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There are a lot of people to thank for their support during this crazy journey I’ve travelled so far in my life. In fact, too many to mention, so if you haven’t been mentioned by name we both know why [image: Illustration].

But seriously, every person that’s helped – from conversations to arguments – I appreciate you. Having said that, I have a few individuals without whom things could be very different and not in a good way. Firstly my mum, Emma, who’s been a rock all my life and always been there for me. My father, Paul Anthony Burke, who you will read about, but who, regardless of his faults, loved and guided me in his way and gave me many of the traits that have made me what I am today.

My siblings Ellis, Sasha, Joel and Caiden, I’m proud of all of you and love you all more than you will know. My agent and friend, Simon Kennedy, who’s been there through all my career highs and lows and always had my back. Disk, my closest friend, my right-hand man, you’ve done more for me than anybody would ever know. I love you to death.

Finally to the lady, my Queen, who literally changed my life for the better. Alisha, you brought the light to my brain and showed me what I’m truly capable of. This life will lead us down lots of crazy paths but I’m forever grateful that it’s you walking side by side with me – I love you.

To my kids, you will never know the impact you’ve had on my life – you’re the reason I get up and work so hard. I love you more than I can ever express.
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PROLOGUE: THE DEATH OF ME

Three people made me who I am today: Emma Deeney is my Mum and the strongest person I know. My Dad, Paul Anthony Burke, decided I should take my Mum’s surname when I was a young child because he had the kind of reputation around Birmingham that made it better if I was not readily associated with him. Even though my Dad could be violent and abusive towards me and Mum, even though he was in and out of jail most of his life, he looked after me, he taught me how to be a man, he taught me how to play football and I knew that he loved me and that I loved him. And Colin Hemmings is my biological father.

They are what made me the way I am. The three of them. You don’t really need to look much further than them to understand me.

Colin Hemmings was a hospital porter who wanted to be a DJ. He left me and my Mum when I was a baby and I have had very little to do with him since. Until recently, just hearing his name would make me feel angry. Rejection like that leaves a mark on a kid and on a man and, knowingly and unknowingly, I have been trying to deal with it for most of my life.

In the period of my life when I drank too much, a decade or so ago now, I thought I drank because I couldn’t deal with death. When I was drinking the most, going straight from a nightclub in Birmingham to catch the 4.30am train out of New Street to Watford Junction, sleeping in my car for a couple of hours at the Watford training ground before I went out to play football, I attributed it to the fact my Dad was dying from cancer.

But the root of my unhappiness, the core of the struggle I was having with myself, actually came a lot earlier in my life. I think of Colin Hemmings as a sperm donor. Nothing more. That was the only contribution he made to my life really. But his rejection left a mark on me that I can’t get rid of no matter how hard I try to scrub it away.

And when my father passed away, who was the DJ at his wake?

Colin Hemmings.

I know that ‘surreal’ is an overused word these days but I think that qualifies. It was incredibly weird. He came up to me a couple of times and I was thinking, ‘This is really not the time.’ He was trying to ask me if I was all right. ‘Not really, no.’ Some people said we look alike – my Mum always used to say it when she’d had a few drinks – and that really wound me up.

I’m good at forgetting. In fact, over the years, I’ve made myself an expert in forgetting. If you’re in the same room as me and I’m not looking in your direction, you’re not here. You’re just a painting on the wall and I walk past you all the time. At the wake, a couple of people said to me: ‘He looks like you, Troy.’ And I said: ‘Yeah, it’s my Dad.’ They said: ‘But weren’t we just burying your Dad?’

It’s clear to me now that that first feeling of rejection is why I have always wanted to fit in. It’s why I have always wanted to people-please, why I have wanted to be one of the lads, why I have wanted to be happy, why I have wanted everyone to like me, why I have seen it as my role to make people laugh, why I have never felt like I was good enough, why I have felt like an impostor, on and off the football pitch.

Someone chose to bring me into this world and then have nothing to do with me. And the reason he left couldn’t have been anything to do with my Mum because everyone who has met Mum knows that she is a wonderful, strong woman. How can you not like my Mum? So I deduced from that that it must have been me. That’s how I used to think about it: he must not have wanted me.

I know that’s backwards thinking but that’s how it was. A lot of things I have done are because of rejection. I have put this hard mask on, this tough guy who fights and brawls and gives no quarter and went to prison and told my family not to cry when the sentence was handed down and says the Arsenal players don’t have ‘cojones’, all because I don’t want to be rejected again.

Even the drinking comes back to rejection. I don’t actually like to drink. I don’t think anybody does. I don’t think anybody picks up a pint of lager for the first time, drinks it and thinks, That was better than water. It’s an acquired taste and just something that we do socially. No one likes it the first time. No one picks up a brandy and goes, That didn’t burn my chest. So I never drank until I was 18.

But because everyone around me was drinking, I felt I had to drink or they wouldn’t let me hang around with them. If you don’t drink, you’re going to be the weirdo. I used to drink because that’s what everybody else was doing. I don’t look at a brandy and think, I can’t wait to drink that. But as soon as I have one, I’m all or nothing: I’m going to drink until I black out.

I also struggle with conflict resolution. People see Troy Deeney and think, He’s not scared of anything. That’s actually the opposite to the way I really am. I need a lot of reassurance in normal life. Football is where I have built this alter ego and I can be something else. The real me is very conscious of being classed as stupid. People say I’m a smart individual but I know I don’t have the books smart. I’m more street smart.

When I do newspaper interviews, say, I’ll maybe do an hour’s worth of research as to who they are, who they have spoken to already, just so I don’t go into a room not knowing. It’s not for preparation. It’s so I can go in a room and feel I belong. I know once I speak to someone for five minutes, I can gauge that person. But going into a boardroom or a financial meeting, I put people at an intellectual level above me because I haven’t got that confidence.

If I like you, I will try my best not to argue with you. Even if I know I’m right, I’ll say I’m wrong so I can’t have an argument with you as I don’t like what that does. I think that comes from my childhood sense of always wanting to fit in, always wanting to be someone’s mate and always wanting to be accepted.

On a football pitch, I feel free. It’s the only time I feel safe. I have ten other people with me, wanting the same thing. I view football as the perfect safety net. We are all striving for a common goal… to win. If you are part of a team and you are doing well and someone is passing to you and you are scoring goals and the fans are cheering you, you can’t be that bad. I found I could be myself on the football pitch and people ended up liking me. I’m not the best footballer. I’m not the most athletic. I’m not the greatest with my right foot. But what I do, I’m good at, and people like it.

Rejection still runs deep. It causes me less pain than it used to, but I am still figuring it out. It still affects me and those around me. I don’t talk. I try and talk and I try and have conversations, but sometimes I don’t articulate myself very well, so people don’t actually understand what I’m trying to say.

If I say to someone ‘I’m not drinking any more because it creates problems for me,’ I will say it in a way that people think I’m joking. I went to Watford’s promotion party at the end of the 2020–21 season and made sure I didn’t get there until the early evening when everyone was already hammered. I stayed for a little while and then slipped away. No one noticed.

There was alcohol and there was violence. I am wary of saying I had an unhappy childhood because there were a lot of great things in it and I wouldn’t change the friends I made. I was lucky, too, because the man who I will always call ‘Dad’ took care of me when my biological father rejected me. But even though it sounds uncompromising my Dad was also a career criminal and an unpredictable man and, yes, there were occasions when he was violent towards my Mum and towards me.

I don’t like violence but I am not afraid of it. When I was a younger man, I enjoyed a night out more if there was a fight at the end of it. It was the camaraderie of it, I suppose. It was the adrenaline. And it bonded people together. The problem is that because violence became normal to me, either witnessing it or being involved in it as a younger man, the consequences of it didn’t actually hit home until later.

Violence took me to prison, too. At the end of February 2012, a couple of days after my Dad was diagnosed with terminal cancer, I got involved in another fight at the end of a night out on Broad Street in Birmingham. It ended with me kicking a student in the head when he was on the floor.

I could have dragged people away from the situation and said, ‘Let’s call it a day.’ But my reaction to it was that we will have a fight, it will be what it is, and we will go to work the next day as if it was nothing. Naturally, it wasn’t quite that simple. In June that year, I pleaded guilty to affray and was sentenced to ten months in jail. I felt ashamed of what I had done. My picture was plastered across the front of the local papers and I couldn’t bear the shame I’d brought on my family.

This is a nasty side to me. I still struggle to control it. But I would be lying if I said that it wasn’t a part of me. To give you an example…I might be on a night out and it’s 8pm and we’re having a bite to eat and someone asks for a picture and I’ll say, ‘Yeah, mate, no problem, no problem, no problem.’ Then we go on somewhere else and somebody will ask again and I’ll say, ‘No problem, no problem, no problem.’ And about 11pm, I’ve been taking pictures with everyone for three hours and then I’ll say to my friends, ‘Next time someone comes, we’re going to stop doing the photos now, I want to enjoy myself before I go home.’

You’re the next person who comes up and my pals will say, ‘Listen, mate, he’s had enough, he wants to enjoy himself.’ And then they’ll say, ‘Ah, he thinks he’s a big man, fuck him.’ Then they’ll look at me and they’ll say, ‘Who the fuck are you?’ So I have to step in and either take a picture to de-escalate the situation or go, ‘Listen, mate, this is why, please respect that.’

Because of my persona on the pitch, that person might want to engage or get a reaction. The problem is, with me, if you get that reaction out of me, you are not going to like it. I’m a big boy, I can handle myself, and I’m not afraid to square up with anyone. I do struggle with that side. I have road rage and the missus will ask, ‘Why did you do that?’ It’s ingrained in me that someone is making fun of me and someone is making me feel vulnerable again.

I have never hit anyone just because. That’s not me. I don’t like bullies. I can’t stand them for obvious reasons: my Dad bullied my Mum in many respects. I would never do that to somebody else. But if I feel personally attacked or violated, I have two ways to deal with it: I either remove myself from the situation or I engage. And if I engage, it is going to take the other person to back down before I will. Thus I’m battling with myself all the time.

I’m still trying to understand myself and deal with what happened to me when I was a kid. I’ve been having therapy ever since I came out of jail at the end of 2012. At first, it was because it was a condition of my release, but I found it helped me and I became intrigued by it. I stepped it up because what it initially did was peel back a layer of the onion. I am quite an inquisitive person so if I don’t understand something, I want to know why. I hate the thought of not knowing something. I don’t mean in the sense of relationship. I don’t mean jealousy. If my missus has gone out and I don’t know where she is, that’s fine. Do whatever you’ve got to do. What I mean is I hate not having an understanding of self.

People get scared of truths. The more layers you peel away, the deeper it gets. And I haven’t been good at dealing with my emotions, with feelings, so I am trying to get into that layer now which is very difficult and some tears come with the effort, but it’s what I need to do to be a better parent and a better partner. Football is my life, I give everything to it, but I have 50 years after that to be a parent, hopefully grandparent, and partner. I want to be a nice guy, a good guy.

The human brain intrigues me. The way we act is all learned behaviour. We pick up everything from our parents, the way to be, the way to live. I grew up in Chelmsley Wood, which was the largest council estate in Europe. I’m not glamorizing it or saying I had the hardest life ever. I was loved. But you get older and look back and think, ‘Ah, my Dad wasn’t around that much.’ I was always told he was on holiday, or working away, when in fact he was in jail. As a kid, you don’t think about it so much, you just go off and play football. It’s later that you think about the impact.

This is what happened to me. I had a good therapist and I’d talk for an hour and come out of it and think, Why do I feel so tired? I’ve unloaded a lot of things and not even understood what I’ve said. Then the next session you’ll come back and they break it down, what you said and why you said it. You start understanding your language and how you are talking.

I’ve come to realize that one of the keys to understanding and fixing myself is relationships. Trying to mend relationships that I broke through my behaviour when I was in my twenties. I was earning shedloads of money, drinking like a madman and I thought I could tell anyone what I wanted. I’m mending that and trying to get people to understand that that side of me is long gone.

I am actually quite a nice human now but if you only had interactions with me when I was out of my head on drink, thinking I was better than everybody else, you are only going to see that. If you did 99 good things, everyone remembers the one bad thing.

Emotions were all cut out for me when I was a kid. I never talked about emotions or feelings with anyone. When I analyse myself, I went through something that was traumatic at the age of nine involving my Dad attacking my Mum and me in the house and the police vans screeching up outside our flat and taking my Dad away. My Mum never cried in front of me and we never spoke about it in depth.

We have never talked things out, my Mum and me. It’s not the way my family works. When I was working on this book, the two of us drove round some of our old haunts in Birmingham, some of the places we lived, my grandparents’ house, the one that my Dad followed us to once, the place where he tried to strangle my Mum. And we did talk then. And I discovered things I hadn’t known before.

There were happy memories, too: the little square of grass in the churchyard opposite my grandparents’ house where I used to play football when I was a little kid. It felt as big as Wembley to me back then, but now I look at it and it isn’t much bigger than a postage stamp. But when I look further down that street, I see nightmarish things, too.

My Dad spent his life in and out of jail and Mum would tell me and my brother and sister that he had gone on holiday but after he attacked us, he was away for longer. When he came out of jail, we didn’t know he was being released. We went to get petrol at a local filling station and a bus pulled up. When it pulled away, we looked over and he was just standing there. And my Mum gave him a lift.

Life just carried on. I am sure she must have shed plenty of tears but we never saw them. To me she is the toughest woman alive because of how she would not let anyone see her cry. After everything he did and the ways she suffered and how hard she worked. So I thought, If she can’t cry, my job is to make her happy.

So I used to sing because I knew when I sang it would make her happy. I used to sing R&B songs until my balls dropped and then my vocals went out of the window. Until then, my Mum used to enjoy me singing so we would have music around. There was a garage record that I bought for her with money I won at school.

At school, I never really had fights. I was always the funny guy. Once I realized I could make people laugh, it transformed my school life. The people I hung around with were the best at sport and the hardest ones in the year, that was my social group. I could play football and I could fight, but the way I fitted into that group was by being the funny one.

I reckon in most groups of boys at school, there’s the footballer, the hard man, the ladies’ man, the lazy one and the funny man. I was the funny man. I used to see people wanting to hang around with us. And I saw that and it made me think I needed to stay in with that group. I got kicked out of lessons because I needed to be the funny guy, when ultimately I was just being a twat.

I think I’ve grown up now. I think I’m a better person than I was. What am I dealing with now? Where do you want me to start? Emotions, mainly. Understanding that if someone is upset and is crying, not necessarily from something I’ve done, but probably from something I’ve done, then some sympathy from me might be useful.

When I was a kid, if I fell over and scraped my leg and started crying, my Dad would say to me, ‘Stop crying or I’ll give you a reason to cry.’ That was more normal back then. At least, I think it was more normal. That was the school I was brought up in. Now the times are completely different. My kids don’t need to be tough. I don’t want my kids to be tough. I want my kids to be connected emotionally.

I need therapy because how am I supposed to tell them to be something and I don’t understand it? That’s what I’m dealing with. Things like that. Connecting with my partner. Understanding that she thinks a different way to me. That doesn’t mean she’s wrong. It doesn’t mean I’m right. Sometimes, there is a grey area. Sometimes, you have to concede you’re not right.

Within football, your teammates are your first opponent. I am battling them every day. Say the formation is 4-5-1, which means there are three or four strikers trying to get in the team. So every day you are trying to beat that person who is actually on your team. You can transfer that into your relationship, and that’s the danger.

Every relationship needs a dominant person in different fields. Let’s say I bring in more money than my missus. She can’t help that. But I can’t use the computer as well as she can. There are a lot of things I can’t do as well as her. In certain aspects, I need to be dominant, in other aspects she needs to be dominant. In football, you are conditioned to be totally dominant. So I’m working on understanding the emotions that are attached to that and understanding that football isn’t real life.

I’ve done a lot in football. I’ve played in each of the four divisions. I’ve seen what life’s like at the bottom and the top. When I started out at Walsall, on loan to Halesowen Town, I was paid a few quid a week, which I collected in a brown paper envelope in the clubhouse. For a lot of the time I’ve been at Watford, I’ve earned more money than I could ever have imagined.

I’ve played at Merthyr Tydfil and I’ve played in an FA Cup final. I’ve gone to work with my boots in a plastic bag from Asda and I’ve shaken hands with Prince William on the turf at Wembley. I’ve helped to co-ordinate the players’ fight against racism, I’ve scored important goals and I’ve done stupid things, but I’m still trying. I am not going to say I’ve got it right. I’ve effed up more than most people and I will again, but I am certainly trying. I’ll have that on my gravestone: ‘I went out trying.’

I mentioned in an interview with The Times recently that the old me would have called me an idiot for trying to deal with all of this psychology, for trying to understand the way I act like I do, for trying to improve the way I am. The old me would have called it pointless and pretentious. The old me would have laughed about it. Or, worse than that, said, ‘Who the fuck are you trying to be?’ But my psychologist said something that hit home really well. ‘To become a new person, the old you has to die.’
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