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COOL DOWN


PROLOGUE – 2018


WE LAND on time. I chew a little harder on my gum. Swallowing until the pressure in my ears drops. It’s getting close now. The uncertainty.


I’ve encountered it before – lots of times – just never when playing for my country. Even with minor injuries or when I’m not completely fit, I’ve been picked. That was how it was when Morten Olsen was calling the shots.


The atmosphere on the way home from Stockholm has been tense. Almost no one has been talking whenever I’ve looked down the rows of seats. Not even the players who should be dead-cert picks.


Nicolai Jørgensen and I are sitting at the very front on the right, and across the aisle are Kasper Schmeichel and Jonas Lössl. Those of us with the longest legs.


The lads who really are touch-and-go have isolated themselves as much as you can when you’re travelling shoulder-to-shoulder. Andreas Bjelland is looking at his phone. Mike Jensen has his eyes closed and is nodding in time with the music. Probably something by Kim Larsen if I know him.


And then there’s Viktor Fischer. He has been smiling non-stop since the showdown against Sweden last night. There’s not much else to laugh about, but his whole lower face is beaming. He looks like someone who knows he’s home. It’s theoretically possible given that Fischer is pals with Simon Kjær, and our captain is the only member of the squad who has the confidence of the coaching team.


You have to hand it to Fischer – he really does have the gift of the gab. Since his transfer to FC Copenhagen, he’s been a fixture on the sports pages. Three months of regular starts were all it took to make it to the World Cup. It’s not totally fair, but I’m rarely nervous and when I am I usually say it like it is.


FOR THE LAST time I do the sums. It should be straightforward. Today is Sunday 3 June. National coach Åge Hareide knows that I’ll only be back to 100 per cent in four or maybe five days’ time. He’s known that for a week since I got injured with 18 minutes left of Rosenborg’s final match ahead of the mid-season break for the World Cup. Nevertheless, he didn’t drop me when he reduced the squad from 35 to 27. That has to mean something.


My groin – my bloody groin that’s been hampering me since the car accident nine years ago – already feels better. The first scan was a positive surprise and if I manage to keep up my momentum, Hareide could bring me on in the friendly against Mexico on 9 June. On 9 June, there will be just seven days left until our opening game against Peru.


I only need to be ready to get on the pitch and score on 16 June – not a second before. It won’t be a problem.


Ivan Marko Benes called as we were boarding. He’s always worrying. Not every agent does their job like that, but it’s Ivan’s way.


‘Why the fuck isn’t Åge waiting until tomorrow? Like he said he would. Why isn’t he waiting for your next scan?’


Ivan’s dad is a Croat, and at his parents’ home in Amagerbro you can really learn how to swear. But they don’t talk bullshit. He’s genuine – and that’s a rare quality in our industry.


I don’t know either. Why does Hareide want to trim his squad as soon as we arrive at the airport hotel at Kastrup? Why today instead of tomorrow when I’m due to be scanned? Personally, I think I’ll get through no matter what. He doesn’t need a scan to make the right decision.


ACROSS THE LUGGAGE belt I can see Bjelland staring at his mobile. I see Hareide approaching. They exchange a few words – not many – and neither of them looks happy. Then Bjelland’s suitcase glides past on the belt. Our only left-footed centre-half grabs it and leaves without even saying goodbye. Hareide stands still for a long time, following him with his eyes.


Although it shouldn’t, I feel the relief wash over me. Bjelland has been dispatched, but I’m still here. That can only be positive. Adrenaline is fizzing up through my body from my calves. I love adrenaline.


It’s rough for Bjelland, and also kind of incomprehensible. But I don’t have time to think about that now. Right now, all that matters is making it to the hotel and the players’ meeting. This would be a bad day to dawdle and arrive late.


When I get to the conference room, most of them are there waiting. Nicolai Jørgensen, Viktor Fischer, Pione Sisto and Yussuf Poulsen are there. Martin Braithwaite and Andreas Cornelius. And Kasper Dolberg. There isn’t room for eight strikers plus Christian Eriksen in this squad. It can’t be done – not with the mindset Hareide and Jon Dahl Tomasson operate with.


Hareide still hasn’t shown up, but Jon Dahl is already there. He catches my eye. ‘Nicklas,’ he says. ‘Come with me. I just need you for a second.’


And I know full well what the score is. And just as I expect, Hareide is in the corridor outside waiting for me. His shirt is damp with sweat. It’s dripping from the tip of his nose – completely freely.


‘You’re not coming, Nicklas. We don’t think you can be ready in time.’


I feel dizzy. This makes no sense – absolutely none at all. When I moved to Rosenborg, Hareide promised…I feel like shouting at him even though I know that it can’t possibly pay off. It’s never done me any good to shout at my coaches.


‘We’ll have to agree to disagree. But it’s best we leave it at that,’ I say.


Hareide wipes his nose, and I stagger back into the conference room, and find a spare seat. I listen as he lists the four rejected players. Me, Mike, Bjelland and Peter Ankersen from FC Copenhagen. Hareide’s eyes dart around the room. Like a flickering torch that has no idea what it is looking for.


‘Would any of you like to say anything?’ he suddenly asks.


Mike shakes his head. I put my hand up. This seems to throw Hareide even more. ‘Nicklas?’ he says.


‘I’d like to give a team talk,’ I say. ‘Best of luck to you all. I wish we could do this together, but that’s not how it’s going to be.’


There’s a smattering of applause. Then everyone gets up. Hareide proffers his hand and we briefly shake hands. Nicolai comes over. We were supposed to have been fighting it out for the top spot, but now he pretty much has a free run at it. He shakes his head slightly.


‘What a load of shit,’ he whispers. I wrench myself free and hug people swiftly left, right and centre.


Someone taps me on the shoulder. It’s Jon Dahl. ‘Tough break, old chap,’ he says. Gone from his face is any hint of annoyance. I’ve seen him on his way out too. We know things about each other. He doesn’t bullshit me. I leave his outstretched hand hanging in the air and head out to find my suitcase. I need to get away from here.


DOWNSTAIRS in the lobby, Kasper Schmeichel and William Kvist ask whether we’re still sharing a cab into the city. All three of us have apartments in the centre.


‘Fine by me,’ I say, getting into the front passenger seat.


Kvist has spent most of the spring warming the bench and must feel chuffed to have made the cut. I need to vent my frustration.


‘I would have been ready for Peru. I’m dead certain,’ I say.


They say pretty much the same thing. They definitely get it that I don’t understand what’s happened. But they don’t say much else. They’re both on the Danish Players’ Association committee so it goes without saying that they can’t play favourites. Footballers are so fucking terrified of saying something wrong, they prefer to say nothing at all. I hate that.


Heat is rising off the asphalt on the motorway. The air conditioning in the car sounds like my mum’s vacuum cleaner. The one at 16 Otto Liebes Allé. They mention me on the radio. Most of the news bulletin is about me. That I haven’t been picked. Four of us drew the short straw.


The taxi driver takes his eyes off the road and examines me. Maybe it’s pity. What would I know? I don’t think I’ve ever understood taxi drivers.


I google ‘black screen’ and post the black image as a story on Instagram. I’m speechless, but I feel like I need to give a sign of life to my 250,000 followers.


Then I message Philine. Tell her that I have to cancel our appointment. She probably saw it as a date – of sorts – even though I only just sent Reanin back to Los Angeles.


It’s insane. We’re barely halfway through 2018 but this has already been the most dramatic year for my love life – possibly ever – and I’m sick of all the drama. Including the drama I create.


‘It’s okay,’ Philine replies. ‘But you should know that I had lots of fun and delicious things planned for you.’


WE CROSS the Langebro bridge. I’m the first to be dropped off, and the symbolism is heavy as the taxi disappears out of sight into the sluggish Sunday traffic with the other two inside. When I get into the ancient lift in my building, it’s like a sauna – but things are going to get even hotter. The fifth floor is boiling, and a wall of heat envelops me when I open my apartment door. I pull my T-shirt over my head and hurl it to the floor. Then I open the windows and head up to the penthouse via the stairs inside the apartment and open the door to the wine chiller. Cold vapour tumbles onto my chest and the new lion tattoo that wraps around my neck and shoulders. I end up standing there for a couple of minutes even though I’ve already made up my mind.


Downstairs in the kitchen I find a corkscrew and glass. There’s nothing edible in the cupboards, but that doesn’t really bother me. I’m not hungry. I’m thirsty.


In the middle of the round dining table the sweets in the bowl have all melted into a sickly-smelling mass. It’s so hot that I give up on sitting down. Under the window facing the view of the harbour I find a draught. I sit down on the wooden floorboards, next to the iridescent bronze sculpture I paid through the nose for when I bought it from one of Caroline’s artist friends. That was back when we’d just got together. The Amager boy and the baroness. The sculpture depicts a woman in a mermaidy pose. She’s almost naked – but only almost. Back then, Caroline said it looked like her, and that was why I needed to snap it up.


I pick up the Montrachet. Domaine Ramonet is one of the best bottles of white wine in the world. Online it sells for three thousand pounds, but I’m connected and I can cut out the middlemen. It’s the 2009 vintage. The year when everything changed for me and my career.


I knock the glass over and it rolls across the floorboards. I drink straight from the bottle. The alcohol goes straight to my head and after 20 minutes the Montrachet is all gone. I get to my feet. I don’t notice my groin as I bound up the steps in five big leaps. The champagne fridge is kept at 7.0 degrees Celsius. The best temperature for storing fizz. I go for a Krug.


Once I’m back in position, I stuff so many pouches of snus tobacco under my upper lip that my gums sting. I pull out my mobile. It’s been on silent since we were in the taxi to the city. Now I’ve got 67 missed calls, 200+ text messages and 100+ WhatsApps. I scroll through the texts. One is from Morten Olsen:


‘Dear Nicklas. No words can comfort you right now. But then again – remember I made it to three finals after I turned 30.’


I don’t know if it’s that straightforward. My legs aren’t what they once were, and maybe there are fewer years left in them than I dare admit out loud. Maybe my finals are behind me. Maybe this was the last one. If that’s true, then it’s an unbearable thought. There’s no word from Arsène Wenger – of course there isn’t. But if he could see me right now, he would grab hold of me.


‘What are you doing?’


I can hear his voice right now. The thick accent. ‘You have to be intelligent now. You have to focus on your rehab. What you eat! What you drink!’


And I know full well that he’d be right. He usually was.


Simon Kjær messages. Saying I’ll be missed in Russia – both on and off the pitch. He finishes with a sad emoji and an offer to talk on the phone, but I don’t feel like talking to anyone right now.


I can see that Ivan has deluged me with calls. The reporters who know my latest mobile number have obviously also tried to ring me. Many of my teammates – past and present – have messaged. Many of my flings from along the years feel sorry for me. Not a peep out of any of my exes. Not Julie, Amy, Reanin or Natasja. Natasja is guaranteed to be rejoicing. I don’t know about the others.


Some blogger babe I’ve never met in real life invites me on an all-expenses-paid holiday to the Caribbean. No thanks. As they say in London, there’s no such thing as a free lunch. At least not if your name is Nicklas Bendtner. It took some time, but I have learned that much. The hard way.


I GO AND splash cold water on my face, sit down on the bog and look around. Although I bought the apartment in 2013, there’s still no proper finish to the place. It was my dad’s mate’s job – his responsibility. It went wrong – like everything else between us. Dad got weak when the money got big. And I became too fond of the lifestyle that came with the money. Once again, I have that desire. I want to go back in time and hit that young lad on the head with a hammer. Make him understand what a chance it is. That he has something special – something he has to look after.


My eyes begin welling up. All the bad stuff from over the last few years pops up in my thoughts. Random thoughts and memories keep coming into my head – like when I had my breakdown in the airport in Los Angeles.


The others are enjoying their last night off before the World Cup, while I’m sat on the shitter blubbering. I’ve been slogging away for eighteen months. I moved to a tiny town way up high in Norway to start over. And all along I saw the World Cup as my carrot. The thing that was going to make the slog worth it. It was the dream of Russia and the national shirt that motivated me to change everything. To stop taking shortcuts, to opt for the hard and unglamorous detour – the one that everyone could respect me for taking.


What am I going to say to people? To Nicho? To the ones who continued to believe in me? They must all be terribly disappointed.


This time I want to break into something red, but I’m so pissed I can’t remember what the different grapes and vintages mean.


What do I know? I know I’ll soon be done with another bottle. Tonight, it’s all much of a muchness. But tomorrow, I think to myself, tomorrow you’re going to make your mind up, Nicklas. You’re going to decide who you want to be in future. Whether you want to go back to being the old Nicklas. The one you know all too well. Or whether you want to keep trying – trying to be the new Nicklas.




LIVE WIRE


1988–2001


MANY TEARS are shed as I’m dropped off at nursery. And it’s my mum who is most affected. She thinks it’s terrible to hand over her little boy to a group of total strangers.


‘I didn’t become a mother to give my children away.’


That’s the sort of thing she says to anyone who bothers to listen.


Personally, I see things completely differently. As soon as I’m out of my snow suit, I leap out of the starting blocks. There’s always something to be experienced. Toys that need to be tried out, climbing frames that need to be conquered.


I could crawl from the age of six months and as soon as I start at nursery I have my eye on the big kids. After a week I begin to do as they do. I stand up and start to walk. This is when I was just ten months old.


Nursery bored me. But then one day the door is open – wide open onto the rest of the world. None of the nursery staff see a thing, and when I reach the end of Gammel Skovvej, I make a right down Saltværksvej. I’m about to step into the road before someone calls my name. Well, calls and calls. It’s my mum and dad – jumping and shouting and waving their arms on the other side of the street. The next day, a man comes and fits an extra bolt on the gate.


When I turn four and am in kindergarten I make my escape again.


Down to Saltværksvej, across the road, round the corner onto Banevænget and all the way to our house where I knock on the door. Mum shrieks when she opens the door. Of course, it all ends with someone installing a fence around the kindergarten.
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Me in the cot at Banevænget, circa 1992. (Private photo)





I don’t remember a single bit of this. But I’ve heard it so many times that a whole series of short films have been created in my head. It’s my escape from nursery that particularly captures my imagination. Mum says she can’t help telling everyone the story.


‘When you set your sights on something, you do it,’ she says.


For a few years my mum and dad hardly dare bring me along when visiting friends and family. If they let me out of their sight, I destroy one thing after another. They say I take everything to pieces. And that’s how it is. I’ve got a rocket up my arse and I simply can’t sit still. If something isn’t happening then I make something happen.


When my mum takes me to Malaga, I get lost in the airport. When we go to LEGOLAND, they put out a call for me on the tannoy. Afterwards, my parents cancel a trip to visit friends in the USA. My mum is absolutely certain I will run away from them. And if it happens in the USA, then we’ll be in serious trouble because of all the paedophiles on the loose. Perhaps Mum has a point given my chalk-white hair, blues eyes and winning smile that’s never held back. They call me a charmer.


I take up handball, ice hockey and swimming, I learn roller hockey, basketball, diving and table tennis. And what else is there? I’m more or less the best and fastest at everything. By my third birthday, I’m skiing down a black run by myself somewhere in Sweden. Soon after, I learn to ski backwards. I ski as fast backwards as the other kids do going forwards. Even the Swedes are speechless.


It’s hard to explain, and I’m fully aware that it sounds totally smug, but that’s just how things go for me. Once I understand what others are doing, I can do it better myself. Generally without having to practise. At the open-air swimming baths, I perform somersaults off the 10-metre diving board on my first attempt – forwards and backwards – and my dad is so impressed that he simply stands there pointing at the other children and their parents.


‘Did you see that?’ he asks without really posing it as a question.


At home, the traditional Scandinavian traits of self-deprecation and not boasting – we Danes call it Jante’s Law – are a no-no. A note is pinned on our fridge to remind us of this. ‘The Bendtner Family’s 15 Rules,’ it says.


‘You ARE to think you are something special,’ reads the first rule.


‘You ARE to think you can do what you want. If you can’t then it is because you don’t want to,’ says number two.


I never get further – but the most important one is at the top.


When my mother falls pregnant and is expecting my little brother, the other grown-ups look at her with a mixture of surprise and awe. ‘Just think,’ they say, ‘just think if you have another one like Nicklas.’


It doesn’t happen, and my parents are pretty happy about it. Jannick is completely different – that much anyone can see. Once he is big enough, he moves into my room. It’s not cool to have to share the space, but we get a bunk bed and I get to sleep in the top bunk. That’s cool enough. I like it when new things happen.


On the first night Jannick falls asleep straight away. He keeps doing that. I lie awake for as long as I possibly can. Sometimes I manage to keep going right until it gets light again. Why I do this I don’t know, but it doesn’t help that my mum and dad look in on me and say, ‘Close your eyes.’ I open them wide. As wide as I can, for as long as I can.


In the darkness I can glimpse some green creatures. They stare back from the posters on the wall. I kind of like Batman and I’m totally crazy about the Ninja Turtles. I have all their trading cards and I’ve been given Raphael and Michelangelo costumes for my birthday. Every morning I ask to go to kindergarten in fancy dress. I’m only allowed during Carnival.


The Turtles say funny, cheeky things, they master every type of martial art and they can vanish right before the eyes of their enemies. Just like Batman, they have a kind of superpower and that ignites my interest. I’ll never have superpowers. No matter how good I get at sport, there are limits and there will be those on the other side who you dream of emulating. The ones you can truly look up to.


It’s only later on – much later on – that the penny drops about their names. Raphael, Michelangelo, Leonardo and Donatello are named after Italian artists. I come to appreciate that extra layer as an adult, but as a boy it goes straight over my head.


When Mum is cooking and Dad is in the workshop, we watch cartoons. She always knows when there is an ad break because she can hear Jannick screaming. He’s doing that because I’m tickling him or doing something else to annoy him. I tease him out of sheer boredom. When I’m bored, everyone suffers. That’s just how it is. I don’t know if I’m actually an evil child, but I can’t control it. I’m an expert in finding other people’s weak points and drilling into them.


Jannick doesn’t make it easy for himself. Even though I love him with all my heart – and believe me, I still do – we are night and day in so many different ways. He’s quiet, I’m noisy. He’s dutiful, I’m cheeky. He’s disciplined, I’m unruly. He goes to Scouts, I bully him about it. And even though he learns karate and rapidly becomes the best person at it in the country, it’s still me who promises to beat everyone up in the school playground. If they even consider hurting a hair on his head…No one gets to tease my little brother – that’s my privilege, and that’s how it is with my friends too. I’m allowed to tease them, but no one else is. And if they’re taking a beating then I always step in and help out. It’s a principle that will cause me quite a lot of trouble over the years.


MY MUM comes from the Kastrup neighbourhood. She’s one of the most loving mothers you could wish for, and she has such a huge heart filled with love for us boys. Me, Jannick and my dad. Whether it’s problems at work, conflicts in the family or anything else in the way, she always takes care of us. In her book, we’re the centre of the world.


When mums like mine appear on TV, people probably think to themselves: Wow! I wish she was my mum.


My mum is that kind of mum. That’s why she can remember all those stories about me. It means a lot to her, and I think it’s also kind of the same when things go to shit for me too. Then it’s shit for her as well, and it gives me a guilty conscience.


My dad isn’t from Kastrup – he comes from Sundbyvester Plads in Amager. They met at the shopping centre in Amager in the 1980s. He invited her to his birthday party, and not long after they were eating shrimp sandwiches and drinking white wine at my grandma and grandpa’s house. My mum says they were so nice that they made her feel comfortable with my dad. There had been a few stories going around about him – just like there are stories about me. That he was the black sheep of the family and a bit of a rascal. A womanizer, a hustler and nicknamed Mister Amager. But in a way, for her, his parents proved that he came from something good.


It’s completely typical for people from Amager to get together and end up living on Amager. But that doesn’t mean that the Amager natives are one big happy family. Seen from the outside, we’re just the people from Shit Island, the place they decided to build the sewage works – but on the inside, we can be just as divided as anyone else. We talk about people from Kastrup, Tårnby, Vestamager, Amagerbro and Sundby. And then there’s people from Dragør, of course.


My mum has never been able to stand people from Dragør. Out there where all the pilots and their stewardesses are too big for their boots. It’s hardly likely to have been improved by the fact that my dad moved out there with a new woman.


Dragør is probably the only place on the whole island where I would dare leave an Audi for more than a couple of days in a row. Even in Kastrup or Sundby it might be gone in the space of a few hours. That’s just how it is.


Out here we’re a right bunch of reprobates. I know all about that. I was a scoundrel myself in my teens, and I was like that with my friends from way back when. Most of my friends are from way back.


I still hang out with more or less the same group of lads. We’ve kept in touch throughout the years and many believe that they should have stopped me. That it’s their fault whenever I end up in a mess.


When people spout that kind of rubbish, they have no idea what they’re talking about. If you got to know me as a child, as a teenager and as a young man working abroad, you would realize that I make my own decisions. Even when they may seem totally incomprehensible to everyone else. And to me too – just a few minutes, hours or days later.


If you come from Amager, then you talk like people from the cobbled streets of central Copenhagen. I do in any case, and when Danes ask me where I’m from, I never say Copenhagen. I always simply say Amager. I love hearing myself say it, because most people I encounter think that Amager is the worst of the worst. When I say Amager, the tone of their voice changes. Nervous laughter while they check whether I’m joking, or what I’m on about. When they realize that I’m totally serious, the next thing they say is: ‘But Amager is actually a pretty nice place, right?’ It never fails. Very Danish.


I still like being proud of Amager. It’s hard to describe exactly why, but as I remember it, we always backed each other up when we were running around making trouble. We looked out for each other. And a spade was a spade. I really miss that sense of community.


FOR MOST of the 1990s, my dad ran a shoe repair and key-cutting shop on Saltværksvej. My mum works in an office for Scandinavian Airlines right by the airport. She’s been there since I first started at nursery. Before that, she was an instructor at the Form & Figur fitness centre on Frankrigsgade.


Since my parents became homeowners, money has been tight. Their mortgage eats it all up. This isn’t me guessing – it’s something I know, because they often talk about it. Fortunately, it’s not downright misery – and they save hard to ensure they can afford both a summer and a winter holiday.


In summer, we stay in my grandparents’ apartment on Gran Canaria. It’s just behind Sunwing, a hotel that is really popular with the Danes.


Jannick and I love being on Gran Canaria – we love the big beach, the waves, the warmth and the pepper steaks at the Pirate. The Pirate is the only restaurant I’ve ever been to, and I am barely able to speak of anything else afterwards. The sauce is thick and has a really special taste. If you really pay attention, you can feel it leave a tingling on your tongue.


Sometimes we borrow the Sunwing tennis courts. That’s what Dad calls it: borrowing. He’s found out that there’s a Danish guy who stays in the same room year after year. The Dane calls himself Bamse the Bear and never uses the tennis court. We’re pretty certain of it given that Bamse has only one leg.


If anyone from the hotel asks whether we’re Sunwing guests, my father flings his arms about.


‘Whether we’re guests? I’m Bamse,’ he says. It works every time.


I’ve no idea where my dad gets his information from, but that’s him in a nutshell. I love him for it. Sparkling eyes and a big sense of humour – always smiling. That’s his thing. He does favours and always finds where it’s easiest to climb over the fence.


EVENTUALLY, WE ABANDON Banevænget. Jannick and me in the same room simply won’t do – not any longer. My dad has found a bigger house over on Otto Liebes Allé. Just like Banevænget, it’s a side road off Saltværksvej. Dad gets help from some handymen he knows, but he does most of it himself. He’s pretty handy and is a trained heating engineer.


While the house is being fixed up, we stay with my aunt Gitte. She lives alone with her son, who is smaller than me, but bigger than Jannick. They have an apartment in a building just round the corner in an area called Vægterparken. Nowadays, some might describe Vægterparken as a ghetto, but what do I know? All I know is there are blue lights, robberies and fist fights every single night.


Our family moves into an 18-metre square room. We’re all to live there together. The kitchen, toilet and dining room are shared with my aunt and cousin, and I really don’t like it. I’m eight years old and I’m having a terrible time. I’m being nagged at constantly and I react – like I always do whenever I feel backed into a corner. I hit back and tease – and it’s my cousin who suffers. We’re constantly coming to blows.


It lasts for ten long months, and when I look back it must have been rough having us foisted on anyone. Especially me. I’m really not made for so little space. Whether I’m on the football pitch or off.


When things almost can’t get any worse, my grandma goes and dies. It’s sad, and my mum and aunt are down in the dumps, and I’ve no idea what to do with myself given the glum mood.


When I can’t and don’t want to sleep, I eavesdrop on stories from the living room. The grown-ups are holding a wake night after night in memory of my grandma. My mum used to drink in moderation, but that’s not the case when she’s in her sister’s company. Talk turns to my grandpa. He’s been a big shot and has done some totally crazy things. During the war he was in the resistance movement and fought the Germans side by side with legends like Flame and Citron. They bombed ships in port, sabotaged trains and all sorts of other things that took real balls. Afterwards, he became a racing cyclist and participated in the Six Days of Copenhagen track event. He sounds like one hell of a guy.


Now my mum is worried about him. After my grandma’s death, he’s moved to the holiday apartment on Gran Canaria. He spends his days walking the dog, riding his bike and tossing back sangria. I expect it’s probably tied up with his wartime trauma, but drinking is something my family does. Especially when something is bothering us, and especially on my mum’s side. It’s not something I want to dig into too much, but many do. Drink, that is. Including my parents at times.


The more curious I get, the higher in the cupboards I can get, the more I find. Spirits are hidden in all sorts of places. Like the day when I think I’ve found a bottle of apple juice. I unscrew the lid to chug it. I don’t get far – it stinks of booze.


I decide I won’t get into drinking. I remember saying this to myself, perhaps even on the day my grandpa died. He only outlives my grandma by two years before cycling off a cliff.


ALTHOUGH WE ONLY move a kilometre down the road, I change schools from Skottegård to Korsvejens School. This happens just before the summer holidays between first and second grade.


I spent years thinking I was kicked out of Skottegård, but it turns out I wasn’t. It seems that my dad went to parents’ evening and something went wrong. A teacher said that I had probably not ‘got enough oxygen at birth’ – and it leaves him seething. I can well understand him – how do you respond to something like that?


He doesn’t realize that it’s the kind of thing people say without meaning it literally. The kind of thing that shouldn’t always be taken 100 per cent seriously. So he slams the door and takes me out of that school. No one is going to talk about his son like that.


Over at Korsvejens School, it doesn’t take long for my unruliness to become a running theme. I’m sent home from a camping trip because I’ve been completely unmanageable. And I get the blame for something to do with a drawing pin on the supply teacher’s chair. That’s one I can’t quite get away with given it was me who put it there.


I’ve no idea why I do such brain-dead stuff. Sometimes, it’s a very short path from thought to action. Or as my Danish teacher always puts it:


‘Nicklas, you don’t think before you speak.’


She may be right about that, but what is she going to do to help me? What should I do with myself? I need a reaction, attention, fresh air – something. Anything. It’s impossible for me to sit still for as long as is required of me.


When I turn eight, a man from the council comes to visit. He follows me around. At school, to football and at home at 16 Otto Liebes Allé. I quickly forget all about him, and after a few days he disappears again. My mum explains that the man is a psychologist and I’m being assessed for DAMP – or ADHD as the doctors refer to it. I’ve no idea what any of this means, but the psychologist doesn’t believe that I am failing anything nor that I have DAMP.


‘You’re just a really lively boy,’ Mum says to me.


She’s become a member of the school board of governors and she remains one until I finish ninth grade. I’m not stupid enough for a second to believe that she has suddenly gained a passion for school politics and all the rest. Like so many other things, it’s something Mum does for my sake – and quite honestly, it looks like a good investment. I don’t feel in danger of being expelled from Korsvejens. Although maybe I should given that I’m constantly sent out of class. And as if that isn’t enough, I also get sent to the headteacher’s office. Her name is Grethe and she’s a little old lady, but she’s still sharp as a pin.


On one occasion, she gets her hands on one of my essays for my Danish teacher. It’s about Little Ole the troll. The troll is always up to something, and sometimes crosses the line. For example, Little Ole calls the fire brigade even though there’s no fire. When the firemen turn up, they can see that Little Ole didn’t mean any harm and they roll around on the floor, laughing their arses off. But Little Ole’s parents still ground him because they don’t see the funny side of his practical jokes. After a week, Little Ole also prank calls the police. And that’s a bad idea indeed.


‘That’s when things went really wrong,’ it says in my essay. ‘He was put in jail, released on 5 November at ten o’clock, and then he came back home to his mum and dad – and ever since that day he has never pulled anyone’s leg.’


My mum helped me with the essay. We write it while I’m grounded. And I think that Grethe, up in her office, finds the essay to be extremely telling of my behaviour as a pupil, because she gleefully shares it later on when Danish reporters call up to ask about my school years.


However, unlike Little Ole, it’s hard for Little Nicklas to give up his troublesome ways. It can’t be fixed overnight.


OUTSIDE THE DOOR to our classroom, time is dragging. Usually, I climb up by the window on the other side of the corridor and scratch my name into the window frame. Other times I fall asleep because I’ve barely slept at night.


Occasionally, I pack my school bag and slip home to think more about my behaviour. Then I get sad and drag myself to my dad’s shop to tell him what’s happened. Dad knows all about being a live wire, and he generally feels sorry for me. It’s nice to feel that he understands me in one way. And it’s extra nice when he finds 30 kroner in the till and sends me out for two pizza sandwiches from across the street. Then we sit together and eat them and wait for the next customer to come into the shop.


When I reach sixth grade, Gregers figures me out. Gregers is a teacher, and it’s a relief that people like him exist. This older dude with glasses makes me feel a little less hopeless.


At first, we only have him for PE – and PE is my turf. Once again, I know full well that it sounds arrogant or superior, but that’s just how it is. No matter what we play – rounders or basketball – and who I end up on a team with, we completely outplay the others, and perhaps that means my classmates find it easier to put up with me the rest of the time.


One day our Maths teacher quits and Gregers takes over. It changes everything. For the first time, I’m paying attention in class of my own volition, and as soon as I’m restless in my seat and say some nonsense out of sheer impatience, he sends me out to do ten laps of the playground before I can come back inside. He just knows that I need to burn a lot of energy before I can get my head in gear.


Suddenly I’m one of the best kids in the class. Maybe not in Danish or English or History – I don’t have superpowers after all – but at least in Maths.


I’ve never had any problems adding or subtracting – I’m pretty good at figures – but Gregers teaches me to use them for more than that. He teaches me division more or less overnight. And just like that…unbelievable! There it is. I’m a little taken aback, I must admit. But anyway…in many ways, Maths is something with gaps. Things that appear and can be filled in with the right shape or the right figure. I can picture Maths. I can’t picture present-tense inflections. They’re two different things.


Gregers is the first person not to treat me like a stupid boy. Instead he finds me as I am. He wants to get the best out of everyone, and I feel accepted as who I am. It’s such a positive development that I slowly learn to deal with being told off by him. When Gregers raises his voice – obviously he does – I don’t get defensive. Then I pull myself together even more. He’s earned it from me.


After a year, Gregers is replaced by a real sourpuss in Maths. The sort of person who is more concerned about teaching me the rules of calculation than how to count. I lose all interest in a flash.


Fortunately, Gregers continues to be our PE teacher. And he keeps being happy for me. But to be honest, in PE it’s not hard to love me.


When I think back, he was probably a sort of taster of the coaches who I would later appreciate that I would do everything for them. The ones who understood that I can I figure out how to slog my way through and give it my all to the final drop of blood – that I’ll play while injured if that’s what it takes. Just so long as I don’t feel wronged. On the other hand, if you just shout to get into my skull – almost before you’ve even looked me in the eyes – then that’s another matter. Then I become difficult – and difficult is my middle name at Korsvejens. Not just in the classroom.
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I DON’T DISCRIMINATE between people. If I want to tease someone, then in theory everyone is fair game. Even the kids from the older grades. Sometimes my little brother finds me haring round the playground tailed by a bunch of bigger boys. Sometimes three or four years my senior. First they surround me, then they give me a beating. But sometimes I get away. They can’t take my speed from me.


I remember a handball competition in Amagerhallen where we played against other schools from the island. One team with a lot of foreign boys who were so bad at passing that I just end up standing there laughing whenever they’re in possession. It ends with them calling their big brothers and suddenly I’m in deep trouble. I’m chased down the corridors and I have to get help hiding under some foam mats in a circle around the track. It’s just before the final, and when the whistle is blown to start the game I emerge from my hiding place. We win the whole thing and we’re handed medals and a trophy, while this raging bunch are baying and shouting that they’re going to get me. It gives me a kick when there’s a whiff of danger.


Personally, I’ve never been involved in that kind of thing – beating some randomer up for no reason at all. Where I’m growing up, fighting can be an okay way to solve some things, but if that’s the way then it has to be one-on-one.


At school, there are some pretty mental people and they don’t give a shit about fair play of any kind. One of the boys in another class in our year has a big brother who may only be 17 years old but is already on probation in a biker gang. When the big brother graduates at the end of tenth grade, his little brother gets so many beatings that there’s barely time for them all. People have really been waiting – saving them up.


I’ve had his big brother on my back, so I don’t get involved to help him. No one does. And that teaches me a lesson. If you want to cause trouble, remember to do it in a charming manner. Otherwise the hammer blows are guaranteed to follow.


MY PARENTS try to discipline me – but without luck. It all ends with my dad hitting me. Completely powerless, he gives me three paralysing blows – dung-dung-dung – while we’re in his workshop one day. It leaves my shoulder more or less numb.


The shop is long gone, and the pizza sandwiches and comforting words have come to an end. I don’t exactly blame him. I’m well past my 13th birthday and my problems at school just keep coming. My dad doesn’t hit me to punish me – he hits me out of frustration. I deserve it.


A week later, we’re back in the same place. I’ve been sent home from school and told not to come back until next Monday. This time, Dad doesn’t hit me. His eyes are filled with tears and he begins to cry. This is the first time I’ve ever seen him cry about something bad.


‘What the hell are we going to do with you?’ he asks.


‘I don’t know,’ I reply, and find myself crying too.


It’s the first time we cry at the same time, and although it should be a bad thing it leaves an impression on me. That I mean so much to him that I can make him truly sad.


It’s like I really get it and quietly adapt. Not that I become a model pupil or anything. I’m still lazy and constantly looking for my friends when we have homework to do.


Perhaps it may not sound like it, but my inner joker has begun to get serious. Ever so quietly. It’s really moved me to see my dad cry. It occurs to me that other people also have feelings. That I’m actually hurting them. This is a new sensation.
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MAYBE YOU KNOW how it feels? In front of you is this beach where the sand stretches so far that it seems like there’s a sea of yellow before the actual blue ocean begins. Even though the waves are breaking, washing away, breaking again – the surf is trembling. From a distance, it looks like tiny fluctuations on a huge surface. That’s what the beach in Gran Canaria feels like to me as a boy.


Many years later – long after my grandma and grandpa have passed away and their apartment has been sold – I return and realize that everything has shrunk. The beach seems many times smaller now.


Of course, that’s not how it works. It’s the other way around. It’s me who has become many times bigger. That much I understand. And, of course, it’s me who has seen beaches that are many times bigger than the ones in Gran Canaria. That much I also understand.


You name it, I’ve been there. The Maldives, Barbados, Bahamas, Cairns, Cannes, Venice. I’ve used every single possible holiday to travel. And while it may sound like a confession, I’ve also used every imaginable excuse to travel even more. Even when I’ve not had any holiday due but have been injured, I’ve travelled as much as possible. Getting out into the world and letting it distract me. I dare say I’m more curious than most other footballers.


Maybe it’s about something more than just travelling. Maybe it’s also about escape. When I’m far from home, I take less notice of it all. All the snide remarks, the articles and the thousands of geniuses filling online threads with comments about me and my career. It’s absolutely incredible what people think they know about me – without knowing the slightest thing.


I’ve got used to it – it comes with the territory – but I still wish it didn’t have to be that way. Maybe I could occasionally be allowed to enjoy something without simultaneously being reminded how much I’ve thrown away or how stupid I’ve been. There’s always a ‘but I heard that Bendtner…’ or ‘just think, if Bendtner had…’ to be found whenever I go online.


It’s as if my haters would prefer to forget how far I’ve got by being a really, really lively live wire. While I was still a teenager, I played week in, week out for one of the top ten teams in the world. And I’ve scored 30 times for Denmark in 81 internationals – including at the European championships and the World Cup.


So no – I’ve clearly not failed completely. But the opportunities I’ve been given were used far too poorly. And we should probably go back over all of that. What I want to tell you about now is the story of my early years as a footballer. About the very early years. I’m still very fond of this chapter in my life so I don’t want to ruin it with too much negativity. Because what I remember most of all about myself is that I was a happy boy. Almost always happier than everyone else. Especially when I was surrounded by those white pitch markings.


That’s why I don’t want to risk having the same experience at Banevænget that I had on the beach in Gran Canaria. That’s why I’ve stayed away – even though it was my home until I was almost eight years old. Even though it’s only five minutes out of my way whenever I’m on my way into the city from the airport.


If I can protect just that last little piece of my childhood, there’s still something to be happy about. Something I don’t need to regret. Something that can’t be taken away from me – no matter how wild I could be, and how much I struggled to sit still at school. I prefer it that way. And that’s why I have to describe our back garden as I remember it from afar. I’m not going back to look at it through eyes that have aged 27 years. I don’t want to contaminate it.


IT’S A SEPTEMBER day in 1992. Two or three months earlier, Denmark won Euro 92. Everyone at kindergarten is talking about it. The grown-ups are talking about it. Everyone is talking about it. In any case, I imagine everyone is. But that doesn’t bother me because football means jack shit to me. I’m four years old and I’m mostly into the Ninja Turtles, Batman and mischief. Mischief is my speciality. On a trip that summer, I managed to cut the guy ropes on a whole bunch of tents making them collapse – we had to come home early.


This makes the adults laugh a lot. They have friends visiting and they’re tipping back the G&Ts. The friends’ kids want to play football. I just want to play, and if I can kick ass with a round thing at my feet then that’s fine by me. We kick the ball about and tumble around in the back garden.


It’s not long before Kim – my friend Chrille’s dad – makes a suggestion:


‘If Nicklas doesn’t already go to football, you should hurry and sign him up somewhere.’


No one in my family plays football. My dad was a semi-serious go-karting driver over at Kløvermarken, and Mum used to play handball and volleyball. She was pretty damn good at it too. That’s what girls from Tårnby are like when they’re good at something – real contenders.


Anyway, as far as my parents are concerned, anything that might wear me out is something worth trying. They make enquiries and agree on Tårnby Boldklub, which is where Chrille also happens to play. Kastrup Boldklub is actually slightly closer by.


The coach is a woman and she’s the mother of one of the other boys on the team. I don’t normally pick up last names, but my mum uses it from their very first encounter. I think she kind of looks up to Anita Troest.


It’s not long before Anita suggests I play with the five- and six-year-olds instead of with the other four-year-olds. Anita’s youngest son is called Magnus and he’s a year older than me. He is by far the best kid on the team, but then I get the chance to play as an attacker and I score constantly. It’s not all that hard. The ball gets passed to me or I tackle for it, and then I run straight through the defence and kick it past the goalie.


It’s straightforward, and it’s insanely good fun. My team celebrates with me, and I receive almost no complaints about going it alone. Often, opponents end up blubbing – but as long as I’m not getting yelled at, it’s good with me. I grow in the company of my teammates, and it feels natural. Everything makes sense. Football. It’s the best game I’ve tried. Way more fun than ice hockey or handball. Simply beyond comparison.


When I’m not at training, I play with my friends. We pile up our jumpers on the grass and use them as goalposts. At home in our back garden, my dad puts up a set of goalposts for us. Just like that. That kind of thing is the easiest thing in the world for him. He also puts his own picket fence up. It’s a hit and many of the other dads begin to copy it. He brags about it for a while.


TÅRNBY BOLDKLUB is also known as Amagerkanerne – the Amager-icans. It has a handful of grass pitches just off Gemmas Allé at its disposal. The club becomes my favourite place in the whole world. When I head off to training, I’ve often been bored by something or other at school – but as soon as I get my boots on, my worries disappear. Fifteen minutes earlier, I may have been really down in the dumps, but once I’m on the grass those dark clouds vanish. Like mist in the sun. Then I stand in the middle – together with the others. We’re going to do something together. As a team against another team. A moment of unspoiled happiness washes over me. It’s still like that.


On the pitch, I’m not fucking impossible Nicklas – on the pitch I’m useful. I’m worth something to the others. But for that to happen I need to be allowed to play, allowed to participate. Watching football from the sidelines or on the TV just isn’t the same thing for me – and when that does happen I feel frustrated and out of sorts. It should be me running around out there.


My parents are relieved. They can feel it. Finally they’ve found something good for me – and they say my personality is practically transformed. While others go from being quiet and peaceful to being total thugs on the pitch, football has the opposite effect on me. Obviously, I complain about the referee and so on, but I don’t kick people and I don’t provoke people just for the sake of it.


The day before I began going to football, my grandpa had promised that he would give me five kroner for every goal I scored. It doesn’t take long for him to call it off. It’s not a good deal for him because I’m banging them in. Sixty to seventy of them every season.


Our team has loads of good players, including Magnus Troest and Niki Zimling, but they’re all a year or two older than me. Even though we’re a small club, we win against almost everyone. Except Rødovre. Rødovre has a really hot-headed – but also pretty talented – kid on the team. His name’s Mike. I hate losing, and it’s even worse against him.


In 1996, at the age of eight, we become the Copenhagen champions in minifootball. We also reach the final of the Donald Duck Cup. That’s as close as you come to a Danish championship in the junior years.


That summer I attend the Danish Football Association’s football school for the first time, and as usual I get moved up to play with the year groups above me. At the end, there is a penalty shootout competition for all 200 participants. I win.


I love taking penalties, and I almost never miss. A lot of people take bad kicks when it’s for real rather than in training. I take better kicks when there’s something at stake.


WE END UP seeing more and more of the Troest family. I like playing with Magnus and his big brother Jonas, but their sisters are too small to really join in. On a summer holiday in the south of France, one of them is completely obsessed with dancing and since all the others find it embarrassing to waltz with a little girl, I take over. We swirl around until it’s way past our bedtime. Girls don’t scare me – they can’t embarrass me or make me feel uncertain. And I reckon they never will.


Our families travel a lot together. To campsites around southern Europe and on ski trips to the Swedish mountains and the Austrian Alps. Anita and her husband, Jørgen, have a positive influence on my parents. They eat healthily and barely drink. Occasionally, Jørgen sneaks in a visit to my dad to have a beer – but never more than one. That kind of impresses me and Jannick. Most of our parents’ friends like to drink.


While Anita is in charge of football coaching, Jørgen looks after athletics. They’re both on the board of the Amager Athletics Club, and my brother and I are signed up so we have something to do when we’re not playing football or at Scouts. Mere weeks later we’ve smashed most of the club records. Jannick takes care of the long jump and high jump, while I’m fastest in the 60, 100 and 200 metres. In fact, I set a couple of national records for Denmark – albeit they’re later outdone.


Jørgen shows me loads of things about points of balance and how my feet should touch the ground, and how my arms should be kept close to my body. This minimizes air resistance so that I can steam ahead even faster. I get the hang of these techniques and remain faster than everyone else – even when I begin to grow like crazy.


Just a few years later I begin scouring the internet for inspiration, though it’s rarely for specific footballers I want to emulate. It’s more about the amazing details. The ten best goals from free kicks, the ten best solo goals, the ten best passes. But there is one exception – because I have my first idol. Ronaldo. Brazil’s Ronaldo!


To this day, I consider him the best striker in the history of football. Him and Messi.


Ronaldo is a trailblazer with his feinting, but it’s not just that. It’s the whole package – there’s just something about him. I really like that he knows how to enjoy life and how he is constantly smiling so everyone can see his huge buck teeth.


At Real Madrid, Ronaldo pretty much straps a small suitcase to his belly, but that doesn’t stop him from wiping the floor with his opponents. Or perhaps it does, because in the end it’s injuries rather than defenders that stop him in his tracks.


Ronaldo’s acceleration – the explosion when he zooms off with the ball glued to his boots – is verging on supernatural. He’s like a superhero, and I start copying his feints. One by one.


Later on it dawns on me that I can never be like my idol. I have a completely different centre of gravity. I’m much taller, and my legs have grown far too long to pull off the tiny dance steps that he fools people with time after time. But some of the feints stick. That’s how thoroughly I’ve swotted up. Despite everything else.


AT HOME we don’t talk about football – at least not seriously. My dad isn’t into it – nor is Jannick – but sometimes Mum puts on the Danish show Sports Saturday while she’s cooking tea. It’s also her who keeps a scrapbook of my many tournaments. There’s a match every weekend and the whole family comes with me all over the country.


I carry on scoring lots of goals, and when several of the other boys on the team want to move to Fremad Amager, my mum suggests that I try a third option. My parents have spoken to Niki Zimling’s dad, and he recommends KB. Kim Brink, the former Danish Superliga coach, is apparently setting up a new football school, and only the very best talents from KB and B1903 – FC Copenhagen’s two parent clubs – are up for consideration. Even though we’ve beaten KB several times, they have the best youth teams in the country. Mum believes I should be coached by the best. She still regrets not switching to a better handball team – one off the island of Amager – before she became a teenager and got stuck in Tårnby.


I’m up for anything. Something new has to happen – and it does. On my 10th birthday – 16 January 1998 – we cross the Langebro bridge and head all the way out into the Copenhagen suburbs – to Peter Bangs Vej in Frederiksberg to be precise.


KB’s junior team are playing Avarta, and I get my chance during the second half. At some point, there’s a high pass across the pitch, and I don’t have time to think about what to do. But somehow I get off the ground with both my legs. Once in the air, I scissor kick for all I’m worth. I strike the ball perfectly and am able to turn my head enough to see the ball sail into the far corner of the goal. I’ve scored a couple more goals like that since then, but never quite as perfectly as I did on my debut for KB.


Afterwards, the coach comes over to me. He’s not someone’s mum or dad – not like in Tårnby – and he’s spent the whole match shouting all sorts of stuff, none of which I understood. Encouragement and suggestions, I think. He shakes my hand as if I’m a grown-up.


‘If you’ve got the courage to move clubs, you’re welcome here,’ he says, introducing himself as Søren Belling.


I certainly would like to accept – it’s all much bigger and that suits me. There should be enough space.


That same summer, Denmark are heading to the World Cup finals for only the second time in history. Brazil and Ronaldo are also in attendance in France, and my hero is going to play against Denmark in the quarter-final. In the previous round, Ebbe Sand scored a truly beautiful goal with an assist from Michael Laudrup’s genius pass – and even I was cheering at home in front of the TV. Nevertheless, I’m not quite sure who I’m supporting more in this match. When Brazil score beautiful goals, there’s no conversation to be had. Brazil always score beautiful goals.


Denmark lose, but it’s close with a final score of 3-2 and I’m actually a little annoyed. On the other team, that boy Rivaldo is from a completely different planet, and he overpowers Peter Schmeichel on two occasions with cunning shots. When all’s said and done, that’s good enough. Rivaldo, Ronaldo and the other Brazilians have the chance to become world champions. I find it hard to imagine that happening for Denmark.


SØREN, MY COACH at KB, has moved me up through the age groups just like when I was at Tårnby. This means that my teammates are up to two years older than me. You can tell easily given that several of them are going through puberty, while I’m small and slender.


It’s a rock-hard environment and I get a taste of my own medicine from the school playground. In the showers, it’s me the others are spraying with water and when they find out I’m wearing my female cousin’s old jeans – a brand called Miss Sixty – they can’t control themselves. I get called lots of things. A poofter, a homo, a baby doll, a princess and so on. Poofter is probably the worst thing you can say to someone at that age.


Suddenly, I’m no longer the naughty boy in class. I’m the one that others tease, and no one holds back. There are players from all over Copenhagen, and there’s no positive special treatment – no protection. It’s not like back home in El Dorado where everyone knows each other. Rich kids from Frederiksberg and Hellerup, refugee boys from Nørrebro, latchkey kids from the suburbs. And everything in between. There’s a lot of troublemakers, and my face fits in a way that it usually doesn’t. If anything, I’m outdone.


One day I come back from the training pitches and can’t find my clothes to change back into. Eventually, someone shows me where they are. They’ve been stuffed in a bin bag, pissed on and then the bag has been knotted.


I drop the bag on the floor and run out of the changing room. When I catch sight of my mother in the car park, I’m already blubbing. She gets really angry and calls Søren right away. I sit in my seat beside her and dry my eyes while she shouts at him. It’s not often that Mum gets worked up like that, and it makes an impression on friendly old Søren. At the next training session, he issues warnings to everyone who had anything to do with the pissing incident. He also calls their parents.


‘If you so much as think about that kind of behaviour again, your days in my team are over,’ he says to the other boys. ‘Is that understood?’


It is understood. Several of my teammates are a bit sorry for me. Or at least they assume the role of my protectors. Especially on the pitch, where more and more of our opponents play using their larger physique.


THE LEADER in the dressing room is called Nino. He’s our goalkeeper and totally on the ball. His family fled the civil war in Yugoslavia, and he has a giant nose and a giant dick that already has hair on it. Many years later when I am training with Denmark on Malmö FF’s pitches, he turns up and taps me on the shoulder.


‘Do you remember me?’ he wants to know.


‘You look just like you always did – of course I do,’ I reply.


‘Okay,’ he says. ‘You really have to fucking forgive me for that time. I hope you’re not pissed at me or anything.’


I tell Nino everything is fine. I don’t tell him that I know how he feels. But I do. How many of my schoolmates do I wish I could apologize to personally? Lots of them.


You don’t gain any respect by snitching on other people. You get respect when you prove to be indispensable – which is what I resolve to be. I don’t want to be known as a grass. I don’t want to look like someone who can’t go the full distance. In the dressing room, I’m just as cheerful and like a little brother as I’ve always been. And on the pitch I score more goals than ever.


I want to be the one that makes a difference – and for the next while I don’t miss a single training session. One day when my mum is supposed to drive me, she is so late that I lose my patience. But I don’t have any money to buy a two-zone ticket, so I jump on my bike and slog along behind the bus. Panting, I follow it through central Copenhagen and out to Frederiksberg.


It’s the story of two-year-old Nicklas all over again. The one who escaped from nursery and made it all the way down to the traffic lights by Saltværksvej.


I PLAY AT my first Danish championships in Næstved in 1999. The eight best pre-teen teams are brought together and in the semi-final we play Brøndby. We’re already 2-1 down before I can get started. I don’t remember it in any great detail – only that I play an absolute blinder. I score four in a row and we end up winning the match 5-2. Three to four hundred spectators clap me off the pitch with five minutes to go, and the internal KB newsletter highlights me as a player worth keeping a serious eye on.


I also score in the final against AGF – dribbling around their goalie and putting the ball away with my left foot, which has never been as good as my right, but good enough to tame and control the ball.


That’s enough to secure the winners’ medals, and even though I was better against Brøndby, I’m given the player of the match trophy. The player of the tournament trophy is awarded to Danilo Arrieta, who just a few years later moves to play for Valencia.


On the pitch, I make a difference. The kind that causes a stir in a group of lads. Then you’re more than a little shit from Shit Island. Suddenly you’re totally okay.


My competitors for the two strikers’ spots are Fosu Boateng and Mads Torry, both born in 1986. They’re not half bad, and in terms of physique, there’s no doubt that Torry is ahead of me. He’s taller and he has bigger muscles.


At training, balls get pumped at us. Rock-hard passes, ten or 20 or 30 or 40 at a time. It’s all about making yourself as wide and cliff-like as possible so you can tame the ball while you have a defender who weighs 15 kilos more than you on your back, get rid of the ball again, run into position and finish. I get pretty good at it, and in the big matches I keep delivering the goods.


The problem arises when the opposition is decidedly bad. Then I go completely AWOL. This turns Søren Belling’s hair grey. He says that I’m making it hard for him. That he can’t help me if I don’t give 100 per cent. Every time. That it breeds envy when I get given a longer leash than everyone else.


I really like Søren, so I try to fix it – but I don’t always succeed. I have to admit that teams like Vestia from Sydhavnen are a complete turn-off.


The further we travel, the more switched on I am. When we play in the Danish championships or in cup finals or at tournaments in Holland, France and Sweden, I’ve got goals in my boots and if there’s any dissatisfaction with me then it’s not something I truly notice. I come to feel more and more like a part of the gang. Even off the pitch.


At the age of 13, we head to the Gothia Cup in Gothenburg. We take the tram from the hostel to the pitches, and on the seats next to me there are some Norwegian girls who are a bit older than me.


English isn’t exactly my forte, but that doesn’t stop me.


‘Why don’t you come home to my…lejlighed?’ I ask them, trying to invite them back to my flat.


The whole team is bursting with laughter, but one of the girls actually takes the bait and begins to write long declarations of love to me. Many years later, Søren Belling still finds the opportunity to remind me of the occasion. For me, it’s more or less business as usual. For as long as I’ve been interested in girls, I’ve reached out to them. On some occasions more successfully than on others. That’s just how it is.


MAYBE MY persistence is because my dad was a shoe repairer. I’m sick of patched-up football boots. I want them to always look like they’re brand-spanking-new. One day, Puma come out with a model that’s not black but green. Green like the Ninja Turtles. Frankly, this is just about the best idea ever. I simply have to own them and I nag my mum until she gives in.
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