey, before a win against Bayern Munich in Miami to round things off.




  Pep Guardiola rang me while I was in Russia at the World Cup, in fact he rang all the players – Kevin de Bruyne, Kyle Walker, John Stones – everyone who was out there. He gave us messages of congratulations, of course. It was great to receive a call like that, but now I’m a manager I fully understand what he was thinking. I’m sure that there was a part of him that just wanted us to come back to City as early as possible, with no injury concerns, so although he wished us continued success he’ll have known that getting knocked out earlier would have meant he’d have had us back preparing for the new season that bit sooner. He must have been in two minds. I have no doubt he was genuinely pleased for us, too, but clearly he wanted his squad back as soon as he could.




  When he spoke to us – the others will confirm this – he asked us our thoughts on the new season with City, too, whether we wanted to come back quickly or extend our holidays. I think most of us were keen to return, but one thing we all agreed on was that we thought Kevin would benefit from a bit more of a break. Kevin agreed, and was very straightforward about it himself, telling Pep that he felt he needed longer to recover from the physical and mental fatigue he was suffering, which was completely understandable, so he didn’t come back quite as soon as I did.




  The rest of us wanted to come back and play in the Community Shield game, for which we knew we had to be at full strength. I felt it was important for us to win that game. It wasn’t that we doubted the rest of the squad could win it without us, but we believed we would have a better chance if we were available, too.




  It was a fairly young squad that had travelled to the US, though it did include our summer signing Riyad Mahrez along with Joe Hart and Oleksandr Zinchenko. The second game of the tour was at New Jersey’s Met Life Stadium, by which time Bernardo Silva had joined up with the squad. The final game was against Bayern Munich in Miami, and Bernardo was already showing signs of the form that would be so crucial to the team in the coming months by scoring twice. These were only pre-season games, but it was encouraging that the team finished off their preparations for the real games with a win and a good performance.




  Although I was aware of what had happened in the games out there, to be honest I was just focusing on trying to earn a place in the starting XI for the Community Shield against Chelsea at Wembley. We all respected Maurizio Sarri, the new Chelsea manager, from his time at Napoli where they’d given us two tough games in the Champions League and so we knew it would take something special to go and beat his new team in the Community Shield.




  I remember, as I returned from my mini-break, that I was really intent on observing how everyone – the players, the manager and even the fans – was going to react after winning the Premier League so convincingly the previous season. Right after winning our other league titles, I remember noticing how poorly we prepared for the following campaign. It wasn’t that we as players didn’t want to win any more, it’s just that there seems to be something inside every human being that changes after a big success, which is understandable. The tendency is to be more relaxed. That feeling comes from knowing what you’ve achieved.




  When you get to a certain level, you can get into a comfort zone that you don’t want to be in because the other guys, your rivals and your opponents, could then want it more than you. That’s not how or why we became successful in the first place.
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          Community Shield




          Sunday 5 August




          Wembley Stadium




          Attendance: 72,724


        




        

          

            

              	

                MANCHESTER CITY


              



              	

                2


              

            




            

              	

                Aguero (13, 58)


              



              	 

            




            

              	

                CHELSEA


              



              	

                0


              

            


          





          City: Claudio Bravo, Kyle Walker, John Stones, Aymeric Laporte, Benjamin Mendy, Fernandinho, Bernardo Silva, Phil Foden, Riyad Mahrez, Leroy Sane, Sergio Aguero




          Subs used: Ilkay Gundogan, Gabriel Jesus, Brahim Diaz, Vincent Kompany, Nicolas Otamendi, Claudio Gomes




          Unused subs: Ederson




          Booked: None


        


      


    


  




  I remember starting the game at Wembley on the bench and thinking, Surely I haven’t come back early and done all this to sit on the bench? I desperately wanted to play some part in the game, but maybe I wouldn’t get on the field after all. Thankfully, you’re allowed more subs in the Community Shield, so I was the fourth to come on, with just ten minutes to go. I remember making one satisfying tackle and that it was a hot day, but more than anything I was pleased we got off to a winning start. As far as I was concerned, it was worth coming back off my holidays to lift silverware and, just as importantly, my wife thought the same. In the end it was the right decision, but actually it was an easy decision.




  By the time I came on, we were 2–0 up and the game was won after we had completely controlled things. Any worries we’d had about Sarri’s immediate impact on the side seemed to have been unnecessary, though Chelsea would go on to make a strong start to the Premier League campaign. At this stage of the season, you can’t always tell much about how the rest will proceed, but this was a fine start, and I didn’t have far to look for a reason.




  Once we were all back together, I remember Pep Guardiola announcing a whole bunch of new rules. There were new sanctions to be introduced; there would even be fines for certain misdemeanours. We’d never had a system like that before; there had been threats of it, but it was only really for extreme cases, and then suddenly we came back at the start of the season and all these things were ready to be implemented.




  For me it was interesting observing this. I think it was like a pre-emptive strike; the manager was effectively punishing the team before anything had even gone wrong, or at least that’s how I saw it. Although this new system was clearly outlined by Pep, the truth is that it never needed to happen, because right from the start we just picked up where we’d left off the season before by steamrollering through the games and so he knew the lads wanted it. Pep need not have feared that the players would lack any motivation.




  I came to the conclusion was that this was just an example of how desperate Pep was to win again. He’s very highly motivated, as everyone knows, and he simply wanted us to be the same. His attitude made a big difference and was reflected within the team.




  The hunger, the desire was evident among all the players. I could see it every day, I could see it on their faces and in everything they did. Because we had a big squad, every one of us always felt that there were younger players waiting for their chance to prove they were just as good, if not better, than we were. In reality, we were doubled up, with virtually the same level of quality and talent from two players in every position.




  All the players had slight differences, of course, different profiles and attributes, and ultimately everybody would have periods in the season where they would step up and shine. You certainly couldn’t point someone out in the team and say they would make us weaker at any stage. I think that was highly significant and made us more likely to be successful again, combined of course with the manager’s words and coaching.




  I could see that we were going to be a great team again, playing football the right way, and I believed that we would win the Premier League for a second consecutive season. But if I’m honest, I thought we’d do it by ten clear points. I never thought Liverpool would be as strong as they were.




  As far as my personal physical condition was concerned, I had just come off the back of a World Cup, where we finished third, beating England in the third-place play-off, so I was feeling fine. I knew that despite Belgium’s success in the World Cup I was back at City, a club with great competition for places. I think we had a healthy rivalry.




  I want City to win, of course I do. Ultimately you could say that my faith in what I believe, and my career, depended on them all doing well, too – even those with whom I was competing for a place in the team. If I were to come back into a team that had been losing games, it would probably mean that we wouldn’t be winning any silverware. I wished no ill on my teammates, even though I’d want to be playing at every opportunity.




  The season before, we’d had a very healthy rotation between all the centre backs; we all got to play and we all had our special moments. I was really happy for this to happen. This season would prove to be slightly different because once it properly started, the manager decided to lock in the left centre back position and that made the competition so much harder for me than the season before. Aymeric Laporte is left-footed and Pep prefers to play a naturally left-sided player in that role. That meant that, in Pep’s opinion, Laporte became the natural selection for almost every game and of course the manager has the right to make that decision, but it meant it often became a competition between three players for the remaining place.




  It was clear that the opportunities would be a lot scarcer for me, John Stones and Nicolas Otamendi. Don’t misunderstand me, I think Pep still took squad rotation into account and other things too, but that didn’t help my chances of playing lots of games. He was prioritising the future by giving Stones a lot of valuable match time. I understood that. In the future I might make the same types of decisions myself, so I totally understood where I was in the grand scheme of things. Experience gives you a calmness and I have always believed in myself. I knew very well that no trophies are won in September, so I needed to be patient.




  It wasn’t just me either: Fernandinho and David Silva showed great examples to the rest of the squad when they weren’t being picked. If the ‘ex-key players’ behave in the right way when they’re not selected, then that gives no one else in the squad an excuse to behave any differently. It sets a benchmark.




  As captain, I felt I had a particular responsibility to set a good example. Of course, every player wants to play, but the decisions Pep was making weren’t just based on the quality of the individual. By the end of it, the team had become such a machine that you could never fault the manager. Every decision he made was the right one. But what it meant was that, for us three especially, we couldn’t afford to put a foot wrong.




  We were determined to start the season strongly. Over 72,000 fans were packed into Wembley and we were determined that there would be nothing taken for granted. This was our first chance to show everyone that we intended to start where we left off at Southampton the previous season.




  For Aguero it was another day of writing himself in the history books, with his opening goal being his 200th for the club in all competitions. He took it left-footed after a great pass from Phil Foden. Forty-five minutes later, he began his search to complete a third hundred when Bernardo Silva set him up and he finished well. By contrast, Chelsea hardly managed a shot on target all game.




  It was a really hot day, with water breaks during play and some of us on the bench wore wet towels on our heads to keep us cool. But no matter how much sweat and effort you have to go through, a trophy is a trophy and standing at the top of the steps and lifting some silverware, whatever it is, never gets any less exciting. Once again I had the honour of raising the Community Shield high to show it to our amazing fans. We’d got the new season off to a winning start and we had a trophy to show for our efforts. All we had to do now was keep it going once the Premier League campaign started.




  [image: ]




  

    

      

        

          Premier League (1)




          Sunday 12 August




          Emirates Stadium




          Attendance: 59,934


        




        

          

            

              	

                ARSENAL


              



              	

                0


              

            




            

              	

                MANCHESTER CITY


              



              	

                2


              

            




            

              	

                Sterling (14), Bernardo Silva (64)


              



              	 

            


          





          City: Ederson, Kyle Walker, John Stones, Aymeric Laporte, Benjamin Mendy, Fernandinho, Ilkay Gundogan, Riyad Mahrez, Bernardo Silva, Sergio Aguero, Raheem Sterling




          Subs used: Kevin de Bruyne, Gabriel Jesus, Leroy Sane




          Unused subs: Claudio Bravo, Vincent Kompany, Nicolas Otamendi, Phil Foden




          Booked: Sterling, De Bruyne


        


      


    


  




  The first Premier League game of the season is exciting for everyone. The slate has been wiped clean and the records we’d set the previous season would mean nothing from this point onwards. Playing away at Arsenal is regarded by most players and supporters as one of toughest games of the season, and this match was being played just twenty-six days after the World Cup final.




  Raheem Sterling scored his fiftieth Premier League goal to give us an early lead with an unstoppable shot from the edge of the box, and after that we controlled the game, though it took until the second half for us to get the crucial second goal that always creates a cushion. It was undoubtedly the biggest fixture of the Premier League’s opening weekend and we’d shown that we were not going to rest on our laurels. We were up for the fight again.




  Arsenal were making a fresh start in more ways than one. Unai Emery had succeeded Arsene Wenger, so there was a new hope among their supporters and there wasn’t that familiarity about the way they would play. This was going to be a huge challenge. With Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang leading their attack, I’m told a lot of City fans thought I’d start the game in defence to combat his physique, but I had to settle for a place on the bench, which is always disappointing. They actually started well, but Raheem’s goal seemed to knock their confidence.




  I’m well aware that results at Arsenal for City down the years have not always been the best. It was something that changed a lot during my decade with the club, and in more recent times our performances have been excellent and the results much better. Games at Arsenal are always a huge challenge, but for this game we got it right and returned safely with the three points we needed. Bernardo had been playing very well from the moment he joined up with the squad in the USA and he continued to show his qualities in this game and swept home Benjamin Mendy’s cross to complete the scoring.




  In truth, we could have won by a wider margin and we dominated play. Pep Guardiola summed up the mood afterwards, when he said: ‘Every season is a major season and this game was complicated, but we played at a high level. We created a lot of chances.’
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          Premier League (2)




          Sunday 19 August




          Etihad Stadium




          Etihad Stadium




          Attendance: 54,021


        




        

          

            

              	

                MANCHESTER CITY


              



              	

                6


              

            




            

              	

                Aguero (25, 35, 75), Jesus (31), David Silva (48), Kongolo o.g. (84)


              



              	 

            




            

              	

                HUDDERSFIELD TOWN


              



              	

                1


              

            




            

              	

                Stankovic (43)


              



              	 

            


          





          City: Ederson, John Stones, Vincent Kompany, Aymeric Laporte, Benjamin Mendy, Fernandinho, Ilkay Gundogan, Bernardo Silva, David Silva, Sergio Aguero, Gabriel Jesus




          Subs used: Riyad Mahrez, Leroy Sane, Phil Foden




          Unused subs: Claudio Bravo, Kyle Walker, Nicolas Otamendi, Raheem Sterling




          Booked: None


        


      


    


  




  I was back in the team from the start for the home game against Huddersfield Town. I felt I’d had an unbelievable performance, in fact we all did. Sergio scored a hat-trick and everything clicked in the team. Huddersfield had drawn 0–0 against us towards the end of the previous season at the Etihad, so I guess this was a perfect example of Pep coming up with a different plan and it worked brilliantly.




  The shape of the team was changed, with the two full backs, Kyle and Benji, driving forward, which also allowed Pep to select both of his strikers, so it was Kun and Gabriel in attack. We could be as attacking as we wanted to be and I don’t think Huddersfield had expected us to play that way.




  David Silva scored our fourth goal that day with a superb free kick from the edge of the penalty area on his 250th Premier League appearance, and there to celebrate with him were his wonderful family and his little boy Mateo, the first time he’d seen his father play. That made it a very special day for us all, but I guess it will be the rampaging runs by Benji that people will remember the most from this game.




  Despite feeling that I played well in this game and the emphatic win, I didn’t for a moment believe that meant my first-team place was secure. It wasn’t very long before my thoughts about the competition for places proved very real. I would keep my place for the next game, a trip to Wolverhampton, but I was very aware that if I made any mistakes John or Nico would be given a chance. When there are so many strong candidates to play, the pressure to perform is always high.




  Kevin de Bruyne was injured in training in the build-up to this game. He had come back from his short summer break looking really fit. He was showing great signs of what we all knew he could do, but the incident that resulted in his injury was just a case of ‘Kev being Kev’. He sometimes overstretches into challenges and he got caught accidentally and I think he went over on his knee. It looked worse at the time than it ultimately proved to be. We all thought, at that moment, that it was something that would rule him out for the season.




  He’s got natural quad strength and I think that helped prevent more serious damage. The incident was just how Kev is. He can’t help the way he is; it’s one of the things that makes him so special. He goes into everything at full steam. He doesn’t pull out of anything, even in training. He loves to nick balls away at the last second and that can sometimes create a bit of a tricky situation for him, but he can’t change that and we wouldn’t want him to.




  Everyone knew that his injury would be a big blow to us. Any team would feel the effect of such a good player being out through injury. We had previous experience of losing players, of course, but the standards set by Kev are so high that whoever came in for him couldn’t afford to be anything less than the very best they could be.




  We needn’t have worried too much, because as it turned out we got the best version of Bernardo Silva, and so many of the players who helped replace Kev in the team also played at their very best. That’s a luxury that only a squad like City can produce. We had two full teams. It’s difficult to say they’re of equal strength, as each individual has so many different qualities and abilities. We know that Kevin has a fantastic range of passing, but Bernardo dribbles and moves so brilliantly into spaces.




  Bernardo is very unlike Kevin in terms of what he can do, but the things he’s good at make him exceptional, too. Another example of us having two teams might be that Gundogan is a very different player to Fernandinho. Gundo is extremely strong on the ball and knows exactly when to make a key tackle. Dinho can be very hard in a tackle when he has to, but his forward vision and long-range passing are good, too. They’re top-quality players but with different assets. Each and every one of our squad is unbelievable at what they do, and can add something to the team because they bring qualities to the table that others can’t. So, although we might have two players for each role, they usually provide different ways to fill that position.




  Because Kevin is younger than me and we’re both Belgian, I have to admit that I probably feel very protective towards him. We’ve played together on many occasions for our country, and I’ve seen how his performances have been reported by the media. Despite the beautiful football he plays, I believe he’s been a bit unfairly treated sometimes in Belgium, especially around the big tournaments.




  Inevitably, there have been situations where maybe he hasn’t reached the same levels for Belgium as he has at club level with City. When that has happened, I’ve always felt the reaction was unfair. I’ve always wanted him to show to the world just how good I know he is, and I’m sure the City fans who watch him every week have no doubts about his qualities. I do look out a little bit more for him and I can’t deny it makes me a bit happier when it’s him that scores a goal. It’s a rare thing for Belgium to have such a great amount of talent. I’m talking about Kevin, Eden Hazard, Romelu Lukaku; it’s not normal for us to have so many great players in one generation. I want it to last and I want them all to do well.




  Kevin is a quiet lad but he’s got tremendous leadership qualities, especially during games. He’s a winner. I would describe him as a big character on the pitch. Away from game day he’s just one of the lads, joining in with all the jokes and all the fun stuff with the team. On the pitch, he’s got that extra bit of bite about him, which is not always associated with a player of his talent. He’s a bad loser, which is not necessarily a bad thing, but because we win a lot at City it’s a great trait to have because we rarely see that side of him.




  Back at City I’ve seen the jokes about Zinchenko looking like he is de Bruyne’s son: a mini Kevin. If I had to describe the relationship between the pair of them, I’d say Kevin acts more like an older brother. I think Oleks sees the association with Kevin, especially when people joke that he’s his father, as the biggest compliment he could possibly be paid. Kev just reacts to it by shaking his head. They both find it hilarious.




  Oleks has such a nice personality, and it’s been great to see him develop. He has turned into a very solid player. To have progressed so quickly and so well is incredible, especially playing in a position that isn’t his natural one and for a very big team. You can only reach that level by having an amazing amount of desire and open-mindedness.




  At the beginning of the season, it looked like he might be on his way out of City, that he was going to join Wolves or maybe somewhere else. Instead, he chose to fight for a place in our team and work with Pep Guardiola. It had seemed like he didn’t have the right profile for the position he was playing in, but he proved a few people wrong by the end of the season.




  There were many big games, and big moments within games, where things happened and we needed him. He just stepped up every single time. It was the same with Fabian Delph during the Centurions season, when he became one of the best left backs in the country. Zinchenko followed the same pattern. He got his chance because of the injuries sustained by Benjamin Mendy, which coincided with Fabian not playing so much. That shows what a great squad we had and that’s what made us a strong team. Without these players doing what they did, it would have been impossible to become the team we were.
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          City: Ederson, Kyle Walker, Vincent Kompany, Aymeric Laporte, Benjamin Mendy, Fernandinho, Ilkay Gundogan, Bernardo Silva, David Silva, Sergio Aguero, Raheem Sterling




          Subs used: Gabriel Jesus, Leroy Sane, Riyad Mahrez




          Unused subs: Arijanet Muric, John Stones, Fabian Delph, Nicolas Otamendi




          Booked: Kompany, David Silva


        


      


    


  




  The game at Molineux was very different to the Huddersfield game. The team, me included, didn’t play well but also didn’t play badly. We drew 1–1, their goal being the infamous ‘handball’ from Willy Boly, and the next thing you know I was left out of the team for a month or so. That’s how much pressure there was. It wasn’t so much that I had done something bad and had to be replaced, it was simply that we’d drawn, so Pep’s conclusion was that something must have gone wrong.




  Football is a game of fine margins. We were one of the first big teams to play Wolves that season and I think everybody underestimated them. I said ahead of that game that Wolves didn’t act like a small team and I warned that big sides would lose points against them. I called it early. They were not a Wolves team that were going to roll over. They proved to be very dangerous and went on to beat Chelsea, Spurs, Liverpool and United as the season progressed.




  Wolves took the lead after a ball was crossed towards Boly, who threw himself full length to try to score. He couldn’t connect with the ball in the way he’d hoped, but it went in off his arm. It shouldn’t have been a goal, but the match officials allowed it to stand. After the game, Pep was asked whether VAR might have ruled that goal out and should it now be introduced to the Premier League. He simply replied, ‘It’s none of my business.’




  What I remember particularly about that game at Wolves is that we defended a lot of very heated exchanges well, one-on-ones against very fast players. We were exposed a lot of the time, but we created so many chances and didn’t capitalise on them, especially during the first half, and then we conceded that ‘handball’. In truth, it was probably the only chance they had, apart from the one I gifted them, which they didn’t take advantage of. I conceded possession to Moutinho, who countered on us and fed the ball to Jota. His cross to Raul Jimenez was perfect, but the forward tapped the ball home from an offside position. That’s how close the margins are at this level. One mistake and it makes the headlines; it didn’t even matter that my mistake hadn’t cost us a goal. The fact was I made one error in the game, the team didn’t win, and I paid the penalty by losing my place.




  As far as dropping two points that day was concerned, we could have made all the excuses we wanted, but if we’d performed at our normal level we should have won that game. Despite that, we still hit the woodwork twice, we had a couple of penalty claims turned down and had the chances to win. On reflection, we were just the first of the big teams that failed to win against Wolves. As the season went on other good teams got a spanking by them. Only then would people realise they were actually a very good side. I could tell straightaway during that game how good Wolves were.
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