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WHAT IF … ?

One day you’re primed and ready to play for your country against the host nation in the knock-out stages of one of the world’s biggest international tournaments, and the next you’re a thousand miles away, watching the game on TV and feeling completely torn. It’s your country, they’re your teammates, and one or two of them are good friends. You should be there yourself, battling alongside them.

You’re willing them to win – of course you are – but if they win, it forces you to make a decision you really don’t want to have to make. Whatever you decide, it’s probably the wrong decision. Whatever you decide, you’re going to be letting people down. Letting down loved ones, family, friends, comrades, perhaps even the whole country. And certainly letting down yourself.

I can’t bear to let anyone down. I’m not exaggerating when I say my conscience won’t allow it. I have always tried to do my best to pay back all the encouragement, support and belief that people have offered me and which has helped me strive to reach the highest levels.

So, watching that game, I cannot deny that part of me wanted my team, my country, to lose. I should have been there helping them win, but instead I was a thousand miles away, half-willing them to be beaten. Watching the drama unfold on TV, I was alone, physically exhausted, emotionally battered, gripped by tension. Every second was agony …

Back in 2002, when I was twenty-one years old, I won my first senior England cap. It was just before the World Cup hosted by Japan and South Korea, and it was never very likely that, with so little full international experience, I would be called up for the England squad as one of the choices at centre-back, a position that above all demands steadiness and experience.

But two years later I was ready to be tested. The club I’d played for all my life, Tottenham Hotspur, had struggled to find the best way to achieve its ambition of playing the winning, entertaining, glorious football which the fans and its history as one of Britain’s very greatest clubs demanded. But as an individual player I had made progress, and that is even despite spells of injury that were becoming a bit too frequent for comfort. I was now sure I had the ability and experience to pull on the England shirt, get out there and play my full part against the best the world could throw at us.

So I felt I’d fully earned my place among the thirty-two players called up to England’s pre-tournament training camp in Sardinia. We were there to acclimatize ourselves to the hot conditions we’d face when we came to the real test: Portugal, hosts of Euro 2004.

In Sardinia I got to know some of the England players as people. Off the pitch, Gary Neville was a bit of a character. He had an older head with a mature attitude. He could be opinionated, but always for the benefit of the team. If he saw something needed saying to the coach, on behalf of all the players he’d be the one to say it. Any problems, whether with the hotel or training pitch, he’d be one to raise them. And he would get the team together to find out if anything needed fixing if he couldn’t see it for himself.

Then there was David Beckham. He had a friendly relationship with the coach. They found it easy to talk to each other at any time. The coach was Sven-Göran Eriksson. He was very quiet, calm and relaxed. Sven was very likeable. He made it easy for players to approach him. He also made the camp comfortable and relaxed for everyone. He let the players be adults and didn’t place too many restrictions on them. They were allowed to spend time with their wives and girlfriends, going to their hotels after training, though not every day.

Sven’s policy of treating the players as adults led to all the controversy about England’s WAGs – the wives and girlfriends who were shopping and sunbathing and distracting the players, if you believed everything you read. In my opinion, the media made something out of nothing. Players can tell the difference between a relaxed training camp and a holiday. We’re there to train and we know it, and don’t want any distractions while we’re actually working.

But after you’ve done the hard work, I don’t think there’s any problem spending time with your family. Not every player wants to spend time with their family during training, but I think they should have the option. Like anyone else, to do the best job possible, players need to feel comfortable. I’ve been in environments where players are bored, unhappy and on edge, with nothing to do to take their minds off football and the game they’re preparing for. I think it works much better when players go into a game relaxed. You’ll see that a relaxed team performs as a team, a real group.

And me? My girlfriend wasn’t in Sardinia, but not because I didn’t want her there. Three years before, I’d met Stephanie at a night out, and we started going out.

But now, while I was in Sardinia, she was back in the UK. She was seven months pregnant so it hadn’t been advisable for her to fly out with me.

Back in the Sardinia training camp, not all the thirty-two players would be going to Portugal. The squad would only number twenty-three. So we weren’t just training. We were competing to make the cut. And we wouldn’t be told which of us had succeeded until the training camp was over and we were back in England.

In the thirty-two there was only one other Tottenham player: Jermain Defoe. He was an East End lad like me, and since joining Spurs I’d become very close to him. When I heard the news that he was one of the nine players who had missed out on selection for Portugal, I was gutted for him. But I was delighted to be involved in the squad myself and was looking forward to a great tournament, where we would be testing ourselves against really good opposition.

I had just five caps, including only one start – in a draw that February against Portugal – so I was still a novice compared to most of the England squad. Sol Campbell was a fixture in central defence, and he’d been my chief inspiration at Tottenham when I was a young player learning my trade. But alongside him, instead of Rio Ferdinand, who’d been suspended for missing a drug test and so could not take part in the tournament, Sven’s next choice of centre-back was my old teammate when we were kids playing for Senrab FC, John Terry. But he was carrying a niggle, so that might give me my opportunity. Yet I would be competing for that spot with Jamie Carragher, who also had more experience than me. Realistically, though, I fully expected John Terry to be fit for the first game of the tournament, so I resigned myself to sitting on the bench – if I was lucky.

But as the day of the first game drew closer, John Terry still wasn’t fit. The night before the game I was told that it would be me starting alongside Sol Campbell. We were playing France, one of the very best sides in the world. They had Thierry Henry, David Trezeguet and Zinedine Zidane. It would be a severe test. But for all France’s quality, we had a pretty good team too, with Paul Scholes, Steven Gerrard, Gary Neville, Ashley Cole, Frank Lampard, David James, David Beckham, Michael Owen – and a young lad called Wayne Rooney, who was eighteen at the time but already a sensation.

As the day drew closer, I grew more and more nervous thinking about it. I was always a quiet lad who kept his feelings to himself and I didn’t show my nerves even though they were bubbling inside. For me, this game was not going to be about glory. My only concern was that I didn’t let anyone down. As I was a young defender with little experience at this level, all eyes would be on me not to mess up.

But I had reasons to be confident. Sol and I had never partnered as centre-backs at Tottenham, but I had played at left-back with him, so we knew each other’s game. And having just played almost all the previous season in a flat back four for Spurs under the caretaker management of David Pleat, when I went into the flat back four for England against France I felt very assured.

Before the game, the coaches and some of the older players made a point of having a word with me in the changing room: ‘Just play your game, and it’ll be fine.’ That told me, if nothing else did, that all eyes were on me. Being young was no excuse for letting the side down. This was a man’s world, and I was twenty-three, a man and not a boy. Besides, Rooney, at eighteen, was a lot younger than me, though he was a striker, a player with freedom rather than one on whom the team’s defence depends. On the pitch, whatever your age or inexperience, once you’re out there, you’re out there. You have been chosen as someone good enough to play, so if you have a stinker there are no excuses. If you have a stinker, you have to admit there is only one reason: you’re not good enough; you’re not ready to play at that level.

So you come out of the changing room with all the nerves. Out on the pitch in the warm-up before kick-off, it’s a lovely day. The England fans are in high spirits, and so are the French. You feel the anticipation of a big game. I was focusing on getting through it without making any mistakes. If I could succeed in doing that, in being dependable, then the time might come when I felt comfortable in the England team, and growing confidence would allow me to play with more freedom.

My first real test came when Claude Makélélé played the ball and was running down the left in readiness for the return pass. But it was a little bit overhit, so he was trying to keep the ball from running out of play, and I shoulder-barged him so the ball went over the touchline for an England throw. I could hear the crowd really get behind me, which meant a lot, because many of them won’t have known too much about me as a young one-club player. That successful first test of my defensive ability competing at such a high level settled me down. I thought to myself, OK, this is just another game. Yes, a big game, but it’s still a game of football, and playing football is what you’ve done all your life. So just play.

As the game goes on, I get into it and begin to feel quite comfortable. And we’re playing really well against the defending European champions, with World Cup winners in their side as well. When you play against a side of that quality your concentration level is high. It needs to be.

When we go into the lead with a Lampard header from a Beckham cross, I couldn’t be feeling any better. We’re celebrating in the huddle, and I feel really together with the team. Playing, and especially winning, games is what truly bonds players together in a team. The excitement of the heat of the battle gets you out of your comfort zone. I’m normally quiet, but not when I’m celebrating an England goal with my teammates.

In the second half Rooney goes on an amazing run from his own half, beats a few players, skins Thuram, runs at Silvestre and wins a penalty. We’re thinking, Yes! With a two-goal lead we can win this. So up steps Beckham, one of the finest dead-ball strikers in the world … and Barthez, who has also played for Manchester United so will have faced him in the training ground, saves it. It’s a blow. In our minds, we’ve lost a two-goal lead.

The game goes on, and France are winning more control, but we’re standing up to everything that they’re throwing at us. It gets to the last minutes, and we’re working hard to hold on.

By now Emile Heskey has come on to hold the ball, and, being the kind of player he is, he’s working his socks off and tracking back to try to help the team. On the edge of our box he puts in a little bit of a clumsy challenge and gives away a free kick. Up steps Zidane and whips it over the wall and into the bottom corner, leaving David James standing there. Sheer class. That’s why Zidane was the best: he made the difference. Against him in a dead-ball situation, you were helpless.

Just like that, the victory has been taken away from us. We’d stood up to everything they had thrown at us in open play and put so much into the game that, the moment the ball went in, the draw we now had felt like defeat.

So we take the centre, it goes back to the keeper, David James, who boots it back into their half. Stevie G nicks it off one of their players who’s come forward now that France’s tails are up and plays it back to the keeper, since at this point we’re playing out the game.

From where I’m positioned, I can see exactly what happens next. Thierry Henry anticipates that back pass and runs onto it. James brings him down, sending him head over heels. Clear penalty. I see it but I don’t believe it. Up steps Zidane again, and we all sense he isn’t going to miss.

As he steps back, he throws up. Just a little bit, maybe in the heat … and despatches the penalty, no problem.

It’s a tough one to take. On the final whistle, the French players are jubilant, jumping around the pitch and making a lot of noise. Not Zidane. He shakes hands with each of us and walks back in. He’s scored the two goals, won the game, shakes hands and is back in the changing room. A true class act.

The England dressing room was a quiet place afterwards. But Gary Neville said that, if we continue performing like that, we’d have no problems progressing through the group and the tournament. We were all hurting, but what he said made sense and had credibility coming from a player with so much experience at the top for both club and country. We had played really well, and if we kept up that standard, we wouldn’t lose many games. That lifted us a little bit, which we needed because we had to pick ourselves up straight away to prepare for the next group game.

I’d played well against France, and some good things were said about my performance. My confidence was high, and I thought I could have gone on to play well in the next game. So I was disappointed when I was dropped from the starting line-up of the next group game, against Switzerland.

Sven didn’t really explain why he dropped me. But John Terry was fit again and was selected ahead of me. Though he only had three more England caps than me going into the tournament, he would have been ahead of me for selection in defence because, playing for Chelsea, he was seen as having more experience in the top European club competition, the Champions League.

My view is that international football is different from playing for your club. You’re up against different national styles rather than different club styles. After France, I had thought I had earned the right to start another England game. But though I was disappointed and felt the manager’s decision was unfair, I was never one to make a meal of it, especially at this stage in my career. And, of course, the manager is paid to make decisions, which won’t all be liked by everyone.

There were a lot of players in the squad who had given up hope of playing in the tournament at all. They knew that they would never get a chance if first-pick players remained fit. This group of players were discontented because they’d been to previous tournaments and made up the numbers there as well. I’d always had the chance to play so I didn’t know how they felt. I’d been disappointed by their attitude, thinking that, if you’re good enough, you’ll get your chance to play; and if you play well, you’ll get your chance again. But they knew what to expect: even if you get your chance and play well, don’t expect to play again if the player whose position you took gets fit.

For a while I didn’t understand their attitude of ‘what difference does it make?’ Now I knew exactly how they felt. But I kept my disappointment to myself. The show must go on, and you don’t want to detach yourself from why you’re all there in case you’re called on and find you’re not mentally ready, find that you’ve switched off. I’d seen it at Tottenham in training, where squad members just go through the motions and aren’t prepared for it when the manager tells them they are involved this Saturday. So I needed to keep myself in a state of readiness in case the chance came to perform again.

Though I wasn’t started against Switzerland, I was on the bench. As a defender, being on the bench is not ideal, because generally you only go on if there’s a crisis, and you’re thrown into it at the deep end. So I had to be ready in case John Terry pulled up during the game and I was called on to replace him. Was I hoping something like that would happen to give me my chance? No. I wanted to be there on merit. Going on as a sub would not have taken away my disappointment in the manager for not having started me in the first place.

I was on the bench again when we beat Croatia 4-2, with two goals from Rooney and one apiece from Scholes and Lampard. I was brought on to replace Scholes in midfield on seventy minutes, so I could see that I had an important role to Sven as a versatile squad member. He brought me on in preference to dedicated midfielders Owen Hargreaves and Joe Cole, so that was a boost too. If I had to sit on the bench, at least I now had two potential doorways onto the pitch: midfield, as well as defence.

The next game was the quarter-final, taking place three days later, on the evening of Thursday, 24 June. It would not be easy. We were to face the home nation, Portugal, in the Estádio da Luz in Lisbon. It promised to be quite a night.

At six o’clock that Thursday morning I was woken by the phone.

It was Anne, one of the FA’s personal welfare officers looking after us. The message was simple: Stephanie had gone into labour, nine weeks early. It was a big shock. We’d been told the baby might be early, but not that early.

I asked to speak to Sven, but they told me to wait an hour or so until he woke up. I waited. When we spoke, he asked me to tell him everything. I explained that it was nine weeks premature and my first, and that it was a hard decision but I should probably go back.

‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘I think you’re making the right decision.’

Of course, the timing could not have been worse as far as the Portugal game was concerned. Even though I’d reduced his options at the last moment, Sven was very understanding. He said that, if we got through, he’d like me, if circumstances permitted, to come back to the team and continue to be part of the tournament.

On the bus from the airport terminal to the plane I ran into my Tottenham teammate Jamie Redknapp, who was over in Portugal doing media work. He was very surprised to see me heading home on the morning of this vital game. What’s more, I was all by myself after being sheltered in the England squad with all the staff to help you. We sat together on the plane, and he helped calm my anxiety; with no phone reception, my mind kept turning over what was happening at home.

As soon as we landed, my phone was on, and I spoke to Stephanie. The baby had been born. It was too much to process right there and then, so I didn’t say anything to Jamie, just headed straight to the hospital, alone with my thoughts.

The baby was 3 lbs 4 oz – and was being monitored in an incubator. Suddenly Portugal and my sense of total involvement in the European Championship with England felt a long way away and a long time ago.

So it was even weirder when, after leaving the hospital, I was able to get in front of a television just in time to watch the second half of the England game against Portugal. I’ve never been so tense and nervous watching a game. When you’re actually there in the flesh, as part of the team, you don’t have nerves, but back at home I felt incredibly tense. And wouldn’t you know it, after having a stinker of a season as a striker at Tottenham back under Glenn Hoddle, when he couldn’t buy a goal, Portugal’s Helder Postiga not only scores the equalizer that takes the game to a penalty shoot-out, but has the audacity to dink the penalty that takes England to the brink of exiting the tournament with the Portugese keeper, Ricardo, absenting his own goal to administer the heartbreaking death blow from the spot.

So that was that. In a way I look back and think that Postiga almost did me a favour. With England out, the pressure I’d been putting myself under to leave the hospital and go back to Portugal was gone. But until the moment Postiga scored that penalty, my loyalties were being pulled in both directions.

But if not for this personal emergency, would things have been different for me? Different for England? There can be no answer to that.

It’s a case of what-if. And in my life and career, there’ve been a few …
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