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PREFACE

IF YOU ARE anything like I used to be, this book might not look like your idea of a good read. I couldn’t ever have seen myself reading a book like this until about a year ago. If anyone had told me I would actually write it, I would have called them crazy.

I became a professional footballer when I was fifteen. I’m thirty-eight now. A lot has happened since I first signed for West Ham, and I’ve changed in all kinds of ways – but one thing remains as true of me today as it was all those years ago. I have always, as anyone who knows me will tell you, been fanatically private.

All I ever wanted was to be a world-class footballer. Younger players seem to think of fame as the prize for success, but to me, it has only ever been the price. I wanted respect for my performance as a player; I didn’t want attention off the pitch. OK! photo shoots and a celebrity wedding to a famous wife were not for me. It’s no secret that Premier League football pays very well, these days, and I have been able to buy a lot of luxuries – but nothing is more precious to me than my privacy.

But on 1 May 2015 my world fell apart. My wife Rebecca died of breast cancer, leaving me to bring up our three children alone. I retired from professional football later that month, and for the first time in my life I didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I didn’t even know how to work the washing-machine. I had always been used to winning, but now I was out of my depth. All I knew was that my kids needed me, and if I was going to help them, I was going to have to ask for help too.

To say this was not easy would be putting it mildly. To be the best as a sportsman, you have to train your mind to think in a very particular way, and I learned to do so from a very young age. You cannot afford to feel ordinary human emotions in case they get in the way of your game. You don’t allow yourself to feel anything that could distract or soften you. Above all, you never lower your guard and let anyone see you looking weak. There is no place in a Premier League dressing room for sympathy, and any player stupid enough to show vulnerability will pay for it. What his team mates will see is a weak link – a liability – and nobody wants that on their team. Elite sportsmen are often highly judgemental. They have to be. Premier League culture is harsh, and unforgiving – and it suited me down to the ground.

Even as a child, I didn’t show my emotions. People have called me cold all my life. That never bothered me, because all I cared about was winning, and I knew it was the only way. What I did not know, though, was that a mentality which would win me so many medals might not be much use to me in real life. I was about to find out that the tools I had learned to use as a footballer were the last thing my children needed from their dad when tragedy struck.

To see my girl and two boys in so much pain was an agony like nothing I had ever known. To feel helpless to comfort them was worse. They needed me to show them how to grieve for their mum – to manage their sadness, and keep Rebecca’s love and memory alive. But in the early days, I just couldn’t do it.

I filled my time with an insanely busy work schedule, and numbed my nights by hitting the bottle. I think I would have done literally anything to protect myself from the heartbreak. But this was never going to help my kids – and that is why, eventually, I decided to try a different way.

I agreed to make a documentary for the BBC, in which I would meet every sort of grief expert – charities like Child Bereavement UK, a widowed dads’ support group, other sportsmen who had been widowed young themselves. To be totally honest, I signed up to it because making the film would force me to see the idea through. Left to my own devices, I could easily see myself getting cold feet. It’s one thing to make appointments to meet people who can help. Turning up could be quite another.

The thought that anyone outside our family might watch the programme barely even occurred to me. Back then my only thought was: How will this help my kids? They would be too young to watch the documentary now, but they were the only audience I ever pictured in my mind. When the film was broadcast, I don’t think anything could have prepared me for the public response.

More than eight million people watched the documentary in the first few days, and every day I get strangers coming up to me to tell me how much it moved them. To know that so many learned so much from it was mind-blowing. I would never have guessed how many ordinary blokes – husbands and fathers – are just as much at sea as I am when it comes to our emotions.

Professional footballers are not, I now know, the only ones who have to close down their emotions to be good at their job. From what I’ve heard from the men who got in touch, all kinds of careers demand the same sort of ruthless detachment. That is the price of professional success. And you won’t find much more compassion in most male friendship groups than you do in Manchester United’s changing room. When times are good, that isn’t a problem. But when the family needs to come first, men find out that what works for them professionally isn’t just useless at home, it actually makes matters worse. A heartbroken child needs cuddles and conversation, not a stiff upper lip.

I don’t like having to admit I understood none of this when Rebecca died. I hate being wrong. If there had been any way to stick to my guns and help my kids to grieve without exposing my own emotions, I would have taken it. And just because I’ve now learned some tools and tips, please don’t imagine I fancy myself as some sort of grief expert. For me to claim to be an authority would be a joke. I’m still flailing around most of the time, getting it wrong, wishing it wasn’t so hard to break old habits and open up. I don’t pretend to have all the answers.

However, I’ve been lucky enough to meet some unbelievably wise people who know the terrain of grief inside out, and can guide people like me through it. If everyone else in the UK could access all the people I met, I probably wouldn’t have written this book. But the public response to the BBC documentary showed me the sheer scale of our cluelessness when it comes to dealing with loss. We’re all stumbling about in the dark; we all need help.

I’ve learned something else in the process of making this book. I always knew my memory was terrible – anyone who’s ever met me could have told you that. My forgetfulness drives people mad, and I’m not surprised because it really is quite extreme. This book would not have been possible without the assistance of others around me who remember things far more clearly, and to whom I’m very grateful for their contributions. Of course, no two people ever recall events in exactly the same way, and some of those involved in this story will remember it differently from others, but I’ve done my best to get every detail right.

So, the revelation was not that I’m rubbish at remembering details. No, the shock has been the discovery that there are whole chunks of the story of Rebecca’s death which my mind has methodically and deliberately deleted. Critical, life-changing weeks of my life have simply been wiped from my memory. I’m not talking about my normal forgetfulness here, but something quite different. As you will see later in the book, I’m talking about the power of denial, and what the human mind will do to protect itself from reality when reality is literally more than you can bear.

Some of you will read this book as a memoir, and, I hope, enjoy reading the full story of my life with Rebecca, and without her. Other readers may want only practical advice, and use the book more like an instruction manual than a memoir. If you’re one of them, you’ll find tips and advice in boxes at the end of chapters 10 to 13 (here, here and here and here).

Rebecca’s death has been an unmitigated catastrophe for my family, and for everyone who loved her. Nothing can ever ease the pain, or magic it away. But if I can help anyone else facing what we have gone through, by sharing what I’ve learned, our loss won’t feel completely meaningless. Rebecca never wanted to be in the public eye, and went to any length to protect her anonymity. Making our private life public goes against all my instincts, and sometimes I worry about how she would feel about being in a book. But one thought re-assures me. Rebecca always wanted to help other people. I know she would be glad that, even in death, she still can.

This book is about losing Rebecca, but in the course of writing it, when I thought life had thrown us enough shocks, we suffered another devastating loss. My beloved mother was admitted to hospital with cancer. I could never have imagined that we would have to live through this pain again, but we must. She died on the very day I finished this book. It seems no grief journey can ever really be over.


CHAPTER ONE

Life-changing Moments

IT IS A dark November night in 2000. As I speed home through south London I barely notice the traffic lights ahead. My mind is spinning with thoughts of football, and how my career is about to change.

I’ve been playing for West Ham since I was fifteen, and have nothing but love and respect for the club. But now Leeds United have just offered to sign me for a British record fee of £18 million. The deal has been agreed. Soon I’ll be playing Champions League football, defending against the best strikers in Europe. Leeds is the big-time, the club that is buzzing – and it wants me. The chairman even flew me up there in his private jet. I am twenty-two years old, and on my way.

For a few months, I’ve been seeing a girl from Essex, called Rebecca. It’s still early days, but there’s something very different about this relationship. I’m feeling something new for Rebecca, something I’ve not known with any other girl. Earlier this evening, after signing with Leeds, I had taken her out for dinner to tell her my news. I met her from work in Haymarket, and we went to a restaurant in the West End. I was too excited to eat, and had babbled away across the table at her. Leeds wanted me. I was moving clubs, moving house, moving to Yorkshire. There was so much to do.

I was so wrapped up in it all I didn’t even stop to think how the news would hit her.

‘Have you agreed to go?’ Rebecca had asked. She was very calm.

‘Yes, I’m going. I’ve got to go up tomorrow and that’s it.’

‘What – you’re just going and that’s it? Is that how it works?’

‘Yes.’

I’d kissed her goodbye, jumped into my car and driven off, already thinking about a thousand other things, all to do with football and none about Rebecca.

It’s strange how life-changing moments can happen without you even noticing. Approaching the traffic lights now, I have no idea my future is about to be determined by these little circles of colour. They turn red. I pull up, glance at the car alongside and see it’s Rebecca. Messing about, I bib my horn, expecting her to wave and smile. But when she turns her head, I see she’s crying.

Until this moment, the thought that she might be upset literally hasn’t occurred to me. All I’ve thought about is football. But there she is, tears streaming down her face, heartbroken. I know they aren’t crocodile tears: she couldn’t have known we’d meet at the lights and I would see. Had they stayed green, I would have driven on and never known.

And right then, in that second, I know she’s coming with me. I put down the window and call across: ‘Are you going to come, or what? What’s going on? You coming?’

She calls back, ‘I didn’t think you were going to ask me. I thought that was it.’

I laugh. ‘No. This is it. You’re coming.’

LOOKING BACK NOW, we were practically kids, setting off for the north with no real idea what we were doing. We would be there for fourteen years, the first two in Leeds, before I was bought by Manchester United. Our three children were born there: our eldest boy Lorenz, in 2006, his brother Tate in 2008 and their sister Tia in 2011. We won the Premier League title at Man United six times, the Champions League, the League Cup twice and the FIFA Club World Cup. I was capped eighty-one times for England, and captained my country. It was the stuff of dreams, an incredible time.

Ever since I was ten years old, football was all I ever wanted. I used to kick a ball around on a scrap of grass on the south London estate where I grew up, fantasising that it was Wembley. My career as a player gave me everything I could ever have hoped for, and I have no regrets. But there is a price to pay for everything in life, and success on the pitch had to come at the expense of family life.

Rebecca sacrificed everything for my career. She was only eighteen when we got together, and she left behind her friends and family to live in cities where she knew no one. During the season I was barely at home, and even when I was, my mind was still on the pitch, replaying the day’s game or training session in my head over and over into the early hours of the morning. Christmas and New Year were always dominated by the big matches, and even in the summer, out of season, I would be away with England or on a foreign pre-season tour. While other families went away together in August, Rebecca and the kids would have to go on holiday with friends or relatives. To the press and the public, she might have looked like a WAG, but in many ways she was more like a single mum.

What kept us going was the knowledge that one day my playing career would be over. All the hard work and sacrifice and separation would be worth it, because once I had retired we would be together as a family. I would be free to be a proper husband to Rebecca, and we couldn’t wait.

Some players dread retirement, but they’re the ones who didn’t plan for it. When their career is over they’re lost. I’ve seen so many get lazy, and I was never going to be one of them. It’s not easy if all you’re left with is making public appearances for a few hundred quid, when you’ve been used to earning thousands a week. Everyone has to make a living, and I would never disrespect anyone for the way they find to do it. But I did not want to be another ex-footballer on the after-dinner speaking circuit.

I knew I couldn’t sit at home all day either. I’ve seen a lot of ex-players sink into depression or turn to drink, so I was well aware of the dangers of boredom. There are only so many coffees and lunches you can have with your mates, and I’m not one for golf. I wanted to work.

So, I began planning for retirement when I was twenty-seven or -eight. I opened a restaurant in Manchester called Rosso, and launched an online magazine, #Five. Sir Alex Ferguson, Man United’s manager, was not exactly thrilled: he didn’t want anything to distract me from my game. But I was fascinated by business, and as retirement approached I put in place a range of projects – a YouTube platform, a production company, a clothing line, a management company. I set up the Rio Ferdinand Foundation, which supports deprived inner-city youngsters, and signed contracts to be a TV pundit. I was feeling optimistic about the future, and confident.

When my time at Man United ended in 2014, I still had a season or two left in me. Players often go abroad to end their career in the US or Far East, but after fourteen years away from London we were ready to go home. Rebecca had been selfless for all these years, but she longed to be back among her friends and family. It was time for her and the family to come first, so I signed with Queens Park Rangers, and we came home.

There was another compelling reason for heading back to London. In 2013 Rebecca had been diagnosed with breast cancer. She had had to undergo a double mastectomy and chemotherapy, and it had been horrible – but the treatment was successful, the doctors seemed confident and we assumed it was behind us. Still, after the shock of an ordeal like that, a kind of primitive homing instinct kicks in, and both of us wanted to be back where Rebecca felt happiest.

I knew from my first day at QPR that it would be my last season. I thought I’d prepared myself for the culture shock of leaving a world-class club for a Smaller outfit, but wasn’t at all prepared for the mindset of some players at QPR. The media and fans like to accuse top-flight Premier League footballers of caring more about money and glamour than the game, but in fact the professionalism and commitment at a club like Man United is all-consuming. It’s in the Smaller club dressing rooms that you will hear some of the players talking about nothing but cars, designer clothes, Dubai – basically everything except football. I found it alienating, and maddening. Perhaps, though, it made saying goodbye to the game a little easier. I did not belong in that dressing room; there were better places for me to be now.

In 2010 we had bought a plot of land in Orpington, a suburb of south-east London. It was Rebecca’s project, and she poured her heart into building us the perfect family home. She created the dream holiday home for us in Portugal, too, filling it with love and hope for all the future happiness waiting for us there.

For years she had waited patiently for us to be together as a family – and now our time had come. The rest of our life was about to begin.

THERE IS AN old quote that makes a lot of sense to me these days: ‘If you want to make God laugh, tell him about your plans.’

In February 2015 Rebecca and her sister took a trip to the house in Portugal together. The pair were always close, so it was a surprise to hear her sister complain when they got back that Rebecca had been unrecognisably snappy, and had spent the whole trip moaning. It wasn’t like her at all. I put it down to the back pain she had been mentioning lately, and thought she might have trapped a nerve or slipped a disc or something. It didn’t sound like a big deal. I’ve never been massively sympathetic towards anyone grumbling about aches and pains, so told Rebecca to go to the GP and get it sorted out.

It was the last thing on my mind as I was driving to training with my QPR teammate Bobby Zamora one morning, a week or so later, when my phone rang. It was Rebecca’s sister. She sounded semi-hysterical. ‘Rebecca’s in intensive care. You need to get there now.’

I can’t even remember the drive there. My mind was a blur. When I reached the Royal Marsden, Rebecca had been moved to an isolation room to prevent airborne infection, and was lying on her back wired up to every imaginable kind of machine. I was stunned: it looked like a scene from a TV emergency-room drama. She was contorted with pain, too drugged to talk, drifting in and out of consciousness. And yet, even then, it still didn’t cross my mind that the culprit in the horror show unfolding before my eyes could be cancer.

Rebecca’s mum and dad were there, and her sister. A doctor came to talk to us. We were all shell-shocked, reeling – so much so that it took me a moment to register what the doctor was saying.

‘We need to run some urgent tests,’ he said, looking grave. ‘I’m afraid there’s a chance the cancer has come back.’

It had. Within days, I was hearing the worst possible news. The cancer had metastasised to her bones. I tried to take in what the doctors were saying, but their voices became an incomprehensible jangle. They wouldn’t be able to cure it, they seemed to be saying, but did hope they could treat it. I struggled to focus on the words, but they scrambled into a static of distant white noise. I felt like I was falling, tumbling into cold, dark nothingness as I sensed my emotions close down. It was Rebecca who composed herself to speak first.

‘Rio, you have to go home and let the kids think everything’s normal. Go, let them think everything’s normal.’

But nothing was ever going to be normal again. As you will read later, for eight weeks Rebecca fought for her life in that hospital room. Each new drug seemed to offer a glimmer of hope, which I would cling to, willing it to work, refusing to allow the possibility that it might not. I told the children that Mummy was poorly – a bit under the weather – and needed to be in hospital for a little bit while the doctors made her better. I had never allowed myself to entertain the idea that her cancer would ever come back. Surely no one could be that unlucky. Now that it had, I was not about to contemplate the worst.

One cool, windy day in late April, the worst came. The consultant, Mr Johnson, sat opposite me and Rebecca’s mum, his expression sombre but kindly, more like a priest’s than a medic’s.

‘We’ve tried everything we can,’ he said softly. ‘I’m so sorry.’

I could hear the words, but my mind wouldn’t accept them.

‘There has to be something else you can try,’ I urged. ‘There has to be.’

He gazed at me, full of compassion, and shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. She’s too weak now. You should go home and tell the children. They need to come and say goodbye to their mum.’

I stared back at him in blank disbelief. My faith in Mr Johnson was unshakeable. He had done everything he could for Rebecca, and I trusted him entirely. And yet, even so, the impossibility of what he was now telling me to do – the unbearable enormity of it – sparked a flare of irrational anger.

‘Right. And how exactly do I tell my kids that?’

The rest of that day is a blur. I know I went straight to the pub and downed a pint of Guinness followed by a brandy. Part of me wanted to numb myself, I think, and part of me was putting off the most difficult thing I had ever had to face. I had always thought of myself as someone who had the steel to step up to a challenge; who always confronted the big moments squarely, who did not lose his nerve. But nothing in my life had prepared me for this.

How do you look into the trusting eyes of your three innocent children, open your mouth and speak words that will shatter their universe and haunt them for the rest of their lives? How could I do that to them? I hadn’t the faintest idea.

When the kids woke the next morning, I told them we weren’t going to school: we were going to see Mummy instead. As if in a dream, I padded round the kitchen like a sleepwalker, while they chattered away, teasing and squabbling for all the world as if this were just another ordinary, forgettable day. They had been visiting their mum regularly for weeks, and bounced up the Royal Marsden steps, barrelling through the doors as usual, blissfully oblivious to the heartbreak waiting for them inside.

Something like an out-of-body sensation began to seize me as I led them into the room next to Rebecca’s. I sat down on a bed that hundreds of people had probably died in. My mum and dad were there, my brother Anton and Rebecca’s parents. Everything felt completely unreal, as though we were actors in a movie, impersonating ourselves. Any minute a director was surely going to walk in, shout, ‘Cut!’ and we could be released from this script and go back to being a happy family. I gazed at my beautiful children, lost for words, searching for a way to begin.

‘I’m afraid I’ve got to tell you something very, very sad. Mum’s not going to be able to get out of here. She’s got cancer again, and this time she isn’t going to get better.’ They stared at me, wide-eyed, dumbstruck.

‘They’ve been trying to help her, the doctors, but they can’t any more. She’s been strong, and she’s tried to get better, but I’m so sorry. She’s going to be a star – she’s going to go up into the stars as a spirit, and she’ll always be there in the sky, looking down on us and …’

I couldn’t go on. Tears were streaming down the children’s faces; they were sobbing, crying out.

‘Why? Why? Why?’ Tate kept wailing, over and over. ‘What are you talking about?’

I tried to explain again, but we were beyond words by then, engulfed in a firestorm of pain. Even now, the memory of that scene is enough to plunge me back into a darkness I never want to see again. As the children broke down and sobbed, I held them tight, staring out of the window. All I could think was: Fucking hell, could someone please help me? Please tell me I got that right. I hope they don’t come back in ten, twenty years and go, ‘The way you described that destroyed me.’

We went next door to say our goodbyes. Rebecca had always taken meticulous care to look the best she possibly could for the kids’ hospital visits, putting on sweatpants and make-up and trying to sit up and seem normal, but we were way beyond that now. She lay on her back, pale and unconscious, swaddled in a sinister tangle of tubes and wires connected to a bank of medical machinery that beeped and flashed, cold and sterile. I wanted to rip all the wires away to let the children get close enough for one last hug with her all together. Instead, one by one, they took their place at Rebecca’s bedside and kissed their mum goodbye.

The tears had subsided into subdued silence by the time we were leaving the hospital. On our way out Tate happened to glance up and spot a big noticeboard on the staffroom wall, plastered with cards.

‘What’s that, Dad?’ he asked.

‘Oh, that’s where some of the patients and families have left thank-you notes for the doctors and the nurses on the ward, for helping their mum or dad or whoever they’ve had up there.’ He absorbed this in silence, still staring at the wall, as if turning my words over in his mind.

‘Well,’ he said, coldly ‘they didn’t help my mum,’ and quietly turned and walked away.

Near the door we passed a little cluster of staff. They looked at us. For a moment I made my normal assumption – they’re looking at me because I’m a footballer – and stared at the floor. Then it hit me. That’s not why they’re looking. They know why we’re here. The expression on their faces is sympathy; they feel sorry for us. It was a look I was unfamiliar with – who ever feels sorry for a top footballer? – but I was about to have to get used to it.

I barely remember the car journey to Orpington. I can’t even remember who drove. Once the kids were settled at home, I made the journey back across London to the Royal Marsden for the final time.

Rebecca will never know she died surrounded by the people who loved her most. I couldn’t tell you if she lived for a few more hours after the children had said goodbye, or whether it was the next day, but she never regained consciousness. By then any normal sense of time had become meaningless anyway. At some point, all I know is that I held her arms, with my brother, her mum and dad, brother and sister at her bedside, and together we watched my wife slip away. She was thirty-four years old.

To some people this may sound strange, possibly even macabre, but to me it felt only natural. I slept in Rebecca’s bed that night, curled up beside her for one final time, feeling the warmth drain away from her, while her mum slept on a camp bed by the window. I say slept, but I’m not sure either of us did, really. Any sleep to be had was soon hijacked by dreams so surreal that I would wake with a jolt, confused, until the memory of her death blindsided me again. Even so, I would rather have lain there for ever than face the morning when it came, bringing with it all the grim demands of being newly bereaved.

It was May, the month in which I should have been playing my last match as a professional footballer, and beginning the next chapter of my life with Rebecca. Instead, I was about to make arrangements for her body to be collected by undertakers, and go home a single dad to grieving children I was clueless to console. As a footballer I had been equal to anything, and always known what to do. For the first time in my life, I was lost.

Ever since I was a boy, I had always believed my fate lay in my own hands. That if I put in the work – the training, the preparation, the dedication and commitment – I could control my life. I never doubted it. But the truth is that my life with Rebecca – my marriage, my children, my world – began with the chance turn of a traffic light and ended with a random stroke of medical misfortune, stolen by microscopic cancer cells I couldn’t even see.

I still don’t know how to make sense of this, or what it means. All I knew that day was that it didn’t matter how many trophies and medals I had won. They weren’t going to help me now.
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