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This book is dedicated to all the fans of the different teams
 I’ve played for, and to my parents, wife and children –
 without you there is no me.
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PROLOGUE

AU REVOIR

I WANTED to play my last-ever game for Chelsea at Stamford Bridge. I also wanted people to know this in advance, so I made the announcement a few hours before our final game of the season. We would be presented with the Premier League trophy, and I could bow out in the way I wanted to. That meant more to me than many people realised. Those who know me well, however, understood how important this opportunity to say goodbye was to me.

All my life, I have been taken away from places and people I love, often with little warning, often through no desire of my own. This time – finally – it would be different. I was the one who had decided to leave; I was the one who had decided to say ‘au revoir’ – which literally means ‘see you again’ in French – and the parting felt very different. 

Certain preparations were made behind my back in advance of kick-off. By the time I got to the stadium for our final game that Sunday morning the manager had spoken to John Terry and they had decided to give me the captain’s armband for the day, which really moved me because there was no need for them to have done that. I was also the nominated penalty-taker, should there be one, ahead of our usual choices. One final plan had been concocted between José Mourinho and Sunderland’s manager, Dick Advocaat, and all the players were in on it, but I didn’t find out about that until it was too late, once I could nothing about it. 

The game itself was a serious affair, not a goodbye parade or an exhibition game. After half an hour, an ongoing knee problem meant I had to be substituted. As I was about to come off, I suddenly found myself surrounded by the entire team, and the next thing I knew John Obi Mikel and Branislav Ivanović were trying to hoist me up and carry me off the pitch. I was laughing because it took me so much by surprise, but I was also really uncomfortable. Although I like trying to entertain people, I’m actually very shy, and unless I’m the one who has decided to take centre-stage, I don’t like all the attention being on me. My team-mates knew that, of course, and although I protested at first, I soon realised there was no point in resisting. I also think that, because they know I’m a passionate, emotional man, what they were really trying to do was make me cry. Well, I didn’t! The entire stadium clapped and cheered as I went off and I waved to everyone. This was a happy moment for me, not a sad one.

We won the game comfortably and then the fun really started. Firstly, there was the trophy presentation. I never take winning trophies for granted. In fact, I never take anything for granted. The life I have had makes sure of that. You can win something today and think that the year after it’s going to be yours again. The next thing you know, you’ve gone to another club, or the team isn’t the same, and you have to wait another five years – as was the case with Chelsea – before you manage to repeat that win. So I always think it’s really important to enjoy each win, each trophy, as if it is your last – because it might be just that. 

I’d brought a mini camcorder to record as much of the day as I could. My memories will always be in my heart and in my head, but I wanted to do it for others – for my family, for my children – so that they could always have those memories as well. Plus, I will see a lot of happy faces when I watch the footage. 

There were so many moments of joy during the celebrations. The moment when the manager took the crown from the trophy and placed it on my head, as if he was crowning me king of Stamford Bridge; the moment when I went round the pitch with the cup itself to share it with all the fans, those fans without whom this club and we the players would be nothing; the moment when I made a farewell speech to the packed stadium. 

That was a great – though emotionally difficult – moment for me because I was finally able to thank publicly some of the many special people who had helped me so much over the years. Firstly, I thanked Mr Abramovich for everything he has given to this club. His generosity has paid off because we have won everything there is to win. Then I thanked José Mourinho, who is truly the Special One for me because he gave me the chance to come to the club and then to come back to it. I also thanked, among all my ex-team-mates, Frank Lampard, another very special guy, because without all his assists, there would not have been so many goals or trophies. Frank was himself having his last day as a footballer in England, but in typical, selfless fashion, he had thoughtfully sent me and others a text message that very morning, congratulating ‘his brothers’ on our league title. 

Back in the dressing room, it was time for more celebration, more fun, more singing and dancing – and a lot of champagne. I don’t think any player escaped being sprayed by me. At one stage, the owner (whom I did avoid spraying, I must admit) realised that I was the only one who hadn’t received a single drop, so he made sure someone else had a bottle and came to get me. I was the last to leave the dressing room. I wanted to enjoy every last moment there, to savour the sight and smell of it, to consign the details once and for all to my mental hard drive, so that I would never ever forget what it was like, and never ever forget what an honour it had been to be a part of its history.

Surprisingly perhaps for some, there were no tears from me. In 2012, when I left for the first time, I had been very emotional. We had just won the Champions League. I’d had a very difficult season, but as a team we had built something really strong together that had enabled us to win this amazing, longed-for trophy. At the time, I hadn’t really wanted to leave, so I was very sad. Plus, I thought I would never return to Chelsea. For me, that departure was final.

This time round, my departure felt very different. I knew I was coming back. It wasn’t the end of the road for me and the club. A few days before, I had been given the club’s word that I could come back as soon as my playing career was over. That’s what they wanted, and that’s what I wanted. I now knew what was going to happen next, which was a privilege.

José came up to me in the dressing room. Almost everyone else had left. We understand each other so well; we have a unique connection. As we’re both emotional men, there was no need for many words. He just gave me a big hug, a big smile, and left me with the words: ‘Go. And come back.’ Simple. Very simple.





1

WHERE IS HOME?

UNTIL the age of five, I lived a carefree existence. Our house was always full of laughter, full of people and full of life. We lived in Abidjan, the largest city in Ivory Coast, located on the southeast coast of the country. We were not well off, but we were never aware, as children, that we lacked for anything. However, my father, Albert, had come from a poor background, and he had had a difficult start in life, losing his own father, the breadwinner, when he was a young boy. Through his own drive to educate himself and to succeed, my father had managed to forge a good career as a bank employee, working in the main local bank, the BICICI, in the Abidjan business centre. This enabled him to support his mother financially. By the time I was born, on 11 March 1978, he had also built our family house through sheer hard work and determination. 

Ever since the death of his own father, my father had become the head of the family. As such, he was expected to look after not only his mother, wife and young family, of whom I was the eldest, but also his two younger sisters and their families. In African culture it’s traditional for the head of the family to take on this responsibility, so my two aunts lived in our house, along with their own husbands and children. As a result, I grew up surrounded by cousins, aunts and uncles, which was fantastic because it meant that no one could be selfish. It’s ingrained in our culture – we share everything we have, whether it’s food, belongings or our home. At meal times, for example, we never sat down without first thinking, ‘Who isn’t here, who hasn’t eaten?’ and we’d call out to them to make sure they came to share the meal. I therefore grew up in an atmosphere where it was normal to take care of others, especially those who were less fortunate than we were. That approach was instilled in me by my dad from my very earliest years, and it has been a huge influence in my life.

There was a big courtyard outside the house where we ate and the children played. Other houses opened out onto it, too, so there was a real sense of community. Everyone knew and respected their neighbours. That sharing and living within a huge extended family and community are what I remember most about the first five years of my life. I also remember vividly the annual visits by my uncle, Michel Goba, who was my dad’s younger brother. Michel lived in France, and was a professional footballer. The fact that he lived in France gave him a sort of god-like status in my eyes, and my family’s, too. He would arrive laden with presents, items from mysterious, far-flung countries that I would dream about and, most excitingly for me, shirts from famous football teams. On one occasion, I remember being incredibly happy when a little replica Argentina football shirt emerged from his luggage. He had managed to get hold of one after the 1982 World Cup in Spain, and I treasured it so much that I still have it to this day. 

Michel would talk about his life in France, and tell stories about his football career. I was entranced, and although I couldn’t understand much about his daily life, I could certainly understand what he said about football. Even when I was tiny, all I ever did was play football. I did have toys, but if truth be told, I really just wanted to kick a ball about. My uncle came with his wife, Frédérique, who was from Brittany, and I loved her visits. She and Michel hadn’t yet had children of their own, and she would play with me for hours. I think she liked me, and the feeling was mutual. So during one visit, when I realised they were about to leave, I started begging to go back with them. In the end, my uncle suggested to my parents that I go and live with them. ‘I’ll treat him like my son,’ he reassured them. 

At that stage, my parents had two children, me and my sister, Danièle, who was just a baby. My mother, Clotilde, was finishing her studies and planning to work in the bank, just like my dad. They understood that sending me to live in France with Michel and Frédérique would give me a better chance of doing well in life. They knew how tough life in Ivory Coast was, even for those who, like them, had an education. So, like many African parents, the chance to send their child to Europe to live with a relative in order for him to receive a good start in life was one that they gladly seized, even though for them it would obviously be really painful to see me go. But they accepted the situation– and it’s important for me to explain that it’s a completely common and normal one in Africa – because they knew how much I would benefit. I would get a good education and would be brought up in the loving, stable home of my uncle and aunt. 

I, too, was thrilled at the idea of going, or rather I was until it dawned on me, as we were setting off to drive to the airport a few weeks later, that actually, I really was leaving my mother behind, and I had no real idea where I was going nor when I would see her and my family again. The reality suddenly hit me, and I sat anxiously in the car, wishing the moment would never come when I had to say goodbye to her. That was a hard, hard journey. 

As the first-born and a son, I was really close to my mother, who is the gentlest and sweetest person. Early on, she had nicknamed me ‘Tito’ after the Yugoslav leader whom she much admired. She treated me, in some ways, as her little comrade– in–arms. So for her to wave me off on my journey into the unknown was incredibly hard. As for me, I only remember sobbing as I finally left my parents behind, my mother holding Danièle in her arms. I boarded the plane to France alone, clutching my favourite comforter to keep me company. The flight took about six hours and I cried for almost the entire time. Occasionally, the air hostess assigned to keep an eye on me would ask me how I was, even though it was pretty obvious. The journey felt bewildering and endless, and although I did sleep a bit, I was relieved when we finally touched down in Bordeaux and I was reunited with my uncle and aunt. 

When I look back at this whole episode, and however well everything turned out for me in the end, there is no doubt in my mind that it was an experience that affected me deeply. Being uprooted – however willingly – leaves its mark on a person. When that person is a five-year-old boy, who leaves behind everything he has ever known, his mother, his father, his family, his home, this cannot but shape him. 

I was uprooted, but I never forgot those roots and have long felt a burning need to reclaim them. Furthermore, like many who are forced to seek a life elsewhere and start afresh, the subconscious sense that I had lost the permanence and stability of my life back home undoubtedly affected me, however loved I was by my uncle and aunt in France. Given the direction my life took in the ten years that followed, this early experience definitely contributed to making me who I am today, someone who has always felt a need to be loved and to belong, to put down roots and to create a stable family environment. 

My first home with my new ‘parents’ was in Brest. My aunt and uncle lived in a good part of town, but to say it felt like a culture shock after Abidjan is an understatement. Everything was much, much greyer. And quieter! Plus, I was the only black kid in the class, so I stood out from day one. At least my mother tongue was French, so I didn’t have to learn a whole new language, but everything else about my life was new. I had to make new friends, eat new foods and generally adapt fast to my new surroundings. 

Within a year, my uncle, who had been playing for Brest, was transferred, and we moved to Angoulême. It’s a pleasant provincial town about 120 kilometres northeast of Bordeaux, and is mainly known for its annual Festival international de la bande dessinée, a huge festival celebrating those illustrated, comic-style books that are so popular in France. The whole experience of being uprooted, of having to make a new start, make new friends, adapt to new circumstances began all over again. 

Especially in those early years, I regularly spent playtimes with my class teachers because none of the other kids wanted to play with me. I was obviously such an outsider and was so different from them that there was a subconscious, not exactly racism because I don’t believe that’s what it was, more a sort of naïve exclusion, born out of ignorance. My colour set me apart from them, so they just weren’t interested in befriending me. Some would even rub my skin to see if I really was that colour! They didn’t know any better, so I don’t blame them, but this situation happened time and again, every time I changed school. Gradually, after a few weeks, things would improve, and I would make friends, but I used to dread the start of each school year, when invariably I was yet again the new kid. Each time, I would have to stand up and introduce myself and I found that excruciating. Like all kids, all I wanted was to have friends, but it took a bit of time for that to happen, until the barriers were broken down. Then, just as I started to feel settled, I’d be off again. 

My biggest problem was not so much making friends – I would always manage that in the end. My biggest problem was keeping them, because with depressing predictability, no sooner had I found some than I would have to move away. The knowledge that I would have to start all over again almost every year was very difficult for me.

In addition, I soon realised that, in many of the places we moved to, we were considered a curiosity. I noticed that when I walked down the street with my uncle, the curtains would be twitching – literally – as people watched us go past. Sometimes, the shutters would even close, or people would simply stare at us in the street, and as soon as we caught their eye, they would immediately look away. We were probably the talk of the neighbourhood. Now it makes me laugh but, at the time, it wasn’t easy. 

Soon after my arrival, Michel and Frédérique formally applied to become my legal guardians in France but the paperwork was extraordinarily complicated and the procedure extremely lengthy. So time ran out, and I was no longer allowed to remain in the country, which meant that, after a couple of years in France, I returned to my parents in Ivory Coast; or rather, I returned on holiday in the summer of 1985, aged seven, only to learn that I was staying for good – at least for the time being. It was fantastic finally to be back living with my parents and my family, and I was incredibly happy. 

The fact was, when I had been in France, there were some moments when I had been really sad and lonely. I would survive on occasional (expensive) phone calls from my parents, but it was agony to hang up, especially after speaking to my mother, whom I ached to see again. I would walk slowly back to my room, lie on my bed and just cry, because I missed her so much. 

By the time I returned to Ivory Coast, my father’s job had taken him to the administrative capital, Yamoussoukro, a city that is about 100 kilometres inland and north of Abidjan. Whereas the population of Abidjan is about 4.5 million, that of the capital is barely 200,000. I was not interested in that, however. I was just so happy to be back home, playing with my brother and sisters, cousins and friends. In fact, that year I spent with my family remains the happiest part of my childhood. My main memory of that time is of playing a lot – playing in the street, playing football, not having to wear any shoes, enjoying a carefree life once again. Sometimes, I’d play in football tournaments with my cousins, and I’d get injured – not badly, but injured all the same – and my dad would get really angry with me because I hadn’t bothered to wear any shoes when I played. The fact that I didn’t feel the need to protect my feet summed up how relaxed life there was. We would play football for hours on end, competing for trophies made out of cut-off plastic bottles that we had filled with sweets, pretending to be our idols. Mine was Maradona.

Strangely, or maybe because by then I had learned how to adapt fast to new situations, I have no memory of having any difficulty settling back into a family life with siblings that, in effect, I did not know. I just got straight back into the swing of it. As well as Danièle, I now had Nadia, who was two years younger than her, and then Joёl, who was born in October of 1985, soon after I arrived. 

The only element of my new life that was less fun was that my father now paid very close attention to my school results. He was quite strict and had expectations for me, especially regarding education. Consequently, he suffered no nonsense when it came to school grades that dipped below what he thought was acceptable. So if I came anywhere lower than fifth in class, I would be punished. In contrast, my mother was the nurturing one, and she would always be there to protect us. In retrospect, I believe that I got the best education from my parents because it contained an ideal mix – unconditional love and strong structure. Although I didn’t live with them for very long, it was long enough for that approach to rub off on me. Furthermore, my upbringing instilled in me two essential values – respect for others and hard work.

After a year in Ivory Coast, I was told that my uncle and aunt had sorted out the paperwork enabling me to become their legal ward, so I would be going back to live with them in France. Unsurprisingly, I did not want to go. The first time had been tough, but I had been so young that I had not fully realised what I was leaving behind. This time, I knew what the implications were and I did not know when I would next see my family. In fact, I remember thinking that I might never see them again, and as much as I loved my uncle and aunt and as much as they loved me, it would never be the same as having my immediate family and my parents around me. I could feel the difference – even though I knew the difference was in my head, not in the way they treated me. It was nonetheless a very difficult time for me. On a positive note, it helped that their two young children, Marlène and Kévin, were like siblings to me, and I helped to look after them and played with them a lot.

When I returned, it was to Dunkirk, right up in northern France. It was there that, in 1987, aged nine, I was able to get my first football licence and play in my first proper team. I felt very professional and proud because we were playing in the same strip as the senior team for which my uncle played. 

My uncle played up-front. He was a striker and he taught me so much when I was growing up. When I look back on my life with him, I always picture the two of us in Dunkirk, going down to the beach on Sundays. He would show me all sorts of tricks. For example, he taught me how to use my body against a defender, and how to time a jump effectively. When I saw him jumping up for a ball, I used to think that he stayed in the air for ever, as if he was flying. I just wanted to copy him in every way, and it’s no coincidence, I suppose, that I ended up playing in the same position as he did and being known, among other things, for my ability to deal with defenders as well as my ability in the air! I would go to his games and watch this powerful man playing in front of a stadium full of cheering fans, and this really fuelled my passion for the game and made me yearn to follow in his footsteps. In short, my uncle was my idol, and without him I would not be where I am today. 

Abbeville, a small, northern town was our next stop, in 1989. I went straight into the first year of secondary school, which was tough at first – the change to senior school is always a big leap for kids, never mind if you arrive knowing no one, having transferred from a different town, and are a different colour from everyone else in your class. Still, I did manage to settle in reasonably well. 

Unfortunately, within a year, we were off again. This time to Tourcoing, the hardest of all the places I ever went to, and the one that provides me with my worst memories. Tourcoing is a small town, part of the city of Lille. Friendships were not easy to make, and I was starting adolescence, which is often a difficult time. When I played football, even within the club I trained with, I was always hearing comments about the colour of my skin, and that was really painful. Feeling like the outsider, I was too easily led, largely because I was happy to go along with others, and wanted to ‘fit in’, to belong to a group, not because I wanted to do anything stupid. I had a few friends, but none that I really hung out with after school, unlike others who would regularly go off and get up to no good, nicking scooters, petty thieving, smoking, all the usual sorts of things that kids did when they were growing up around there.

Fortunately, I now realise, I used to avoid a lot of that, not on purpose, but because most days my schedule would be school, home, training, home, bed. I didn’t really have the time to do crazy things, which was just as well, because I could quite easily have gone off the rails, as many boys did from there. I think my parents and my uncle and aunt were aware of the dangers, and the latter two in particular tried hard to protect me, because Tourcoing is a tough, working-class town where a lot of people don’t feel they have any prospects in life. 

Consequently, it was quite a lonely time for me, and to a large extent I lived in my own bubble, separated from the rest of what my peers were getting up to. In the end, though, this existence served me well. I now realise that my childhood, while tough in many ways, was a great learning experience because it taught me to adapt really fast to whatever situation I found myself in. New team, new country? No problem. I have always managed. I’m not saying it has always been fun or easy, but I learned from a young age how to deal with anything life gave me and just to get on with it. The bad thing about those years of constant change is that I developed an outer shell in order to cope, and by the time I reached adolescence, I had become introverted and extremely shy. All my feelings were hidden inside and, if anyone asked me a question, I would just mumble a one-word answer. Sometimes, even now, I can still be shy, and my shyness may be misinterpreted. In truth, I’m still not good at showing or saying what I’m thinking but I’m working on it.

Tourcoing lasted one year, but the year after, in Vannes, was no better. That was because by then, I was in full adolescent mode and my schoolwork really started to suffer badly. I was starting to rebel against my uncle and aunt, to disagree with some of their boundaries and rules. Through no fault of their own, it would hurt me when I heard my cousins Marlène and Kévin calling their parents ‘Maman’ and ‘Papa’ and I could not do the same. I couldn’t concentrate in class any more, and although I was never one to mess around in class and be disrespectful to the teacher, I went from being a studious and hard-working pupil to one who struggled and didn’t actually care. 

In short, my head was not in a good place. That’s not entirely surprising because by now my parents and brothers and sisters had actually left Ivory Coast and settled in the outskirts of Paris, so it’s not as if they were still in a different country. I was really missing my mum and my family, and I think a part of me really yearned to be reunited with them.  

My father had lost his job back home, because the economy was in a really bad way, so he had had no choice but to come to France in search of work. Initially, he had left my mother and siblings behind, which must have been so tough for everyone. He had slept on friends’ sofas for weeks, if not months, found himself some work, and done what so many immigrants before and since have done – put up with immense hardship, mental, financial, physical, in order to start a new life for himself and his family. And throughout that time, he had behaved with courage and dignity, which was inspiring, and has served as a real example to me of how to behave, even in the face of extreme difficulty. Eventually, the rest of the family were able to join him, while my father, who had had a good managerial career back in Ivory Coast, took on a succession of menial jobs, such as caretaker, cleaner, security guard, anything to earn some money to provide for his family. The family managed to move into their own rented accommodation, but it was the tiniest of flats – a bedsit, actually – in a suburb of northwest Paris called Levallois-Perret.

During this time, because I had by now moved six times in the eight years I had lived in France, it was decided it would be better for me if I stayed living with Michel and Frédérique in Vannes, in Brittany, at least for the time being, until my parents got themselves a bit more settled. By the end of that school year, however, my grades were so low that the school told me I would have to do the year again. This system exists in France for those whose average yearly grades fall below a certain level, and it’s really tough. You find yourself surrounded by kids who are younger than you are, and your friends move on while you have to slog through everything all over again. It’s usually a very demotivating and depressing experience. 

As my general attitude was getting worse and worse, my uncle and aunt decided, along with my parents, that a change of scene might be good for me. Off I went again, this time to spend a year in Poitiers in the west of France. I lived with a cousin who was studying law at the university there and who lived in a bedsit in a nice part of town, near the beautiful, historic centre. The idea, I think, was that he would be a good influence on me and I would rediscover my work ethic. 

I was 14 years old, and although I had to start afresh yet again in a new school and re-do my year, somehow things did get better. I got on well with my cousin, but he was also out a lot, either attending lectures, working or socialising, so I had a lot of time to myself. I focused on my studies, my results improved and life felt altogether freer. From getting bad school reports in Vannes, I was now getting reports that said ‘élève motivé’ (motivated pupil) and even ‘très bon élève avec de réelles capacités d’analyse’ (excellent pupil with real analytical ability)!

The only downside was that, as well as promising my parents that I would do better at school, I had also promised my father that I would not play football for the entire year. He disapproved of my ambition to be a footballer and could see that it had been a distraction for my schoolwork, so out of respect for him, other than kicking a ball around a bit on my own, I literally did not play for an entire year. I know that might sound incredible, but that was the deal, and it never occurred to me to disobey him.

At the end of that year, my cousin graduated and went back to Ivory Coast, and it was only then that I finally moved back in with my parents in Levallois, almost ten years after leaving my country. When I said that we lived in a bedsit, people might imagine that it was a tiny one-roomed apartment in a drab block of flats in a not very nice suburb. They’d be exactly right. It was on the third floor. And it was tiny. About ten square metres (about 100 square feet). Immediately to the left of the front door was a small cupboard along the wall. Immediately opposite the door was my parents’ bed, their few possessions stored away underneath in various bags. A few steps to the right of the door was a tiny kitchen area, and opposite that was the tiny toilet and shower cubicle, barely partitioned off from the main room. A small table, used for meals and homework, was folded up at night to make a bit of floor space. The one window was next to the bed. My mum had just given birth to my youngest brother, Freddy, so the baby slept with my parents, as did the next youngest of my siblings, Yannick (whom everyone calls Junior), who was about five years old. Where did the rest of us sleep? The rest of us – Danièle, Nadia, Joёl and me – would roll out a mat (not a mattress, just to be clear) in the space where the table had been, between the front door and the double bed, and we would just squeeze up together and sleep. Not surprisingly, we would sometimes fight over who was taking up the most space! In any event, that’s how eight people managed to sleep in one room, night after night.

Money was incredibly tight, the flat was very cold in winter, and I have vivid memories of walking the streets with my dad at 5 a.m. to help him distribute leaflets through people’s letterboxes, or going out at a similar time to help my mum in one of her jobs, cleaning a gym. But despite the hardship – and maybe because I was back with my family, or maybe because I was feeling more settled mentally and less rebellious – I continued to manage at school. So one day, I decided to approach my father. 

‘I would like to take up a sport again. Do you think that would be OK?’ I asked, as casually as I could. 

‘Yes, maybe. Which one are you thinking of?’ 

‘Oh, well, maybe, I dunno, maybe karate, or …’ 

‘Or maybe football, perhaps?’ 

‘Oh, well, yes, actually, yes, football would be good,’ I replied, trying not to look too elated at his suggestion. 

‘Well, OK then.’ 

I was so happy.

I was allowed to buy myself a precious pair of football boots, and then wasted no time in turning up to train with the local club, Levallois, a well-regarded amateur team. After the first session they told me, ‘Good, well played, come back and train with us next week if you can.’ I couldn’t have been happier! At first, they made me train with their Under-16 third team, which was fine, but soon they moved me up to their first team. And Levallois is where I stayed for the next four years, the longest I had ever been in any one place and in any one club. 

Over the years when I’d moved from town to town with my uncle, I had either joined the junior teams of the clubs he had played for, or the local regional teams. But I had never stayed long enough to become part of a footballing academy, as most of my contemporaries had done in whichever countries they grew up in. I used to think that this was a disadvantage for me because I didn’t have as good a technique as players such as Thierry Henry. He is only a few months older than I am but he went through the traditional route of a footballing academy and he consequently rose up through the ranks much faster than I did. Instead, although I had always been picked out and selected for teams, I had never had coaches to work with me for any length of time. Much of what I learned, I taught myself, partly by copying what my uncle did and listening to what he told me, but above all, by working harder than everyone else to become the best I could. 

When I first started, I used to play in defence, usually at right back. I didn’t mind this, because I got to take free kicks and corners, and could get involved physically. But before long, I was playing in attack, just as my uncle did, because that’s where he thought I naturally belonged. ‘What are you doing in defence?’ he would say. ‘Get up-front. In football, people only ever notice the strikers.’ My years of emulating him and of working hard on my own were beginning to pay off.

I was now playing at Levallois, I was 15, and I was about to enter my last three years of school. In France that means going to the Lycée, which is a lot of work, in preparation for the Baccalauréat, the equivalent of ‘A’ level. My school told me that it would be really difficult for me to go down this route if I wanted to focus so much on my football. 

It is at this stage that kids in France have to fill in a form, to be signed by their parents, saying what sort of jobs or careers they would like to have later on, because this helps the schools to advise what studies they should pursue. I put down ‘football player’ and handed it to my father to sign. He took one look at what I’d written and tore up the paper, throwing it to one side. 

‘I’m not signing that!’ he pronounced, in a way that made it very clear there was no point in arguing. ‘When you find a real job that you want to do, then you can give the paper back to me and I’ll sign it.’ 

The next day, I came back with another form. This time I’d written ‘boulanger’ (baker) on it. 

‘You’re not funny,’ he said crossly. 

Finally, I found something else less unlikely to put down – to this day, I can’t remember what – and he eventually signed it. Deep inside, though, I knew I would be a footballer, irrespective of what my father said. There was no question in my mind.

To keep him happy, I had to stay on at school, so I found an accountancy qualification that I could do until I was able to leave at 18. I picked it largely because I’d done a lot of research on which courses had timetables that might be compatible with the sort of training I wanted to do at Levallois, and the accountancy one, as well as pleasing my father, was perfect in terms of schedules. So everyone was happy but I’d been clever, I thought, to have worked this out. I have never told him why I picked that course, but I guess in the end he, too, was right, because it did turn out to be a useful qualification to have.

I would go most days to Levallois to train or to play. I was only really happy when I was on the pitch, and I could have spent all day there. The problem was that, soon after joining, my whole family moved to the other side of Paris, to a suburb in the south called Antony. The flat we had this time was much bigger, although we had to redecorate it from top to bottom to make it habitable. Still, there was no question of not going, even though, inevitably, another change of school was necessary. The biggest drawback was that it was now a huge trek for me to get to and from training, so I could only go once a week, and even then, with enormous difficulty. I knew the bus and train timetables off by heart, but would always be racing to catch the train home after training, knowing that if I missed it, I would not get home until gone 2 a.m., and would have to get up the next morning at 6.30 for school. 

Sometimes, if my school results were bad, I would be grounded, so I could not go to training at all. Other times, I had chores to do at home before being able to go. But I was lucky in one respect. Our junior team coach, Christian Pornin, an amazing man, stood by me and did all he could to make life a bit easier. He would sit in rush-hour traffic to come and pick me up from the station before training, and would drive me back there afterwards if it looked as though I might miss the train. He seemed to believe in me, and I owe him a great deal for the trouble he went to in order to help me. 
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