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About the Book

In the vein of Hotel Babylon and Confessions of a GP, The Secret Player will fascinate footballs fans with its wealth of insider knowledge and willingness to talk, albeit anonymously, about the inner workings of the game. Based on the hugely popular ‘The Player’ columns in FourFourTwo magazine, the book gives a warts-and-all insight into the daily life of professional footballers. Month by month, it chronicles the oscillating rhythms of the season, from the trudge of pre-season to the ‘squeaky-bum time’ of promotion and relegation. The player himself has played at all levels of English football – from Premier League to a season of non-League – and represented England.


About the Author

The identity of the Secret Player must remain under wraps.


Thanks to those who’ve helped out with this book. You know who you are.


Introduction

I’m not a grass, a snitch, a rat. I didn’t do this book for money. I’ve been fortunate to enjoy a great living out of football. I don’t take it for granted like some players.

My name is nowhere near this book. It can’t be, for reasons which will quickly become obvious. There would be at least four potential lawsuits in every chapter and I want to keep working in football.

When you see my name in the papers it will accompany the usual banal stuff about ‘being fair to the lads’ – just what I’m allowed to say and what is expected of me. A top footballer can never tell a fraction of what he knows and has seen, he wouldn’t last five minutes.

My motivation was intense irritation at the nonsense written by outsiders who claim to know what really happens in professional football. The life I read about in newspapers or sanitised autobiographies is not the life I know. I’ve played across all four English divisions and represented my country internationally, spending eighty nights a year in hotels and travelling thousands of miles over land and sea.

I’ve played with and against the biggest names in football, seen what goes on behind closed doors as well as what goes on in front of millions but still gets missed. This is what, from my experience, is the true picture, though the names have been omitted to protect the innocent. And the guilty.

The season described here is a composite. Everything in these pages has actually happened in my career to date. Obviously, I couldn’t tell the story of an actual season as you’d work out my identity pretty quickly.

The idea for the book came out of the column which I’ve been writing for FourFourTwo magazine since 2010, three months before the Guardian started their ‘Secret Footballer’. I’m proud that last year it was nominated for Magazine Column of the Year – not that I could have picked up the award if I’d won.

I’ve been successful in concealing my identity, but there have been a few hair-raising moments. I once went to put petrol in my car when I saw the headline ‘Premier League Orgy Shock’ or similar on the front of a tabloid. I bought a copy to see what the lads had been up to – only to realise that the paper’s story was lifted from my latest column in FourFourTwo. I don’t know why I was worried, there were no names. And then a fellow player sussed me out. Or I thought he had – I’m still not sure.

Being a professional footballer has taken me on the most incredible journey, with major highs and a few lows. There are thrills, depressions, uncertainty and betrayal. At times it seems like the best job in the world, at others you hate it for being the ruthless dog-eat-dog world that it is.

Football isn’t the glory, or even the beautiful, game for most of us professionals, even though we have glorious lives if measured by material possessions and rewards. Which, without wanting to sound like John Lennon in Imagine, is not how I measure my life. I’ve tried to tell it like it is.

Enjoy the book,

The Secret Player


July

I hate July, the worst time of the year for a footballer, the start of an eleven-month slog. It will be six weeks before we kick a ball in competition, six weeks of gym work and runs. And even when the season starts, we won’t be anywhere near our fitness peak.

So I’m hardly bouncing my way into the first day of pre-season training at the Premier League club where, aged twenty-seven, I’m three years into a four-year contract. The kids are still in school so I drop them off before heading to the training ground on the outskirts of the city. Being a footballer in July feels like being out of sync with the rest of the world. You’ve already taken your main holiday, yet all your mates have yet to have theirs. Your kids are looking forward to ‘the summer’ when you’ve already had your summer and are focussing on ‘the winter’. For family holidays, you have to take the kids out of school in June, something which does not go down well at all with the school, but what can you do?

I’ve had a good summer, but I’ve put on at least half a stone. It shows. I’m also nervous because I’m carrying a little niggling injury which was supposed to have cleared up over the break. It’s not serious though, nothing worth telling anyone about, but skipping the last few rehab sessions wasn’t the brightest thing I’ve ever done. Why did I miss them? Family holiday. I don’t get much free time and the holiday had long been booked.

I’ve kept myself ticking over with runs and trips to the gym, but I’m not football fit, the type of fitness which comes from playing at least ninety minutes of competitive football a week. I went from intense training every day in April to runs three times a week in June. Then I went on holiday, where I drank and ate far more than I usually do. Isn’t that what holidays are about?

I say hello to John the security man, park my car and walk into the dressing room. I bump straight into the new player who has been signed in my position over the summer for a substantial sum. I begrudgingly shake his hand and wish him luck, but deep down I’m looking for reasons to dislike him. He’s wearing his jeans hanging off his arse so that’s good enough for now. I’m also intrigued to know what he’s earning – we all are. We’ve all heard different amounts and the consensus is that he’s the best-paid player at the club. It’s very useful for us to know what he’s on, because we can use that figure as a bartering point when we come to negotiate our own new contracts. That’s if we get offered a new contract, something I’m going to have to start negotiating before this season is out.

The mood is light hearted, though, and I genuinely hope the new signing settles in. I’m not being kind. If he does well then he can help the team do well and I’m confident that I can be accommodated. I know my place in the pecking order and I’m near the top.

The first day back is like the first day at school after the summer holidays, with everyone catching up. There’s talk from the younger members about their lads’ holiday to Marbella and what they got up to. Marbella is currently notorious among the ranks for being the venue for a memorable Premier League player’s stag do. The stag got up to thank his sixteen friends.

‘Except one,’ he added, pointing to a member of the party. ‘This prick has been sleeping with my fiancée, but I’m not going to let this little rat ruin our relationship.’

With that, he punched the guilty party in the face and that renowned ladies’ man was completely humiliated. He just got up and left – with a black eye – hailed a taxi and caught the next flight back from Malaga to England. A boundary had been crossed – you don’t sleep with a teammate’s partner. Once admired as a right Jack the Lad, he was blanked by most of his teammates from then on and the word is that he’s on the way out of that club. It would be impossible for him to stay in a dressing room when he’s so hated. That’s something you won’t read about in the newspapers because nobody comes out of it well, not the fiancée for being unfaithful, the player for sleeping with a teammate’s fiancée or the player for decking his teammate.

I’ve been on plenty of those all-male trips, but this year I went with my family to Portugal, where we have a villa. A lot of footballers have places nearby and I’ve seen José Mourinho on the local beach so he must be a fan of the area. Haven’t spoken to him, just had the let-on that he knows who I am. You do speak to lots of other players, people you don’t know but recognise and within thirty seconds of chatting mutual acquaintances will have been identified. The football world is a small one, you always know someone who knows someone.

My wife will take the kids back out there for a chunk of the school holidays, while I’ll train, train, train and play, play, play. Other players have been to Dubai, Florida, Los Angeles and Vegas, the type of places where they can indulge in ostentation and girls with false breasts for a few weeks and not be judged every five minutes.

Vegas has become the destination for young top-level footballers because they can do almost as they please without anyone blinking an eye. If you act big time in Marbella then you’ll attract attention to yourself among all the Essex hairdressers and plastic wannabe gangsters.

Dubai is too restrained. In Vegas nobody cares. Vegas ticks all the boxes. You can fly direct in business class and have your pick of some of the best hotels in the world. Drink and girls are on tap, a chance to gamble among the real high rollers and go to top nightclubs. The girls in Vegas are out for a good time and it’s not difficult for a rich young man to pull. Impossible not to, really.

All a long way from where I am now, but a quick glance around the dressing room tells me I can relax. There are some noticeably big bellies on display and I’ve obviously been restrained compared with some of my colleagues who will divert most of the flak away from me, but nothing like what happened last year.

Players start thinking about their holidays in March, and everyone wanted to know the day we would be back in pre-season training so they could book their vacations. The players asked the captain, who didn’t know. He then asked the first-team coach in training.

‘Holidays?’ said the coach. ‘You lot should be focussing on the remaining eight games.’

‘Don’t give us that,’ said one player. ‘The boys want to know when they can get on the plane.’

The coach wouldn’t divulge the dates and maybe he didn’t know, but a few weeks later at an end of season awards function, he’d had a few and let it slip to the captain that we were back in training on July 6th. The captain duly passed it on and everyone was happy, especially one defender who would now be able to go on his mate’s stag do in Vegas. He duly paid for the trip.

A week later, after the final training session of the season, the manager dropped the bombshell that we were to be back in on July 2nd.

The defender, particularly, was distraught, but he wasn’t giving up easily. He went to see the manager and told him that his wife had booked a trip to renew their marriage vows. He explained that he understood that they were coming back on July 6th. The manager wasn’t happy but gave him permission to go because it was a special occasion and also because his marriage had seemed rocky in the past. Looking him squarely in the eyes to show he wasn’t a soft touch, he said: ‘Don’t let me down by coming back unfit.’ The defender thanked the gaffer profusely and promised that he’d be back looking like a whippet.

Three days after everyone else had started pre-season training, he returned, red as a beetroot and wearing a stained Caesar’s Palace nightclub T-shirt which had seen better days. He looked exactly like he’d only just returned from Vegas on a stag do and all the lads were laughing like drains.

We were then informed that we were going to do some intense running, the most difficult of the pre-season so far. The conclusion was a punishing two miler through local woods, to be completed within a challenging set time. We were on our hands and knees at the end. Ten minutes after everyone else was home, there was still no sign of the defender. The manager was furious. Finally, the player came through blowing through his backside. He could see that the manager was crimson with rage and tried to explain that he had blisters ‘as big as pies’. The manager was having none of it, muttered something about fining him and told all of us that we would never be given permission to come back late for pre-season again.

Some people might say this is disgraceful, that highly paid athletes should have more self-discipline. Most footballers have drunk and eaten a lot less than the average man in the street of the same age. When most teenagers are discovering girls and alcohol, potential professional footballers are avoiding both, watching their diets, training, training and then going to more training. When you become a professional, for only a couple of nights a season, a few weeks a year, you get the chance to let rip. And many grab it with both hands.

I’ve not seen most of the lads since we played our final game of the season in May. I’d class three of four of my teammates as friends and I’ve seen them over the summer, but my close mates are the lads I grew up with.

There’s been speculation that one or two of our best players are leaving so we have plenty to talk about.

‘What you doing here?’ our right winger is asked on more than one occasion. He’s been linked with the biggest clubs and he smiles. ‘Who have Liverpool got first game of the season?’ chips in someone else, about the club the papers think our winger’s joining.

Nobody gets on his case because he’s a player who has a chance of going to a bigger club and earning more money. Most are probably thinking ‘You lucky bastard’ but until he goes, he’s one of us. The usual scenario is that the player has probably requested a transfer and the manager has told him that he’s got to get a replacement in before he’s going anywhere. While the manager might think he’s in control, he’s not. A big bid for the player might be accepted above his head. I’ve seen a player sold against the manager’s wishes only to line up against us at the start of the season and score a winning goal. Talk about rubbing salt into an open wound.

Until now, the first-team coach has been organising things in the dressing room. The manager only comes down from his office when we’ve all settled down by our new travel kits, which are nicely hung in our usual spot. Not everyone has a usual spot. The three young professionals in the second year of a two-year contract are now in with the first team and sit together, closest to the door. They have left the relative safety of the other dressing room at the training ground, the one for apprentices on £80 a week and first-year professional players on £600. Now they are with the big boys, aiming to push on in the second year as professionals. They’ll be the lowest-paid pros at the club by a distance until they can establish themselves in the first team. These youngsters are ripe for abuse and they know it, but they’ve not got where they are by being push-overs and they’ll give as good as they get. At the other end of the pay scale, the new signing sits next to them.

The manager walks in and the noise level drops. He looks well in jeans, loafers and an open shirt. It’s not just because he’s tanned, he’s nothing like as stressed as he was at the end of last season when there were worries that we’d go down.

He welcomes everyone back and updates us on a few things. First he introduces the new players and the rest of the lads give them a little applause. The newbies nod a thanks in return.

The manager explains that the gym has been improved over the summer and will be ready for use in two or three days. There are a few more details about our pre-season games and forthcoming tour to Scandinavia.

The manager keeps it brief, but he finishes off by telling us that we’re going to do better this season than last. He confirms what we already know – that there have been transfer requests. It’s a given that there will be changes from the twenty-four players in the dressing room between now and the first day of the season in mid-August. Two or three will leave and two or three new signings will arrive. That’s a lot of phone calls and negotiations in which the manager is usually involved. That’s why the annual team photo is usually not taken until the final week of pre-season, another morning of high-jinks.

He tells us that the coach and fitness lads will be sorting things today and with that he’s gone. He’s always busy, even when there are no games. We change into our box-fresh training kit and the physio calls us individually to weigh us in an adjacent room. In turn, he’s called every name under the sun because he’s got bad news for almost every player. The fitness coach has been slaughtered ever since one of us saw his business card. He had more letters after his name than his name itself and he has about five degrees. Yet we joke that all he does is weigh us. My eight-year-old boy could do that, whereas the fitness coach has been doing classes to study how to weigh people for fifteen years.

This is his busiest time of the year and while he’ll get hammered by the lads collectively, I often speak to him one-on-one to gauge his ideas. It’s not good to show the lads that you are taking nutritional advice seriously, but, on the quiet, I have found it useful.

We all walk towards the training pitches and past the players’ car park where the average price of the cars is just shy of £60,000. It’s a given that your car will lose a grand a month in value.

That average price is only brought down by the nineteen-year-old midfielder’s white BMW coupe which he’s acquired over the summer. His insurance costs as much as the car itself, but that’s the least of his worries today. Someone has written that his mum ‘takes it up the arse off the milkman’ in the dirt on the side of the car. Serves him right for not keeping his new second-hand car clean.

Range Rover Sports with blacked-out windows proliferate, but these cars don’t get used in any transalpine races. No, they do the run to the private school and then the five-mile drive to the training ground on the edge of the city.

The groundsman, old Terry, has the pitches like bowling greens. You’d expect that in July, but they’re like that in February too. He’s in his fifties now but has been at the club since leaving school. He’s not the brightest and thinks Holland and the Netherlands are two different countries, but he’s a great groundsman. He usually gets pelted with footballs by the players who use him to find their range. Terry scuttles off towards his shed, muttering the names of past club legends and how they would have never behaved in such a disrespectful manner, but he knows he’s liked.

Terry glances round to see the superstar forward urinating by the bushes on his prized pitch before training starts. We really like Terry and he’s very popular, but we also like aiming footballs at his head and winding him up.

We’ll be out for a couple of hours for that first session. It feels good to loosen up and we enjoy the rare sun. There’s not much ball work in the first few days, more running. But gone are the days of long-distance runs through local parks and villages. I saw many a star player not take those runs seriously by jogging along at the back. What could the manager do? Drop him?

Everything is now measured by heart rate and a long-distance run which is designed to force your heart rate to reach a level and stay there. A combination of springs, strides and jogs will be more effective as your heart will get used to different levels – like in a game of football.

A few photographers and TV cameras will be allowed access to part of the training session so that there’s evidence that we’re actually back training. Seeing new staff faces about is unusual, because aside from the other players, a footballer may only be in contact with no more than twenty people a day at the training ground. That would be the working environment, the coaching staff, the physios, the kitman. Then there are the laundry girls, cleaners and canteen girls. You might see the chief scout knocking about, but it’s a small group and nothing that goes on in it can be kept secret for long.

One regular visitor is the female yoga teacher who comes in once a week. A few of the older players are really into it – look what it’s done for Ryan Giggs – and claim that it helps them stay more supple, but we’re all convinced that they only go to look at the teacher’s tits because that’s all they talk about. One of the lads has slept with her – she’s apparently mortified that alcohol blurred her professionalism and she got suckered into being another notch on a footballer’s bedpost, the one thing she wanted to avoid when she started the job – but she’s not alone. The same player has also slept with one of the massage girls and she gets ribbed as mercilessly as he does about it.

‘Are you up first?’ we’ll ask him ahead of his massage session. ‘And should we give you a bit longer than the rest?’ He laughs it off, the masseur goes scarlet.

The manager wouldn’t appreciate that his dependable right back’s conquests include both the yoga teacher and one of the masseurs, not that he knows, nor is he a saint himself. Or so we’ve heard.

On one pre-season tour, he caught a player bringing a girl back to his room when the players were not supposed to leave the hotel. The manager sent him to his room and then invited the girl to his own room for a night cap.

Your main aim in July is to get to that first game in August without any injuries and to be in the starting eleven for the first league match. Everything is geared towards that, yet those who don’t make it can take comfort that the team which finishes the season is often very different from the one which started it.

You are reminded by how lucky you are not to be injured every day when you see your injured teammates in the dressing room. That’s why I’m keeping my ‘niggle’ quiet. It’s an inflamed Achilles injury, nothing which can’t be sorted with anti-inflammatories during a game. It’s a struggle until I get going in training and needs ice afterwards, but nobody needs to know that. Some managers look for any excuse to drop a player and I don’t want to give my manager that, especially after he’s signed a new player in my position.

The first week’s training has a bit of ball work, but we won’t start having eleven-a-side practice matches in training for at least a week. After two weeks we’ll play pre-season friendly matches at a local non-league team, whose ground our club uses for reserve team fixtures. That will be part of the deal for them staging reserve team games and they fill the ground with 2,000–3,000 fans, almost all of them ours, paying £8 each. That goes a long way in non-league.

All twenty-four of our players will be involved – most players will play forty-five minutes each – and we’ll look down on the non-league players like they’re a piece of shit, the ones who didn’t make it when we all have. You might know a few of them because they used to be trainees at your old club and they’d be a bit nervous because they would hope to avoid getting hammered. Games like that are not about results, no matter what the fans want. Pre-season results mean nothing. I’ve been at one club where we’ve won all eight pre-season matches and then been relegated. And I’ve been at another where we had a stinking pre-season and yet the club went on to have its best season in years.

Not all pre-seasons are meaningless, but not for the reasons you’d suspect. We played one game against a non-league side which had an extra edge that only a few of the players knew about. One of our players had been caught sleeping with the girlfriend of the non-league captain. Captain cuckold wasn’t happy about it – as you wouldn’t be – and the game had an edge from the start with two-footed challenges aplenty and everyone having to look out for each other. The referee, an experienced local Football League referee, couldn’t understand the animosity and had to call the two captains together for a stern talking to and we managed to escape serious damage.

Players pick up little niggling injuries in pre-season as your body gets used to training every day. It’s not a problem because you won’t be risked in a match which means very little.

I don’t like pre-season tours now because I don’t like being away from home. I spend enough time in hotels as it is, but I used to lap it up when I was younger. All that travel to new and exciting places, staying in posh hotels and playing football at the same time. You tire of them as you get older, especially as the top clubs have started playing further and further away. A twelve-hour flight to Asia takes days to recover from, no matter what official club press releases claim.

Scandinavia was always a favourite destination pre-season, close, clean and not too boring. The standard of football was high and perfect for us because the local sides were in the middle of their domestic season. Oh, and the girls are beautiful, too. What goes on tour usually stays on tour. I’d estimate that 30% of players are completely faithful to their partners. Then there’s another 30% who are opportunists who would have a one night stand if they knew they could get away with it. Then there’s the rest who are routinely unfaithful and take full advantage of one of the perks of being a famous footballer by sleeping with anything including a barber’s shop floor.

On my first pre-season tour, the players went to a bar on the last night and ran up an enormous bar tab without thinking about how they would pay for it. That might sound strange given how much money the lads earn, but few of them actually carry cash about on those tours because everything is done for you. One player offered his expensive watch as a guarantee. The barman knew who we were and was fine with that. Except the player had brought a few watches away with him and forgot about giving one of them as a guarantee after several beers. The bar owner called the police, who came to see the manager. The players were all called down to be confronted by said manager waving a watch.

Another player, who was married with two kids, slept with a girl on the last night of the tour. She gave him two prominent love bites on his neck. He realised this the next morning and went into a mad panic as we were supposed to fly home. He started scratching himself on the coach to the airport and told his wife that he’d cut himself shaving. He got away with it.

We go to Scandinavia this year for three games in two countries, two of them against teams I’ve never heard of. One of our main sponsors is based there and I think they’ve funded the whole thing. We have to do a few corporate functions out there with them, where we’re the guests.

In the games, we get passed off the park by all three teams. They’re in the middle of their season, their fitness levels much higher than ours. It’s good for us to do some chasing in a real match situation. Technically, they’re good too, but none of the players will be good enough to get in our team. They don’t have the same technical level, the extra 5%.

Pre-season tours could be a source of tension. Too much testosterone in one place for too long and they’re as long as three weeks now. Personalities start to irritate you and you can’t escape and do your own thing. I spoke to some of the Man United lads who’d been on a long tour to Asia. They couldn’t leave their hotel floor and had security guards by the lifts to keep fans out. It came to that after a few of them – not even really famous ones – got mobbed when they went for a walk in a shopping centre. They had 20,000 fans watching them train and people pretending to be hotel staff by dressing up in cleaners’ uniforms so that they could get to the floor where the players were.

I’ve never experienced that level of restriction, but I’ve seen the tension drive people mad pre-season. Think of it as an extended school trip. The petty bullying and jibes are only amplified by bored boys who don’t know how else to entertain themselves or let off steam.

A few years ago, one player, a bright lad who wasn’t your typical footballer because he read books and newspapers with no red on the masthead, was getting slated. He could really handle himself and would put other players down with his superior intellect, but one lad kept jabbing away. He’d say things like: ‘It must be five minutes since you’ve rang your Mrs,’ or, ‘You’ve got a speck of dirt on your boots, goody-two-shoes.’

It was as if the lad was jealous. He ordered him a full English breakfast to be delivered to his room at five-thirty in the morning and there was clearly a personal issue between them.

After one comment too many about his wife, the brighter player just snapped one day and pinned him against the wall after we’d returned to the hotel from training. The mickey-taking stopped.

Players tend to split into cliques on pre-season. Bluntly put, the black lads and the white lads or the English and the foreigners if the make up is a bit different. The English lads will be the ones who want to hit the town and down pints while on tour. While they are out, they wouldn’t want to socialise with the fans either, because most of the types who go on pre-season tours are anoraks, sad bastards with nothing else in their lives apart from standing on train platforms. I realise that sounds harsh, but it’s true. They might say to us that they have come all this way to support us and the players might say how much they appreciate that support publicly, but their presence makes no difference at all. In fact they can be a pain in the arse and you’d try and restrict interaction to a let-on. Give them any encouragement and they’ll come up to you and say: ‘How many goals will you score this year?’ Or: ‘I hear we’re signing such and such, is that true?’ It’s a one-way conversation all the time, with them keen to glean as much information as possible so that they can put it straight on the internet.

I have time for fans. I know how important they are. I appreciate their support and know that they pay my wages, but you shouldn’t try and get too close because you’ll get burnt. Burnt when what you think is a normal relationship turns out to be one where they ask you for tickets all the time and expect them for free, burnt by fans who are inherently fickle and will turn on you at precisely the time when you need their support.

We played in Spain one pre-season and then it wasn’t just the anoraks who followed us. A lot of lads from the city came along for a jolly and they could be quite aggressive. So, rather than ask how many goals you thought you would score, they’d say: ‘Are you going to fucking improve the number of goals you get this season?’ This conversation might take place on a night out or at the airport. You can’t be all cocksure and arrogant with these lads because you’d be likely to get a dig. Instead, it’s better to instigate conversation and ask them how their trip is going and whether they’ve found any decent bars. Never give a fan your phone number or you’ll have a life of misery and requests for tickets.

It very much depends on your standing with fans. In any team there will be a couple of current terrace heroes, time-served club legends and just as many scapegoats with the fans on their back.

And how you are perceived is down, in part, to how the media treat you. Those journalists who are assigned to cover your club enjoy decent access on pre-season tours. The manager might even have a beer with them, feed them a few stories to keep them on side. As a player, I would trust those journalists in-so-far as what goes on tour stays on tour. They wouldn’t be looking to expose you because you were kissing a girl in a bar because they’re only interested in writing about the football, but the minute you become persona non grata at a club, they’ll be the first to slate you after being skilfully briefed by the club. Nobody teaches you this at coaching academies; you tend to learn the hard way. Not that I’m thinking too negatively as the worst of pre-season is well and truly over for another year and August approaches. I’ve started to feel good and confident about what lies ahead. The mood is good among the players. Now I’m sounding like one of those cliché-spouting footballers talking to Sky Sports.
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