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CHAPTER 1 Running Wild


I switched my bedroom light off and pushed the door shut. Each night I followed the same ritual before climbing into bed. I kept my underpants on and knotted the laces of my football boots together to make a long string, tied tightly around the waist. Then I pulled my pyjama trousers on, fastening their cord as securely as I could, before climbing into bed.

I knew what was coming. There would be the click of the catch, which I couldn’t lock, a chink of light around the door frame. I’d watch closely as the figure of my head teacher entered and crept slowly towards my bed. I was 13 years old and staying at his house because my own home was too far away from my new school, a school which offered greater opportunities for a young footballer.

The head teacher, believing I’d gone to sleep, would put his hands under my bedcover and try to touch me. I knew what he was doing was wrong, so I tried to push him away and punch him. I was tough, but I was scared too, although I couldn’t show him my fear. This could go on for ten or 15 minutes, like a fight. He wasn’t joking; he was going hard trying to get my pants off. There were no words spoken in the dark, but he was touching himself and getting sexually excited by what was happening, by the aggression.

I didn’t tell anybody. I was too ashamed to speak to my mother and I didn’t know if anyone else would believe me. I haven’t told anybody the full story until now.

I’d become exhausted making the long journey to my new school each day from Les Ulis. Les Ulis does not even have a train station and I’d take a bus and then a train. Sometimes I’d fall asleep on the train and wake up at the end of the line and then be late for school. I was also tired mentally and waiting only for lessons to finish so that I could play football.

The head teacher offered a solution: ‘You can sleep at my house three nights of the week. You won’t need to travel and you can rest.’ He lived inside the school grounds, alone. It seemed like a smart idea, until he came into my bedroom.

I now recognise that he’d tried to groom me. He let me play on a Nintendo. He helped me do my homework and cooked really good food for me. Not as good as my mother’s African food – her rice and chicken – but still tasty. And then he tried to abuse me.

I would get butterflies in my stomach when I was due to sleep over as the end of the school day drew near. It couldn’t go on, and after a few months I told my mum that I didn’t want to stay with him any longer. I didn’t give any reason. By that time, my would-be abuser had become tired of the situation. I was a fighter; I was not going to give in. He didn’t even ask why I was leaving. He knew.

On the last night at that man’s house, when he knew that I was going back to my family, he finally succeeded. He put my penis in his mouth.

Years later, when I was playing for Monaco, the police called me. Some kids had complained about this man and the police wanted to know if he’d ever tried to do something to me. Because I was famous and worried about the reaction, I lied and said no. They asked me if I was sure and I assured them I was. I have lived with that lie for many years. I can’t tell you how much I regret that.

If you are a child reading this and you are being abused, you must talk. Don’t carry your shame because there is no shame. Deal with your nightmare by talking about it. I look at my own son and think, ‘If something happens, I hope he would tell me.’

A lot of shit things happened in my childhood. The people I know and love will read this and I don’t want to put them through more pain, but it’s important that I tell my story honestly. I’m 40 years old and telling the truth. Why now? I met someone very special, Margaux, who helped set me free from these demons. I am free to cry now. I am a free man. I am not a coward. I feel less guilty and I am not ashamed to share those dark parts of my life because I was hurt, badly hurt. Margaux asked me if I’d considered getting professional help, but I said no. I don’t open up easily, especially not to strangers. My therapist is myself – and Margaux. What else can I say? This is me and what made me. You might cry, but you will laugh too, I promise. There has been a great deal of love and light in my life. In the country of my birth, Senegal, the people are sweet. They don’t want war, they are generous, they smile and laugh. I have inherited that, though you may not think it from the stories I am going to tell you about growing up in France. When I dance around in my online videos, the happiness that you see is genuine. I love life, but it has been tough, especially before I became a professional footballer.

My father, Cyprien Evra, did not enjoy watching television. Instead, he made children: between them, my parents had 24 children. I have a large and complicated extended family. My mum, Juliette, had 11 children, eight of them with my father: Marie ‘Duchesse’ Dalouze, Dominique, Charlotte, Marthe, Christiane, Florentine, Mado and me, Patrice, the youngest. She also had three children before she met my dad: Claude, Albert and Youssoufa. My father had another 13 children not with my mother: Pierre ‘Pierrot’ Francois, Marie Louise, Joachin ‘Ouzin’, David ‘Dave Colver’, Annette, Max, Fatima, Anne Marie, Elizabeth, Betty, Benji, Casper and Etienne. So we had enough for two football teams with substitutes.

I was born in the capital of Senegal, Dakar, on 15 May 1981, but my family moved to Belgium when I was one. My father is usually described as a diplomat. When people think ‘diplomat’, they also think ‘comfortable middle-class lifestyle’, but that’s not true. Dad had a job working with the Senegalese embassy and won a three-year contract to help promote Senegalese culture in Belgium and so we were transferred to Brussels. I can remember very little but I’m told it rained a lot.

When the contract was up, we moved to Les Bergères near Paris in 1985 to live briefly with relatives before moving to Les Ulis, 23 kilometres south-west of Paris, which at that time was this newish settlement of concrete towers between six and 14 storeys under the flight path to Orly Airport. Les Ulis had a bad reputation. In many people’s eyes it was a black ghetto where crime and drugs were rife, but it was the place where I grew up and I loved it. To this day, I consider myself Ulissien and not Parisian. The communal areas between the blocks were my playground, the trees and benches my goalposts.

There is a long history of Senegalese settlement in France, as Senegal was a French colony before it gained its independence in 1960. In the First World War, 200,000 ‘Senegalese Tirailleurs’, Senegalese infantrymen and men recruited from the other French African colonies, went to the Western Front to fight in the name of France and many remained in the country after the war was over.

My background is Senegalese, but I consider myself a human being first before any nationality. I grew up in France and played for France – a decision for which I was criticised by some Senegalese people. I also feel sometimes like I’m a Mancunian after the time I spent in Manchester. I am a chameleon who adapts to its environment.

Initially, my parents lived in my mother’s younger brother’s apartment in Les Bergères, with my six sisters and my half-brother Albert, who was the oldest and born in 1964. It was generous of our relatives to take us in. With their own children, it meant that 15 of us had to fit into a three-bedroom apartment. The children had to sleep three to each mattress. Two kids lay on the outside of the mattress with their heads at one end, and the person in the middle lay the other way up, but wherever you lay you always ended up getting feet in your face. For a whole year we managed in these cramped circumstances, until we found an apartment of our own in Les Ulis – with four small bedrooms.

Although my childhood was difficult, we were never poor. My father always made sure we had food to eat. Once settled in our new apartment, I became friends with a neighbour, César. Like me, he was proud to be from Les Ulis, but it could be a bad quartier (district) to grow up in. I had friends who were shot or who died young from violence or drugs, like my close friend Issaka’s brother.

We were at a party in Le Radazik, a club in my quartier where concerts or parties were usually held, and I was enjoying myself when I heard the blast of a shotgun. As we ran towards the noise to see what was happening, I saw a pool of blood spreading towards me and looked into the face of Issaka’s brother sprawled out on the cold, tiled floor. There’d been an argument and someone had shot him. He died.

There were bad people around, but they were not representative of the majority of my area of Les Ulis, Les Hautes Plaines. I felt as if we belonged to a big family, like we were untouchable, and we made sure we looked after each other. I was in a gang called ‘Maaf’, named after our street, with Tshimen (my best friend who later had three kids with one of my sisters), Issaka, Mahamadou, Guillaume, Gaye, Patrick, Billey, Oliver, Romaric, Yedi, Yassine and Hakim. The gang gave me protection. The area was no-go for outsiders. If the police came, we would throw rubbish bins across the road to stop their cars getting through. It was our castle to defend.

My friends were mainly from an African background: Congo, Cameroon, Gabon, Senegal, Mali. I did have one white friend, Dani. He was rich but pretended he was poor. We discovered his secret when we visited his house. One of the gang compared it to the Palace of Versailles, but I’d never been to Versailles. Why would I?

Dani wanted to slum it with us on the street and when we confronted him he admitted he’d lied because he was embarrassed that his family was wealthy. I once saw him get beaten up really badly. He wanted to prove he was part of the gang and picked a fight one day when he shouldn’t have done. He had a big wooden stick and pepper spray and approached two guys he had a problem with in a car park. The spray came back into his face and the guys grabbed his stick and gave him a terrible beating. They were jumping on his head. Although we wanted to intervene, we stood back. We had rules. If you picked a fight, it was your fight. With fists. We were shouting for Dani to get up, that he could be like Rocky Balboa, but he was unconscious, so we took him to the hospital in a car, terrified that he was dying.

Dani opened his eyes, looked at me and asked: ‘Where are we? Is it Christmas?’ I laughed out loud with relief. After that, he never came back to the gang. He realised that it was our life, not a game anyone could join in. He’d lived a lie because he wanted to be part of the gang and not be rejected by us. We also called ourselves the ZSP – Zulus Sans Pitié, which means ‘Zulus without pity’ – because we wanted to be thought of as hard men.

I joined the gang after my dad left home when I was ten. He and my mother argued too much and so they separated, Dad moving to Saint-Quentin, closer to Paris, to live with a friend. Until that point, I was a well-behaved kid. Dad was well educated and strict – I couldn’t get away with lying to him. He would ask me: ‘Have you done your homework?’ I would always answer yes, but with a little hesitation when I hadn’t done it, which Dad spotted every time, demanding: ‘Bring me your homework now.’ Then the interrogation began. He would open my book at the first page and fire questions at me. ‘But, Dad,’ I’d protest, ‘that page was from a long time ago.’ He wasn’t impressed and would close my book and say: ‘You need to know all your book, Patrice.’

I should have done better at school. I started brightly enough and even jumped a class to be with people one year ahead of me but, when Dad left, my schooling suffered.

I didn’t enjoy reaching the age of ten. Just before Dad went, my mum took me to Senegal to be circumcised – a tradition in my family. They think it’s cleaner; that was the accepted belief in my quartier. I was being sent to Senegal to become a proper man. Although people had told me it was a straightforward operation, I didn’t want to go, didn’t want it to happen – and I was right.

I got to the hospital with my cousin, who screamed so loud that I became scared and ran away down the corridor. The nurses chased after me and a doctor caught me, dragged me back and gave me a local anaesthetic. I felt nothing from it, it did not work. They pinned me on the bed, put something on my penis, then I saw the doctor get some scissors. He started to cut away at my penis. The pain was acute; I’d never felt pain like it and never have since.

My suffering was not over. Shortly afterwards I was horrified to see my penis balloon in size. I stayed in Senegal for two weeks, two weeks of infection and pain. Back in France, I went to see another doctor about the infection. He shook his head. My circumcision had been botched. I needed more surgery.

My trouble was not confined to my penis. I started to be a bad boy after Dad left and I believed that I could do whatever I wanted. I began to steal things from shops. I began to sell marijuana. I also begged outside the local bread shop. One old man looked at me one day and said: ‘Do you think money comes from the sky?’ I remember that now as a lesson that you don’t get money for nothing, but it didn’t stop me. I was actually begging to have enough money to buy a kebab. Kebabs were my dream food. It was difficult for my mother even to provide basic meals after Dad walked out. She worked in a shop which sold cheap clothes and she didn’t earn much money.

In France, poor parents are paid money when their children go to school. So Dad had brought some of his other children from previous marriages over from Senegal to take advantage of those grants. The money was supposed to be used to buy school clothes, travel and books, but it didn’t always get to the intended destination. Instead, he sent it to my half-brothers and sisters, some of them in Senegal, because he thought they would need it more there. He felt we lived like kings in France.

As Dad no longer took that money, Mum started offering it to us as pocket money. I told her to keep it, explaining that one day I would have so much money I wouldn’t need it. I wanted her to use the money herself, for essentials – and besides, I thought I’d found my own source of income selling weed, which seemed the easiest way of earning money.

I was lucky because my brother Dominique worked at McDonald’s in the local shopping centre. If I was ever hungry, I could go there for some food because he would give me some for free. Not that he got free food; he gave me his own lunch instead. We would also wait by the door until McDonald’s closed and they threw out their leftovers. I started to like a cold Big Mac.

Our gang wandered around getting into trouble. I liked to fight alongside my friends. We would go to the neighbouring housing estate to show that we were better than them. It would start with a football game and end in a fight. Because we were too poor to go away on holidays, we just stayed in our quartier and had a great time playing football until midnight, fighting and making our own barbecues from food we had stolen. I didn’t know anyone who had been to a beach. In summer, we begged the man who looked after the gymnasium to keep it open late so we could play football. Sometimes he would, other times he would refuse, but we’d threaten to smash everything up unless he kept it open until midnight.

We lived on the edge of the urban sprawl of Paris, yet our world was completely different to the Paris that tourists visited. The centre of the city wasn’t far away and we’d get there by jumping on the RER B line train without a ticket. When the ticket collectors came we’d run away from them, a game of cat and mouse through trains and tunnels. Looking back, I realise we lived a dangerous life, but it brought me so much happiness. And it never felt dangerous; to me it was normal.

Our one-hour journeys to Paris weren’t to visit the Louvre or Champs-Élysées; instead we went to Châtelet, a place popular with tourists in the centre between Notre-Dame and the Pompidou Centre. A shop there sold the best kebab in the world. Only my mother’s cooking was better than the kebab in Châtelet. It was like heaven, with ketchup, mayonnaise and spices. We would sit on the street, eating the kebab and thinking, ‘This is Paris, we’ve made it in life.’ Even now, I’ll try one once a year. We’d also go to a market where they sold nice trainers, Nike and Adidas, not that we could afford them. If we had enough money, we would go to Montmartre for crêpes.

We began to drift ever closer into low-level, petty crime. In Les Ulis there was a big Carrefour store close to where we lived, and we’d go there to steal things. I remember seeing a football computer game advertised on television and decided that I wanted it, so we went to the store to shoplift one. Security were suspicious of us, but our tactics were well prepared.

The football game came in a big box. We broke one open, removed the game and hid it among the garden furniture. Security came over to see what we were up to, but we pretended that we’d dropped the box with the football game in. They were unconvinced: ‘Come on, we saw something,’ they said, but when they searched us they couldn’t find anything. Two days later, we returned with enough money to buy bread. We went to the garden section, retrieved the game, which was small enough to fit in my pants under a belt, and paid only for the bread.

By the time I was 15 I’d picked up the nickname ‘Leef’ – meaning a baton in Senegalese – and this is why. We had gone to a shop to steal a Sega Mega Drive, but this time we were caught by security and they told us that we were going to jail. The police said they’d call our parents, which was a bigger worry for us than the police themselves. They rang the father of one of my friends and he came to the store.

‘Do you know his parents?’ they pointed to me.

‘Yes, he lives in my quartier,’ replied the father, who was entrusted to take me home. I thought I’d got away with it and that my mother would never find out.

‘Patrice,’ he said. ‘I’m going to explain to your mother what happened. Where exactly do you live?’

‘Oh, no,’ I thought. ‘Should I run and escape when the car stops?’ But I respected him enough not to run. My friend’s father knocked on the door. My mother had been extremely worried because it was late and I wasn’t home and she was relieved to see me, but her expression changed quickly when she heard the word ‘police’. When I saw her eyes tighten, I thought ‘I’m dead.’

‘What have you done?’ she screamed at me.

‘Nothing, Mum!’ I replied. ‘I didn’t steal anything. I was just an accomplice.’

‘Accomplice!’ she raged, before hitting me with a big stick – a ‘leef’. My brothers and sisters were laughing as my mother chased me around, swiping at me. I realised at that point just how physically strong my mother was. She frightened me so much with that stick that I was too scared to steal again. Well, at least big items. I would still steal chocolate or sausages. Let me explain.

Our barbecues needed sausages. They also needed a barbecue, but a broken trolley from Carrefour made an ideal grill. We needed to steal the rest: the coal, the lighters, the bread, the drinks and of course the sausages, which tasted nearly as good as the Châtelet kebabs. We’d hold the most fantastic barbecues in a park near our home, digging out a hole in the ground for the charcoal. Each of us was assigned something to steal. The sausages were the trickiest and I used to put them up the sleeves of my jacket, which was awkward but I had fast hands as well as fast feet.

I didn’t consider myself a gangster, and I never wanted to make a life from crime. I knew that what I was doing was wrong, but it was just a way to survive. I’m not proud of what I did, and I don’t want my own children to live that sort of life. Soon, it went beyond petty theft: I began to deal marijuana. I didn’t sell drugs for long, only three months, but I made enough money to buy my girlfriend some shoes. And a pager, so I could do my drug deals. My friends wouldn’t have understood if I didn’t sell drugs, but I should have known better as I’d seen from my early years the reality of what drugs could do.

When I was a small child, I’d woken up needing to go to the toilet in the apartment in Les Ulis. The door was slightly ajar and the light was on. I pushed it open to find my brother Albert sitting on the toilet, staring into space. A needle was hanging from his arm. I didn’t understand what was happening, but I knew it was something very bad. I closed the door and went back to bed. Albert eventually died from the drug addiction which had already taken over his life when I found him that night. Crack cocaine was the cause of his death. He would be very aggressive when he ran out of drugs and he’d demand money, which I didn’t have as I was only a child. If we didn’t give him what he wanted he would beat us.

It was tragic to see another human in this condition, a man so desperate for money to feed his habit that he would later travel to Africa to sell all his French papers so that they could be used by someone who wanted to get into France illegally. My mother received a call to say that he’d died in a bathroom out there from an overdose. She was distraught, as any parent would be, to lose her child. But that was in the future – what stopped me selling drugs at the time was the danger to my own life. I never used them myself – I have Albert to thank for that.

And I also need to thank football. I was obsessed with it, like all the boys in Les Ulis. We always had a football and there were many places where we could play in the quartier between the various tower blocks. After school finished, Tshimen and I would break into the school playground and play football on the artificial surface. I was a tricky little player. I taught myself on the street, playing against older boys. A teacher saw that I came to school with holes in my shoes as I was playing so much I wore them out. He bought me some blue trainers. I never forgot that.

‘You have talent, Patrice,’ he said. ‘You should be a footballer.’ I felt like the king of the world when I heard that.

Les Ulis has become a football factory. Thierry Henry, Anthony Martial, Yaya Sanogo, Moussa Marega and I all grew up there. We are probably the only town in the world with players that have won every major trophy in football – the World Cup, Champions League, Europa League. The lot. Henry has paid for a football pitch which is well used. There are another 15 professional players from my generation, though Martial is from the generation below.

People want to know the secret of why such a tiny area, a banlieue of only 24,000 people, turns out so many top-class footballers. It’s no mystery. First of all, the kids are outside playing football at all hours. Second, it’s an escape – it was for me – from violence and crime. When they opened a synthetic pitch near my school we hung around there and played football rather than go to Carrefour to steal things. Third, the mixture of genetics because of the immigration. There are big players from Africa, small Arab players from Morocco. Fourth, from the age of six onwards, there are great teachers in the school and qualified coaches – like my friends Tshimen and Mahamadou who both coach in my old quartier – who try to support and develop the whole child, not just his football. Walk around the area with them, and young boys of 13 or 14 come up to them, ask them politely how they are doing and go on their way. I’m proud that they are so well respected in the streets of where I grew up.

Next, there is an excellent structure of teams through which talented kids can progress. They receive top-class coaching from the age of six from coaches who are close to them. Those coaches want them to be a success at school and on the football pitch. They tell them to eat well, sleep well, brush their teeth twice a day, wash well and be a good person.

As a result, Martial and the younger generation are nice boys. Their Les Ulis is different from mine. The area has improved a lot, the tower blocks have been smartened up and there is less trouble. It was tougher for my generation of second-generation West Africans, even tougher for the generation above me. So many of my elder brothers’ friends went to jail. But what hasn’t changed is the determination to succeed that the young footballers of Les Ulis and the other settlements around Paris have, which comes from their immigrant background, whether they are the black Africans like me from the old French colonies or those with roots in North Africa. This is the last and, for me, the greatest reason. In Les Ulis, you start to live football when you are in the womb and you have access to properly qualified coaches.

At the age of six, I joined the young team CO Les Ulis, which is also where Henry and the other guys I mentioned started out. I wanted to be a footballer, a striker like Romario. There are hundreds of young footballers there below the first team at Les Ulis, who play in the regional seventh tier of French football. Paris is surrounded by social housing projects that breed brilliant footballers. Add to the list above Paul Pogba, Kylian Mbappé, Benjamin Mendy, Riyad Mahrez, N’Golo Kanté, Lucas Digne, Nicolas Anelka, Moussa Sissoko, Blaise Matuidi, Adrien Rabiot, Kingsley Coman – all grew up around Paris.

At 13, I left to join CSF Brétigny, the best team in the area. Tshimen had encouraged me to link up with him there. My best friend gave me a great deal to live up to, telling the manager Didier Brilliant: ‘We have a phenomenon and his name is Patrice.’ It worked. Brilliant invited me for trials along with about 70 other kids. The balls were set up in the centre circle and we were told to walk up to the ball and then score a goal as quickly as possible. There was one defender and a goalkeeper to stop us. I walked up, ran at the defender, beat him and scored straight into the bottom corner. I missed with my second effort and scored with my third. I’d never been tested like that before.

The trial games started across five pitches. After five minutes, the coach said: ‘Come here and sit down.’ That was it, nothing more. I was worried I’d done something wrong. At the end of the games, the coach stood up and said: ‘These players will sign for CSF Brétigny: Patrice Evra…’ Mine was the first name he mentioned and I was excited beyond belief. CSF Brétigny was like a professional club to me, an escape from the street, but also a chance to join a better team than Les Ulis. Brétigny had national status, they played against the young teams of Paris Saint-Germain.

There was a problem, though. Their ground was 30 minutes from my house by car – but we didn’t have one. By public transport, it was far more complicated. But it was possible for me to go to school nearby and play football there afterwards and to do extra training. Unfortunately, I had to get up at five in the morning. It was a nightmare. I took a bus and then two trains, then had a further walk to school, on Saturdays as well as weekdays. Unsurprisingly, I quickly became exhausted, and my situation at home didn’t help.

My brother Dominique was a DJ and he would organise Zouk parties at our home on a Friday or Saturday night. Zouk is music from the French Antilles in the Caribbean islands. Around 100 people would come to these parties, cramming into our tiny apartment of 70 square metres. My brother would take the sofa and the chair out of the main room where the party would be, and I would sleep under the sofa. People would wander by accident into the room where I was trying to sleep and stand on me. I didn’t sleep well.

That combination of long journeys and disrupted sleep was why I went to stay with the school head teacher, the man who tried to abuse me. But, as I said before, I realised it was safer to go back to the two-hour journeys to school. Sometimes I had a train ticket, but sometimes I didn’t pay and the ticket inspector would chase me. I lost many bags full of my school books while running away.

In the end, it all became too difficult, so, after just one year, I moved back to a school close to my home in my quartier. It didn’t work out for me at my new school either. I was never the most academic member of my class. I had too many friends to concentrate on my studies, so instead of listening, I showed off. The teacher would tell me something and I would say: ‘Turn the volume down, you’re not my parent.’ It was horribly disrespectful.

When the teacher sent me out of class, I would go off to Carrefour and steal things. Later in life, I apologised to some of the staff. The head teacher at this school was not like the other one. He tried to help me as much as possible. He would say: ‘Patrice, when you are going to misbehave and argue with the teacher, just come here instead and sit in my office.’ He loved me – and he also knew I was good at football. He’d brought football back onto the curriculum at school, but he introduced a new rule for me – I was not allowed to score, because he said I found it too easy. He also encouraged me to take up athletics and I think that’s one reason I can jump so high. Without him, my life may have been very different. Rather than focusing on what I wasn’t doing, he helped me build on my strengths and created new opportunities for me.

Meanwhile, my football was going well. I had become Brétigny’s best player and, thanks to a teammate, Sebastian Vamellis, I had a beautiful yellow kit to train in. Sebastian was a blond guy from a middle-class background, a different world from mine. Most of the boys in the team seemed posh to me. Their trainers were nice; they had shin pads when I didn’t. They looked like models, and the girls wanted guys like Sebastian. When I went to his house, I saw they had a nice car, and he had his own bedroom with posters and a desk to do his schoolwork. Luxury.

In those days, I thought I was Romario, my idol. I played as a striker and wore an old Barcelona shirt – I have no idea where I got it. It was so small it fitted me like a bikini. I was 14 and it was for a child of eight. Sebastian felt sorry for me and gave me the yellow shirt, socks and shorts. I felt like an amazing player when I was kitted out properly. I was the guy from the street but middle-class guys sometimes like to be friends with the boys from the hood and I was good at football too, so I was not unpopular. And I loved the yellow kit Sebastian gave me – it was Nantes FC’s strip. I was a little canary in it. Years later, my boss Alex Ferguson would say that left backs are like canaries – rare. Sebastian also passed on his old boots, and they worked because we often had the best team in the Île-de-France for our age. He may not have been in the first team, but in a sense he was because I was wearing all his clothes! I scored so many goals in that kit, playing as a fast little forward.

But even on the football field, my past could sometimes catch up with me. One day, CSF Brétigny played a game in a rival quartier to Les Ulis against guys we used to fight with. I felt fear descend upon me during the game when I heard an opponent shout: ‘You’re from Les Ulis.’

‘No, I’m not,’ I lied. While the game was going on, I could see more people along the side of the pitch pointing at me. By this time I was 14 and had a reputation for being the best player in my quartier for my age. I kept myself fit. Alcohol was off limits and so were cigarettes, as I considered even normal cigarettes to be drugs and I realised they would be harmful to my stamina. People remember my style – I was small, skilful and dribbled, never passing the ball. I was not much of a team player, but I could win games for my team and felt that playing football was easy. I had good technique, a low centre of gravity and I was quick. All those matches against older boys had helped my development. I was usually scared of nobody, but that afternoon I was very, very frightened when the people at the side of the pitch started shouting: ‘We’re going to break your legs.’ My friends from Les Ulis, who were watching, saved me, shielding me until I got back to the changing rooms and I left the pitch with them, not my coach as I was supposed to. I felt safer with my friends.

Brétigny had a relationship with Rennes, an established Ligue 1 team. Rennes would recruit some of the best young players from Paris: Sylvain Wiltord, who played for Arsenal, came through there. So did Mikaël Silvestre, who’d later go to Manchester United and Arsenal. Brétigny usually sent their best players to Rennes for trials each year and I was always chosen to go. I always played well, too, yet I was never selected by the club. For four years they told me that they’d let me know, but they never did. It seemed very strange to me that I wasn’t being chosen to make the step up; I felt as if Didier, who was an excellent coach, didn’t want me to leave. Years later, I’d find out that was more than a hunch. But not every player from Brétigny went to Rennes, and Jérémy Ménez – who played for several top clubs and 24 times for France – would go from there to Sochaux before Monaco, Roma, PSG and AC Milan.

I’d had other trials before joining Brétigny. I went to PSG when I was 12, only to be told that I was too small to play football. A coach also said – to my face – that as I came from the street they had doubts that they could trust me in the dressing room, where they thought I could be trouble. I was paying the price for growing up on the street, especially as Les Ulis had a bad reputation, but it also made me who I was and I was proud to be from there. As for PSG saying I was too small – what could I do about that?

I also had trials at Toulouse, but with nothing coming of it there or at PSG and Rennes, it was back to the quartier. My mother was in an association that organised day trips for African people in the area, people who would otherwise never leave Les Ulis.

I would sometimes see girls at these parties, but in the quartier it was shameful to have a girl, to be seen holding hands with her. That was a sign of weakness. Even if you were seen just talking to a girl, you would be mocked as her slave. The reason for this was jealousy that you would leave the gang for a girl and that the gang would be weaker without you. The gang is family.

At home, there was always a fight around the television. My sisters wanted to watch a movie and I wanted to watch football. I loved to watch Arsène Wenger’s Monaco because I liked George Weah, Glenn Hoddle, Jürgen Klinsmann and Youri Djorkaeff. Their youth team produced Thierry Henry and Lilian Thuram, players who would win the World Cup with France. There was much to like about Monaco.

Most of the people where I lived supported PSG, but there wasn’t a culture of going to an actual football match. We played football and would pretend to be PSG, Monaco or Marseille, but we never found our way to the Parc des Princes, so the first time I went there to watch a game was when I was 15. I got my match ticket and guarded it carefully, putting it down my socks for safe keeping, but then I got into a football game. I sweated a lot and the ticket details washed off. My friends were laughing, as nobody could read the ticket. I still went to Parc des Princes, but we didn’t leave enough time to get there because we didn’t know how long the journey would take.

I arrived at the stadium with something that had once been a ticket. There were 30 minutes of the game left and security actually let us in. Our afternoon would not be easy as some of the PSG ultras were racist. My older friends knew this and warned us that we had to leave the stadium early as otherwise we would get beaten up by the skinheads who didn’t like black people. I watched maybe 15 minutes of the game and then we left early, but we still saw the cops fighting with the Boulogne Boys, one of the ultra groups, in the street. It was a shambles, with all the fighting.

But by then I had heard the roar of the stadium as I walked towards our place in the stand. It was intoxicating. I looked at the pitch, it was more beautiful and green than the ones I played on. I saw the players. ‘Wow!’ I thought. ‘This is what it must be like when you are a professional player.’ And by my mid-teens that’s where I knew I would end up, even if I hadn’t yet signed for a professional team.






CHAPTER 2 Marsala and Monza


The summer of 1998 heralded the start of some much-needed changes in my life. By the age of 17, I was going nowhere in school and my exam results were terrible, with one pass in electronics. Life had started to become more dangerous in Les Hautes Plaines and I had been let go by PSG Youth because they still considered me too small.

Those changes began with me leaving France for the first time ever to go on a package holiday. I had a girlfriend and she had been badgering me: ‘Why do you always spend your holiday round here where bad things happen? Can’t we go away on an aeroplane?’ I thought I was ready for something different and our flight was booked from Paris Orly Airport. Talk about taking me out of my comfort zone. When I arrived at the hotel in Tunisia I felt lost and I blamed my girlfriend for taking me away from my home and my friends. Maybe they were right – women were only there to steal me from the gang!

I was convinced someone was going to kidnap me, that I’d never go back to my apartment. I was suspicious of the food they put out because it was different from home. And yet, despite my initial paranoia, we had a good holiday and my confidence grew each day. I saw women wearing bikinis for the first time. Wow! My girlfriend was laughing at me, she said it was normal.

But I still didn’t talk to anyone but her when we were in Tunisia. I had struggled to speak with people from outside my quartier when I was young because I was tense and aggressive. In any case, they would not have been able to understand me because my accent was so strong. We spoke in French, but we used our own version. We changed ‘Bonjour’ to ‘Jourbon’ – in English it is called ‘back slang’ – so that our parents could not understand us. ‘Crazy’ is ‘Zycra’. My reticence and suspicion continued even when I moved away properly to Italy a few months later.

That summer was also a great one for France. The country staged the World Cup and Tshimen and I went to celebrate France’s victory on the Champs-Élysées. His father Buhanga had been voted the African Footballer of the Year in 1973, playing for TP Mazembe and Zaire, and was known as the ‘Black Beckenbauer’. Joining the national celebrations might seem the natural thing to do, but when I grew up on the street I didn’t feel French, I just thought I lived in France, although I did admire some of the stars of the national team: Thierry Henry, Zinedine Zidane, Marcel Desailly, Fabien Barthez and the captain, Didier Deschamps. Tshimen even had the flag of Brazil, who were also very popular in France, and I loved them because of Romario.

But now I wrapped myself in the tricolour as we celebrated France being world champions because this France team was multi-ethnic, it was white and black, rich and poor. It was more than just a football team. The whole of France rejoiced and images of the players were projected onto the Arc de Triomphe. ‘One day I will be one of them,’ I told Tshimen, before we went for a kebab – from Châtelet, naturally.

Then that summer I was given the chance to make a bigger, more permanent move and, as I said, it couldn’t have come at a better time. I had started to see guns in the quartier, which had been smuggled out by people who were doing military service. One of my friends had a gun, which he used when some boys from a rival area came to a party in our quartier, and a guy ended up in a coma. I didn’t leave to escape the guns, though, but because of football. I was offered a trial with Torino – a chance to be a professional footballer.

Until that point I was still attached to Brétigny but, apart from that, I hadn’t been picked up by the national academy at Clairefontaine and hadn’t been given the option to progress through the youth set-up at PSG where the best young French footballers went. I just knew in my heart that I was going to be a footballer; I had absolutely no doubts. I was single-minded and while I knew I was very good at football, I believed that if you really put your mind to something, you could achieve your dreams. I was also motivated to prove people wrong, like those who said I was too late to make it as a professional player. While I was – and still am – of a very positive mind, actions spoke louder than any thoughts. I trained alone every day and my friends would tell me: ‘What are you doing? It’s time to go out and find a nice, rich, white woman. Don’t waste your time on football, they will never pick you because of your colour or where you come from.’ I kept on going to school, kept on training and persuading my friends to play football with me, even if they were not talented. I could train by myself at running, but I couldn’t play football alone.

The trial came about through the intervention of my friend and one-time kit provider Sebastian. He invited me to play in a five-a-side tournament which a friend of his family, Onofrio Giammarresi, was going to attend. Giammarresi owned a famous restaurant and was well connected in Italian football, and a friend of Sebastian suggested that I might get a trial through him. I gave a good performance and Giammarresi asked for my number and said he’d be in touch. He called my mum the next day and told her: ‘Your son is very talented. I want to take him to Italy for a trial.’

She was wary. ‘No chance. You are a stranger, you don’t know him.’

My big brother Dominique, who had become something of a father figure to me because he was ten years older, told our mum straight that she had to let me go because otherwise I would end up in jail or get killed if I carried on leading the life I was living, so Mum relented.

I flew to Turin with Giammarresi and I did the trial with their young players. I stayed in Torino’s academy for a couple of weeks, but I quickly became homesick, missing my home, my friends, my street. I honestly thought that it was better that I trained badly so that Torino didn’t want me. I started to pray and ask God for things to go better for me because I knew I could not carry on living in Les Ulis either.

My salvation came from an unexpected direction. I played in several different trial matches, one of them watched by a scout from Marsala, a small third-division club in Sicily, who told Giammarresi that I was a genius. Torino wanted me to sign as a youth player, but Marsala offered me a professional contract and the chance of first-team football. I was confident in my own ability and wanted to play with men, not kids. Giammarresi advised me that we should go back to France and decide there.

I was keen to go to Italy and become a professional footballer, but I also had to tell my girlfriend. I’d lied to her, saying that my trial was at Rennes, because if I’d revealed I was going to Italy she would have been very upset. Even my mum was in on the lie.

My girlfriend found my Alitalia toothpick from the flight and was furious until my mum explained that I’d lied to protect her. Then I told her about Sicily. My girlfriend looked at a map and decided that Marsala, in Sicily, was at the end of the world. When she asked me to choose between her and Marsala, I replied: ‘I was playing football before I knew you and that’s my destiny.’ She was very upset and quickly decided that our relationship was at risk and she couldn’t promise that we’d stay together. In hindsight, she was young and she wanted to scare me, but her threat didn’t work – I decided to join Marsala.

I was to hook up with the team for their 1998-99 pre-season. This time, I travelled alone with a set of written instructions from Giammarresi about my journey. At the Gare de Lyon in Paris, Mum and Dominique waved me off from the platform. After a journey of eight hours, I arrived in Milano Centrale, but the train was late. I went to look at the big departures board for my connection. The destinations were moving quickly, too fast for my eyes. I was thinking, ‘What the hell is going on here?’ I could not see my next destination, nor could I speak Italian. I had no phone, only a piece of paper with my home phone number back in France written on it.

I began to panic and became tearful. I could see a black guy staring at me who came over and asked in French: ‘What’s the matter, my brother?’

When I showed him my ticket, he shook his head, saying: ‘Your train has gone. There is not another until the morning.’ I couldn’t believe it, but he reassured me: ‘Don’t worry, you will be safe. You can stay at my house and take the train tomorrow.’ I said no but asked him to call my mother. My mother was also very mistrustful and started to cry when the man explained that he was with me. She thought I was going to be kidnapped, but he assured her that he was from Senegal like me. My mum wouldn’t listen and told him to put me on the next train back to Paris because I was causing her too much pain. He managed to persuade her that he would look after me and she told me to call her in two hours. Mum agreed to contact Giammarresi so he could inform Marsala that I would be delayed. I was still very apprehensive, but what other options did I have?

The stranger took me to a house very close to Milan’s vast train station, where he invited me to eat with his friends, the food laid out on the floor. I then slept on a mattress on the floor. The next morning, he walked me to the station and I caught my train. I have never seen that man again, but he is one of the guardian angels who seem to pop up regularly in my life.

I was still unsure about the travel arrangements as I finally caught the train south towards the town of Nursia in the mountains near Perugia in the middle of Italy, where Marsala were doing their pre-season training because it was much cooler there in July than Sicily. There was a group of nuns on the train and I showed them my ticket. They gesticulated that I was to get off in three stations, but after only two stops, they left the train and I followed them. They pushed me back on board and said I should get off at the next station. I really didn’t know if this was right, but I did what I was told. I was the only passenger and the station was so small that there wasn’t even a bench to sit on, only the sign to say where it was.

I waited for five minutes to be picked up. Then ten minutes. Half an hour. An hour. Ninety minutes. I was in the middle of nowhere, with no phone. After two hours, I saw a car approaching with two men in it. They were from Marsala and they were talking, as you would expect, in Italian. I managed to understand enough of what one was saying: ‘We came here yesterday but you were not here. We drove by in case you got this train.’ The message from my mum had not got through. They took me to the team hotel. I walked in and saw 25 men sitting around a table, all of them white, all of them Italian.

Before I could say hello, I was told to go up to my room and change. A Marsala tracksuit lay on the bed, with flip-flops and trainers from Galex, an Italian sports company. I quickly changed into the blue tracksuit and then looked at myself in the mirror. Honestly, it was one of the greatest moments of my life. I was a professional footballer and I stared at myself for a full five minutes before I went downstairs to meet the team. I was not nervous. When I walked into the dining room, my new teammates applauded me. What a feeling! The captain, Valerio Leto, gave me a seat next to him. They made a few jokes which I didn’t understand and they taught me some basics in Italian.

Then it was time to eat. I looked at the plates and cutlery in front of me. There was two of everything and I thought it must be a mistake. The players laughed and showed me that the small fork was for the starter. People came to serve me food, something I’d never had before because I’d never been to a restaurant. I felt like a king. The players were immediately friendly to me, they saw me as their little mascot.

The director gave me his mobile phone and told me to call my mother to let her know everything was fine. When I told her I was in heaven, that people were serving me food, my mother began crying again, saying: ‘God bless you.’

At training the next morning, I marvelled at how the balls were new and shiny. I was earning a little money, not that I was told the figure or received anything like that because an agent – not even someone I knew – was taking a cut. But, to be honest, I would have been willing to play for free.

I got my first opportunity as a forward against Perugia in a pre-season game. My manager Agatino Cuttone encouraged me, told me I was good and that he’d bring me on for ten or 15 minutes. It was a huge thrill playing in front of a live crowd on beautiful grass pitches.

When pre-season finished we flew to Sicily and on to my new home in Marsala, a town of 85,000 on the western tip of Sicily by the Mediterranean and closer to Africa than the Italian mainland. The town had been badly bombed by the Americans during the Allied invasion in the Second World War and was considered a backwater, yet the people there were so friendly and invited me into their homes to eat.

Instead of being a dream move, life in Marsala became complicated immediately. Club officials told me that I couldn’t play until they had my release forms, which Brétigny held. I assumed, as did the club, that it was a minor delay, but after a month of training I still couldn’t play. The football side was fine, I was comfortable with the players and they gave my new nickname, the Black Panther. The great Eusebio had had the same nickname, so I liked it.

I slept in the academy where the players trained and ate before matches. There were a few rooms for players upstairs, but the conditions were spartan and it was not homely. I had been told by Giammarresi that I would have an apartment and a car, so I complained to him and he helped find me an apartment, but it was worse than the room I’d been staying in. The sofa would have been overpriced if it had cost �10, the TV was so small that it was difficult to watch and there was only one public phone box in the entire area. My mother came to visit me with my sister Charlotte and she cried once more when she saw my accommodation. She was right when she said our quartier in Les Ulis was better, though I did at least have my own bed in Marsala.

I’d feel sad at the end of training because I knew I had to go back to that grim apartment. I’d stand alone on the tiny balcony, unhappy. Not being able to play hardly helped me feel better, so I decided to do something about it. I rang Brétigny but they avoided my calls. Then they finally contacted my mother and said that I was to join the Rennes academy. The academy director phoned me and said everything was ready for me. I didn’t understand why they had waited until I’d asked to leave Brétigny. I was angry, told the director that I was staying in Italy, and he warned me that I was making a big mistake.

I wasn’t going to leave it at that. I flew home and went to Brétigny personally with Dominique and Tshimen to find the coach responsible for the debacle. We tracked him down to his office and confronted him. He was visibly startled and said that in order to play for my team in France, we needed to pay for my licence and annual subscriptions, which covered insurance and proof of identity. They were four years in arrears. I hadn’t paid my subscriptions because when I joined Brétigny I was told that I could play for free and never have to worry about paying. Then he said that I had to sign for Rennes because of their agreement with the club. I explained I was not going to Rennes, that I was in Italy and wanted the release form. Things got very heated, but he told us to calm down and eventually gave us the form.

The coach disappointed me. I don’t even want to name him in my book. He was a fine coach for our team, but did he have his players’ best interests at heart or his own? It seemed that it only became essential that I joined Rennes when I’d found myself another club. Okay, I hadn’t told them what I was doing but, because of their complete lack of interest in me until then, I had assumed they wouldn’t be the slightest bit bothered to see me go. He upset me deeply because I’d trusted him and I resisted his later attempts to contact me after I’d become a professional.

With my release form finally sorted, I had permission to play for Marsala but it was already January, halfway through the season. Soon there was a change of manager, with Cuttone replaced by Gigi Carducci, a coach who lived locally and had played for the Biancazzurri of Marsala, a team started by the English who’d come to the town at the start of the century to trade in the local wine of the same name. Carducci had been in charge of Marsala’s youth system and was promoted. Cuttone had been charming and taken me to Italy; Carducci was different. He was a shouter who could intimidate some players, but the shouting would usually be followed by a smile. He gave me my professional debut and invited me to his house to eat with him and his wife. He even took me out on a boat for a barbecue at Easter and we visited a nice island; I’d never been on a boat before. I felt that he cared for me and I needed that, especially after all that had happened before.

I began to enjoy life in Marsala as I got to know the town better. I’d drop into Bar Vito, usually by myself, for a cappuccino. My teammates were really friendly, especially Egidio Ingrosso, a defender, and Filippo Pensalfini – they were my two best friends. Marsala had won Division C2, the fourth tier of the Italian league, the previous season and been promoted to C1 for the first time in 21 years, a big achievement for a small club. I was soon in the side, but there were problems with paying wages, and the players went months without any pay, even those who had families. The most forceful players, the ones the directors were scared of, got their money. I begged for �500 from the president accompanied by Dominique who had come to visit me in Italy. The president was receptive and handed over the cash, but I felt it helped that my brother was a big guy.

Marsala were struggling in the higher league but I was playing well and had done so right from my debut, when I’d come on as a substitute against Nocerina in a 1-1 draw. I felt that I’d done enough to show my skills and trouble the opposing defenders, and I was then told I would start the next game, so my mother and Dominique flew to watch me. I was playing as a third striker on the left side of a front three in a 4-3-3. I played 24 times for Marsala and scored three goals, including one straight from kick-off against Savoia. My first goal as a professional wasn’t a bad one either, a strike from outside the box at home to Acireale.

I soon got myself a mobile phone, a StarTAC flip phone better than any of my teammates’. Tshimen acquired it for me in Les Ulis and my teammates would say: ‘Are you sure you know how it works?’ when I got it out. It wasn’t racism, just ignorance.

The fans, who created a fantastic atmosphere even though there were only 4,000 of them, were happy with me and often told me so, but they didn’t feel the same way about the team as a whole. Some angry fans surrounded the players after one game, just as they were about to leave in their cars. One of the players’ wives came out to remonstrate, but she was slapped across the face, pushed back into the car and told where to go. It was horrible to see, and things were in danger of turning even more ugly when a man who always hung around the team – a kind of supporter who all the players knew – calmed the situation down. How? By pulling a gun out. Those angry fans started running.

I also quickly realised that I was one of the only black players in the league. People called me Nero – it means black in a friendly way, but I said: ‘Guys, my mum didn’t call me Nero, she called me Patrice. If you keep calling me Nero, then I’ll call you Bianco.’ Again, it was just ignorance. Once, in Palermo Airport, a boy shouted: ‘Daddy, Daddy, look at the nero.’ He’d never seen a black man before and asked for a photo with me.

While that was innocent curiosity, I was on the end of a lot of racist abuse and behaviour during matches. In one away game at Avellino, a player said to me: ‘Negro, today I’m going to break your legs. You are not going to do your circus tricks with me because I will break your legs.’ ‘Negro’ also means black, but it is not a respectful term.

After 15 minutes, the player tackled me so hard that he broke my shin pad. The pain was awful. The physio ran onto the pitch and I saw him flinch when he looked at my leg. He shouted: ‘Don’t look! Don’t look!’ But I couldn’t help myself and I saw the white of my leg bone. I was taken to a really shit hospital where they cleaned it but didn’t even put in any stitches. I still have a large scar on my shin from that tackle.

We lost the game, and the following day a director came up to me and accused me of giving up on the team. He blamed me for the defeat, pointing out that I didn’t even have any stitches. He was being stupidly harsh on me, yet his words struck a chord and I learned that I needed to be a warrior.

The racism continued, especially in the derby against Palermo, the biggest team on an island with several big teams including Catania and Messina. Football mattered in Sicily. I heard monkey noises whenever I touched the ball and I even saw someone throw a banana. It was difficult to concentrate on the game and I wanted to climb into the stands and punch them, but when my anger came out like that I played better. So I began to think: ‘If you abuse me then I’m going to play better’, and I put everything I had into that derby.

I should stress that I am talking about a minority here and, even then, I don’t think they were all genuinely racist, more ignorant or doing what was considered ‘normal’ among their friends. One of my own teammates even made a monkey noise at me. He didn’t realise how offensive it was until we came close to having a fight. We had to be separated because I was going to punch him.

The Italian people I met while out and about were not racist but very friendly. When I walked the streets they would shout, ‘Evra! Evra! Come, come!’ and invite me into their homes. They were so kind to me, offering me food and laughs. This was also the country that gave me my opening into professional football, something I’ll never forget.

I learned Italian, but I wouldn’t advise anyone to start the way I did. The first phrase I learned was: ‘Can I come in without paying?’ I learned this for when my brother came over and I wanted to take him to a bar. If there was a long queue I walked straight to the front and asked to get in for free. The security told me to wait for 15 minutes. I was not famous, but as the only black player at Marsala maybe they recognised me and they eventually let me in. That was a little bit stupid of me and I wouldn’t blame them if they were thinking, ‘Who is this idiot?’ After two or three months of watching Italian TV and listening to my teammates, I began to string sentences together, and I was doing interviews after three or four months as I didn’t find Italian difficult.

Word soon spread about me, at first locally and then regionally, then from Sicily onto the Italian mainland. I picked up another flattering nickname – the Black Gazelle. L’Equipe even printed a small article about me in France, so I knew people would be reading about me. I was shining in a struggling team and as the season reached its end, we had to win one more game to stay up. Before the match, a player came into the dressing room with a box. It was full of blue plastic needles. The image remains vivid years later.

‘Guys,’ he said. ‘I’ve got these. We can use them or not. If a player wants to use them, put their hands up.’

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Two players raised their hands.

‘And if you don’t want to use them, put your hands up.’ Fifteen hands went up. The box was thrown away without anybody using whatever was inside those needles. We won the game without cheating and we stayed up, finishing 15th.

I wasn’t the best player at Marsala, that was the number 10 Nino Barraco, an equally small local boy who had played in Serie A, but I was the attraction, a curiosity. I was fast, skilful – and I stood out because of my skin colour. Despite Marsala’s survival, I knew I was unlikely to be at the club the following season. Lazio were interested in me and their representatives came to see me in Sicily and they spoke to my agent. He had become more than an agent, for I’d signed a piece of paper which effectively made me his property. When I started to become famous he claimed in an interview to be the man who’d discovered me, which I resented greatly.

Lazio wanted to sign me; they said they would give me a nice salary. So I went to Rome with my family and saw the training ground and the Olimpico stadium. My mum was so happy, but after two days I’d heard nothing more from them. And then they called and said they didn’t want to sign me because too many people were claiming to represent me and they didn’t want the hassle. There were other agents trying to muscle in on the deal. I was angry, especially when I found out that some of my salary was going to another agent I’d never even met, which made me feel like I’d been passed along and sold like a slave. It was all very shady. In the circumstances, I felt it was time to change agents; Giammarresi was very upset when I told him so.

My mum was worried I might get myself into trouble. When a lawyer approached me and told me he could put me in touch with all the big clubs in Italy, this seemed to be the answer. I was inexperienced and listened to him. I expected to hear of interest from Juventus or Milan. But when the lawyer called, he told me it was Monza. ‘Who the fuck are Monza?’ was my reply.

This was May 1999 and my most vivid memory of that time is watching Sammy Kuffour punching the floor in the Champions League final against Manchester United after this crazy English team had scored twice in the last minute to beat Bayern Munich and become European champions. ‘You should join a team like Monza,’ the lawyer said. ‘There’s more money, they play in Serie B, but it’s effectively Milan’s second team. You can live in Milan too, which is a great city.’

What he said was not unreasonable and it wasn’t as if I had any other offers. I moved to Monza and an apartment in the town 20 minutes from Milan. I had more money, around �2,000 a month. I was also given an apartment that a former player had vacated in a hurry, I was told, because of a dispute over money. He left a large, new Bang & Olufsen television, so that made me smile.

Having money for the first time in my life turned me into a bit of an idiot, a bit big time. Someone who was starting to believe that I really was the man because I was a second division footballer in Italy. My girlfriend called me and asked about coming to visit. I told her that I thought it was better if we ended our relationship because we were too far apart. I explained that I could have any model I wanted in Milan, which was full of models, and that I was sick of her moaning. What a dickhead I was, but I was taking out my frustration on those closest to me because I wasn’t getting in the Monza team. The finest models of Milan? They hadn’t all rushed to my apartment either.

I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t playing, though. I’d got myself very fit and I felt really fast. I started the season on the bench but by November I wasn’t even in the match-day squad. I believed I was the best forward at the club, but an older Italian played instead, even when he was injured. So I went to confront the manager, Pierluigi Frosio, and his response was merely: ‘What’s the matter? I always see you angry. You should smile.’

‘Why should I smile? It’s not my birthday,’ I replied. ‘I need to play. You always play the same team, we’re shit and we draw or lose every week. Why don’t you try me?’

He told me that he considered me at the same level and status as a couple of the other players who were training with the youth team. That made me furious. ‘If I don’t play then I’m going to break the legs of another player in training,’ I said wildly – of course, I had no intention of carrying out my threat.

‘That’s your problem, you’re too aggressive,’ Frosio replied. ‘You think you are the best.’

‘I’m good enough to play in this team. I signed to play for the first team.’

He started laughing. I knew then that my chances were finished, and I played only 24 minutes of league games in the entire season. He was later criticised in Italy for not seeing my potential – something others at the club could see.

It seemed that my career was stalling before it had even got properly started, but then came an opportunity from another unlikely source. An insurance representative kept coming to see the Monza players, advising us to take out a policy. The amount they wanted was huge and I said no, but this guy kept watching me train and he called an agent he knew, Federico Pastorello. He came to see me with a young colleague, Luca. They met me and my brother Dominique who, as I’ve said, is big while I am small. We joke that my father must have been in good shape when he made Dominique and tired when he made me.

I think the two agents were a bit intimidated by us when we met up in a car park, but we had a fruitful discussion. They took me to get some football boots and I naively thought they’d get me a sponsor and the latest boots. Instead, they went to a Decathlon sports shop and bought me a pair that were too big.

I was really down during that period, but I started to build a relationship with the two agents and they suggested I move on immediately. I still had two years left on my Monza contract, but the club were delighted to let me go for free as they had decided that I was trouble and a Monza director told my agents that I would never make it as a professional footballer. They even lied and said that I’d trashed the apartment I had been staying in. That wasn’t true, but I was angry and frustrated in Monza. I was immature and I’d retreated into a bubble and people were scared to talk to me. Looking back, had I been more mature about the situation I could have helped myself, but I was too headstrong, too touchy. When I felt threatened the instincts of the street came back and I didn’t care who I upset with my complaints and aggression. My bad behaviour meant I was treated badly and, while I had the talent to play for Monza, I needed to focus my energy on improving and listening to the manager rather than being angry with the world.

Fortunately for my state of mind, Pastorello lined up a move to Nice in France’s second division, where he had excellent connections. Nice had been acquired by AS Roma chairman Franco Sensi as a satellite club. I would earn less money than at Monza, but I would be back in France with a chance of playing football again. And that’s all I wanted – to be a professional footballer who actually made it onto the pitch.
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