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			I

			Final Night

			I remember the pain. It’s still there. And it won’t let me forget. I can picture myself in the dressing room at Lusail Stadium, near Doha, seeking solitude amid everyone’s sadness. To lose a World Cup final is the greatest defeat in a footballer’s life. It shrouds the losers in mournful quiet. Four years earlier, in Moscow, I was in the other dressing room, the world champions’ one: a sea of singing and celebration. But the night of 18 December 2022, a week before Christmas and eight days before my 36th birthday – where there’d be plenty of candles but one missing star – this defeat by Argentina bit deep. I felt awful, as if I’d been skewered, so bad in fact that I knew straight off that this wound would take a long time to heal, if it ever did, and that the scars would remain. When the animated clatter of studs on the dressing-­room floor had ceased, we all began changing out of our kit in this heavy silence, though we’d long since shed our armour, naked in the face of loss. Eventually I stood up and headed into the passageway to the showers in an attempt to hide myself from the world and the tears. Perhaps I was looking for another kind of silence.

			
			

			Whenever I’m asked at what point this defeat in the final of the World Cup hurt me the most, I don’t know what to reply: there wasn’t a specific moment; it lasted three days at first, and for a long time after. The pain gradually slunk away into the fog of the following days, as if it had made a cocoon for itself, but it was never far away. If only you could lose a World Cup final without realizing what you’ve lost, without knowing that unbridgeable chasm between winners and losers, between their glory and your regret. It is painful to lose – it is even more painful to lose an action-­packed final after so much hope – but to lose a World Cup final, in front of everyone you love, the pain of that is simply indescribable. My wife Marine and the children had been there from the second match; my father, his partner Ester and my grandmother had joined them for the round of 16. Now that it was all over, each of them truly realized that this had been the voyage of a lifetime, an exceptional immersion in our – in my – world throughout this World Cup. They remember it as some paradise lost. As for my mother and grandfather, who are no longer with us, I think about them before each match.

			
			

			After the final penalty in the shootout against Argentina, I felt totally empty. I didn’t want to be there, on that pitch of broken dreams where we’d fought to the last ounce of our strength. I was wiped out by this emotional rollercoaster, by this boxing match, one punch following the next, no let-­up for a moment, no time to calculate, and that feeling of walking a tightrope the whole night, and then suddenly falling off it.

			The pain of defeat is magnified for a goalkeeper following a penalty shootout. I looked for my family in the stands and saw they were as sad as I was. My brother Gautier, who plays in Ligue 1 for Le Havre, had arrived at the last moment with Clémence, his girlfriend; we don’t see enough of each other and would have hoped for a different outcome. The final was historic, but not in the way I’d have wished. Later, I’d meet people in the street who’d thank me for the beauty and emotional intensity of this final, assuring me that it was the most wonderful match they’d experienced in all their lives. Maybe when I’m old I’ll be able to see it like that. But not yet: it was a disaster because we lost, because we were crap for 80 minutes. And so the pain was unbearable.

			In the dressing room straight afterwards, the old guard and the injured who’d come to cheer us on, players such as Blaise Matuidi and N’Golo Kanté, tried to console us, but they knew it was impossible. The deathly silence was broken only by a bustle at the door as President Macron appeared. He gave a moving speech, but it could do nothing for us right then, because we were inconsolable. When he’d finished talking, I went and found that place near the showers, as if I could rip myself away from the disappointment and leave it there in the dressing room.

			
			

			Olivier Giroud and Raphaël Varane joined me, followed by our manager, Didier Deschamps. None of us said very much. Didier sighed: ‘I’d have preferred to lose 3–0, and be done with it . . .’ Actually, no, he wouldn’t have, and neither would we. But when you come back from so far behind, from 0–2 to 2–2 in two minutes at the end of the match, then from 2–3 to 3–3 in extra time, you tell yourself you’re going to do it, this incredible thing, despite having messed everything up for so long. It’s always hope that does the most damage; and after 80 minutes it returned, and it was huge. It was because we got so close to the unimaginable, before falling away, then drew so close again, that the disappointment overwhelmed us. There’s never been a World Cup final like it.

			After my shower, I had to speak to the media: I was captain, after all, and this was World Cup final night. I said what I still think: that it hurt, but that we could be proud.

			I got back on the bus and sat in my usual seat, to the right of the middle door. All I wanted to do was go home. We gathered for dinner back at the hotel, but I had no appetite, I wasn’t really there. It’s not that I cold-­shouldered anyone, I was just in my own world. I went up to bed knowing that I wouldn’t sleep. Luckily I discovered a few years ago that the morning after an extraordinary day like a World Cup final, your children drag you back to reality: you’ve got to be there for them as soon as they wake, for breakfast. The flight home was almost pleasant because my three-­year-­old son fell asleep on me, his infant snoozing soothing my transition from this collective odyssey back to real life. It was a mellowness to ease all torments.

			
			

			After landing in Paris on the Monday, we went straight to the balcony of the Hôtel de Crillon overlooking the Place de la Concorde, where the warm appreciation of thousands of fans did us a world of good. It was a reminder that we had gone on an epic adventure together. And for those few hours, the disappointment wasn’t mine alone: it was shared, divvied up among the huge crowd. As we relived each decisive moment of France–Argentina, thinking of those 2 centimetres which could have changed everything, I was sometimes able to tell myself that at least I had already won a World Cup final, and that it would have been awful to have lost that one without knowing if I would have the opportunity to win one later. So I wished that all those who weren’t with us in rainy Moscow in 2018, showered with golden confetti, would get another chance. 

			
			

			I returned to London on the Tuesday morning, not knowing if I would ever play for France again. The night before, I’d confided in Franck Raviot (our goalie coach since 2010) for the first time: ‘Franck, there’s a good chance this final was my last match with Les Bleus.’

			‘This isn’t the moment to be taking such hasty decisions, Hugo. Spend some time with your family, let yourself digest it all.’

			Back in London with my family, I hadn’t heard so much as a whisper from my club, Tottenham. Throughout the competition, I’d received regular messages from my former coaches, Mauricio Pochettino and José Mourinho, but nothing from Antonio Conte, my current manager. Not one word of encouragement, or even consolation after the final. I texted him:

			‘Coach, when should I return?’

			‘How long do you need?’

			‘Honestly, ten days, coach. If that’s too much, we could say a few days now and a few days in January.’

			‘Look, we’ve got a Premier League match at Brentford next Monday. It would be good for the team if you turned up Sunday for training. Monday, you’ll be on the bench, to ease back into it.’

			
			

			So turn up I did, but it was hardly ‘easing back into it’. Christmas Day, a Sunday, saw me back at the ground less than a week after 36 days of intense preparation and international competition. I needed to recover from the greatest disappointment and the greatest fatigue of my career. The club gave me just four full days to do it. And I loved those four days. I managed to spend them unburdened by sadness. We ate out as a family, went for a walk in the park; my big sister Sabrina came over with my niece Paloma; it was a wonderful Christmas. I took refuge in that bubble. I set everything else aside and I refused to think about what was next. Christmas Eve was great and the kids were happy. But I headed off for training on the morning of 25 December and barely had time to drop by the house at lunchtime before returning for pre-­match prep. And I remember exactly what I was thinking as I arrived at our Brentford hotel around 6 p.m., before our match the next day, where I’d be a substitute, a week after losing a World Cup final: ‘What on earth am I doing here?’

			
			

		

	
		
			
			

			II

			Decision Time

			The 26th of December is both Boxing Day and my birthday. I celebrated it in my tracksuit at Brentford, where we drew 2–2. From the bench, I managed to summon up a bit of interest in the match. I’d actually been quite pleased to see the guys again the previous day after such a long time. It was a happy moment, like the start of the new school year after the summer holidays. But I found players who were even more exhausted than I was. Their state affected my morale. The World Cup had worn me out and frayed my nerves, and I was counting on them to lift me up. During the half-­hour video session before the match, I couldn’t concentrate. My mind was simply elsewhere. 

			Tottenham alone wasn’t responsible for my personal fog. Neither was the final, in fact. Since my return from Doha, I’d been thinking about my future with the French national team. After more than 13 years with Les Bleus, 145 caps, four World Cups (2010, 2014, 2018, 2022) and three Euros (2012, 2016, 2021), I had to decide whether, at the age of 36, the time to turn the page had come. 

			
			

			Back at home, we rang in the New Year a day early, as we had so many times before. New Year’s Eve saw us in pre-­match prep at the Lodge – Spurs’ training centre, where each player has their own room – and on 1 January I played for the first time since returning from Doha, against Aston Villa at the Tottenham Hotspur Stadium. I was still in a complete daze. I needed my teammates’ energy, but they didn’t have any either. At the match, I saw Emiliano Martínez, Argentina’s goalie. He was a sub, having been given more days off than me, but he came and shook my hand in the tunnel before kick-­off and after the final whistle too. I respect goalies, out of principle, even though I know full well that in Doha, Martínez didn’t respect everyone. We even had an exchange about it in the press. In an interview with French sports daily L’Équipe a few days after the final, I said, ‘Pratting about in goal, clearly trying to put off your opponent with behaviour that crosses a line, that’s not my bag. I’m too rational, too honest to involve myself in that sort of thing.’ A few weeks later he shot back in France Football: ‘He only said that because he lost, otherwise he would have said nothing. I respect his opinion, of course. I have never insulted him. If he thinks that dancing about or gaining a bit of time constitutes a lack of respect or being dishonest, I don’t share that view. Every detail counts. I give everything for my country and it won’t please everyone.’ I also give everything for my country. I was a little hurt by his response at first, but not that much upon reflection. Still, I have the right to think that he went too far in his behaviour against Aurélien Tchouaméni, and that his celebration with the best goalkeeper trophy was quite vulgar. That he sets out to throw off his opponent during a shootout, it’s not for me to judge, but when you reach the stage where FIFA is forced to change the rules afterwards . . . well, then I do judge. Walking up to Aurélien Tchouaméni, then throwing the ball away after making as if to hand it to him, yep, I judge, even though he might reply that the trick worked. Likewise, when he made a phallic gesture with the Golden Glove trophy: his celebration had a negative impact the world over, and as a de facto representative of other goalies, not to mention role model for the keepers of tomorrow, he is accountable for his actions. But he’s obviously a very good goalie who made decisive saves that helped Argentina become world champions and win the Copa América.

			
			

			That day, with Tottenham, the first day of 2023, I was caught off guard by a rebound and I let in a silly goal. I respected Conte’s decision to select me so soon, but that goal was tough to digest, all the same. Three days later, we won against Crystal Palace; I played well this time, but I felt like I was fighting with myself, that everything had become hard, that I had to move mountains to accomplish really simple things.

			
			

			At the end of the match, I ran into Patrick Vieira, who was the Palace manager at the time. We’ve known each other for ages and I have a high appreciation of him. He was a world champion, too, and my first captain in the French team. We chatted about ‘Les Bleus’ for a few minutes, and the possibility of my retirement from international football. He was insistent: ‘Continue. Above all, don’t stop, if you can . . .’

			Before the World Cup final, I hadn’t mentioned the subject of my international retirement to anyone. The idea had briefly gone through my mind during Euro 2021, following our elimination in the round of 16 against Switzerland. Like some sort of foreshadowing, we were 3–3 at full time, followed by extra time, followed by a penalty shootout which we lost (rendering my penalty save in normal time almost pointless). At 35, it was time to consider my track record. It’s incredible, the energy required to play for the national team, particularly as captain. But I’d decided that I still had objectives in mind: there was the UEFA Nations League the following autumn, Lilian Thuram’s record of 142 caps to beat and, of course, the World Cup in 2022. I have always used objectives to progress. In the months preceding Qatar, I was careful with my replies every time I was asked about my future, because you never know what tomorrow will bring, not to mention that I wasn’t quite sure what I really wanted. As the World Cup drew closer, I stopped thinking about all this, figuring that one shouldn’t announce anything before a big tournament. And since I wasn’t going to announce anything, I didn’t have to make a decision.

			
			

			After the final, my international future became a subject of conversation for my intimate circle. I had the feeling of having reached the end of something, and the desire to leave was higher than it had ever been. I was fed up with missing those simple everyday things in my children’s lives. Anna-Rose was 13 already; it all went so fast. I didn’t want to be away so much, or for so long, and the reality of ageing is that recovery after a big match is tougher for me now than it used to be. Each morning it hurts as I walk downstairs to the kitchen. Every sportsperson learns to live with pain. For me, it’s my lower back that tends to play up – more specifically the left-­hand side these past few years – no doubt because I’ve been diving to the ground since I was eight. It’s not so much the training itself, or the 48 hours needed to recover from a tough session, which eventually wore me out, but successive matches, the pressure, the media focus, the essential victory – all this, every three days, as the sole horizon. 

			
			

			I recall training in Qatar one day, on a small pitch, when Ousmane Dembélé was on fire. He was so fast, so fluid, that he slotted two goals past me. When the session was done, I shouted, ‘It’s a little prick like you who’ll put me out to grass!’ I was laughing, but in the end he was one of the first people I told. When I finally took my decision to leave the French team, I’d already thought it through. I immediately felt freer, as if a weight had been lifted from me. I remembered how tough it was to begin with, and then: happier days. It was also the case that the national team didn’t belong to me. It wasn’t merely a question of age: it was time to let the next generation take their place. I didn’t want to wait until I was going downhill. Having made my decision, I planned my announcement: an interview in L’Équipe and another on the 8 p.m. news on France’s prime TV channel, TF1. But I wanted to tell the people closest to me first. Of course, I’d talked about it with my grandma, given what she means to me, as well as with my father. But it was still hard for them. It symbolized 14 years of history. As a footballer, you don’t see your family as much as you’d like, and for my grandma, a France match was her opportunity to see her grandson. So whereas it was a relief for me to announce my retirement, all they had left was nostalgia, a little sadness that it was over, and the certainty that never again would we experience something as wonderful together as our trip to Doha, which they still talk about. My father agreed with my decision, but that doesn’t mean it was easy for him.

			
			

			I told Franck Raviot, the long-­time goalie coach of the French national team and a man I trusted: I knew he would keep it to himself. And, of course, I told our manager, Didier Deschamps. I texted him my New Year’s greetings, adding: ‘If we could have a word when you’ve got a moment . . .’ He rang me straight away. I couldn’t get the words out at first. ‘Go on, Hugo,’ he said, ‘just say what’s on your mind, and then we’ll see . . .’ I told him, very quickly: ‘Coach, I’ve made my decision. It won’t be easy to make the announcement, but I prefer to tell you immediately, and no one will make me change my mind. I’m quitting the squad . . .’ He advised me not to make an impulse decision, to wait a bit, maybe, but I explained that I’d given my all and that I didn’t think I had much left in the tank. Two days later, when it was announced that his contract had been extended, I texted him: ‘Congratulations, coach. I’m happy for you and all the staff. You deserve it.’ He replied that they would all miss me. I told him I would miss them all too.

			I got in touch with the goalies who really matter to me: Fabien Barthez, who I’m close to and who’s always supported me, as well as Joël Bats, who was my coach at Lyon – and much more besides – for four years. I told them I was thinking things over and that I wanted to know what they thought about it. Fab told me how the end had come for him, following the 2006 World Cup, as well as the time a while before when he nearly quit. As for Joël: ‘You’ll see,’ he said. ‘At first, when France were winning without me, I told myself I could still have been there. And when things went badly, I told myself that I did well to retire.’ He was right. This was a fundamental question: do you still have the energy to overcome those difficult periods that teams go through? Because when you’ve carried the weight of expectation for so long, when you’ve taken blow after blow, when you’ve not just been the goalkeeper but captain too, there comes a time, despite the joy, the pride and the victories, when you can no longer hack it. And this time, I was done.

			
			

			I made sure that Antonio Conte was informed. And I also called the Spurs chairman, Daniel Levy.

			On Monday 9 January I had lunch at the offices of L’Équipe in the Paris suburb of Boulogne-­Billancourt. The journalists from the football section who’d followed me all those years were there. And it was me who brought the champagne, of course. I’d have loved to have made my announcement at a press conference after a France match, then buy all the journalists a drink. I’d not been their best customer the day before a match – I was much chattier the day after. And they weren’t always kind to me – something I’d never asked of them; they have their own role to play, after all. But journalists and players experience a sort of apprenticeship over the long haul: we travel the world together, with us at the heart of the action and them right alongside, so having a drink together seemed appropriate.

			
			

			Late on that Monday afternoon, an hour before it became official, I started telling my best friends. And I let the other players know, the veterans: Antoine Griezmann, Olivier Giroud, Raphaël Varane, as well as Kylian Mbappé. It was also my way of telling them, ‘Right, guys, it’s up to you now.’ I didn’t know yet that Raphaël was quitting too. I called Kylian because I’d sensed during the World Cup that he was starting to have some clout in the dressing room, and that he was going to take over the leadership.

			That Monday in Paris, I messaged Mauricio Pochettino, my longest-­serving manager at Tottenham, who’s part of my football family: ‘How you doing, gaffer? I’m in your city. Sorry, I mean Toni Jiménez’s city [a private joke: Toni’s his goalie coach and loves Paris]. I wanted to let you know before it becomes official that I’m going to announce my international retirement.’ I’ve kept his reply:

			
			

			‘Thanks, Hugo. I really appreciate you letting me know. I hoped to see you in the national team for ever, but I understand your decision. Family time is important. I’m proud of you, of everything you achieved with the squad. The main thing is that you’re happy.’

			I had been happy in the French team, for a long time. And I was happy to be settling things properly during those January days. The qualifying stage for Euro 2024 would start in March, so it was important for there to be no doubt hanging over my future. My sponsors and the manager needed certainty. I owed them that out of respect. There had been no passing of the baton when I joined the French team. So I wanted to ensure a handover, that there would be a legacy, that the conditions would be right for everything to continue as before. That’s why I was able to leave in peace. I knew that Mike Maignan, a top-­notch goalie, was waiting in the wings, that he’d be there for several years and would accomplish great things. I’d arrived in autumn 2008, an unsettled period when everyone was out for himself, though it wasn’t yet a scorched-­earth thing – the debacle would come a year and a half later in South Africa. It took me a long while to feel that I’d joined a true team: mates with a joint ambition.

			I quit after a World Cup that would have been brilliant, but for that one regret that won’t leave me, that defeat in the final after the penalty shootout. Often I tell myself that I should have stopped one, and then I realize that I should have stopped three. But I know it’s not that simple either, and that if I’d stopped one at the right moment, maybe things would have been different. You never know.

			
			

			It was an emotional thing to announce that I was leaving the French team. I was relieved to have made the decision, and bowled over by the reactions, be they from fans or other players. I received dozens and dozens of messages, even from certain players I didn’t expect, and journalists too. Shooting an interview for TF1 in London, during which I watched clips of people’s reactions and their homages, it all came back to me and I couldn’t help but shed a tear. It was like a living obituary, emotionally overpowering and intense.

			And so it was over. Maybe my biggest fault is having rarely appreciated things at the time, of always focusing too quickly on the future. That’s a trait I get from my grandmother, who constantly looks ahead and never talks about the past. I’ve always looked ahead, but then one fine day, it’s over. That’s also just the way of competitive sport. But once I’d quit, I began appreciating better, and more fully, all of the joy and pride of those years with Les Bleus. What regrets could I have?

			I had been six when I started playing for a club, the Cedac de Cimiez, in my childhood neighbourhood in northern Nice. Training was every Wednesday and it was my grandpa who took me. He would pick me up after school on a Tuesday evening and I slept at his and my grandma’s. The next morning, before my training session, we went to their bridge club at La Colle-sur-Loup west of Nice, where I carried on with my homework. Eventually I’d get changed. When I stood in front of them in my kit, my grandpa would proudly announce to his bridge buddies: ‘I present the future goalkeeper of the French team.’ I was eight.

		

	
		
			
			

			III

			The Void

			Caps: 145; captaincies: 121; World Cup finals: two – I always knew I was privileged. The French national team has been the common thread throughout my career, even at the very start. I was an international for just over 14 years, from 8 November 2008 to 18 December 2022, and when I decided it was over, I faced a void. I expected a few tough weeks: Les Bleus symbolized so much for me that all of my torments and injuries were concentrated in the two or three months following the seven major tournaments that I played with France. Yet, in spite of all that, I would never have imagined what was now going to happen. I had even dared to think that focusing on my club game would help me perform well.

			The truth is that nothing or no one helped me at this time – hardly anyone at any rate. That’s how it works in football: the manager thinks that what little energy you have left will be enough to help the team. But the Premier League is relentless. The play is fast, and it’s a constant battle. On 23 January 2023 at Fulham, where we won 0–1, I played a solid match, even though I still had trouble focusing during the warm-­up. Craven Cottage is a lovely little stadium with a soul, and the supporters are so close they seem to envelop you; perfect for getting my competition head back on. As I was crossing the pitch at the end of the match, Cristian Stellini, Antonio Conte’s assistant, called out: ‘Hey, Hugo, go check with the manager, but I told him that I’d give you a five-­ or six-­day break.’ I could have done with them sooner, but the subsequent few days in Nice did me a power of good. 

			
			

			I felt great when I came back for the Manchester City game (1–0) at home on 5 February, probably my last really good match for Tottenham. Right at the end, I stopped a Rodri header with a flying save to my left and felt something give when my right knee hit the Spanish international. I’d been telling myself that I was back, that I’d got the machine fired up again, that the Champions League was on the horizon – the round of 16 match against AC Milan was a week later – and that I was handling myself pretty well, all things considered. But after this clearance, I realized that my stability was seriously affected. The exterior ligament of my right knee – on my supporting leg – had gone. I would be out for six to eight weeks, and so began the troubled twilight of my London years. From the World Cup final on 18 December 2022 to my departure from Tottenham on 30 December 2023, I played only ten matches with Spurs, the last ten of my 447 appearances for the club since 2012. A lifetime.

			
			

			Like all injured players, I stepped away from the team to recover, returning in the spring full of beans and eager to get stuck in. But when I came back, Antonio Conte had been sacked and the atmosphere was abysmal. The whole team was listless. If a collective is strong, you can underperform and no one will notice. At Tottenham, everything was visible. I started to visualize the end of a phase of my life, and my objective became to finish the season, to dedicate myself to my club and to think of a place where I could enjoy myself again. I’d always thought that with six weeks’ holiday in summer and taking it easy during the international breaks, I could extend my career pretty easily. But after my knee there came another injury, a tendon that went as I cleared the ball during the first half of a nightmarish Spurs game at Newcastle in April, which we lost 6–1. It was my last match with the club.

			Once I’d reached the age of 30, major competitions always had an effect on my athletic and mental health, and I wasn’t alone in being deeply affected, both physically and emotionally, by this World Cup right in the middle of the season. Some players were ghosts of themselves in the second part of the season, while others were injured, as I was.

			
			

			My lassitude never really tipped into depression. There was massive burnout, sure, after such intense and sometimes contradictory emotions, but no unjustified sadness. It was simply that nothing was light or fluid any more. Even in the past, when I’d had three weeks to recover from a World Cup or a Euros, I would injure myself out of fatigue or because I threw myself back into it too hard and too fast – the job and my managers having demanded it. Being on the bench for a Premier League fixture a week after the World Cup final was absurd. As was the scheduling of league fixtures just a week before the World Cup began.

			I’d left the French team in January 2023; by May I’d started wondering about quitting Tottenham too. I was only thinking about it, though, not expecting that Spurs would make a move so quickly. But in preparation for what they clearly saw as my impending departure, the club hired another goalkeeper, the Italian Guglielmo Vicario. The message to me was all too clear: having been captain of the team for ten years, I was no longer a part of their plans. Before the summer tour of the US, I asked the chairman, Daniel Levy, if I really had to join everyone on this tour to promote a club which didn’t want me any more. His answer was that I could stay behind in London.

			
			

			I always knew, of course, that such a moment would come. What I didn’t appreciate, though, was them letting me know at the end of the season, when it was already very late to sort myself out in what was quite a closed goalie market. But there was more to it than my simply wanting to go. Following a recurring rumour in late May that I was off to Saudi Arabia (I had only been contacted by some agents), Daniel Levy summoned me. As we talked, I quickly realized that my supposed departure would suit him. We went over the season together. I told him what I thought of the situation at the club, and he ended up telling me of the club’s wish to buy a much younger first-­team keeper. He even suggested I make my farewells at Spurs’ last home match. To which I replied:

			‘But I’ve got a year’s contract left, Daniel, who knows what might happen?’

			‘I wouldn’t like you to leave like that, Hugo, after all these seasons with us, everything you’ve done for the club. I’d like to pay you a homage.’

			‘We’re not going to do a homage at a last match, at the end of our worst season, when we might not even qualify for the European Cup . . .’

			In mentioning the recruitment of a younger keeper, Daniel was letting me understand that the club would not ask to be compensated for the final year of my contract. But I had a salary which few clubs could meet, and which Tottenham would have liked to reduce, and, at 36, after a second half of the season with two injuries and a certain irregularity in appearances and results, I felt that the club wished to turn the page. In the end, I saw this situation as an opening, a way out. I just would have liked, yet again, to have known earlier: they’d already chosen the new keeper weeks before, but had decided not to tell me.

			
			

			I saw Daniel Levy again in August, when he tried to convince me to go to Lazio. But although I was touched by the approach from Lazio’s chairman, Claudio Lotito, whom I’d met in the past, I didn’t really see the point in leaving for a club which already had a first-­team keeper, Ivan Provedel, and risk holding back a goalie who was progressing really well and had had an excellent season. I didn’t need that. We’re more than just assets: we’re men, with families, children. Were I younger, I might have gone. But not now.

			I stayed at Tottenham because, just a few hours from the end of the transfer window, I didn’t want to be rushed into making a decision without having time to think it over. Whenever I move anywhere, four others move with me. So while rumours were rife of my imminent transfer to Newcastle as number 2 goalie – or of my return to Nice – I enjoyed a peaceful family dinner at an Argentinian restaurant in Hampstead. 

			
			

			Once the transfer window had closed, I very quickly realized that I would pay a price for this attitude, as I became a Tottenham player who didn’t play any more, who didn’t exist in his own club. I never said anything, no one ever heard me complain, but all too often I found that I simply couldn’t stand the situation any longer. At times I was really close to throwing in the towel and ripping up the contract which tied me to the club until June 2024. And this was a club, after all, where I had spent 12 seasons – nine of which as captain – a total of 447 matches in the Spurs strip.

			On my better days I put myself in the shoes of Ange Postecoglou, the new manager, who’d arrived at a club that had hired a young goalie and was commencing a new phase. It was logical that he follow this new direction. All of the outfield players who were in the same situation as me, who the club wanted to get rid of, reintegrated into the team and had to compete with each other as usual. But it’s not the same for keepers. Even if I’d done what was required in training to perform properly, I wouldn’t have played again because it’s a position which requires stability and conviction. If there is any competitiveness at all, then it is over the very long term, from one season to the next, sometimes from one contract to the next, but never from match to match. A goalkeeper who has one bad game is replaced only on the rarest occasions, if ever.

			
			

			The break did me good at first, as if time was paused. I was training with a team I was no longer a part of, and would never be again, whatever happened. I joined in the training sessions requiring four goalies, but the opposed practice sessions which required only two keepers were not for me. I had never been in such a situation and I could never have imagined it. I’m not cut out for that sort of thing.

			When the guys needed a keeper to blast away at, I was that man, just like when I was 18, because I missed playing and jumped at any opportunity to get my hands on the ball. But I yearned for all the other stuff, particularly matches, even practice sessions, on a big pitch with space. This period confirmed something I’ve long believed: that there are practice goalies, good ‘shot-­stoppers’, but a real goalie is one who knows how to read the game well and handle the whole pitch, his penalty area and his defence. Working the goalline is just one aspect of the role, and I was no longer a complete keeper if that was all I did during close-­play sessions and isolated exercises.

			It was a terrible autumn and it ate away at me. I observed, sometimes amused, often saddened, the social consequences in the dressing room of my demotion from captain to invisible player. A few people followed the logic of the firm: since the club had decided to sideline me (even if it was more complicated than that), they sidelined me too. Relations shouldn’t change for such a reason. I was disappointed that some players avoided me like the plague. I was no longer a part of the team; the manager never spoke to me and there was no way I was going to be interested in his presentations on matches that I wouldn’t be playing in. As long as I stay in football, I will always try to remember to maintain a connection with everyone. This simply was not the case during my last six months at Spurs.

			
			

			I didn’t want to be stuck there in the middle any more. I wanted to extricate myself. This is precisely what I said to my family when I got home following the debrief of our 2–1 defeat by West Ham in early December 2023: ‘I’ve got to get out of here, I can’t take it any longer. When everything’s going well for the team, I’m not happy because I’m excluded from it; and when everything’s going badly for them, I’m not happy either because it’s my club and I’m attached to it.’ I hated that feeling of being caught between two equally uncomfortable stools, one in the stands, the other mounted on an ejector seat.

			But throughout this whole period I never had a single negative thought for Guglielmo Vicario, the goalie playing in my stead. Guglielmo is a serious, respectful, hardworking guy who had absolutely nothing to do with the situation I was put in. It would have been tough for me to take otherwise. He came to this level of play somewhat late, at the age of 27, after only two seasons in Serie A, but he knows what he wants, and he’s a grafter – he even goes to the ground on his days off to do his stretching exercises. I think he’ll go far. He deserves to.

			
			

			Although I kept up a social life with my former teammates, I avoided the team meals because I was the former captain and I needed to let the group gel without me.

			I made good use of the time, though, spending it with my children or managing other areas of my life, such as my financial assets. Approaching the end of my football career, I naturally sought to plan for the next stage of my life. 

			It wasn’t until winter 2023, when I took the decision to become a proper player again (but elsewhere), that I started to miss the adrenaline rush. I watched matches often, but there wasn’t a single one where I said to myself that I would have liked to be there. I didn’t identify with anything: the French national team was the past, and Tottenham was my team no longer. For the first time, I was faced with the reality that there was more to life than football. I have never been scared of stopping completely, and it’s possible that if the World Cup had taken place in June 2022, rather than in December, I would have hung up my gloves then.

			That autumn, when I felt invisible and useless, I detached myself from the team because it was the best way to protect myself. That’s why I didn’t visit the stadium from June to September. I was no longer a player, really, but not yet a spectator either. I always knew that I would become an unconditional Tottenham fan again the very day I left, but I had to find the proper distance during that autumn, like a separated couple who still live in the same house.
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