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PROLOGUE

This is what it feels like when you’re playing well. When you’re doing, not thinking. When the snooker gods are smiling on you, not pulling you apart.

It’s an energy. In your body, walking round the table. In your mind, looking at the spread of the balls, settling down behind the white, the butt of the cue sitting in your right hand, your bridge hand out on the green cloth ahead of you, middle finger pointing the way like a needle on a compass.

It’s the best drug you’ve ever experienced. You’ve felt it before, but it left you, and now it’s returned you recognise the lovely rush and you want it to stay forever.

A sense of total control. Doesn’t matter where the balls are on the table. Maybe there’s four reds all messy round the pink, a couple more on one of the cushions, not much available after this red and this black.

You don’t care. Everything you’re looking at makes sense. The angles you need to find, the spin and power you want to put through the cue ball. The compression.

When you’re flying, the sounds all around you come in harmony.

The cue ball hits with a noise so crisp and clean you could have your eyes shut and still know the pot’s going in. A thick sound – solid, not thin and brittle, like a coin dropped on a tiled floor. The ball disappears into the pocket like the echo of a drum beat: not rattling and vibrating, just in, gone. The punters in the seats around you are all soft background one moment, coos and mmms, and then roars and these sudden explosions of applause when you pull off a shot some of them never saw coming and most didn’t dare to believe would come off.

They aren’t dabblers, these ones up close. They’ve not found you by flicking through the TV channels, they’re not sleeping off a big lunch on the sofa.

They’re here because they love it. Most of them have tried to play snooker at some point, and they understand you’re making a difficult game look ridiculously easy, and the appreciation is there for you to absorb and relish like a patch of warm sunlight on a cold morning.

There’s no conscious thought about it, not some mad maths sum going on in your head about degrees and speed and impact angles.

Just you and that white, a certainty about where you need to put it, a knowledge it’ll go exactly where you want. The right line, giving you options, narrowing the odds on the next shot, keeping the pot straightforward so the next one can be straightforward too.

Oh, it’s beautiful when it works! You struggle and you battle, and you doubt yourself, and the ones who run the game come after you for fines and hearings and all manner of stuff you don’t want to do. You don’t sleep too good at night, and you’re knackered all day and curling up on sofas and waking up not quite remembering where you are.

And it’s all come right, in this moment, and there are things in your head that might sound flashy but are real and true.

There is no one on this planet right now who can compete with me.

That’s the thought that comes in. Eight billion people in the world, and not one of them out there who can knock me off my perch. Good players at this tournament, maybe one of them sitting watching you from that chair over there, but none of them you’re worried about. Not today.

You think: no one can take this game away from me.

It’s all there, if I want it.
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BEGINNINGS
 HELLO, MY NAME IS RONNIE

Okay. Here’s me, first thing in the morning, looking in the mirror.

I’m not one for it, instinctively. Staring at myself, thinking about what’s reflecting back. Makes me feel a bit awkward. Makes me start thinking too much.

But I’m doing it now, and here’s what I see. Dark green eyes. Big nose, could sort that out. Loads of hair in places where it shouldn’t be – in my earholes, up my nose. The mono eyebrow, one of the reasons they used to call me Liam Gallagher’s missing brother.

I think, I wish I didn’t have so much hair everywhere, and then, nah, I’ve aged alright. There’s only a little bit of grey in the sideburns, no gaps in the barnet. I think, I’m not looking too bad for forty-seven years old. Not the years I’ve lived through.

I was the boy wonder, once. The kid from north-east London who hung around smoky snooker halls and won money off grown men. Rosy-cheeked and innocent but a mouth like a sewer. The one they all said was going to change the world, who played on impulse and flair and pure love.

Then I was the lost boy. Out for three nights and three days at a time, piling into the Guinness and spliffs, burning all that talent up. A son whose dad was sent away to prison and whose mum went away too.

Flashy, on the outside, all fast cars and big chat. Broken, on the inside. Saved by rehab and running.

It took me a long time to become me. To become a winner – not just of matches where I could run away with it, but when I had to figure it all out. Not just the occasional tournament, but seven World Championships. To keep winning at an age when my heroes were long gone.

To become someone I could look at in the mirror and not turn away from.

Let me tell you something about snooker, from the inside. It’s beautiful, and it’s brutal.

I love this sport. I feel blessed to have played it to the highest level. It’s in my head all day long, and I obsess about it, love its history. I’ll talk to you all night about Joe Davis and Steve Davis and Stephen Hendry.

But it can be bad for that head of mine, this thing I can’t let go. It can be capricious and cruel.

You and the table, all day long, every day. Low roofs and artificial lights, stale air and bad food.

All those hours in a dark room, and you not talking to anyone but yourself. Shutting down your emotions, losing your people skills, if you had the chance to develop any as an outlier kid in the first place. Participating only in one little strange corner of life.

If you play a Grand Slam final in tennis and put a forehand in the net, your chance to put it right comes along with the next rally a few moments later. You’re a golfer missing a putt in one of the majors, and you’ll probably have another 70-odd shots to get your round back on track. You’re also the only one who can touch your ball. No other player can stick you behind a tree or clatter you into a bunker, just to make you suffer.

Snooker? It’s all about ruining your opponent’s life.

It’s breaking their game into pieces. It’s doing all the things that make them get angry and frustrated. It’s fucking them up.

You can do it to yourself. Cruising through a match, playing lovely, then make one mistake, and suddenly you’re powerless. Doesn’t matter what other magic you’ve worked to that point, how much practice you’ve put in.

You, stuck in your chair, watching your opponent at the table. Them taking the frame away from you, potting balls, ruining your day.

Absolutely nothing you can do about it. Sit there, sip on your water, stare at the tip of your cue or into the darkness beyond the bright TV lights and the silent faces.

Of course, you try not to think about your error, about the damage it’s done to your hopes. But all your brain wants to focus on is exactly that. Why it happened, what you should have done instead. Eating away at your guts, harsh and acidic inside you.

When you’re at the top in sport for long enough, you figure out after a while the role the spectators want you to play. It’s the Roman days and we’re the gladiators. That’s all you are. Out in the arena, on your own, fighting for your life.

If you win, and they carry you off on your shield, you might get all the rewards the gladiators used to get. I’ve hung around with Hendry and seen people look at him like they’ve seen a god. A man almost twenty-five years on from his last world title, and they walk up to him and in their eyes he’s still at his peak, still the greatest.

Other times I see the old, faded stars who no one’s looking after anymore. The ones left filling out betting slips and going down the pub to cadge drinks off strangers.

The fans watching in the stands, on TV? They’re the voyeurs. They get a great kick out of watching the two of you struggling and hurting, falling apart and trying to get up again.

There’s nothing wrong with that. I do it as well. You just have to understand how it is. It’s going to be hard, and it’s going to be tough, so you have to be tough. You’ve got to find a way of coping with it all, a way of discovering a resilience you don’t think you were born with.

You learn things, in this game, and that’s some of the stuff I want to talk about, along with the big wins and bad defeats. The ways I’ve coped with the hard times and the dark times, with the pressure and the clamour and the doubts; the ways you can carry some of these ideas and techniques into your own life. Because the things that have helped me in snooker have also helped me away from the table, and maybe they can help you navigate your way through the hard times too. Working out the angles in the real world, finding your trick shots for life.

I’ve had to learn, because I’ve struggled.

There was this sensation I used to have when I was about twelve years old. Everything was flowing, and I felt … superhuman.

It was all instinctive, everything I did. I’d never had lessons. I just saw it, felt it, played it.

Can you imagine how good that feels? I could do the conjuring trick the others couldn’t. I could make people go weak at the knees, and I didn’t even have to think about it. It just happened.

No wonder you get obsessed. It’s your secret weapon, it’s your escape from everything else. Your panic room. Nothing else in the world can touch you in the same way.

Now? My relationship with sport is more complicated than when I was younger. The feeling of being superhuman is a fleeting one, often just out of reach.

It was all so uncomplicated, back then. Nothing else mattered. Just me, and the balls, and the table.

But you can’t sustain that sort of devotion and guilelessness when you’re no longer a kid. Other things come into your world.

People let you down and use you up. It can’t ever be as simple, so you need something else: foundations they can’t shake; solutions, when the magic slips away and you feel nothing where before you could do the impossible.

Because it is always a battle, for me. A few months after I won the Worlds in 2022, I’d been back on the practice table for five or six days, and I felt like I couldn’t pot a ball. Seven world titles behind me, and in all that week, I had maybe thirty minutes where I thought, yep, I’m flying here. As quickly as the good feeling had come in, it left me again.

Madness, isn’t it? This can be your daily reality, even after thirty years of success: holed up in some chain hotel room on an industrial estate in the middle of nowhere, only there because a tournament’s on at the conference centre round the corner, and the same old horrible doubts coming knocking again.

This slump is going to go on forever. This time I am never going to come out of it.

That’s the great fear that haunts me. I’ll talk to my mentor Steve Peters, and it’ll all come tumbling out. Steve, I’m too old, I’m too frazzled. Hendry was done years before me, Davis was playing for fun rather than trophies by the time he was thirty. Steve, I’m scared the wheels have come off. I don’t want to be that deluded sportsman who carries on ten years longer than he should have done. Life’s too short to suffer like this.

And he’ll go, ‘Ron, you’ve been saying this for the last ten years. Ten years when you’ve won four world titles. Look back at your career like the rest of the world does: all those World Championships, but seven Masters titles too, and seven UK Championships. No one else in history has won that many Triple Crown titles. World number one, again and again. More ranking titles than anyone else ever, more century breaks, more maximums.

The fastest ever 147.

‘Ron, I’ll tell you when the wheels are coming off. If you’re making quarter-finals, semi-finals for eighteen months and you’re not making finals, the wheels have come off. Until then, just go out and play and enjoy it.’

He’s right. The snooker gods always reward you. You might go out early in your first couple of tournaments, then reach a quarter, then a semi. There might be a couple of finals, and you don’t win them. Then, just before the World Championships, the superpower returns.

You win the Worlds, with that energy, with it all making sense – the angles you need to find, the side, the compression – and you go, wow, how the hell did that happen?

Hello, my name is Ronnie. I’m a snooker player, and a recovering addict.

I was addicted to alcohol, to drugs. I didn’t know myself as a man until rehab. I only knew what other people wanted me to be.

I’ll tell you it all, here and now. I’ll tell you how I won those world titles, how I hope to win more. Thirty years of being a professional snooker player, a few more to come, no matter how much grey appears in those sideburns.

You can come and have a stroll round my head, if you want. I’ll tell you how I’ve made it through. There’s good stuff and bad stuff, things I’m proud about and things I got wrong. A lot of things I got wrong.

I haven’t got all the answers. I’m not the sort who fancies himself. But I’m always chasing them, and if you’ve messed up as often as I have, you learn stuff along the way. You listen to other people who know more than you, who have spent lifetimes trying to figure out how we can all steer a path through the problems we’ll face. I’ve been lucky with the people I’ve met, and I’ve borrowed plenty from them, and I’ve learned from my own experiences too: the wild days, the rehab; the doubts and crises; the world titles, and the pleasures and pressures they bring.

Because it fascinates me, this stuff. The simple things we can all do, the micro-adjustments that can make such a big difference. But I’m not perfect. Sometimes I’m all over the place. I’m a reactor; I get punched in the head and then I respond.

If you want something in your life that gives you joy, whether it’s snooker, or a relationship, or a cause, you have to accept the good with the bad. Anyway, perfection is dangerous, because perfection doesn’t exist. I don’t believe in it – not for how you live your life, not for how you try to play snooker.

People come up to you after a match, when you’re playing well, and they shake their heads and smile in that funny way like they’ve just seen some cool magic trick and they can’t work out how it’s done. They look at you and say, ‘Ronnie, you’re like a panther out there!’ Smooth and easy, prowling, eyes on your prey.

That’s where you want to be, all the time. Me controlling the snooker, not the snooker controlling me. Feeding off the crowd, the atmosphere.

When you get to that place, it’s like nothing else in your life. For once, it all seems to make sense.

I belong.

That’s what you think.

Here’s something that’s taken me almost all my life to appreciate: being one of the best ever at what you do is immensely satisfying. It’s there when you go to bed at night, like a cosy blanket, and it’s there when you wake in the morning, like the comfort of your first cup of tea.

When I’m hitting the white ball solid and strong – and my game is all about cue ball control – it makes me feel less insecure as a person. I know it’s crazy, but that’s the way it is. And then it slips away, and you chase it and chase it and consider anything to get it back. I’ve had imposter syndrome. I used to think that everyone else was collaborating to let me win – players, referees, organisers – because I’d win tournaments and I’d think I’d played so poorly that there’s no way in a million years it could have been possible any other way.

There’s times when I’ve won and I’ve wanted to give everyone in the room their money back. Times I’ve won and still felt like a loser.

You ignore the scoreboard that says you won easy, and you go back to the dressing room with your cue in your right hand. You undo your waistcoat and kick off the smart shoes and sit there with your cup of tea and think, mate, I was rubbish out there.

Then you watch it back on telly, lying on the bed in your hotel room, and it’s like looking at a different man. He’s playing lovely snooker. He’s a million times better than you thought.

You’ve doubted yourself, so you think this geezer who looks like you but can’t be you must be bluffing it. Styling it out. But it’s so natural, the way he’s moving round the table. You can see the bounce in the step, the rhythm from shot to shot. Standing square behind the ball. Chalk from right pocket onto cue tip, two downstrokes, tucking it away again. Settling into his stance without a doubt in his mind.

Massive highs, massive lows. That was always how it was for me. It’s no way to live your life, out on those emotional extremes.

I’m playing well, I’m buzzing. Right, we’re all going out tonight, we’re going here, there and everywhere. Drinks on me, who’s coming?

I’m playing badly. No bounce in my step, no gliding round the table. Feeling heavy, now. I’m not a panther, I’m a bear. Lumpy, grumpy. Hairy and ugly.

I used to shut myself away in the house. Didn’t want to know, didn’t want to see anyone. Didn’t face the world.

So many knocks, so little time and space to recover. Snooker is not a sport where you get to pick and choose who you play and when you play them. You’ve got to take on all comers, week after week, town after town. It’s the most punishing sort of meritocracy; the deeper you go into a tournament, the harder the battle ahead.

If you’re a boxer, you can have your career managed. Avoid that dangerous puncher, swerve this one until he’s older, fill out your record and wallet with some easy ones. Some stooges.

Snooker doesn’t give you that luxury. It’s a sport that requires repetition. Repetition requires hours. You’re not going to get away with an hour and a half training like many Premier League footballers do. You’ve got to put your four or five hours a day in, most days, even the top few guys. For the players just outside the top ten, floating around looking for ranking points and shots at semi-finals and further, you have to work harder still. Six hours a day, seven hours a day.

Forget the trophies for a moment. I have been the undisputed world champion of self-sabotage. I could take something beautiful and fret at it and squeeze it until all the pleasure and life had gone.

I didn’t understand what was happening. As it got worse, I’d panic more, accelerate the death-spiral. And it had nowhere to go.

You think snooker is a calm sport. We wear smart shoes and bow ties. We show almost no public emotion. We don’t shout and we don’t scream, and we have no team-mates to jump into their arms.

So it all stays in your head, when you’re falling apart. Like we’re Victorian statesmen rather than fragile young men. The outward appearance of mannequins in a tailor’s window, when inside we feel like rock stars who’ve lost the ability to write a killer riff.

Something else from the inside of elite sport. Most of the time you’re a loser. Even when I’m number one in the world and reigning world champion, I lose more tournaments than I win.

Maybe it’s making sense now. What it does to your head, all this stuff that looks so easy and enjoyable from the outside. How a sport is only a sport but ends up defining everything in your life. How something that brings you more pleasure and satisfaction than anything else can also be your great torment and mortal enemy.

Why do we do it? For the sense of peace, when the magic comes. The sense of control.

There is no one on this planet right now who can compete with me.

When you’re outplaying another great player in a critical frame, it’s like having a fish on a hook. Twitching, struggling, fighting for air. Forcing them into mistakes – not big ones, because this is the elite, the best in the world – but small incremental increases of pressure, every shot making it that tiny bit harder for them to get the cue ball where they want it.

It doesn’t always have to be a great pot or a big break. It might simply be the way you’re hitting the ball. That thick, solid noise. We all recognise it. Your opponent hears you striking the ball sweet and it puts doubt in his mind.

This geezer’s on it today. I’m in trouble. I’ll have to take risks.

There’s another motivation I’ve stumbled upon in this last decade: the satisfaction that comes from working your way through those crises.

I used to think talent was the only way to win. I thought if you slogged your way through you were a fraud. It was pure ability or nothing.

Graft was for the players who couldn’t feel like I could feel.

Grafting was easy. It was cheaper than skill. I was always led by my wayward mind, wherever it wanted to go. Mind feels good, yep, we’re in business. Mind feels bad, I’m out of here.

Now, coming up towards my own personal half-century, I’ve learned to take comfort from the graft. I love working on little nuances of the game on the table. I love tinkering, because you never quite know what’s going to come from it. I love working out the answer.

This book is about survival. It’s about love and obsession and failure, as much as winning. It’s about offering yourself up to the snooker gods and seeing what they choose to throw back at you.

And it’s about choice: the way you live your life, the people you let inside. The temptations and the mistakes, the discipline and the dedication. The ways we can make things better for ourselves.

When I talk about being unbreakable. I don’t mean that I never crack. I don’t mean I never struggle.

It’s about navigating your way through the bad days and the good days. It’s finding ways to get off your knees and keep going. That’s what unbreakable is to me: finding things easy sometimes, and almost impossible at other times, but never letting it destroy you. Because when the call to the arena comes, I choose to be a gladiator. Forty-seven years old, and I’m still fighting, when I should have been wrecked at twenty-five, when I was on the rocks and couldn’t get off.

I’ve been in that place where all my happiness was wrapped up in how I played snooker. I was chasing it, and the more I chased it, the more it wasn’t there.

I can’t chase it anymore. I don’t want that life, I don’t want to be that person. I want to be present in whatever I am doing, not lost in myself. To look at myself in the mirror, and smile.

This is the story of how the golden kid and the lost boy escaped their fate. How a man grew up to find a better way forward.

To put himself back together. To become unbreakable.
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