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			Foreword

			You may notice that, unusually for a book of this kind, it is devoid of thanks or acknowledgements, aside from its dedication to the two people who made it happen, my literary agent Jonathan Harris and my editor Richard Milner of Quercus Publishing. It was originally my intention to seek the collaboration of Kylian Mbappé, his family and the very small group of friends, relatives and advisors who have accompanied him throughout his progress from boy wonder to global superstar – the initiators and executors of the ‘Mbappé Project’ which, rather than the footballer himself, was the subject of my work from the outset. A biography, authorised or not, was not what I had in mind. There was no point in chronicling the life of a young man who had just reached the halfway point of his footballing career and stood to achieve far more in the years to come; in any case, it was not what he had achieved which interested me, but how he had done it. The nature of my own project also demanded that I should remain independent from whichever narrative would be favoured by Mbappé himself, something I expected to be on the lines of ‘whatever it is that you set yourself to do, dare to dream, and it will come true’; something I could just about accept if it came from his lips, but which I found hypocritical and repulsive in a wider context.

			

			The idea, therefore, was to open a channel of communication with the player and his camp through which questions could be asked and answered. Kylian and his family, however, did not wish to cooperate. I should add here that, to their credit, they did not try to obstruct me in any way. None of the people I spoke to, some of whom had and still have direct dealings with the player in his football and business affairs, turned me down because they had been asked to; yet, with the exception of a handful of friends and colleagues who had been witnesses of rather than actors in the Mbappé story, none of them wished to be named either, a telling trait of the nature of a ‘project’ in which control is paramount and participants know how far they can go, and, more to the point, how far they can’t. My thanks to them: they know who they are, no-­one else will. I am also grateful for the work of fellow journalists that has provided me with a wealth of sources, in particular to the writers of L’Equipe, L’Equipe TV, France Football, Envoyé Spécial and Le Parisien who have chronicled Mbappé’s career over the past decade.

			This presented a challenge I had not encountered when writing two previous books about Eric Cantona and Thierry Henry. Eric’s friends, former team-­mates, managers and family had provided me with the material I needed to paint a nuanced, ambiguous – but ultimately loving, I hope – portrait of a man who, despite the regular yet unpredictable eruptions of the Cantona caldera, was far more nuanced and ambiguous himself than the headlines and the carefully wrought legend would suggest. As for Thierry, I had followed him week after week from the day he arrived at Arsenal and conversed with him regularly. I’d seen him exultant, I’d seen him despondent, I’d seen him disarmingly charming and candid, I’d seen him curt and angry, including with myself. Times had changed since Eric and Thierry had retired, not for the better for us journalists. Training grounds were turning into fortresses guarded by paranoid press officers who blanched when they heard you’d got hold of the mobile phone number of a club physio or of a second-­team player. They had turned into the human equivalent of broken bottles, barbed wire and electric fencing. Their favourite word was ‘no’. It’s got worse since.

			

			I knew Thierry well enough (and quite a few of his Monaco, France and Arsenal team-­mates and coaches too) to work my way around those defences. Not so for Kylian Mbappé, but I soon realised that it was immaterial in the context of what I had set out to do. The world Mbappé has constructed for himself and inhabits as a person, a footballer, a businessman, a brand, has nothing to do with the worlds Cantona and Henry lived in. Nobody who is not already part of it will be let in, unless that nobody, who will remain a nobody, can bring something of value to the table. This is what fascinated me. I shouldn’t fool myself. Whatever I tried, I would never, ever be part of that world, and neither would anyone else in my position. The few outsiders I met who had been shown the green light, always fleetingly, were the first to warn me that there was no genuine way in. That world’s boundaries had been defined in such a way, and for so long, that you could not cross them unless you were waved in on someone else’s terms – Mbappé’s. You’d be shown a seat in the antechamber, then perhaps, if lucky, taken to one of the salons readied for special guests, then taken back to the door with the utmost courtesy. You’d be left with the illusion of proximity, but none the wiser for that.

			The paradox is that Mbappé’s communication skills are developed to a degree which is unprecedented among athletes of a compar­able status, an admittedly narrow field. He comes across as polite, approachable, quick-­witted, attentive and sharp, funny too, even mischievous in the best possible way. He is always impeccably dressed and groomed when he appears in public but makes no effort to present himself either as a demi-­god like Cristiano Ronaldo or, on the opposite side of the spectrum, a scruffy couldn’t-­care-­less like Lionel Messi. He is the ideal son-­in-­law: clean-­cut, talented and rich, very rich. His rather large nose endears him to the nation of Cyrano de Bergerac, Serge Gainsbourg, Jean-­Paul Belmondo, Valérie Lemercier and Astérix, in which it is a sign of intelligence, wisdom and courtesy; and quite sexy too. Yet, however remote we are from the stars we see flicker on the screen, I believe that we are closer to them than we are to Mbappé, who gets to act in the flesh in front of tens of thousands of fans but never sets foot in our shared reality, unless it is reality of a virtual kind, fragmented and conditioned to suit the purpose of others. I did not always feel that way. I was as thrilled as anyone when the teenage Kylian broke through at Monaco, cocking a snook at the continent’s best defenders as if it all were just a wonderful joke. I marvelled at the improbable volley, a marvel of skill and balance, he scored in the 2022 World Cup final, when the ball fizzed on the grass as neatly as the blades of a master tailor cutting through obedient cloth. That much hasn’t changed. As to the rest, let’s find out.
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			‘Il n’y a de nouveau que ce qui est oublié.’

			 

			‘There is nothing new except what has been forgotten.’ What Marie Antoinette’s dressmaker Madame Bertin had in mind when she made her mot was that the fashions she wanted to create for her mistress would not have existed had it not been for the fashions which came before her time; but she hit on a truth that was valid beyond the world of her craft. It certainly is in football, where ‘new’, supposedly revolutionary ideas more often than not resemble something which coaches, players and spectators would have been familiar with almost a century ago. The shape of Pep Guardiola’s most successful Manchester City sides, for example, could be described as the famous 2–3–5 ‘pyramid’ which was thought to have sunk into oblivion between the two World Wars. Similarly, sporting superstardom was not an invention of the twentieth and twenty-­first centuries. Famous athletes of the past may have been forgotten, but the aura which surrounded them has barely changed in nature.

			The exploits of Milo of Croton, a six-­time Olympic champion so strong he is said to have carried a bull on his shoulders, Leonidas of Rhodes, a sprinter and one-­lap runner who collected twelve victor’s laurels in four successive Olympiads, and Theagenes of Thasos, a boxer and wrestler who went through 1,406 bouts unbeaten, were known throughout the Greek-­speaking world in Antiquity. Aristotle, Herodotus and Cicero celebrated Milo in their writings. Two thousand five hundred years before devotees of Diego Maradona founded his church in Rosario, the Iglesia Maradoniana, statues of Theagenes were to be found throughout the Mediterranean basin and even – according to historian Pausanias – in the ‘Barbarian world’, where they attracted pilgrims who believed they possessed healing qual­ities. Two millennia on, his profile still adorns the crest of his native island’s football club, A.O. Theagenes Thasou.

			

			The Romans too had their sporting stars, chariot racers and gladi­ators first among them. Syrian gladiator Flamma, who so loved fighting in the arena that he turned down the chance to be freed four times, became a favourite of the Roman populus. Charioteer Gaius Appuleius Diocles, who competed for three of Rome’s four racing stables in the second century AD, is said to have won close to thirty-­six million sesterces in prize money over the twenty-­four years of his career, that is thirty-­six times the value of the property a Roman citizen had to own to be allowed to sit in the Senate at the time of Augustus, and the equivalent of ten billion pounds sterling in today’s money. Complaints about athletes being paid far too much for kicking a ball, driving a car, or indeed a chariot, are nothing new: the satirical poet Juvenal raged against those racers who made a hundred times more in the Colosseum than the best-­paid lawyers in the capital of the Empire.

			Closer to us, W.G. Grace, not the kind of man to miss an opportunity to add to the money he made from practising medicine in his spare time, was the first sports figure to endorse a non-­sports product, long before Denis Compton advertised Brylcreem and Lionel Messi munched Lay’s crisps in television commercials. Posters from the early 1900s show ‘The Doctor’ walking out of a cricket pavilion with the caption: ‘Colman’s Mustard – like Grace – Heads the Field’. He’d already lent his name to Lillywhite, Frowd & Co so they could launch a W.G. Grace line of bats, pads and gloves. His fame was such that a British garden furniture maker used his likeness to decorate the top of the legs of their metal chairs, as I found when visiting an Olde Worlde pub in Sussex, where those chairs were still in use a century later. Grace was, as C.L.R. James wrote in Beyond a Boundary, ‘the best-­known Englishman of his time’, in an era where England’s imperial dominance meant he was also the best-­known well beyond Britannia’s borders.

			

			Fame of that kind spread in what was already a virtual world, the world of the imagination, a world in which sports lovers lived almost exclusively until the last three decades of the twentieth century. That world and those legends were born and travelled around the campfires of the Roman legions which conquered Europe, the Levant and north Africa. Later, they spread by hearsay, in gazettes and almanacs, then shaky Pathé newsreels in which crowd reaction shots outnumbered footage of goals being scored, radio broadcasts and finally, for the minority who could afford a TV set, the rare occasions on which a match was broadcast live. One thing remained the same: what we now call ‘stardom’ spread like a scent borne by the wind, very much real, but immaterial, fuelled by an age-­old and quasi-­mystical awe of sporting prowess.

			The reputation of football greats such as Matthias Sindelar, Giuseppe Meazza, Duncan Edwards, Alfredo Di Stéfano and even Jimmy Greaves or George Best rests primarily on accounts of their heroic accomplishments, most of which are now lost to everything but memory. Taken together, they constitute football’s Golden Legend, the chronicle of its Age of Miracles, in which faith counts for more than proof. There is no footage of the goal Pelé considered the best he had ever scored, at São Paulo’s Rua Javari, in 1959; but all eyewitnesses told the same story, which we are happy to believe. The 18-­year-­old received a cross from the right on the volley just outside the box and, running towards goal, juggled the ball above the heads of three Clube Atlético Juventus defenders, in succession, before playing the same trick with their keeper and nodding it into an empty net. And he may well have done, just as Milo may well have lifted his bull. If foundation myths and folk songs can be passed unchanged through generations, why should it be so different for sporting tales?

			

			Yet the virtuality in which we live now is a different beast altogether. Imagination no longer has a place or a role to play in that world: artifice has taken its place. In football, it comes in the guise of slow-­motion replays, close-­ups, multiple exotic camera angles and edgy editing which aims to accelerate the action, with a disregard for logic and bearing no resemblance to what spectators experience in the stadiums, giant screens or no giant screens. This is no longer the Age of Miracles, but the age of the spectacular, an age made for those footballers who trade in it, as Kylian Mbappé arguably does better – more spectacularly – than any of his contemporaries. Mystique and achievement used to be the pillars on which sporting stardom was born. This is no longer the case. There is no unseen left, no sacred place which can only be accessed by the mind’s or the soul’s eye. In this regard, whether we like it or not, there will never be another Milo, another Pelé or another Maradona. Deep down, we all know that Mbappé will not join them in that Pantheon. The veil has been lifted for good.

			Consequently, if sporting superstardom and its exploitation for material gain are nothing new, the shape they have taken has shifted beyond recognition. Nothing escapes the scouts, the data analysts, the Football Manager gaming obsessives, or, in Mbappé’s case, the cameras any longer. It is possible to watch every single minute of his appearances in official competitions since he made his first-­team debut for Monaco on 2 December 2015, as a very late substitute in a 1–1 draw with Caen. It was one of the first records he broke. At 16 years and 347 days, he was just a month younger than Thierry Henry was at the time of his debut for ASM, back in 1994. We did not care a jot about such things back then. As a child prodigy who got his first sponsored kit before he was 10, Mbappé was already well used to having cameras trained on him anyway, starting with his father Wilfrid assiduously videoing his son’s exploits in the Bondy youth teams, and didn’t mind it one bit. Unlike the megastars his younger self hoped to emulate, his childhood idol Cristiano Ronaldo first among them, Mbappé is a late millennial who grew up in a digitally connected world he took to and learnt to use to his advantage as soon as his talent revealed itself.

			

			It can feel like social networks have been a defining part of our reality for much longer than they actually have, when they only became a significant presence a little over a decade ago. Even YouTube, which seems so ubiquitous, only became accessible to the general public in 2005, when a Nike video featuring Ronaldinho facing a ‘crossbar challenge’ became the first to attract a million views. Cristiano Ronaldo had won an FA Cup and a League Cup with Manchester United and been capped thirty-nine times by Portugal at senior level before Twitter went live in July 2006, and four years would pass before he and his publicity team joined the platform. Ronaldo was 25 years old then. By the time the footballers’ social network of preference Instagram was launched, in October 2010, the player who’d just left Manchester for Madrid had added a Ballon d’Or, three Premier League titles, a Champions League and a Club World Cup to his honours. The same goes for Lionel Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo’s cadet by two years and four months, who came to Twitter as a multiple La Liga, Champions League and Ballon d’Or winner in 2013; the year in which the @KMbappe handle appeared on the same platform for the first time. He’d just left Clairefontaine to join the academy of AS Monaco and would not play with the club’s reserves for another couple of years. No-­one knew what a meme was then. Barely anyone outside of the football world knew Kylian either.

			

			In Messi’s and Ronaldo’s case, achievement had preceded the brand. They were, in many ways, the last of the traditional football stars as well as the first to cross into the viral-­virtual world and make it theirs. They had more endorsements and earned far more money than their predecessors would have dreamt possible but had become headliners in the sports world before they had gained their first follower on social media. Even Neymar Jr, who is only six years older than Mbappé, already was a household name in his native Brazil (and a priority target for European clubs such as Chelsea – who made a £20 million offer for him when he’d just turned 18) when he caught up with the new trends. By the time Mbappé’s future team-­mate at Paris Saint-­Germain launched his Instagram account, in 2012, he’d been capped by Brazil and won a Copa Libertadores, three Paulista championships and a Copa do Brazil. The huge following all three superstars built in record time on every platform followed on-­field achievements which had made them superstars – or superstars-­to-­be in Neymar’s case – the world over; Mbappé’s own story is different. Ronaldo, Messi and Neymar rode a wave. Kylian was born in the ocean.

			What sets him apart from previous footballing superstars is that his world is also the world which most of his fans inhabit, those fans who commune with other fans through video-­sharing and rarely set foot in football arenas. The average age of stadium-­goers and season-­ticket holders has gone steadily up in Europe since the turn of the century, with several studies suggesting that the typical Real Madrid match-­going supporter will be a 47-­year-­old male, and that only 8 per cent of La Liga spectators are aged between 18 and 24; part of the somewhat glibly-­named ‘TikTok generation’, a generation which is also Mbappé’s. It is not by chance that the French player is followed by almost 25 million people on TikTok, when Leo Messi’s account is attracting less than 400,000, only twice as many as Kylian’s younger brother Ethan. Cristiano Ronaldo’s PR team hasn’t even bothered creating one. It is a case of synchronicity, one which is central to our understanding of why and how Mbappé’s career could be moulded into a unique sporting and commercial project by his family, a small entourage of carefully picked advisors and, above all, himself.

			

			Everything about him, from his on-­field acrobatics down to his casualness off it, chimes with the aspirations and desires of a generation for whom football is an individual game played in a collective context, in which a star player should be able to parade the skills of a freestyler, bicycle-­kick for fun, crack a joke and goof for the camera. Watch him in the videos that those fans share by the millions, and compare them with Cristiano Ronaldo’s, for example. Unlike his hero, Mbappé never tries to appear superhuman, even if some of the tricks he conjures would suggest he is. He is a comic book hero, a japer, a fun guy, not a video game Hercules who can behead five goblins in one arc of his sword. He acts and looks cool because that’s what he is, au naturel. He loves being the centre of attention but is not narcissistic for that. There’s never been a footballer like him. There have been a few who were just as good, or even better than he has shown himself to be until now. But Mbappé is a different animal, one which only his contemporaries truly understand. Older fans will be able to share their admiration, but as to what sets him apart – what are they even talking about?

			

			This is one of the reasons why a book about Kylian Mbappé could not be a conventional biography. It’s not just that at 27 years of age it is too early to tell a story that has a long time to run (his family and his advisors agree with this, as I found out). Should his body sustain the strain, he will add plenty of goals to the hundreds he’s already scored and plenty of titles to those he’s already won. The Champions League win he has chased from PSG to Real Madrid and the Ballon d’Or he covets more than any other distinction might not escape him much longer. He is only a couple of seasons into what are considered an elite footballer’s best years. Such a biography would not even have an open-­ended ending; it would have no ending whatsoever. What Mbappé’s story is about we will only be able to tell once he enters the next chapter of his life, perhaps as a coach, as he told PSG’s legendary striker Pauleta in a 2019 interview, perhaps as a football club owner, which he is since the investment fund he and his family set up bought French Ligue 2 club Stade Malherbe Caen in the summer of 2024.

			The other reason is that the story which is worth telling is not the story of a uniquely gifted athlete who was earmarked for greatness almost as soon as his parents could find football boots small enough for him. It is how first Kylian’s family, then himself, very much the master of his own destiny, devised a project around this unique gift, and bypassed all of the football business’s usual conduits to make it a success. Potential pitfalls were identified from the outset and scrupulously avoided thereafter. Predatory agents were shown the door. Every aspect of the child’s upbringing was tailored to ensure he could progress in a safe environment and acquire the skills he’d need to survive and prosper as a super elite player. Clubs were chosen not for monetary reasons – well, not just for monetary reasons – but for how well they fitted the project at a particular stage of Kylian’s development. Clubs were left for the same reason. Financial and legal advisors had to submit to job interviews before being brought into the project; tellingly, none of those who were retained had had anything to do with football beforehand, and most were women.

			

			Yet this is not the story of pushy parents smothering their precious child’s spontaneity, of bullies screaming at coaches and referees on the touchline, of a wunderkind abused into abeyance. This is the story of how Kylian blossomed as a player and as a young man, the story of how he succeeded on the field, captained his country and became a regular guest at the Elysée presidential palace, never looking out of place or anything other than his relaxed, urbane, cheeky self whichever environment he was thrown into. He took part in two World Cup finals by the time he was 24, winning the first and scoring a hat-­trick in the final of the second. He might yet become what the project has outlined for him: his sport’s greatest star, the hero of a generation, then a great coach or, who knows, France’s future Prime Minister.

			Madame Bertin was only right to an extent. There is a ‘new’, which is just that, even if it is built on some of the foundations of the old.

		

	
		
			

			1

			Never in doubt
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			Kylian at Clairefontaine, 2011.

			

			 

			

			 

			Journalists were no longer welcome at English training grounds in February 2017. And it was then that a friend who did PR for a small group of players and managers suggested I travelled to Middlesbrough to see for myself the training methods of her client Aitor Karanka, the former Real Madrid and Athletic Bilbao defender who was then in his third season at the Riverside Stadium. Middlesbrough were struggling. They hadn’t registered a single win in the Premier League for two months and were about to be sucked into the relegation zone, from which Karanka was unable to extract them, leading to his departure at the end of the season. However, the opportunity to sneak into what had become a no-­access area and witness the inner workings of a top-tier side was too rare to turn down. The only times media could access the inner sanctum by then were the open ‘training sessions’ held by the bigger clubs before European fixtures for the benefit of photographers and broadcasters. These exercises were by and large set up purely for show, with players jogging around the pitch and light-­heartedly engaging in rondos which bore no relation to their actual preparations for a game. This promised to be different.

			

			The abiding memory I have of that day spent at Rockliffe Park is not of the conversations I had with Karanka, pleasant and instructive as they were, nor of the various routines he and his assistants put the squad through. Middlesbrough’s sports director at the time was a fresh-­looking, bespectacled Spaniard named Victor Orta, who’d already built an impressive CV at the age of 39. He was only 27 when he’d been hired in a similar role by Real Valladolid, where he was spotted by Ramón Rodríguez Verdejo, better known as ‘Monchi’, the legendary sports director of Sevilla FC and the man who’d discovered the likes of Jesús Navas, José-­Antonio Reyes and Sergio Ramos. Orta had been one of Monchi’s closest collaborators for seven seasons in Andalucia before being poached by Russian club Zenit and, following a short stint back in Spain at Elche, joining Karanka’s staff in 2015.

			This is no insult to Karanka’s coaching merit to say that having a close look at his training regimen took second place in my mind when I was told that Orta was willing to sit down and talk about his time with Monchi and shed light on the methods used by football’s undisputed scouting guru of the time, methods which had acquired a quasi-­mystical aura. These were still the days when sports directors did not rely primarily on reports drawn by data analysts, for a simple reason: the data which was available then was crude in comparison with what is on offer today. No-­one had access to the number and breakdown of high-­intensity sprints a player would commit himself to over ninety minutes. The notion of ‘expected goals’ remained a proposition discussed by academics and had yet to find a practical application within the sport. The data collection agencies which now routinely monitor and dissect low-­level competitions – as low as the seventh or eighth tiers in some countries, including England – neither had the means nor the technology to be as detailed and exhaustive as they are now. As Orta explained, Monchi’s astonishing ability to identify nascent talents in Spanish and European football was based on the work of some 700 independent scouts scattered throughout the Iberian Peninsula and beyond, who reported to him and his closest collaborators, the eyes of this modern sporting Argos.

			

			There was an appealingly old-­fashioned flavour to this work which, it should be remembered, was considered ‘cutting edge’ at the time. Almost every inch of Orta’s desk was covered with piles of past editions of France Football, the weekly for which I’d travelled to Middlesbrough. This made sense, as France Football was the only magazine which published the full line-­ups of all the teams that had taken part in official competitions during the previous week, down to the second and third divisions in the case of Europe’s top leagues, and to the fourth and fifth for France. This information was not collated anywhere else. ‘We have the full collection of your magazine in Sevilla,’ he told me with a smile, adding that this was why he’d agreed to have a chat with its England correspondent.

			I was particularly keen to put one specific question to him. How old – or how young – did a player have to be for you to track them?

			More specifically, how long have you been aware of Kylian Mbappé?

			Why Mbappé? Why would his name be the first that sprang to mind? Kylian, who was 18 at the time, had yet to make his debut for Les Bleus, despite being one of the stars of the show the French U19s had put on at their European Championships a year earlier, scoring five goals in a tournament which ended with France beating Italy 4-0 in the final. Monaco’s manager Leonardo Jardim had used the teenager sparingly since giving him his debut as a late substitute in December 2015. As it happens, it was four days after I spoke to Orta, on 21 February 2017, that Mbappé started a Champions League game for the very first time, on the occasion of ASM’s visit to Manchester City. Within a matter of weeks, following two exceptional displays against Pep Guardiola’s team, he’d become Europe’s most talked-­about emerging talent; but he’d only been an episodic presence in Monaco’s line-­up until then, a passenger who’d spent most of his time in the waiting room while his team-­mates battled through two tough qualifying rounds in Europe. Kylian’s on-­field contribution in that tournament so far had been a mere twenty-five minutes out of a possible 900, spread over three matches, and he’d remained on the bench for the 2–1 win over Spurs which guaranteed ASM would top their group.

			

			Competition for places was fierce within the exceptional squad which Jardim had assembled and which could have gone on to far greater achievements if Monaco’s billionaire Russian owner Dmitry Rybolovlev had been willing to keep it intact for another two or three seasons. Instead, its key elements – players of the calibre of Fabinho, João Moutinho, Benjamin Mendy, Thomas Lemar, Bernardo Silva and, of course, Mbappé himself – would all be gone within a calendar year of their winning the 2016–17 French title, eight points clear of Paris Saint-­Germain and a prodigious 107 goals to the good, 12 of them scored by Kylian in the last four months of the season. But if the fuse had been lit, the explosion had yet to come.

			So, why single Mbappé out? This was at least in part because of the media attention which had accompanied his decision to sign his first professional contract with Monaco in March 2016, when it was thought, with good reason, that he could have joined some of Europe’s most successful clubs rather than ASM, who’d only rejoined Ligue 1 less than three years previously. Arsène Wenger, who was neither the first nor the last to compare Kylian to another teenage Monaco winger, Thierry Henry, had tried in vain to persuade him to join Arsenal before ASM got their man. Mbappé had already had a week-­long trial at Chelsea in the spring of 2011 after being spotted playing for AS Bondy by Daniel Boga, the brother of Chelsea’s wunderkind Jérémie Boga, who did scouting work in the Parisian banlieue for the London club. According to an interview he gave the Athletic shortly before the 2022 World Cup, Boga had been tipped off by a friend who worked for Kylian’s sponsor Nike. Kylian had even played in a friendly against Charlton Athletic and kept a ‘KYLIAN 10’ shirt as a memento of his short stay in England. Kylian did not score in Chelsea’s ‘6–0 or 7–0’ (no one remembers exactly) win but made enough of an impression for the club to offer a second trial. According to Boga, Jim Fraser, Chelsea’s long-­standing youth development officer alongside Neil Bath, had made a comment which would be heard from others many times subsequently. ‘Yeah, when he’s got the ball he is amazing, etc,’ he said. ‘But we want to see this hunger.’ Kylian would have to come back. According to what Boga told the Athletic, his mother Fayza, who’d been accompanied by his father Wilfrid and adopted brother Jirès on that trip, as per usual, retorted, ‘No, we won’t come again, if you want to sign him, you sign him now. In five years’ time, you will come back for him for £50 million.’ They did not do either.

			

			Real Madrid too were interested in the youngster and invited him to spend a few days in Spain in December 2012. Kylian, who was about to turn 14, his parents and his uncle Pierre (Wilfrid’s brother, a football coach himself and another influential member of the inner circle), were given tickets to a 2–2 home draw with Espanyol, in which the boy’s hero Cristiano Ronaldo scored the Merengues’ first goal. As Mbappé remembered it on his return, ‘the morning after that, we went to the academy, which Monsieur Zidane made us visit for a bit’. (Monsieur Zidane, then Real’s sporting director, would only start his ascension as a coach a year later, when he was put in charge of the club’s reserves by Florentino Perez.) Kylian then took part in a training session and played an informal game with the club’s youngsters, before being invited to a warming-­down session with the A team a few days later. ‘I took photographs with all of them,’ he recalled. ‘The Galácticos made me dream when I was 4 years old. I dream I can come back one day, through the main door.’

			

			Real offered the prodigy a place at the club’s academy, La Fábrica, ‘the factory’, which was declined. ‘The euphoria died as soon as we received their positive response [sic],’ Mbappé later told France Football. What he meant was that the joy of being judged good enough to be considered by Real was bound to be short-­lived: the Mbappés had already decided to turn down whichever offer came from the Spanish club. ‘I just wanted to prove [to] them I was a good player and feel they wanted me. There was also the fact [I’d have to] change countries, language and school. If there’d only been football, maybe I’d have gone there, but there was also the change of culture. If I have to go there, it’ll be later.’ Real Madrid was always part of the project, indeed its ultimate destination, but not just yet. There were further contacts with the club over the next couple of years. Kylian’s father Wilfrid spoke with Zidane on a few more occasions, but these discussions stopped as soon as the sports director had been brought onto the technical staff of the first team, becoming Carlo Ancelotti’s assistant in October 2013.

			‘I found it difficult to bother him [Zidane] for a 14-­year-­old kid,’ Wilfrid said. ‘Without him, we no longer had a point of reference. If he’d stayed with the young ones, we’d have gone for it. We spoke about everything, about the schools, not just about football. But what we were talking about was the arrival of a child, and that’s why Caen were in the picture until the end. [Their] project, both in sporting and academic terms, was attractive to us; but Caen didn’t get back to Ligue 1, and the project was fraying at the edges from then on.’

			There was another reason why the Mbappés could do what very few other parents of young footballers would have done and turn Europe’s most successful club away. They could afford to, as Pierre Mbappé explained. ‘He grew up in a very favourable environment,’ he said. ‘He was spoilt, but not spoilt rotten. My brother and my sister-­in-­law didn’t want for money. That’s why it makes me smile when I hear that the choice to join PSG [at a later stage] was motivated by money. Money never was the motivation. Priority was always given to the project built around the child.’

			

			The same PSG had joined the beeline, but Kylian’s parents were not convinced that the PSG of that era, which was entering its own gálactico stage and had just bought Zlatan Ibrahimović and Thiago Silva from Milan, plus Ezequiel Lavezzi from Napoli and Lucas Moura from São Paulo, was the right place for their son at that very early stage in his development. There was no guarantee that he would get the necessary playing time they believed his talent merited – or needed to grow into the star footballer they had the conviction he would become. But much of this – the approaches made by Arsenal, Chelsea, Real Madrid, PSG and others – only came to light later, once Mbappé had cemented his place at the top in the 2018 World Cup.

			Orta confirmed that Sevilla too ‘had been following him for a long time’. ‘But it was already far too late for us to get involved by the time he was twelve,’ he added. Not ‘late’, but ‘far too late’. When Mbappé was twelve? ‘Yes’. As Wenger had said, ‘Unfortunately today, all these young players are in full view from very, very early on and all the big clubs want them.’ Monchi and his team knew their place in football’s food chain and looked elsewhere; not so paradoxically, fish smaller than Kylian would be a better catch for them.

			 

			Yet nothing was certain as we sat in Orta’s office in February 2017. There was no guarantee that Mbappé would develop into a world-­beater, even if it was obvious he had the talent for it. To start with, he was of slight build and his body was still growing. According to Le Parisien, PSG’s unofficial newspaper, which chronicled the minutest details of his life and his career throughout the seven years he spent at the club, he would gain another 5 centimetres between 2018 and 2021. How would he respond to the greater demands put on his physique and the greater pressure put on his character? Tempting as it is to tell a story with a predictable ending, there were many ways in which things could have gone wrong for him and for the ‘project’. You can’t place bets by hindsight; yet the Mbappés never deviated from their methods or their objectives, certain as they were of Kylian’s destiny.

			

			Not every brilliant youth succeeds in football. The percentage who make it to a professional career is pitifully small, perhaps as low as 1 per cent in the top European leagues. It is estimated that half of those who sign professional forms at the age of 16 will leave football within two years of their first contract. This proportion grows to 75 per cent by the time they reach 21. Moreover, a ‘professional career’ means just that: it doesn’t mean holding a place in a top team, it can mean being a squad member in a fourth-­tier club. Talent is a prerequisite, not a guarantee. Almost every successful player can name academy team-­mates who were more athletic, quicker and more skilful than themselves, could dribble the length of a field and slot it in the top corner, yet hit an invisible wall when it seemed nothing could stop them. Others make progress yet take an unexpected step back as they approach maturity.

			Take Jean-­Kévin Augustin. A year-­and-­a-­half older than Kylian, he joined PSG’s academy at the age of 12 and progressed smoothly through the ranks, winning caps for France in every age group, including the U19s who won their Euros in 2016. Mbappé scored five goals in that tournament. That was one fewer than Augustin, who was also voted the tournament’s best player. One year later, he’d been signed by one of Europe’s highest-­rated finishing schools, RB Leipzig, for whom he performed adequately for one season before his form tailed-­off and Ralf Rangnick got tired of his recruit’s indiscipline. Augustin was sent on loan, first to AS Monaco, where he remained on the fringe of the first team, then to Leeds United, where he played a grand total of forty-eight minutes in the Championship for Marcelo Bielsa’s side. A legal tussle which went all the way up the Court of Arbitration for Sport ensued, which ended up costing Leeds a fortune and wrecked what was left of the reputation of the player, who’d already damaged it by turning down a call to Les Espoirs, the French U21s, on the pretext he was injured – and then turning up in a friendly for his club. Augustin, now a free agent, moved to FC Nantes, for whom he failed to score a single goal in two years, after which it was Nantes’s turn to let the former sensation go to FC Basel, where he failed again, finding himself unemployed at the age of 26. Augustin, now weakened by long COVID, last played – not very much – for Metro Lublin in the Polish Ekstraklasa and, at the time of writing, is clubless again. This was a footballer whom Lionel Messi had once chosen as one of ‘five to follow’ in world football.

			

			Orta was as aware as anyone of the dangers all exceptional pro­spects must face in the crucial years of their development, yet told me that Mbappé was ‘different’ and that his future success was ‘never in doubt’. The qualities which made him stand out from a very early age were also the qualities which would make him a contender for the Ballon d’Or. His first coach at AS Bondy, Antonio Riccardi, said he had ‘two rockets for legs’ and that he was ‘able to combine this phenomenal speed with a technique which is out of the ordinary’. Training and match footage shot by Kylian’s father Wilfrid when his son played for Riccardi, highlights of which were later used for an advertisement for EA Sports, supports the coach’s words. The 8-­year-­old Mbappé displayed the same astonishing acceleration over short distances – and the ability to sustain his effort over the length of the pitch – which would later give nightmares to the likes of Gerard Piqué. His close ball control was as refined then as it is now. His bag of tricks was already packed to the full, in which he instinctively picked the one best-­suited to the situation, as the boy was not just burning the grass like a lightning bolt but could think as fast as it fell as well. He could fizz the ball at pace into the net from tight angles from his favoured position on the wing, à la Thierry Henry, with this difference: the teenage Thierry had spent countless hours with his coach Claude Puel in Monaco to perfect what would become his signature move, whereas the boy Kylian could do it off the cuff as if to the manner born. His balance was exceptional. Everything he did was done at pace, with alertness of mind as well as swiftness and agility of body; and he carried those exceptional attributes through the age groups seamlessly, without being held back by his being usually a year (sometimes two) younger than his team-­mates, without complaining, without getting hurt either. They couldn’t catch up with him.

			

			Ludovic Batelli, who coached France’s youth teams from the U16s to the U20s between 2013 and 2017, hadn’t seen Mbappé at first hand until 2014, when a friend insisted he should have a much closer look at the 15-­year-­old graduate from Clairefontaine who was on the verge of breaking into the first team at AS Monaco. Batelli did, and what struck him as much as anything was ‘his culot [“cheek” as well as “nerve”], the way he didn’t let pressure have an impact on him’. ‘He loves football, he loves the game. He breathes it,’ Batelli said. Then as later, and as will probably be the case until he retires, Mbappé was not one to track back or press his defender like other, less gifted and more malleable forwards will and most coaches insist they do. He knew – he’d always known – it was with the ball at his feet that he could have an impact, and this impact was so devastating that his managers, some more reluctant than others, accepted that the boy with the rocket legs should only ignite them when he felt it was the right thing to do. He wasn’t found wanting in that respect. This was not laziness. Mbappé didn’t shun or dislike training – he always turned up in good time and often was one of the last to leave the field, rehearsing his shooting technique on his own if he had to – but he trained to his strengths rather than to the demands of his coaches.

			Batelli called the teenager to the French U19 squad as soon as he could, naming him in the starting line-­up of France’s first qualifier for the 2016 Euros, a 1–0 win over Montenegro on 3 March 2016. Mbappé would not miss a single U19 competitive game thereafter, until the time came for him to join the senior side. The trust Batelli put in the youngest of his players* was rewarded in spectacular fashion. It was Mbappé who got the goal against Serbia which sealed France’s place in the final phase of the 2016 U19 Euros – a typical finish across the keeper, from the right flank on this occasion. It was Mbappé who scored an astonishing second goal in France’s 2–0 crucial win over Croatia in the tournament itself. Twenty-­four hours earlier, eighty-one people had died in Nice, when a lorry driven by an Islamic terrorist had rammed into the crowd. As Batelli reminded his players in his last team talk before kick-­off, they would not just play for themselves or their families that day but also for a country in mourning. In a single blur, Mbappé ghosted past the Croatian right-­back at full speed, cushioned Issa Diop’s long pass with the outside of his right boot, then controlled it with his left, dribbled past the keeper and guided the ball into the net, all in one fluid movement. Kylian did not celebrate that goal.

			

			More were to come, starting with a brace against the Netherlands in the last group game. In the semi-­final against Portugal – a revenge of the Euro 2016 final which the French A team had lost a few days previously – it was ‘Kyky’, as Batelli called him, who set up Jean-­Kévin Augustin for France’s equaliser after a breathtaking raid on the left wing and a mazy run in which he waltzed alongside the goal line like a highwire acrobat to cut through the Portuguese defence; after which he scored twice again, the second of his goals an unlikely, brave glancing header, perhaps the least Mbappé-­esque goal he ever put his name to.

			Every scout and recruiter in Europe, including Orta, had now seen the prodigy on what was the greatest stage that football could set up for a boy of his age. To most of them, it was not a revelation but confirmation of what they already knew. Mbappé was a generational talent whose future might eclipse that of all his contemporaries. No matter how early they’d noticed him, they were already too late. The Mbappés had been right. That future had never been in doubt.

			

			
				
						
*

 Only one other player of the squad selected by Batelli for the 2016 U19 Euros was born in 1998, defender Faitout Maouassa, Kylian’s elder by almost six months.
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