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To Roxane — my sister, my first agent, my first believer. Every page of this book carries your name. Every dream I chase is still ours. To my parents and my family, thank you for the sacrifices nobody saw and the love that shaped me. To the neighbourhood that raised me, to the boys who played barefoot with me and dreamed bigger than our street, thank you for the fire you put in me. To every coach, teammate and club that opened its doors — from Comoé to America, from England to Spain, from Leipzig to the national team — thank you for shaping the player and the man I am becoming. To my friends and to everyone who supported this journey, thank you for believing before the world did. And to the fans, thank you for carrying my story with you. This book is not the end — it is the beginning. Volume Two, the World Cup story, is coming. And when it arrives, you’ll understand why I said:

Roxane... I’ll make sure everyone knows your name.

— Yan
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by Alain Diomède Nzeyimana

There are stories you write because they are interesting. And there are stories you write because they refuse to leave you alone.

This one is the second kind.

When I first read Yan Diomandé’s letter to his late sister Roxane, I felt something I rarely feel in today’s world of noise and speed — silence. The kind of silence that comes when truth hits you so directly that your mind stops, your breath pauses, and your heart listens.

I recognised the boy in his story. The hunger. The noise of a crowded home. The dream that feels too big for the place you were born. The grief that arrives too early. The promise you make to someone you love — and the weight of carrying it alone.

I recognised it because I lived parts of it. And because millions of young Africans live it every day.

But Yan’s story is not just another football journey. It is a testament to what happens when belief meets pain, when destiny meets loss, when a sister’s prophecy becomes a man’s mission.

This book is not written to glorify football. It is written to honour a bond.

A brother and a sister. A dream and a tragedy. A promise and a destiny.

I wrote this book because Roxane deserved a monument. And because Yan deserved a voice that could hold the weight of his truth.

If you are reading this, I ask you to do one thing: read slowly. Feel deeply. Remember the people who believed in you before the world did.

Some stories entertain. This one heals.

— Alain Diomède Nzeyimana, Manchester, 2026
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​Chapter One — Prologue: Dear Roxane
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I write your name the way a man touches a scar — slowly, because the pain is familiar, and because it still burns.

Dear Roxane,

Some letters are meant to be read. Some letters are meant to be survived. This one is both.

I begin with a memory, because memories are the only place where you still breathe.

A fake No. 7 shirt. A black marker. A boy who didn’t know the difference between rich and poor — only the difference between joy and hunger. A house with twenty-five people inside, and one dream trying to breathe.

I write as if you are still sitting across from me, legs crossed, chin in your hands, laughing at my stories the way only a sister can — with pride disguised as teasing.

I write as if you never left.

I write because if I speak, my voice will break.

I write because silence has been killing me slowly.

I write because grief is a language I never learned, and football is the only place I can still talk to you.

I write because the world knows Yan Diomandé the footballer — but only you knew Yan the boy.

The boy who watched football in the dark on volume 2.

The boy who stole potatoes because hunger doesn’t wait for talent.

The boy who slept with his first pair of boots.

The boy who left home at nine, chasing a dream too big for his age and too heavy for his heart.

The boy you believed in before anyone else did.

I write your name again.

Roxane.

Fifteen years old.

A child.

A prophecy.

A ghost that never leaves my shoulder.

I remember the phone call. The bluntness. The cruelty of truth delivered without anaesthesia.

‘Your sister is gone.’

No build-up. No warning. No mercy. Just a sentence that split my life in two.

Before. And after.

I remember not crying. Not because I didn’t love you — but because shock is a kind of death too.

I remember the trials in the UK — Chelsea, Rangers, Palace, Bournemouth — the rejections, the silence, the visa that expired before I could reach Greece. I remember calling you after each disappointment, your voice the only place where failure didn’t feel fatal. I remember returning to Africa, crying with our parents, thinking the dream was over. I remember Leganés — the miracle that arrived when I had nothing left to offer but faith. I remember Germany — the place that broke me and rebuilt me, the place that turned a boy into a weapon. I remember the World Cup call-up. The moment I whispered into the air:

‘Roxane... we made it.’

I remember everything. And forgetting is impossible.

So, I write.

I write to keep you alive. I write to keep myself alive. I write because the world will know your name — even if I have to carve it into the pitch with every sprint, every tackle, every goal, every breath.

And I write this final line the way a man closes a prayer:

Everything I do is for you.
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​Chapter Two — The House of Twenty-Five
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I. The House That Breathed Like a Living Thing

There were twenty-five of us under one roof.

Not visitors. Not neighbours. Family.

Aunts, uncles, cousins, siblings, half-siblings, children of cousins, children of neighbours who became cousins by proximity, and people who simply had nowhere else to go.

Our house wasn’t a house. It was a living organism — breathing, sweating, shifting under the weight of too many people and too many stories.

The walls vibrated with life. The floorboards complained. The doors never closed properly because someone was always walking in or out.

Privacy didn’t exist. Silence was a rumour. Peace was a luxury.

But joy? Joy was everywhere. Joy lived in the cracks, in the noise, in the chaos. Joy was our oxygen.

II. Mornings — A Beautiful, Loud, Unapologetic Chaos

Mornings in our house were not mornings. They were events.

Someone shouting for water. Someone fighting over the bathroom. Someone singing off-key. Someone boiling rice. Someone praying loudly enough to wake the ancestors. Someone arguing about who stole whose sandals. Someone already laughing at a joke nobody else heard.

The air smelled of charcoal, soap, sweat, and life.

If you didn’t wake up fast, you didn’t wash. If you didn’t move fast, you didn’t get space. If you didn’t speak loud, you didn’t get heard.

I learned to be quick. I learned to be alert. I learned to navigate chaos like a sport.

Those mornings were loud, messy, unpredictable — and they were perfect.

III. Nights — Heat, Noise, and Dreams Too Big for the Room

At night, the house didn’t sleep. It shifted.

People rolled over. Babies cried. Adults whispered. Mosquitoes hummed like broken instruments. The heat pressed down like a blanket nobody asked for.

I slept on a thin mattress with two cousins. Sometimes three. Sometimes four. I slept curled like a comma because there was no room for full stops.

But in that cramped darkness, I dreamed the biggest dreams. Dreams too large for the room. Dreams too loud for the night. Dreams that didn’t fit inside the walls.

The house was crowded, but my imagination had space.

IV. The Love — Loud, Messy, Real

For all the chaos, the house had something rare: love.

Not the soft kind. The loud, stubborn, dramatic kind. The kind that argues in the morning and cooks for you at night. The kind that shouts your name but defends you in the street. The kind that disciplines you but believes in you more than you believe in yourself.

We didn’t have much, but we had each other. And that was enough.

That kind of love builds warriors. That kind of love builds dreamers. That kind of love builds legends.

V. Roxane — The Quiet in the Noise

In a house of twenty-five, Roxane was the only quiet thing.

She didn’t shout. She didn’t fight. She didn’t demand. She observed. She listened. She understood.

She was the calm in the storm, the softness in the noise, the breath in the suffocation.

In that house, she was the only place where I could hear myself think.

She saw me — not the chaos, not the crowd, not the noise. Me. The boy with a

VI. The Lesson of the House — Why I Never Break
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