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         Introduction

         
         
         
         
         I went to Africa to write about the AIDS epidemic but all that people kept wanting to talk about was David Beckham and Real
            Madrid. I shouldn't have been surprised. Barely a week had passed since what would turn out to be — with the arguable exception
            of the outbreak of war in Iraq — the news story with the greatest global impact of 2003: the transfer of the world's most
            glamorous footballer to the world's most glamorous club. But what did take me aback, what did leave me open-mouthed in astonishment
            as my minibus rattled and bumped through Nairobi's biggest slum, the AIDS-plagued labyrinth of Majengo, was the depth of knowledge
            of my travelling companions; the sheer detail with which the dozen other people in the vehicle debated not just David Beckham's
            transfer from Manchester United but the other great issue of the day, why Real Madrid's president had sacked the team coach.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Does anybody — anybody at all — understand why Florentino Peréz got rid of del Bosque?' asked a man seated up at the front,
            next to the driver. 'I mean,' he said, twisting his body around to address the assembled passengers, 'I don't see the logic
            in it.' The speaker, as I would later establish, was a young Kenyan doctor. The other people in the minibus, English speakers
            all, were mostly medical staff headed, as I was, to a clinic in the centre of Majengo where they were conducting tests on
            a group of prostitutes who appeared to be immune to AIDS; who had failed to become HIV-positive despite years of sadly reckless
            efforts to succumb to the dreaded disease. But no one in the minibus had a clue who I was, no one knew that the tall, hairy
            white man jammed into the back right-hand corner of the vehicle had not only flown in from Spain the day before but also happened
            to be a very keen follower indeed of the beautiful game, especially as practised these days by Real Madrid Club de Fútbol.
            Which of course made it all the more remarkable to me that the subject had come up in the first place; that the man in the
            minibus had raised the names of Florentino Peréz and Vicente del Bosque in the clear expectation that everybody would immediately
            know who they were.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dumb-founded, I shut up and listened.

         
         
         
         
         'I know,' said a man sitting behind the one at the front who had initiated the discussion. 'It's not exactly as if anyone
            could accuse Real of having a bad season.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'Right,' said the man at the front. 'They won the Spanish league and made it to the semi-final of the Champions League. So
            why then go and fire the coach?' 'Especially,' rejoined the second speaker, 'after the 6—5 win against Man United in the quarter-finals,
            and playing the best football anyone in the world can remember anywhere.' To which the assembled company responded with solemn
            murmurs and nods all round, and a smile or two of warm reminiscence. Until a man sitting next to me at the back piped up,'Yes,
            but you don't understand. The thing about Real Madrid is that they have different standards from other teams. Second or third
            best is no good. Not acceptable. And especially now with this guy Peréz in charge. Look who he's bought since taking over
            the club a couple of years ago: Figo, Ronaldo, Zidane. Now Beckham.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'Plus Roberto Carlos and Raúl are already there,' a voice somewhere in the bus reminded him.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes, plus Roberto Carlos and Raúl. The best players in the world! So,' the wise one at my side continued, 'with that unbelievable
            collection of superstars you have to win the lot, otherwise the coach gets fired. That's just the way it is.'
         

         
         
         
         
         The man at the front grimaced, shook his head and looked out of the window. He wasn't totally convinced. Or maybe he had come
            somehow to share in the sympathy the Spanish man in the street felt for Vicente del Bosque, a good soul whose portly bearing,
            lugubrious dress-sense and 1950s moustache were heroically at odds with the filmstar fashionable footballers he had until
            three or four days ago coached; del Bosque, far from looking like a man who had himself played in midfield for Real Madrid
            in his day, evoked images of a kind but world-weary baker leading a life of honest toil in a small town deep in the Castillian
            meseta. 'I think Peréz had it in for him, for some reason,' said del Bosque's Kenyan defender. 'I read somewhere that Peréz
            just didn't like the look of him. Bad chemistry.
         

         
         
         
         
         'No, you are mistaken' said someone else, a couple of rows up from me. 'Peréz is too cool a customer to let his feelings get
            in the way of a big decision like that . . .'
         

         
         
         
         
         And so the conversation proceeded, moving from one end of the bus to the other, with me realising very quickly that — on the
            subject of Real Madrid at least — I had nothing whatsoever to offer these people. Outside our minibus window little children
            played naked in pools of viscous water, one out of every four adults we saw milling about Majengo s maze of rusty tin shacks
            had HIV, but their compatriots inside my bus — and I have no doubt a good number of them outside it — were as up to date on
            developments at Real Madrid as any of my friends back home in Spain. I could have introduced them to Angel the taxi-driver,
            with whom I go and watch games live on TV at a bar that's wall to wall with framed photographs of Real Madrid teams going
            back to the glorious Fifties, when the legendary Puskas, Gento and Di Stefano bestrode Europe like colossi. I could have introduced
            them to Pedro the tropical diseases doctor, whose joy should he succeed in his life's quest to find a cure for malaria would
            be forever tempered if he failed in his other great mission — to get tickets to watch what he calls this 'unrepeatable' Real
            Madrid side. I could have introduced them to Sebastián, who's been going through a tough marital separation and does not know
            how he would have made it without the consolation of a season ticket at Real's hallowed stadium, the Bernábeu. I could have
            introduced my fellow travellers on that minibus in Majengo to any number of home-grown Real Madrid fanatics and within seconds
            they would have fallen into conversation as if they had known each other all their lives.
         

         
         
         
         
         Even if they did not understand each other's languages, football is so universal a medium of communication that what with
            the odd grunt, hand gesture and mention of evocative names — Ronaldo, Beckham, Florentino — they'd soon be getting on famously,
            nodding in furious agreement with each other. And then I reflected, sitting on that bus, that the discussion I was hearing
            was in all certainty being replicated not only in every corner of Spain, not only elsewhere in Kenya and Africa, but all over
            the world — in France, Germany, Japan, Russia, China. (How could they not be having this conversation in China when on 29
            July 2003 in the city of Kunming, 20,000 fans paid between twenty and a hundred dollars each to watch a practice match between
            Real Madrid's first team and reserves?) They were probably even talking about the Peréz—del Bosque polemic somewhere in the
            United States, that last pagan bastion where the world's one great unifying religion — the only one to cut across all creeds,
            races, ideologies, flags — has yet fully to take hold.
         

         
         
         
         
         The thing about Real Madrid, about this Real Madrid, the one that Florentino built, is that within one team you have the religion's
            most venerated deities — the holy trinity of David Beckham, Zinedine Zidane and Ronaldo - and in Raúl, Luis Figo and Roberto
            Carlos three others who would make it into the dream eleven of practically every serious football coach in the world. Seven
            out of the last eight FIFA World Players of the Year play in this Real Madrid team. (The time they missed out, when Rivaldo
            won in 1999, Beckham came second; in 2001 Figo, Beckham and Raúl were first, second and third.) Even more remarkably, even
            more utterly without precedent, this team contains the captains of not one, two or three but five of the major footballing
            nations: England, Brazil, France, Spain and Portugal. Never in the one hundred and fifty year history of the game has such
            a prime collection of the planet's available talent been concentrated at one club. Football is played in every country in
            the world. Millions, from the Amazon jungle to the mountains of Tibet, kick a ball around every day. Millions of those millions
            dream one day of becoming professional footballers. And of all those innumerable souls, six of the best of them, emerged from
            three continents and ended up distilled — pure gold — at Real Madrid. 'Los Galacticos' they call Real's magnificent six in
            Spain, as if they were cartoon superheroes. And just that, as players who are larger than life, as stars from another galaxy,
            is how football's vast planetary fraternity sees them. It is on the devotion their genius inspires, more even than the humdrum
            matter of whether they win or lose, that Real Madrid's global appeal rests. It is the reason why if football were Christianity
            (though it is much bigger than that — it has far more adepts), Real Madrid would be the Catholic church — the biggest, most
            lavish denomination there is.
         

         
         
         
         
         The devotion can be measured in numbers. Big businesses everywhere have been offering big money to link their names with Real
            Madrid's. Apart from large increases in income from stadium attendances, TV fees and shirt sales, the club has been making
            more and more money from companies like Audi and Siemens eager to associate themselves in the minds of their potential clients
            with the increasingly powerful brand name 'Real Madrid' - two words that put side by side have become powerfully evocative,
            bringing to mind notions of elegance, style and class that in the hands of clever marketing people are tools that can be deployed
            to very profitable effect. All of these reasons and more explain why at the end of the 2002/2003 European football season,
            even before the Beckham move, Real Madrid had for the first time outstripped Manchester United, according to World Soccer magazine, as the world's most profitable club.
         

         
         
         
         
         Everything would suggest that Real Madrid, boosted by Beckham Inc., will consolidate their ascendancy in the coming years.
            Everything would suggest that the Florentino Peréz business model will continue to flourish. It is a revolutionary way to
            operate in football. Peréz's big idea, right from the start of his presidency in the year 2000, was that if you bought the
            best players, the very best, you always won out in the end, because they paid their own way. It is the same logic followed
            by Hollwood producers when they decide to pay vast sums of money to persuade the top box-office actors to appear in their
            films. 'We're content providers, like a film studio,' explained Jose Angel Sánchez, Real Madrid's exuberant director of marketing,
            in an interview with the Economist. 'Having a team with Zidane in it is like having a movie with Tom Cruise.' Such is the drawing power of the game's most charismatic
            players that by their very presence they will, at a minimum, cover their own costs. So while Peréz broke the world transfer
            record to bring Figo in 2000, destroyed it once again to bring Zidane in 2001 and then paid another fortune for Ronaldo in
            2002, each year the club's profits grew.
         

         
         
         
         
         But there was another side to the Peréz revolution. An enormously successful businessman in his own right, president of the
            third biggest construction company in Europe, he wasn't just changing football's business practices; he was smashing long-standing
            orthodoxies, altering the whole conception of the game. Every time he bought another superstar, but especially when he bought
            the golden boy Beckham, the high priests of the game - coaches, former coaches, former players and football writers - muttered
            that he was making a big mistake; that, sure Beckham passed the ball well, but the priorities lay elsewhere, that the team
            lacked 'balance'; that a new centre half was urgently needed, a defensive midfielder — strong, rough men to add ballast to
            the already overly refined Madrid mix. Peréz — and it really is he who decides things at the club — didn't believe a word
            of it. He went ahead and bet all his money, and all his prestige, on talent. Pure football talent. 'Los mejores,' he says,'Quiero a los mejores!The best, I want the best. Let the other teams get centre halves and defensive midfielders: against us they're going to need
            them!
         

         
         
         
         
         Fabulously irresponsible. Some would say - especially in Italy where they see football as a more complex version of chess
            — that the man was suicidal. And it is true that in terms of football's received wisdom this is no way to run a serious football
            club. Peréz's Real Madrid —sometimes known in Spain as el Florenteam — is the sort of fantasy football side that might be picked in a computer game by a tactically unsophisticated ten-year-old
            boy. Peréz is of the view that, if truth be told, the ten-year-old boy knows as much about the game as the high priests. Though,
            in fairness to the high priests, Peréz's brash new philosophy does rest on a premise that they themselves have never even
            considered. That winning is not the game's paramount objective. You've got to compete, of course. You have to play at the
            highest level, meaning the European Champions League — a competition that offers a far more reliable index of quality than
            the World Cup. You have to be perceived always to be a credible candidate to win everything. But whether you actually do win
            everything or not, whether in the case of Real Madrid you perpetuate the grand tradition of lifting more European Cups by
            far than anybody else, that is not the be-all and end-all. The chief purpose — Madrid's wonderfully lucid sports director
            Jorge Valdano calls it 'a social obligation' — is to provide what at Madrid they always refer to as espectaculo: spectacle. To put on the best show on earth. To thrill. More than the transient felicity of victory, what Real Madrid aspires
            to do is convey something of the enduring quality of art, something that moves all people everywhere, always.
         

         
         
         
         
         Just go and watch a Real Madrid game, any game, and keep your eyes firmly fixed on Zidane. Watch him spin and glide, all six
            foot two of him, with the ball at his feet and you will see what Beckham meant when he described him as 'a ballerina'; you
            will see the overwhelming reason why the world's most famous Englishman wanted to play at Real Madrid was for the privilege,
            the sheer fun of performing in the same dazzlingly talented troupe as his hero — because he is everybody's hero — Zidane.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beckham's most extravagant football fantasies were made flesh in an early league game against Valladolid. The best passer
            in the game said later that maybe he had never made a better pass — but that most definitely no one had ever scored a more
            beautiful goal from a ball he had delivered. If you haven't seen it, do what you can to get hold of the video clip. Watch
            Beckham's fifty-yard pass, observe the grace of his movement and the purity of the ball's trajectory as it rises and drops,
            like a dead thing, in Zidane's path; then marvel at the magical way that — on the run, in one flowing movement — the Frenchman
            picks the ball out of the air with his left foot and cracks it across the goalkeeper into the right-hand corner of the net.
         

         
         
         
         
         Zidane's football is art. Art that people will be admiring 500 years from now. And it has the great merit that it is not art
            reserved for the initiated, for the art historian, the classical music buff, the reader of Shakespeare and Cervantes. It is
            the one truly globalised art form, accessible to a more ample span of humanity than art has ever been before. Zidane's magnificent
            brushstrokes have a wonderfully democratic quality to them. They evoke exactly the same responses — the same admiration, the
            same delight - in the subsistence farmer in Rwanda as in the banker in the City of London. And like all art, what they do
            is embellish the human condition, enrich life. They offer inspiration, they offer joy, they offer - whether it be my well-off
            friend Sebastián going through his marital separation or the hungry millions in Africa - consolation for life's sorrows.
         

         
         
         
         
         Joseph Conrad might spin in his grave but his definition of art as something that speaks to 'the solidarity . . . which binds
            men to each other, which binds together all humanity — the dead to the living and the living to the unborn': this definition
            can apply with as much validity to football as to music, literature or painting when the game is played with the flourish
            and genius displayed by the men in white of Real Madrid.
         

         
         
         
         
         There are other fine teams, other great players around in the early twenty-first century. Van Nistelrooy at Manchester United,
            Henry at Arsenal, Totti at Juventus, Kaka at Milan, Ballack at Bayern Munich are all individuals capable of elevating the
            game to a higher plane. It is just that — setting aside tribal considerations and examining what's available with dispassionate
            eyes — the players assembled at Real do so more often, more beautifully, on a more elevated plane. That is why that conversation
            I overheard in the Majengo minibus should have come as no surprise to me, obvious as it was that people were having the very
            same discussion in minibuses the length and breadth of planet earth.
         

         
         
         
         
         On my return from Majengo to Nairobi, having spent a couple of hours talking to two of those AIDS-immune prostitutes at the
            clinic, I went for lunch to the city's main teaching hospital with a young doctor who was part of the team involved in researching
            why these women had managed against all odds to avoid infection. The reason I was there in the first place was to write a
            newspaper story about a vaccine these Kenyan doctors were trying to develop to combat AIDS on the basis of the prostitutes'
            remarkable natural defences. Eminent professors I had talked to at Oxford University had said this was the most cutting-edge
            project of its kind in the world. And, while hardly being one to judge the scientific merits of what was going on, I was mightily
            impressed by the brightness and dedication of people like the young doctor I was lunching with. Especially as I had been led
            to understand that a scientist as capable as he, just twenty-seven years old, could be making a lot more money if he were
            to sell his skills abroad. 'Ah, yes,' he explained, 'but for me it is such a big privilege to form part of this fantastic
            team of researchers doing such important work for the world. I would not change that for anything. Me joining this team, I
            feel the way Beckham must be feeling on joining Real Madrid.'
         

         
         
         
         
         This time I did not react with open-mouthed astonishment, prepared as I had been by the ride to Majengo for out-of-the-blue
            footballing allusions. It was the doctor, not me, who raised the subject of Real Madrid first. I was there dutifully, solemnly
            talking about AIDS. But what really did surprise me was what happened next. Something that I shall always recall as a quite
            unbelievable coincidence. Within five seconds, no more, of my friend the doctor mentioning Real Madrid my mobile phone rang.
            I picked it up and Jose Angel Sánchez, the Real Madrid marketing chief— Florentino Peréz's right-hand man and alter ego, the
            second most powerful man in the club - announced himself. It was like a voice from another planet, so far removed was the
            opulence and glitz of the world he inhabited from the spare, grey, concrete vastness of the hospital I was in and the sordid
            squalor I had seen that morning at Majengo.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sánchez wanted to know if I could make it over to Madrid the following week to interview Beckham for Real Madrid Television.
            It was going to be a world 'exclusive' to be broadcast in a hundred countries on the day of his official presentation as a
            Real Madrid player. Today was Thursday, the interview would be on the following Tuesday or Wednesday. What did I say?
         

         
         
         
         
         This was madness. Here I was in Africa reporting on AIDS and the whole day had been a series of references to Real Madrid
            and Beckham. And now I was being summoned to Madrid to interview the man himself. Was there some mighty planetary realignment
            underway, with Real Madrid and David Beckham at the fulcrum? Even in deepest Africa you couldn't get away from them. Not for
            one minute.
         

         
         
         
         
         Yet the answer to Sánchez's question was not immediately obvious to me. I had just flown in to Kenya, the first leg of a four-country,
            two-week reporting tour of Africa that I had spent more than a month diligently organising. Was I going to chuck all that
            work away, oblige myself to start once again the patient task of setting up appointments in Rwanda, South Africa, Angola all
            over again? And there was another thing. I had come to Africa on a weighty mission. To write about AIDS, nature's terrorist,
            the killer every single day, without cease, of twice as many people as died in the World Trade Center on September 11th, 2001.
            I was also going to write about war and poverty and hunger: about the plight, in short, of the most abandoned, most desperate
            people in he world. Was I going to ditch this momentous enterprise to go and interview David Beckham? Would my conscience
            ever let me forget it? Having spent twenty years of my life as a journalist covering wars, denouncing human-rights abuses,
            standing up, in so far as I could, for the wretched of the earth, would I be accused now of a trite and irresponsible dereliction
            of duty?
         

         
         
         
         
         I told Sánchez this was all too much for me to deal with right now and I would call him back. Then I turned to the doctor
            — this African hero, the noble opposite of the frivolous gadfly I was one step away from becoming — and, embarrassed, I explained
            my predicament. His first, and rather perplexed response was, 'Why you?' Unsurprisingly, he had imagined me to be a foreign
            correspondent rather than a sports journalist. I said yes, that's quite rights. Wandering about slums in poor countries and
            talking to people like him had always been much more my line of business. But in recent years my passion for football had
            been converging with my professional duties.
         

         
         
         
         
         I am half-British and half-Spanish and, having spent seven years of my childhood in Buenos Aires (where they are arguably
            crazier about football than anywhere else on planet earth) it was my destiny to be a lifelong football fanatic. The other
            country where I grew up was England, where they invented the game. Much later, when I moved to Spain, I was taken by the passion
            and art of Spanish football, soon coming to the conclusion — shared by most football connoisseurs, I think — that the Spanish
            league was the world's best. And so it was that I began writing more and more about football. Inevitably it was Real Madrid
            that my British editors wanted to hear about. One reason why I had received this remarkable phone call was that in the course
            of this new writing about football, I had interviewed Peréz and Sánchez at Real Madrid and we had got on well. Being bilingual
            helped. But the long and the short of it, the main reason why I figured Real Madrid wanted me for this interview, was that
            I neatly crossed the British and Spanish football worlds, spoke English — and might therefore be expected to put Beckham more
            at ease than a local Spanish journalist in Beckham's first big interview for his new team on Spanish soil.
         

         
         
         
         
         But enough of all this autobiography. What I needed now, and urgently, was advice.'You're a doctor,' I said.'I trust doctors.
            I have this big choice to make. So tell me: what should I do?'
         

         
         
         
         
         He smiled the smile of the good, the wise, the man of crystal-clear principles. 'My friend,' he said, his smile widening into
            a broad, beaming grin, 'when the train comes, you must take it.'
         

         
         
         
         
         He was right. I knew he was right. I phoned Sánchez and told him I was catching the train. That I'd be in Madrid on Monday
            night.
         

         
         
         
         
         Before that I made a brief stop in Rwanda, spent the Sunday before my return deep in the countryside of this tiny little country
            in the geographic heart of Africa, interviewing the most traumatised people in the world: the victims and killers of the worst
            atrocity the world has seen since the Second World War, the genocide that began in April 1994 in which Rwanda's majority Hutu
            population rose up against their Tutsi compatriots, killing one million in a hundred days — almost all of them hacked to pieces
            with machetes. That night I went for a drink with a Rwandan general, a Tutsi who had lost most of his extended family in the
            genocide, who had himself been shot through the face and had the scar to show it, and had been part of the rebel force that
            liberated the country and brought an end to the killing in June 1994. But I'd had it with harrowing tales. And so had he.
            We talked about football. About - what else? — Real Madrid and the Beckham transfer. How on earth did Manchester United let
            him go for so little money? What was the United coach, Alex Ferguson, thinking? What position was Beckham going to play in?
            Did he not run the risk of failing horribly alongside such fantastically talented players? And Ronaldo: he was back to his
            sensational best, but weren't people worried that he might suffer a recurrence of that terrible knee injury of his? And Roberto
            Carlos, and Zidane, and Figo, and Raúl: weren't they all just absolutely great? And, by the way, how come Peréz got rid of
            his winning coach, del Bosque?
         

         
         
         
         
         Twenty-four hours later I was in a five-star hotel in Madrid preparing my interview with Beckham. It went fine. A month later,
            after I had been and gone to Africa one more time, this time finishing my work, I got a call from James, an American friend
            who works for the UN. He had just been in Sweden with a couple of boys aged eight and twelve, the sons of a good friend who
            had recently died cruelly young of an illness. Hoping to cheer the two boys up a little and turn their minds to other things,
            James mentioned that he had a friend who had interviewed Beckham.'Their jaws dropped,' said James.'They just stood there stunned,
            mute, in awe and admiration that I — poor, miserable me — should have a friend who had actually sat and talked with David
            Beckham.' It was at this moment, or very soon after, that James understood that I had to write a book about Beckham and Real
            Madrid. He called to tell me and I knew immediately he was right. Here it is.
         

         
         
         
         
         John Carlin

         
         
         July 2004

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         1: Matadors and Bulls

         
         
         
         
         A Brazilian journalist once said that the one-twos between Pele and Tostao offered convincing proof of the existence of God.
            The most hardened agnostic might have been tempted to a similar conclusion at the Bernábeu on the night of 8 April 2003 after
            watching Zidane and Raúl stroke the ball around the congested edge of the Manchester United penalty area, as graceful and
            unrushed as if they were playing alone in a park.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sitting in the press box at half-time during the first leg of the Champions League quarter-final between Real Madrid and United
            at the Bernábeu I remember the reaction of the British football writers. World-weary, weather-beaten journalists, veterans
            of a thousand games, they were agog at what they had just seen. I recall one journalist in particular, from one of the bigger-selling
            London tabloids, rising from his seat in a state of elation, as if he had just lived an intense religious experience.'I don't
            think anyone's played football like that in 30 years,' he exclaimed. He might have been right. The men in white had scaled
            peaks rarely reached, if ever, on a football pitch since the great Brazil of 1970: the World Cup-winning team that had always
            served until then as the benchmark for the sublime. The appraisal needed updating. Players were not as fit or as fast, spaces
            were not as compressed, in the days of Pele, Tostao, Rivelino, Gerson and Jairzinho. Three decades later the Real Madrid of
            Zidane and Raúl and Figo, Roberto Carlos and Ronaldo offered us the wonderfully reassuring reminder that it could still be
            done, that perfection, or something very much like it, was still possible. That never mind all the money in the sport, the
            disputes over satellite TV rights, the building of brand names, football — the game itself as originally conceived by some
            inventively playful Englishmen 150 years ago — was bigger than all of that. Madrid that night at the Bernábeu had the freshness,
            élan, and sense of adventure of that 1970 Brazil side. Johan Cruyff's Ajax in the Seventies and the Milan of Ruud Gullit, Frank
            Rikjaard and Marco van Basten were both in their different ways brilliant, but in a more methodical, rigorous, solemnly professional
            sort of way. This lot gave the impression that — tactics be damned — they played chiefly for fun.
         

         
         
         
         
         The impression was deceptive. They were artists but they were tough guys too, focused competitors who had worked hard at their
            game. Otherwise they would never have made it through the merciless obstacle course that separates a twelve-year-old boy with
            a talent for ball-juggling from a twenty-five-year-old professional playing regularly in a major European league. For Zidane,
            disciplined perseverance was what had allowed his genius to soar, taking him to the summit of the world game. The previous
            season, 2001/2002, he had scored one of the most memorable goals in the history of the game, one that he himself would describe
            a couple of years later as 'the goal of my life'. Receiving an awkward cross above waist height from Roberto Carlos on the
            edge of the penalty area, he twisted and turned and powered the ball, with his weaker left foot, into the roof of the net.
            If he had done that in training his teammates would have raised their hands to their heads in disbelief. But he did it in
            the European Cup final against Bayer Leverkusen, before a live worldwide TV audience of 1,100 million, at a point in the game
            when the Germans were clearly playing with more force and composure. It was the winning goal, probably the greatest ever scored
            in a European Cup final. Cometh the hour, cometh Zidane. He delivered when his team most needed it. Just as it had been when
            he won the World Cup for France in 1998, scoring two of the three French goals in the final against Brazil, demonstrating
            the true champion's capacity to rise to the big occasion, when the expectations are highest and the pressure is most intense.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Champions League quarter-final against Manchester United was another big occasion, what English footballers like to describe
            as 'a massive game'. More massive, in a way, than that 2002 final against Bayer Leverkusen. The feeling all across Europe
            was that whoever won this clash of titans would win the European Cup; that the match was the final in all but name. Real Madrid
            were the reigning champions and clearly possessed the tournament's best players; and United looked a formidably impressive
            unit, conquerors of Juventus 3-0 away in the previous round of the competition.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ronaldo, who seemed to thrive on big games more than anyone, couldn't wait. 'The whole of Europe — the whole world — is dying
            to see these games against Manchester,' he said. 'It is the King of Duels.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Alex Ferguson, the Manchester United manager, had a try at spoiling the majesty of the occasion, striking a graceless note
            in comments he made to the press the week before the big game. It had to do with the rumours that had been surfacing in the
            press over the previous month concerning David Beckham's possible move to Real Madrid. 'You have to wonder why the stories
            about Beckham came out at this time, don't you?' he said, implying the idea had been to undermine United's team morale. 'We
            have to think there's some mischief.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Maybe, but the stories might never have arisen in the first place had the Scot not dealt a blow of his own to United team
            morale a few weeks earlier. Had it not been for 'the Flying Boot Incident', the newspapers would have had a lot more trouble
            convincing the public that the rumours of Beckham's transfer were credible. The date was 17 February — six weeks before the
            big quarter-final at the Bernábeu. Manchester United had just lost 2-0 to Arsenal in the FA Cup and, in the presence of all
            the other players, Ferguson chose to pin all the blame for the defeat on Beckham. To which Beckham replied by doing the unthinkable
            in the strict boarding-school environment of the Manchester United dressing room. He snarled back. Initially stunned and amazed,
            then red with fury, Ferguson took a step towards his player and from the other side of the room, a distance of maybe eight
            yards, kicked a boot at him. It struck Beckham above the left eye, drawing blood. For Beckham it was the final straw. Over
            the previous months Ferguson had continually been singling him out for punishment, blaming him when the team played badly,
            keeping him on the bench for important games. The Financial Times even compared these 'mind games' Ferguson practised on Beckham with 'the ritual humiliation practised by Maoists during the
            Cultural Revolution'. The measure of how bitter Beckham's accumulated sense of injustice had become was that he leapt to his
            feet and, out of control with rage, charged at his boss. Luckily they were not alone in the dressing room. Ryan Giggs, Gary
            Neville and Ruud van Nistelrooy had to grab Beckham just in time to stop things getting violently out of hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         Despite the rearguard efforts of a Manchester United spokesman ('Whatever happens in the dressing room remains private'),
            the story quickly got out. Beckham himself made no effort to conceal what had happened, pointedly displaying the bandage over
            his small wound to his ever-alert retinue of paparazzis. The story of'Fergie's Flying Boot' made it around the world. Everybody
            quoted Ferguson's excuse for an apology. It had been 'a freak act of nature', he said, and it would never happen again. (Marcello
            Lippi, the Juventus manager, wryly remarked that he had tried fifty times in his career to do what Ferguson had done and failed.
            'It's a question of technique, and the Scots must have a better technique,' Lippi said.) Inevitably the story made big headlines
            in the Spanish sports dailies. Equally inevitably, the rumours started to circulate in the Spanish and British press that
            Beckham was on his way out of United and that Spain might be his chosen destination.
         

         
         
         
         
         Agents talked to journalists, journalists talked to club officials, who spoke to agents and, with newspapers unable to resist
            some embellishing of their own, the story grew and grew. This time clearly linking Beckham with Madrid. What did it, what
            made the story too irresistible for the papers to ignore, was that quarter-final draw pitting United against Real. Ferguson,
            a man once described by the Daily Telegraph as capable of starting a fight in an empty house, was enraged, convinced that Real mischief-makers lay behind the rumours.
            This time, though, he might have been partially right.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Roberto Carlos said the week before the game at the Bernábeu that not only was Beckham a great player whom he would be
            proud to mark but that 'we [the Real players] have told the club president he ought to sign him', the Brazilian would have
            been aware of the destabilising impact his words would have had on the United dressing room. Whether Ferguson was actually
            aware at the time that Florentino Peréz would need no prompting from the players to sign Beckham, the fact is that the Scot
            knew all about playing mind games with the opposition, being a keen proponent of the art himself. So he would not have been
            too far off the mark in imagining that the people at Real had cheerfully seized on the uncertainty surrounding Beckham to
            alter the delicately taut mental balance that in top-flight football teams can mark the difference between victory and defeat.
         

         
         
         
         
         Not that Real Madrid really needed much of a hand playing mind games. Going into that first leg at the Bernábeu the psychological
            advantage was entirely with them. Much the same United team had been defeated by a weaker Real team two years earlier in the
            same stage of the Champions League, losing 3-2 at Old Trafford after a 0-0 draw in Madrid. Moreover, everybody at United —
            like everybody else in the football world — was in awe of Real Madrid. 'I think Real have the strongest squad I've ever seen
            in terms of names,' said Ferguson —a powerful statement coming from a man who had been intimately involved with the football
            business for nearly half a century. And then Ferguson added, with more candour than his own players might have liked, 'You
            can see teams being unnerved at the Bernábeu just because of the names they are up against.'
         

         
         
         
         
         To try and calm nerves, Ferguson's number two, the Portuguese assistant coach Carlos Queiroz, showed the United players some
            videos the evening before the game. Not videos of Real Madrid, as that would have served only to undermine morale, but highlights
            of United at their best. The idea was to turn thoughts away from their rivals' strengths and convince them that they had it
            in them to beat anybody It was the kind of motivational technique that the cerebral Queiroz, admired by Ferguson as a 'modern'
            coach, had brought to United — and that he would soon be taking to Real Madrid.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beckham's move to Real was not the only development that would in hindsight shed ironic light on that Champions League quarter-final.
            For Queiroz moved to Real too, taking over as coach after the surprise sacking of Vicente del Bosque in the summer. Recalling
            that Madrid v United game nine months after the event, speaking in his office at the Real training complex, Queiroz told me
            he had sought through those videos to convey to his players at United that they too were great players and had nothing to
            fear. Whether the plan had the intended results, or whether it backfired from the strain of trying too hard to deny the United
            players' obvious technical inferiority, we do not know. What we do know, at least from what Queiroz said, was that United
            went into the tie feeling they had a fifty-fifty chance of winning — but that fifty-fifty depended on Real not playing at
            their best level. 'Real Madrid played wonderfully well, with players who could make things happen on their own. But they had
            their ups and downs. The question was which Real Madrid team would appear on the day'
         

         
         
         
         
         That was always the question. Player for player they were the best in the business but sometimes individuals failed, or the
            team did not gel, or both. But, football being the most unpredictable of all sports, they were capable of losing to teams
            whose entire wage bill was lower than Zidane's salary. At that very moment Real were second in the Spanish league behind just
            such a team, Real Sociedad, who had beaten them 4-2 at home. They had lost in the league already to minnows, barely known
            outside their own towns let alone Spain, like Racing Santander and Osasuna. Beneath the genius there was a fragility, or a
            failure to sustain the necessary intensity in game after game, a tendency to lose concentration. The bad news for Queiroz
            on the eve of that game at the Bernábeu was that if ever these great players were going to be at the top of their game it
            was going to be against Manchester United in the Champions League. At their best no one could live with Real. Queiroz knew
            that. But he also knew that for all the superlatives hurled their way the Galacticos were as prey to human weakness, and to
            the twists and turns of outrageous fortune, as anyone. Like any football team, they could be beaten.
         

         
         
         
         
         Del Bosque, more keenly aware of his team's Jekyll and Hyde frailties than anyone, was far from complacent. Never mind those
            poor results in the domestic league, they had struggled far more than they should have done to make it to the Champions League
            quarter-finals, squeaking through against Belgium's Genk and Lokomotiv Moscow. I met del Bosque in a hotel cafeteria in Madrid
            one morning nine months after the game, seven months after Real Madrid had sacked him. Cheerful, philosophical, a man who
            would tell people that his life has been immeasurably enriched by the love of his second son, who had Down's syndrome, he
            spoke of his lifelong respect for 'el gran Manchester'. A former Real player himself, del Bosque played in a team that lost 4-0 to United at Old Trafford in an exhibition
            game staged in August 1978 to celebrate the Manchester club's centenary. He enjoyed sweet revenge twenty-two years later when,
            with him as coach, Real beat United 3-2 on aggregate in the very same quarterfinals stage of the Champions League in 2000.
            He knew that game could, in truth, have gone either way and he knew more than enough about the United players to understand
            the damage they could cause his team.'Paul Scholes we saw as the key to the midfield and Beckham, well, Beckham is an excellent
            player that I had been following closely since the time he was eighteen years old,' del Bosque told me, exuding the enthusiasm
            for the game that you see in all these old football pros. 'I saw him in an under-20 tournament in France playing for England
            and he was the best player in the whole competition. Our thoughts, though, were focused most on stopping Ryan Giggs. We were
            afraid of Giggs, who all the players saw as an extremely dangerous winger.'
         

         
         
         
         
         United kicked off and instantly Roy Keane sent a high speculative pass sailing in the general direction of the feared Giggs.
            But his marker, the right back Michel Salgado, was quicker to the ball, heading it back with assurance into the arms of his
            goalkeeper, Iker Casillas. Casillas then rolled the ball out to Roberto Carlos, who dinked it over Beckham's head to Zidane,
            who rolled his boot over the ball — as if to say, no hurry, we own this, we're in charge — before slipping it out wide to
            one of his defenders. For fifty-five seconds United did not get a sniff of the ball. Before Real eventually lost possession
            on the front edge of the United penalty area they had made twenty-one passes involving ten of their players. Up in the Bernábeu
            press box we were mesmerised right from the start, gaping open-mouthed at the sheer class of these players.
         

         
         
         
         
         The tone of the game was set there, in that first minute of play: United doing the good old-fashioned British thing, hoicking
            the ball upfield and charging after it; Real treating the ball like Brazilians do: as if it were an object of love, caressing
            it, jealously refusing to share it. It would be too much of a caricature to say that was the way the rest of the game unfolded.
            United were not quite so rustically direct over the ninety minutes; nor were Real so consistently smooth. But it did remain,
            all in all, poetry versus prose.
         

         
         
         
         
         Vicente del Bosque did not look like a poet. With his slow, heavy manner, it was hard on the surface to imagine a man with
            a personality more at odds with the glamour of the club that employed him and the players he coached. Originally he had been
            appointed as a stop-gap, to provide cover after the abrupt departure of the Welshman John Toshack at the end of 1999. But
            del Bosque's understated, avuncular style seemed to work, not least as it seemed to keep in check the mighty egos of the Real
            dressing room. The players grew to respect him because they saw that, having spent all his life at Real either as a player
            or as a member of the coaching staff, he had as canny a knowledge of the game as anybody. Most important of all, he had absorbed
            and made his own the club's philosophy that winning is not all. Spend an hour talking with del Bosque about football and,
            sure, he would talk tactics. But the word that recurred - for in truth he was much more of a poet than he appeared to be —
            would be espectdculo: spectacle, performance, show.
         

         
         
         
         
         It is the ethic of the bullfight. There's a lot more to it than killing the bull, than getting a result. It's the manner of
            the killing that counts. The bravery. The artistry. The flourish. Images of the corrida de toros were what came to mind during that quarter-final at the Bernábeu. This Manchester United was no ordinary bull. There was pedigree
            there. There was fight. And yet, especially during that magical first half, the faint-hearted neutral spectator must have
            longed for it to be all over, for the brave beast to be put out of its misery.
         

         
         
         
         
         Twisted and turned this way and that, the United players were wrong-footed, dizzied, confused until at a certain point it
            seemed that, like the rest of us, all they could do was stand and stare, restraining what might have been the urge to nod
            their heads in appreciative wonder and break into applause. They looked so befuddled that for stretches it seemed as if they
            had given up on the one great defining quality with which Ferguson had famously imbued them: the desire to stand up and fight.
         

         
         
         
         
         The gap in class was at times almost embarrassing. It was a pub band against a symphony orchestra. Real played such beautiful
            music because each had such perfect command of his instrument, such pure skill. No team possessed more players blessed with
            such an impeccable first touch. No one alive received the ball with such exquisite cushioning, standing still or on the run,
            as Zidane or the Portuguese maestro Luis Figo. Yet rarely did the Real players have to push their masterful control to the
            limit because the weight and pace and direction of the passes they received from each and every one of their teammates was
            so consistently fine. They had the time to look up and ponder their next option, keeping their opponents guessing, always
            one step behind.
         

         
         
         
         
         Several passages of play illustrated the point, most of them occurring on the left side of midfield, where Zidane bestrode
            the stage, within a space not much bigger than half a tennis court on the periphery of the United penalty area. The players
            attempting to police these tight confines would be Roy Keane, David Beckham, Gary Neville and Rio Ferdinand — established
            internationals all, with big reputations in the game — assisted, as the situation became increasingly unmanageable, by Wes
            Brown and Nicky Butt. The assailants would be Zidane, Raúl and Roberto Carlos, dancing around them in tight little circles,
            threading and weaving the ball between and around their legs — until Figo would come cantering over from the right wing, like
            a little boy eager not to be left out of the action. Whereupon the space would open up, the level of danger would suddenly
            increase and circus would give way to palpable threat. It took Real just twelve minutes to score their first goal. Figo -
            delivering what Spanish commentators described as a 'centro-shoof - curled the ball with his right foot from the left-hand edge of the penalty area over the head of the United goalkeeper Fabien
            Barthez, shaving the angle between post and bar before spinning into the top right-hand corner of the net.
         

         
         
         
         
         The difference between the two sides was a difference in the sense of time. All great players in all sports appear to have
            more time to do what they do than the ordinarily talented. Zidane always has more time than anyone else, meaning that he requires
            fewer milliseconds than any other player alive to get the ball — either when he is controlling it or passing it — to do exactly
            what he wants it to do. That is why against Manchester United he gave the impression at times, with that imperious manner
            of putting boot to ball that he has, of treating his opponents with contempt. It was not that. He is not the contemptuous
            type. He regarded the likes of Giggs and Beckham with respect. It is just that the game is much easier for him than it is
            for them.
         

         
         
         
         
         Consider this statistic, courtesy of the Spanish sports daily AS. Zidane made seventy-five passes in that game, only eight of which failed to find their target. Beckham made forty-six, sixteen
            of which went astray.
         

         
         
         
         
         But a great team cannot live by Zidane alone. Raúl, who scored twice, played one of the games of his life. Ferguson remarked
            after the game that for him - never mind Real's expensive purchases — the homegrown Raúl was the best player in the world.
            It was not an eccentric view. Zidane was on record as having said the same thing. Figo had this to say about him: 'I have
            played with a lot of good players, but Raúl is from another planet. I have never seen such a good player in my whole life.'
            If not everyone would have ageed, every big name in the game did consider him to be one of the greats of his generation, and
            certainly the greatest Spain had ever produced. His statistics, certainly, were remarkable. He was twenty-five and he had
            won three European Cups and three Spanish league cups and he was the top scorer by far in the history of the Champions League.
            And yet, for all that, if you did not know who he was and what he had achieved and you saw him for the first time alongside
            the likes of Zidane, Figo and Ronaldo you might scratch your head and wonder how on earth he had managed to insinuate himself
            into such princely company. Fernando Redondo, a former Argentine international and a teammate at Real when Raúl made his debut
            in October 1994, once remarked on how underwhelmed he had been by his first impression: 'He didn't look like a footballer.
            He didn't look like he would make it. That is the sensation I had on the day they put him in the first team.' A decade later
            he still did not look like he was up to much. Compare him to the other players with whom he had been competing in recent years
            for the European and World Footballer of the Year prizes and you would find that, by any conventional criteria, he fell way
            short. Beckham had an amazing right foot, Rivaldo an amazing left one, Michael Owen had lightning pace, Figo was a fantastic
            dribbler of the ball, Ronaldo blended grace and power, Zidane had it all . . . Summing up Raúl's genius was a far more elusive
            matter. He didn't ooze talent in any obvious sort of way, he had a weak right foot, he was not fast, he was a not a good header
            of the ball. His run was ungainly. He was not a dribbler. In possession, Raúl appeared to slouch over the ball. Far from imperious,
            in that head-raised, master-of-all-he-surveyed manner that Zidane had, Raúl was a hustler. If he were an animal, he would
            be a terrier, or a rabbit — or a fox.
         

         
         
         
         
         The key to his success, more than any other contemporary great, was more what went on in his mind than what he could do with
            his feet. It was his rock-hard single-mindedness that set him apart, what Jorge Valdano called his 'insolent self-belief.
            'He possesses a superior intelligence,' Valdano said of Raúl, 'but what sets him apart is his extraordinary power of concentration.
            He has the self-control of someone who has lived three lives. Just watching him in training is chilling. He is so serious,
            so grave that nothing else in the world seems to exist. And when he is playing he lives every one of the ninety minutes as
            if his life depended on it.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Raúl considered Valdano his footballing father. Valdano was Real's coach back in 1994. The Argentine was the man who had the
            faith and the vision to give him his league debut when he was barely seventeen. Already identified as the boy wonder of Spanish
            football, the weight of expectation on his debut, against Zaragoza, was immense. Yet the Zaragoza game failed miserably to
            follow the appointed script. Not only did the great Iberian hope fail to score, he missed three howling sitters. And yet each
            time, as one newspaper report at the time put it, 'his pulse did not alter'. The scrawny kid with the bandy legs seemed absolutely
            bloodless. And then in his next game in the big derby against Atletico Madrid, he scored a screamer from the edge of the penalty
            area, went down for a penalty and set up one of his teammates for the winner with an impeccable cross. The rest is history,
            but one thing that did not change and never would was that chilling self-control Valdano spoke of.
         

         
         
         
         
         Strikers respond to missing open goals in different ways. Reactions range from a grimace and a shake of the head from the
            understated types like the Norwegian Ole Gunnar Solskjaer; to raging at the gods, Christian Vieri-style; to the hands-on-hips,
            head tilted, glancing skyward in search of an answer to the baffling philosophical question — this would be the Thierry Henry
            school — 'how can one rationally explain that a guy as cool and talented as me could possibly have missed a chance like that?'
            And then there was Raúl, who betrayed no emotion at all. He'd miss a chance in the eighty-ninth minute that would have won
            his team the game and he would just trot back into position as if the ball had gone for a throw-in. He never allowed himself
            even one millisecond of histrionic self-indulgence. There was serious business to attend to, no time to waste. Never should
            he reveal to his teammates or to his opponents the slightest sign of weakness; never should he let on that he was in anything
            less than complete control of himself and his environment.
         

         
         
         
         
         There was something almost sinister about this on-pitch persona of his. If you looked at his eyes when the teams lined up
            before a game they were dark, cold and hard, with just a hint of disdain. There was no kindness there at all. He was humourless,
            pitiless, calculating, ferociously single-minded. Think Al Pacino in The Godfather.

         
         
         
         
         As for that intelligence Valdano spoke of, Raúl's greatest attribute lay in his ability to deploy the talents he had to maximum
            effect. Listen to Josep Guardiola, who spent most of his career as Raúl's rival at Barcelona, but played often with him in
            the Spanish national side. The thing about Raúl, Guardiola said, was that he always made the right choices. 'He is always
            in the right place, he always knows the right thing to do in each part of the pitch. If he is in midfield he will play just
            the one touch, if he is on the edge of the penalty box he will go for goal or slide a dangerous ball to a player who is better
            positioned. He holds the ball when he has to, he releases it when he has to, he does a one-two when a one-two is on. If I
            were a spectactor I'd see him as the perfect player, because nothing is more irritating than footballers who dribble when
            they should pass, who pass when they should dribble, who hold the ball when they should pass it. Raúl teaches us how the game
            should be played.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Never did he give a masterclass like the one in that first leg quarterfinal at the Bernábeu against Manchester United. What
            was more, he knew it. 'I felt well in every possible sense that night,' he told me in a conversation we had at the Real training
            complex some months later. 'Physically, mentally, the connections with my teammates, especially Zidane and Roberto Carlos
            out on the left — the one-twos we kept pulling of. It was a game in which everything worked out the way you wanted it to.
            The way you dream it will.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Raúl had a reputation among journalists as a distant, wary, charmless individual. The Raúl I saw bore little resemblance either
            to the off-field caricature or to the cold-eyed assassin who had spent ten years terrorising defenders the length and breadth
            of Europe. Maybe it was that I happened to strike the right chord, that I could not possibly have hit upon a subject of conversation
            dearer to his heart. Whatever it was, he smiled and smiled as he spoke, he was enthusiastic, he was even at times self-effacing.
            'That second goal against Manchester, the shot of mine from outside the penalty area, that showed how much confidence I had
            that day, because for me to shoot from that far out — well — it's not exactly known as my greatest strength. For others, yes.
            That's normal for them. Me, I wouldn't normally have even thought of trying it, but I was in such a state of grace that I
            did and — even more amazing — it worked.'
         

         
         
         
         
         That night, and especially in the first half, everything worked for Real Madrid. 'We had so much possession,' Raúl recalled,
            'but more than that there was the way we were moving the ball around, playing one-touch football, at most two touches. What
            a night! We all had the time of our lives, the players and the fans. I returned home that night feeling as satisfied as a
            player can be, with that great sensation that you really have done your job well.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Del Bosque vividly recalled Raúl's performance in that chat we had nine months later over a coffee in a Madrid hotel. 'He
            murdered Manchester,' he said. 'They were simply incapable of controlling him.' His positioning, his intelligence on the ball,
            his devilish eye for goal, his work rate in attack as well as defence, plus the sheer lust to win that he transmitted to the
            rest of the players: all those qualities and more were on display that night, leaving Alex Ferguson with no option but to
            conclude in his post-match press conference that Raúl was the best in the business. But then you had two tough ball-playing
            centre halves in Fernando Hierro and Ivan Helguera both of whom had started off life as midfielders. And Claude Makelele,
            the workhorse who covered every inch of the pitch, who did what was needed to allow Zidane even more time and space to do
            his stuff and Roberto Carlos to abandon his left back duties and go join the fun up front.
         

         
         
         
         
         Makelele started the move that led to Madrid's third goal. Demonstrating that they can play in all registers, not just the
            clever rococo stuff in midfield, it came from a swift counter-attack, the forwards charging upfield and fanning out like a
            fast advancing wave. Makelele robbed the ball on the front edge of the Madrid penalty area and did what he always did - passed
            it, from memory, to his fellow Frenchman Zidane. Zidane took a couple of strides upfield and passed it to Raúl who, just inside
            his own half, swept it wide to Figo on the right. Figo ran forward, checked himself, cut inside and passed it to Raúl on the
            edge of the United box, who controlled it, cut left and smacked it past a flying Barthez into the back of the next.
         

         
         
         
         
         Poor Gary Neville, who missed more than half the passes he attempted that night, said afterwards that playing Real Madrid
            had been like playing the Harlem Globetrotters — by which he conveyed the perhaps unintended idea that United acted the part
            of the doltish stooges, gamely making up the numbers. And yet it was not, in truth, quite so simple. Analyse it all you like,
            football remains one of nature's unfathomable mysteries. Because, while that game shall for ever be remembered for the exhibition
            Madrid gave, and while the bare statistic shows that Real won 3-1, with a bit more luck United could have drawn, or at least
            salvaged a more respectable 3-2 scoreline.
         

         
         
         
         
         But no one questioned the justice of the result. The British press were in raptures at Real's performance — 'Fantasy football!'
            said The Times; 'They belong in an art gallery', the Telegraph enthused - but so were the United players. Gary Neville had a nightmare trying to patrol that left side of Real's attack but
            had the class to salute his rivals' 'wonderful football'. 'It was breathtaking in the first half and sometimes — what can
            you do? — you just have to admire it,' Neville said. Beckham, similarly resigned, said, 'Madrid did with us as they pleased.'
            And he went further, recognising that for all Ferguson's fighting talk beforehand, and Queiroz's attempts to pep them up with
            motivational videos, United had gone into the game feeling inferior. 'We went out on to the pitch with too much respect for
            our rivals, intimidated,' Beckham told reporters after the game. Was the truth, though, that he was brimming over with admiration
            for the team he had played that night, tingling at the thought that one day he might be forming part of this fantastic team?
            As a man of enormous ambition — much steelier than his gentle personality would suggest — and as a devotee of what the Brazilians
            describe as 'the beautiful game', no challenge could be greater and no prospect more mouth-watering than to play week after
            week alongside Zidane, Ronaldo and the rest of the Real galaxy. Later, in his autobiography, he would offer a clue as to what
            his secret thoughts had been that night at the Bernábeu when he offered Real the highest compliment any professional footballer
            could ever give a rival team. 'They played football,' Beckham said, 'like I'd never seen it played before.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Ferguson put it more bluntly. 'They drove us mad,' he said.

         
         
         
         
         As for del Bosque, his considered view was this: 'Real Madrid played football in a manner that was faithful to the club's
            history.'The remark was simple but richly eloquent. The great achievement of Raúl, Zidane and company that April night at
            the Bernábeu was to have lived up to, and therefore embellished, the club's legend — a legend bigger than the individual players
            in the team. It is something Silvio Berlusconi understands. A larger-than-life figure himself who, after becoming the richest
            man in Italy, became its prime minister, Berlusconi was president of AC Milan during the Italian club's gloriously successful
            late Eighties, when they swept all before them, including Real Madrid, who they met in the semi-finals of the Champions League
            in 1989. On one of the most painful nights in the Spanish club's history, Milan beat Real 5—0. After the game was over Berlusconi
            went down to the Madrid dressing room to console the shattered players. Ever theatrical, Berlusconi asked them all to hold
            hands before delivering this ovation: 'Do not worry. We are proud of having beaten Real Madrid because it is the best football
            club in the world. You have a good fortune which we do not have and that is - that whether we win the European Cup or not
            — we shall never, ever be like you.'
         

         
         
         
         
         So what was it? What made Real so special? Why was it that when football writers in England talked about Manchester United's
            longing for global glory, or nouveau riche Chelsea's desire under their billionaire Russian owner Roman Abramovich to become
            the greatest club in world football, they reflexively wrote of United's or Chelsea's aspiration to become 'England's Real
            Madrid'? Why not England's Milan or Juventus or Bayern Munich? How had the idea of Real Madrid as the paragon of footballing
            achievement become so deeply rooted?
         

         
         
         
         
         It certainly had nothing to do with the club's beginnings. That was just the usual old story: British cultural imperialism
            doing its stuff, bringing the most successful export in the history of globalisation to the Spanish capital just as it had
            done to other cities, towns, villages, beaches, mountains and valleys around the world. Football is Britain's great enduring
            gift to the world, and the one that has been most gratefully received. So, sure enough,'Madrid Football Club' (English spelling
            preserved) was founded in 1902 — by a Catalan from Barcelona, as fate would have it — and the team's first coach was a Brit
            called Arthur Johnson. The all-white kit was chosen in deliberately reverent imitation of the one worn by the Corinthians
            Casuals, a London football club who were themselves to become legendary as the emblem — the synonym — of fair play and the
            amateur spirit in the game. Other than that, nothing much happened over the next fifty years that did not happen at Barcelona
            FC, or River Plate in Buenos Aires, or the Strongest in Bolivia or — for that matter — Corinthians in Brazil. Except that
            in 1920 King Alfonso XIII did the club the honour of awarding it the title of'Real', meaning Royal, changing the name to the
            present one.
         

         
         
         
         
         Real Madrid made their leap into greatness during the era of Alfredo Di Stefano, Ferenc Puskas and Francisco Gento. The Argentine,
            the Hungarian and the Spaniard were the standard-bearers of the team that won the first five European Cups in a row, culminating
            in the 1960 final at Glasgow's Hampden Park, a game described at the time as 'the Game of the Century'. Real's rivals were
            Eintracht Frankfurt and the final score, in a game preserved for posterity in grainy black and white, was Real 7 Eintracht
            3. It was another Harlem Globetrotters extravaganza. Alex Ferguson, then a young professional scoring goals in the Scottish
            league for Queen's Park, was among the 127,000 people at the stadium dazzled and dumbstruck by the Real players' sustained
            trickery, speed and inventiveness, and by the finishing of Puskas, who scored four times, and Di Stefano, who scored three.
            The glow of that game continued to illuminate successive football generations. It is on that memory, on the unforgettable
            talent and brio of those players, and on what they achieved in the second half of the Fifties, that in the year 2000 FIFA
            officially declared Real Madrid the Best Club of the Twentieth Century.
         

         
         
         
         
         It would not have occurred to anyone at FIFA, or anywhere else, to choose any other club. The only debate might have centred
            on who came second and third. The glory of a club rests on its trophies and the greatness of its players. It is remarkable
            how enduring that glory can be, how resistant to failure. Manchester United never lost their lustre despite going twenty-six
            years without winning an English league. Why? Partly it was the European Cup they had won in 1968, the first by an English
            club, but, more than that, it was the memory of the three great players in that team, the best England, Iréland and Scotland
            has ever produced: Bobby Charlton, George Best and Denis Law. In the same way, despite going thirty-two years without winning
            a European Cup (they won their sixth in 1966 and their seventh in 1998) Real Madrid's reputation rested on the unassailable
            and quite possibly unrepeatable achievement of winning those five successive trophies, and doing so with the best and most
            famous players of their era.
         

         
         
         
         
         Di Stefano is always on everybody's list of the top four players of all time, usually — depending on the age or nationality
            of the person making the list — behind Pele, Maradona and Cruyff An absolute original who combined extraordinary stamina with
            electric speed, he was an all-terrain player who wore the number nine shirt but performed with equal gusto and efficiency
            as a defender, midfielder and goal-scoring centre forward. Explosive in and around the penalty area, he had a famously regal
            quality about him in midfield — shoulders back like a soldier on parade, head up, smoothly directing play, master of all he
            surveyed. Phenomenally, he scored at least one goal in each of the five European Cup finals in which he played. Born in Argentina,
            he arrived in Madrid aged twenty-seven and played there for ten years. He was later club coach. Florentino Peréz, who when
            he was a child watched Di Stefano play at the Bernábeu, named him honorary life president in 2000.
         

         
         
         
         
         Puskas, whose name in Hungarian means 'rifle', had what all those who saw him described as the most lethal left foot they
            had ever seen. Di Stefano recalled years later how when he passed the ball to him in front of goal, he would not even bother
            to see what happened next. Instead he would turn towards the crowd to enjoy their response to the goal that Puskas would unfailingly
            proceed to rocket into the back of the net. There is a story about a goal the great Hungarian scored from a free kick on the
            edge of the penalty area in 1961 against Atletico Madrid. The referee told him he was sorry but the goal had to be disallowed
            because he had not blown his whistle. He had to take it again. Puskas shrugged, placed the ball on exactly the same spot where
            he had placed it the first time, kicked it with his same left foot, with exactly the same power, along the very same trajectory,
            past the despairing goalkeeper's same flailing dive into the same top left-hand corner of the net. A hero of the celebrated
            Hungarian team that demolished England 6—3 at Wembley in 1953 (the first time England were ever beaten on home soil), he went
            into exile after the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956 and turned up at Real, aged thirty-one, in 1957. As with Ronaldo four
            decades later, Puskas was often accused of being lazy and overweight. As with Ronaldo, Puskas was Spain's most prolific scorer
            season after season. Di Stefano said of him: 'He controls the ball better with his left foot than I do with my hand.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Gento, the greatest player Spain had produced until Raúl, is the only member of Real or any other team to have won six European
            Cups, his career spanning an amazing eighteen years, between 1953 and 1971. A left winger who could have been an Olympic sprinter,
            once he picked up speed with the ball at his feet there was, as they used to say about him in Madrid, 'no god that could stop
            him'. He was not only fast, he had that ability of the truly great player to stop dead in his tracks, to apply the handbrake
            when moving at top speed, then to turn and leave defenders sprawling in his wake. He also had tremendous stamina. He was a
            sprinter with the energy reserves of a marathon runner. Which came in handy in the third European Cup final Real Madrid played,
            this time against Milan. At the end of the ninety minutes the score was 2-2. It had been a wonderful game but the Madrid players
            were now exhausted. In the break before extra time Di Stefano went up to Gento and said, 'Look, the rest of us are finished.
            But they — they're still breathing. You're the only one of us that still looks fresh. So either you win it for us, or we don't
            bring the cup home.' Gento was a young lad next to the veteran Argentine. Inspired by the confidence placed in him by the
            great man, he did as he was told. He scored the winning goal. The final result was 3-2 to Real Madrid.
         

         
         
         
         
         Magnificent as Real Madrid's players and achievements were in those days, the memories they left behind added up to more than
            the sum of those parts. That was how the legend came about. Maybe that is how all legends - be it saints, soldiers, or sports
            teams — are created. People need legends, they crave models of exemplary human behaviour. So what people do, by some subtly
            natural process seen in all places at all times, is fix on what they consider to be the most admirable quality in the saint,
            soldier or sports team and transform it into the flesh and blood expression of an ideal. The ideal the football world saw
            expressed in Real Madrid was the one people have always chosen to see in their favourite military heroes, the British with
            Lord Nelson, the Spanish with el Cid: the ideal of the champion who triumphs not just with courage but with panache. The Real
            Madrid legend was that they didn't just win, they won beautifully. Danny Blanchflower, a contemporary player at Tottenham
            and huge admirer of Di Stefano's Real, was a philosopher of the game whose core belief was that there was much more to football
            than mere trophies.'The game,' Blanchflower said, 'is about glory. It is about doing things with style.' And that remained
            the enduring ethos at Real Madrid. As Jorge Valdano, Real's polished director of sport, put it to me once, in those three
            decades without winning the European Cup, the tradition never died.'The club never lost its grandeza, its greatness,' said
            Valdano, a pretty impressive figure himself, having won the World Cup with Argentina, having played for and coached Real Madrid,
            having written three clever books on the game. 'It is the same thing with Manchester United, who might have gone down to the
            second division but never lost that greatness either. The years passed and Real Madrid won the European Cup again eventually,
            then we assembled the finest collection of players maybe ever assembled in one team and now, look, it's a Rolls-Royce: a Rolls-Royce
            that's been in the garage for thirty years but has been dusted down, polished, oiled and now there it is, out on the road
            again, purring along, the greatest car in the world.'
         

         
         
         
         
         They didn't always win, the team of Zidane and Ronaldo. But when the top players were on their top form, when they clicked
            as a team, Real would be providing the world with the most exquisite football there was.
         

         
         
         
         
         As they did that night of 8 April 2003 at the Bernábeu. David Miller, the veteran of veterans among English football writers,
            remembered the Fifties Real team vividly and, with del Bosque, saw its spirit faithfully preserved in the twenty-first-century
            version. 'Real's most precious gift,' Miller wrote after watching Real win that quarter-final first leg against Manchester
            United, 'is to give us the embodiment of what football can and should be.' L'Equipe, the venerable French sports newspaper, described that game as 'the football summit of which we all dreamed', impatiently adding,
            'Let the second leg begin!'
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         2: Performing Seals

         
         
         
         
         Beyond the summit there was another summit. The second leg at Old Trafford turned out to be an even greater game, one to be
            placed right up there with that Real 7 Eintracht 3 game in 1960 - a treasure for those who were not old enough to have been
            in Glasgow then, or who had not even been born, to cling to through life as a golden memory of their own. Logic suggested
            that United did not have a prayer, but logic is always falling on its face in football and, as the wilder United optimists
            pointed out, Real's defence had looked shaky in the first game, van Nistelrooy was a formidable goal-scorer, Beckham could
            have one of those nights in which he delivers one 'half-goal' cross after another. Ferguson's United were nothing if not fighters
            and no one at Real Madrid was under any illusions that they would get an easy run. Still, United's fighter-in-chief, their
            captain and former boxer Roy Keane, did get the measure of the task ahead when he said that beating Real Madrid by a sufficient
            margin to make it to the Champions League semi-finals was the biggest challenge his team would ever face. Ferguson tried his
            best to convince himself and his players that it could be done. After watching the video of the Bernábeu game, he told the
            press, he had come away with some comforting lessons. 'Zidane does all these fancy tricks •without really hurting you,' he
            said. 'He plays across you all the time.' More than a footballer, said the world's grouchiest coach of the world's greatest
            player, he was 'a performing seal'. Ferguson also trotted out the old Anglo-Saxon chestnut about continental teams not liking
            it 'up at them', that Real would not enjoy the battle that lay ahead at Old Trafford, that United would expose their 'soft
            centre'. Del Bosque, responding like a boxer to his rival's pre-fight taunts, warned United that Real 'were not a team of
            girls' and that if they needed to play hard, play hard they would.
         

         
         
         
         
         Carlos Queiroz, more judicious and restrained than his then boss, observed that United's one goal at the Bernábeu could turn
            the tie their way. With away goals counting double in the event of a draw in the aggregate score, a 2-0 win would be enough
            for United. 'United had nothing to lose and Real Madrid had all to lose,' Queiroz said. 'The key for us was not to let Madrid
            score.'
         

         
         
         
         
         In retrospect it sounds mad but United did have reason to believe they might silence Madrid's guns. Not least because the
            sharpshooter who had been most effective against them in the first leg would not be at Old Trafford. Ferguson had joked in
            the press conference immediately following the Bernábeu game that he hoped fate would intervene and prevent Raúl from playing
            at Old Trafford. 'I hope he doesn't like travelling,' Ferguson said, 'or failing that, that they won't let him into the country'
            His wish came implausibly true. On the Monday before the Wednesday night of the game Raúl was rushed to hospital for an emergency
            appendix operation. These things do not happen to top-flight sportsmen. Training injuries, sure. Maybe even a bad cold. But
            appendicitis? God in his His mercy seemed to have decided to tilt the odds, just a little, in favour of the English underdogs.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mercy was not a word, however, on Ronaldo's mind on that 23 April, the day of Saint George — warrior knight and patron saint
            of England — as the hour approached for the resumption of hostilities. His hunting partner was gone but now he'd show the
            world he was the man for the big occasion, just as he had done at the World Cup final the previous summer in Japan, when he
            scored the two goals that beat Germany. Half the world would be watching and the atmosphere at Old Trafford was the special
            one they reserve for what they call there the 'Big European Nights'. Nothing brings the United fans to life like the Champions
            League, especially against the most formidable rival of them all; the one they would most like to emulate. An hour before
            the game the singing was already relentless, the noise overwhelming, the 67,000 souls packed into Old Trafford grateful at
            the gift destiny had showered on them, the chance to be here on this night of all nights when, even if their team lost, they
            would be able to tell their children and their grandchildren they had been there to watch the Real Madrid of Ronaldo, Figo,
            Roberto Carlos and Zidane.
         

         
         
         
         
         But when the team sheet was released, there was a big surprise. One which neither del Bosque nor any of the Real Madrid players
            could possibly have anticipated. Beckham would not be starting the game. Ferguson had left him on the bench. 'It was baffling,'
            del Bosque told me, his memory as fresh when we spoke about that game nine months later as if it had happened the day before.
            'It was as if we had decided not to play Figo. Inconceivable. The only explanation I could think of was that there was a personal
            problem between the manager and the player, otherwise it was impossible to understand.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Del Bosque was quite right, of course. Being left out of the starting line-up for that game of all games hurt Beckham a lot
            more than the flying boot had done. And Ferguson evidently wanted to hurt him. Yes, an argument of sorts could be made for
            not playing him. He had not done well at the Bernábeu. But neither had Giggs and, as for Keane, he had been by his own admission
            terrible, turned to stone by the Real magicians. But just as it was inconceivable in a game like this to leave out a player
            of Keane s class and experience, the same could be said of Beckham, England captain, veteran of a thousand battles, the hero
            - by Ferguson's own estimation - of United's European Cup triumph at the Camp Nou in Barcelona in 1999. All the more extraordinary
            was Ferguson's decision to play Juan Verón in his place. The Argentine had not only failed entirely to convince during the
            two years since United had broken the British transfer record to buy him, he had been out injured for a month and had to be
            lacking in the match fitness and mental tension required on such a night.
         

         
         
         
         
         So there it was, the 'personal problem' between Ferguson and Beckham, between two of the biggest names in the game, dramatised
            live on TV, for all the world to see. Beckham sat on the bench trying hard to look calm knowing that the cameras would be
            trained on his face from start to finish of the game. He tried to look impassive, he forced the odd smile, as if seeking to
            convince the watching world that he was taking the greatest setback, the greatest insult, of his footballing life with philosophy,
            that he was one of the boys and, sure, it was only natural that every now and again you would have to spend time on the bench,
            right? He wasn't kidding anybody. The hundreds of millions watching the game live around the world knew that he was badly
            hurt and seething with indignation, burning for a chance to get on the pitch and show everyone the blunder Ferguson had made
            in not putting him on from the start.
         

         
         
         
         
         Not that, once the news of the Scot's extraordinary decision had been digested, it made any difference to the Real players.
            Their and their coach's attitude to the game was quite simple. Go out and play your natural game. In other words, attack and
            have fun. An Italian team, and probably a German and British and a French one too — and most other Spanish teams, for that
            matter — would have gone on to the pitch determined at all costs to salvage their lead, to bring down the portcullis and stop
            the other team from playing, never mind scoring. Real began the game as if it were they who were 3-1 down on aggregate, as
            if it were they who were desperate to score. It was an extraordinary sight. It was something that seemed new, but in truth
            harked back to a more innocent age. To the age of Di Stefano when Real Madrid conquered all, playing with devil-may-care freshness,
            going all out not just to win but to seduce the world with their talent. After forty or fifty years in which the game had
            become increasingly stifled by the tacticians, by constipated coaches whose chief purpose in life was not to get their teams
            to play but to stop their rivals from playing: after all this, Real stormed into the game like revolutionaries — or rather
            counterrevolutionaries, bent on restoring the glorious ancient disorder.
         

         
         
         
         
         Such thoughts were going through the mind more of Florentino Peréz, the architect of the counter-revolution, than of the players
            themselves. Ronaldo, Zidane and the rest of them just went out there to do what came naturally. Dressed in their black away
            strip, executioner black, they strode on to the Old Trafford pitch resolved to put United to the sword.
         

         
         
         
         
         Raúl, who had just been put to the knife, watched the game from home in Madrid. 'I was a lot more nervous than my teammates
            at Old Trafford were,' he told me. 'For starters, I had just got out of hospital that morning and I was worried that the tension
            of watching the game on TV was going to make my stitches burst!' As it turned out, the game started off as a bit of a breeze
            for Real.'I was amazed,' Raúl said. 'Manchester had all the pressure on them to come at us and score and yet in the opening
            ten minutes we had all the possession, as if this were merely a continuation of game one.'
         

         
         
         
         
         By the twelfth minute United's dreams lay in tatters. Guti, on for Raúl, slipped a beautifully guided ball through to Ronaldo
            who ran on to it like a hungry panther on the edge of the penalty area and whipped it into the back of the net past the left
            hand of the badly positioned Barthez, who had guessed wrongly that Ronaldo would send the ball to his right. But the response
            of the United players, driven on by the crowd, was a wonder to behold. Whether they really thought they could still win the
            tie, or were driven by the Dunkirk spirit of heroism in defeat, the fact was that they refused to He down and die. What made
            their persistence all the more admirable was that during the rest of that first half, never mind Ferguson's pre-match boasts
            about going for the throats of the lily-livered Latins, the Real players were not only more skilful, they looked more commanding,
            stronger, bigger. Yet the United terriers kept coming, until in the forty-third minute van Nistelrooy seized on a loose ball
            in the penalty area and equalised. The crowd went crazy and the conviction spread around the stadium that United could still
            pull off the miracle. It was not an idea shared by the hundreds of millions around the world watching the game on TV. Outside
            the Old Trafford frenzy the sense was still that Real had plenty more ammunition than United; that there was no way the game
            would slip out of their control.
         

         
         
         
         
         Yet del Bosque went into the dressing room at half-time a worried man. 'With Manchester United, more than any other team,
            you always know the game is not over till it's over,' he told me. 'It's something in their tradition but it's also the memory
            of that amazing European Cup final victory against Bayern in the Camp Nou, when they were 1-0 down on ninety minutes and won
            the game scoring twice in the three minutes of injury time. This was basically the same team and I needed no reminder that
            if they could have done that then, they could do it again now. At no stage of the game, right up until the final whistle,
            was I even remotely complacent.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Queiroz's recollection of his feelings at half-time were different. Perhaps partly because he was talking to me six months
            into the Real job and his memory of that night had been confusingly tinged now with his loyalty for his new team. At any rate,
            he was exultant at the night's memories. 'Again, as at the Bernábeu, Real Madrid showed beautiful skills, fantastic individual
            performances. But above all in that game Ronaldo became Ronaldo again, and what happened was that he had the effect of a contamination,
            like a virus that spread to all the players on both teams and defined the spirit of the game. Both teams decided to play football;
            to play for playing's sake!'
         

         
         
         
         
         Within five minutes of the restart Ronaldo had scored again. In terms of individual skill, it was the least spectacular of
            the goals that he was to score that night but the most magnificent goal of the game overall, and one of the best a team —
            a whole team — has ever scored. Rarely has a defence been opened up and dissected more clinically, more conclusively and with
            greater art.
         

         
         
         
         
         It began deep in Real Madrid's half, with Roberto Carlos winning the ball by his left-hand corner flag. Four first-time passes
            out of defence and suddenly Zidane was free, running like an arrow down the middle of the pitch, across the centre circle,
            bound straight for goal. Shrugging off an attempted tackle by Giggs, who had run back as if his life depended on it, Zidane
            powered gracefully on. Approaching the D of the United penalty area he passed the ball, without breaking stride, to Figo out
            on the left. Figo ran into the penalty area, made as if to run down to the line and cross, checked himself, made as if to
            cross with his right, checked again, sending his defender this way and that, before turning left again and, catching the now
            massed United defence totally by surprise, he sought to replicate his goal in the Bernábeu, this time with his left foot.
            The ball sailed over Barthez, dipped and bounced off the top of the crossbar and back into play. But Real kept possession.
            The ball went out to Michel Salgado, a right back regarded as one of the least accomplished members of the team, but a born-again
            Garrincha compared to Gary Neville. Salgado played the ball back to Zidane, still there, the field marshal, on the edge of
            the D. He had a wall of red shirts before him. Nine United players were behind the ball. The chance to score had surely passed.
            You don't get through a defensive line like that. Zidane, the most comfortable player on earth with the ball at his feet and
            a defender on his back, had time to look around, ponder his next move. Out to Figo again, who passed it to Guti, who beat
            a man and gave it back to Zidane. The atmosphere in the stadium was as pulsating as it was bewildering, the crowd responding
            with the same gathering roar of excitement they would generate when their own team was on the attack.
         

         
         
         
         
         There was something mesmeric about what Real were doing. They were buzzing around the United rearguard with the ball under
            complete control but the players were moving, and thinking — you could actually see Zidane weighing up his options - at lightning
            speed. With the sense building and building that a climax was coming, Roberto Carlos, el homhre bala — the bullet man — entered the stage. Zidane saw him over his left shoulder and slipped him the ball. Roberto Carlos passed
            it back to Zidane and darted — exploded — into the penalty area. Hypnotised, as if uncertain whether they were still actors
            in the game or had been reduced to spectators, the United defenders did not follow him.
         

         
         
         
         
         They just watched him go. At precisely the right moment, not a fraction of a second too soon or too late, Zidane released
            a perfectly weighted pass back into Roberto Carlos's path. The Brazilian was free, inside the penalty area, behind the defence,
            but onside. He controlled the ball, looked up and slid it across Barthez, parallel to the goal line, to Ronaldo who alone,
            four yards out, prodded the ball into an empty net with his left foot. The whole move lasted forty seconds, seven players
            were involved, fifteen passes were made and not one United player got even a hint of a touch of the ball. People talk about
            the perfect drive in golf, the perfect ball in cricket, the perfect storm at sea. This was the perfect goal.
         

         
         
         
         
         'So many touches of the ball!' said Raúl, remembering the goal as if it had been scored the night before. 'So many players
            involved! It seemed as if the move was never going to end.' For del Bosque it was his most vivid memory of the game. 'What
            a move! What power and beauty! Everything: the whole build up, Figo's nearly remarkable goal, Roberto Carlos's run, Zidane's
            pass. Everything. Extraordinary. One of the great, great goals.'
         

         
         
         
         
         But still United kept coming. Real were 2-1 up on the night, 5—2 up overall. To win the tie United had to score four goals
            in forty minutes and stop Real from scoring one. Sure enough, two minutes later Helguera, in his own penalty area, was hustled
            into putting the ball into his own net. 2-2. It was still hopeless. Still a lost cause. But the crowd roared United on, chanting
            their old war songs in a kind of kamikaze delirium, because they had to know that the more United ventured forward the greater
            the chances of Real scoring again. What was just as mad — madder — was that Real refused to do what every other team on earth
            would have done. Sit back, hold tight, defend.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was the Ronaldo virus. The joyful Brazilian spirit of the game. Roberto Carlos, instead of doing what God intended left
            backs to do and defend, kept charging forward, hungry for a goal of his own. But Ronaldo, the natural-born predator, was hungrier
            still. With an unstoppable top-spin blaster from the edge of the box he rounded off his hat-trick. It was the fifty-ninth
            minute and Real were 3-2 up. There could be no coming back now. But Ferguson tried a last throw of the dice. The one remaining
            option. Painful as it was to him to admit his error to the watching world, but knowing that he would be viewed for ever as
            an ever greater fool if he did not do what his head - if not his heart — counselled him to do, he took off Verón and, with
            less than half an hour to go, brought on Beckham, who ran on to the pitch like a man on a mission from God.
         

         
         
         
         
         'I got a bit of a fright when Beckham came on,' Raúl admitted. 'It was a hell of a surprise that a player of his talent and
            experience had not come on from the beginning but what I noticed in him that alarmed me was that he was so revved up, so full
            of that winner's rage that we all knew he had.'
         

         
         
         
         
         A couple of minutes later Ronaldo, who had strained a muscle, went off. 'The entire stadium rose to salute him,' del Bosque
            recalled. 'I'd never seen anything like it. Unbelievable.' It was a spine-tingling moment. In a gesture of unbeatable nobility
            not one fan, not ten, not a hundred but all 60,000-plus United fans rose as if one to applaud off the pitch the man who had
            put their team to the sword, who had destroyed their dream of watching their heroes in a European Cup final scheduled to take
            place this year here, right here, in their very own stadium. Florentino Peréz told me some weeks later that this had been
            one of the greatest moments of his football life. 'I saw not only the entire stadium but also the chairman, Martin Edwards,
            and his board of directors, applauding Ronaldo off the pitch,' Peréz said. 'In the same way that Ronaldo said afterwards he
            would never forget it, I won't either.'
         

         
         
         
         
         And then, as if there had not been enough drama for one night —for a hundred nights — Beckham scored. As fate had ordained
            that he should, as the sheer mad lust of his to show that he was the star of this team, that he was the captain of England,
            that if anyone was going to win this game, Sir Alex, it would be he. He scored ten minutes after coming on, from a free kick
            on the edge of the penalty area. His speciality but, as he would tell me afterwards, the cleanest, purest goal of its kind
            he had ever struck. 3-3 now in the seventy-first minute. Beckham did not so much jump for joy as let out a loud snarl. No
            time to savour the moment, he rushed back to the centre circle to restart the game. Just three more goals and United were
            home: suddenly nothing seemed impossible on this night. And still Real remained faithful to what del Bosque called the history
            of the club, Roberto Carlos juggling with the ball on the penalty spot, but in his own penalty area; Zidane and Figo charging
            forward, creating the second simplest chance of the night for Ronaldo's substitute, the young Javier Portillo, who missed.
            Beckham wasn't giving up. Abandoning all notion of tactical positioning, hurling himself at the enemy guns wherever they happened
            to be, he was one minute deep in defence, the next inside the Real penalty area. In the eighty-forth minute Beckham scrambled
            the ball over the line as if he were a born striker, as if he were van Nistelrooy, so mad was his desire, so desperate was
            he to get in on the action, prove a point, pull off the impossible dream. 4-3 to United. Just two more goals would do it.
            Injury time included, there were nearly ten minutes still to go. If they could do what they had done at the Camp Nou, they
            could do this. Del Bosque was in no doubt it was possible. Every Real Madrid fan watching at home was filled with the deepest
            dread, Raúl not excluded. When I asked him whether at any point he had felt the game was in the bag, his reply was instantaneous.
            'No. This was Manchester United. We all remembered that European Cup final in 1999. That memory was in the back of my mind
            all the time during that game.' Only the neutrals believed lightning couldn't strike twice, only those without a passionate
            stake in the outcome believed it couldn't be done — though some were beginning to wonder what further dementia might yet lie
            ahead. The crowd sang on. The Old Trafford roar filled the night sky. Beckham was flying. In the ninety-first minute, another
            shot at glory, another free kick on the edge of the Real box, another Beckham free kick. Raúl was beside himself. 'I really
            did think my stitches were going to burst this time. If Beckham scored I knew that in the remaining three or four minutes
            of injury time anything could happen. Anything at all. I remember thinking, "Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Oh, my God!'"
         

         
         
         
         
         But God decided He had been kind enough to Beckham for one night. The ball went sailing over the bar. And that was it. That
            was the end of the United resistance.
         

         
         
         
         
         That was the final score. 4-3 to Manchester United, 6—5 to Real on aggregate. Zidane and Beckham exchanged shirts, Ferguson
            shook hands with del Bosque and the epic was over. The most charismatic fixture in world football had yielded eleven goals
            in two games. L'Equipe expressed the sentiment of the entire football world when it clamoured on its front page, 'We want more!'A good friend of
            mine, an eminent Spanish medical researcher and Real Madrid supporter called Pedro Alonso made it back home from a United
            Nations conference in Geneva just in time to catch the game on TV. After the game was over, elated and emotionally wrecked
            at the same time, he told me that his overwhelming feeling was one of relief that his plane had not gone down on the flight
            home from Geneva.'Imagine,' he burbled,'I would not have lived to see this game!'
         

         
         
         
         
         Pierluigi Collina, the world's best referee and the man quite rightly appointed to officiate at this game of games, said afterwards
            that it was the best game he had ever seen. 'It was the best,' he said, 'for pace, for quality of passing, for combativeness
            and for fair play' Bobby Charlton, the United legend and World Cup-winner with England in 1966, was at Old Trafford that night
            and he too said he could not recall a greater game of football.
         

         
         
         
         
         Del Bosque, chatting in that hotel cafeteria in Madrid nine months later, still to find new employment after his sacking,
            shone like a little boy at Christmas reliving the images of that game. There was no regret, just a sense of gratitude that
            life had offered him a chance to participate the way he had done. 'That was the best advertisment you could ever come up with
            for the game' he said. 'The best example of how the game of football should be played. The atmosphere, the spectacle, the
            talent, the desire. The complete absence of anything dimly resembling defensive cynicism. It was the living expression of
            the great football ideal.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Real were the better team but United could have gone through. It would not have been the first time in the history of football
            that pluck triumphed over talent. Del Bosque recalled in particular a header that flashed just wide of the post near the end
            by Solksjaer, from a perfect Beckham cross. And Beckham? 'God knows what might have happened if he had played from the start,'
            said del Bosque. 'He was so inspired, so wired up. Extraordinary that Ferguson left him on the bench, or did not bring him
            on earlier. Had a Spanish coach done that in a game of that magnitude he'd have been fired. No doubt about it.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Jose Angel Sánchez, the first member of the Real Madrid staff to get to know Beckham (in his autobiography Beckham describes
            him as his 'friend Jose'), told me in a conversation some months later that this Manchester United v Real Madrid game had
            been decisive in terms of convincing the Englishman it was time to seek pastures new. 'Partly, of course, because of the way
            he was treated by the coach,' Sánchez said, 'but also because watching us play the way we did shaped his dreams and his ambition.
            There, and of course in the first game at the Bernábeu too, he glimpsed football of a quality he had not seen before. Let's
            face it, we deserved to win that first game 5-0; and as for the second one, the score was deceptive, because we were always
            the better team and David and the rest of them knew it. Still, I have to confess that as a Madrid fan, I felt fear run through
            my veins when David came on.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Queiroz, who admired Ferguson and would always be loyal to him, refused to be drawn on the perplexing decision his old boss
            had made, a decision for which he was lashed by some sectors of the British press. 'The most important thing,' Queiroz said,
            'is the memories that those two games left. Both games were magnificent, the best two of the last decade in my opinion. And
            I say that only because ten years is the time I have been involved in the world game. But probably it is the best in much
            more than ten years. Certainly I believe that if that second game in particular had been the European Cup final, as it deserved
            to be, it would have gone down as the greatest game ever. I mean, United scored five goals overall and still lost!
         

         
         
         
         
         
         'In the end, it was a tribute to the game. A national anthem to football. And I must say very particularly that, independent
            of me being the coach of Real Madrid now and of Manchester United then, that I wish to pay my respects to all those fans in
            Old Trafford who, despite their team losing, supported their team in such an amazing way and applauded Ronaldo off the pitch
            and stayed in the stadium applauding — every single one of them, I am sure of it — until the last player had left the pitch
            at the end. Amazing! I will never, ever forget that. Those fans who through their pain recognised the glory of that game,
            showed such love for the game itself, recognised the quality and commitment not just of their own players but of Real Madrid's.
            Amazing . . .' Queiroz's voice trailed off, his eyes fixed on a distant place. 'Really, truly amazing . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         Del Bosque and Queiroz and Peréz, and pretty much everyone else involved with that game who was not English, agreed that such
            a response could only be found in the land that invented the game. England have the most notorious hooligans; at one international
            tournament after another, the ugliest bunch of fans. But there is also a sense of ownership of the game, as well as surviving
            flashes of the British sense of 'fair play' and respect for a worthy opponent, that foreign football fans who visit England
            remark upon. It is a heritage and responsibility so strong that the English are capable, when a game comes along that defines
            that footballing ideal of cutting through the narrow tribal loyalties that week in, week out keep the not-always-so-beautiful
            game going.
         

         
         
         
         
         For in most respects to be a football fan is to be condemned to a life of frustration. Waiting and hoping for a beautiful
            piece of play, for an individual to do something thrillingly out of the ordinary, for a team to string together three or four
            one-touch passes culminating in something close to a goal. It happens so rarely. You have to be so longsuffering, so madly
            optimistic. As in life, the moments of pure joy are few and far between. Usually in football we are obliged to feed on crumbs.
         

         
         
         
         
         And that was why Real Madrid's display in those two games against their great English rivals were so magically unforgettable.
            We had waited not weeks, not months, but years — decades — to see fantasy football like this and finally our patience had
            been rewarded. Everything came together: the biggest game between the two biggest teams in the world's best football competition,
            provided the stage for the world's finest players to perform at the pinnacle of their ability. Mario Zagallo, the coach of
            Pele's Brazil 1970 side, was so thrilled by Real's game that he confessed that here at last he had seen a team fit to be called
            the true heirs of that magical side he had had the privilege to lead. Comparing the Galacticos with Gerson, Rivelino, Tostao,
            Jairzinho and Pele, the grand old man of the beautiful Brazilian game said, 'The Brazil 1970 team is Real Madrid today'
         

         
         
         
         
         Why or how it should all have come together on those two unforgettable nights at the Bernábeu and Old Trafford, nobody knows.
            Del Bosque summed it up with typically elegant self-effacement in comments he made to the press immediately after the game.
            'To those who say that there's no merit whatsoever in coaching this team, my reply' del Bosque said, 'is this: "You're absolutely
            right!" There is nothing —nothing at all — that I can say to contradict you.'
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         3: The Biggest Sports Story of the Year

         
         
         
         
         Peanuts. That was the word that sprung to mind as the knowledge struck that Jose Angel Sánchez, Director of Marketing at Real
            Madrid, had just pulled off the coup of his life; that he had clinched the purchase of David Beckham for a shockingly low
            sum of money. For peanuts. No word in his own language, Spanish, expressed with more biting economy his stupefaction at Manchester
            United's decision so lamely to surrender their most precious jewel.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sánchez could not believe his ears when Peter Kenyon, Manchester United's chief executive, named his price. It was as if United
            had failed to realise what they, as the pioneers of merchandising and global sponsorship in the modern game, ought to have
            understood better than anybody. As if they had calculated Beckham's worth in terms merely of the market rate for a footballer
            of his abilities, failing entirely to add into the mix his value as the most resounding brand name in world sport. Never mind
            that football was humanity's great unifying religion. Never mind that Beckham was one of the idols of the world game. Beyond
            that, beyond everything, he had become very possibly the most famous man alive. Who else was there? The Pope? Maybe, though
            John Paul II cut less of a figure than Beckham in the Muslim world. The president of the United States? Perhaps, but his identity
            would have been less well known in large swathes of the Third World and his popularity significantly lower everywhere outside
            the United States. As for pop stars — Britney Spears, Michael Jackson, Madonna — or Hollywood actors — Julia Roberts, Brad
            Pitt, Tom Cruise — none reached an audience as deep and as wide. Household names they might have been in London, Paris or
            New York, but Beckham played on a bigger stage and his fame had spread — with the possible exception of parts of the US —
            to every corner of the planet. What couldn't you sell, with Beckham on your team?
         

         
         
         
         
         Sánchez, a big man bursting with entrepreneurial ideas, wanted to shout for joy. But he could not. It was important now that
            he restrain his natural exuberance. Kenyon was sitting across a table from him, over lunch at a restaurant in Sardinia. They
            had chosen the quiet Mediterranean island as the venue for the negotiations in the hope that they would be able to elude the
            world's press, by now frantic to get their hands on a long-running story that seemed finally to be reaching its crescendo.
            (A photographer from the ever-intrepid Sun caught them at it though, sparking an inevitable frenzy of speculation, which this time turned out to be correct.) Sánchez
            had flown to Sardinia that morning from Madrid in the expectation of a long, hard slog; a tough day's bargaining. The surprise
            at the way things turned out only heightened his euphoria. But he had to keep himself in check. Deliciously aware that he
            was savouring a marketing man's equivalent of scoring the winning goal in the last minute of a European Cup final, Sánchez
            had to try and preserve a poker player's composure. He couldn't blurt out, 'Yes! Yes! I'll take him! Yes! Thank you. Thank
            you!' Besides, he hadn't spoken to his boss yet, to Madrid's formidable president, Florentino Peréz. He wasn't authorised
            to agree the deal on his own. Peréz had the last word.
         

         
         
         
         
         So, with a heroic effort of will, Sánchez merely nodded in acknowledgement of Kenyon's proposal, battling to ignore the fireworks
            that were going off inside his head. Then, cool as could be, he began to argue some of the finer points of a potential deal.
            How much money would Real pay up front? How much would be contingent on Real winning trophies with Beckham in the side? Kenyon
            proposed a thirty million/five million euro breakdown. Sánchez said how about a bit less up front? After an hour Kenyon —
            to Sánchez's further surprise — relented, settling for 25 million down and ten million more if Real and Beckham won every
            trophy under the sun together. It was now four o'clock in the afternoon. Sánchez got up, left the table and phoned Peréz.'Peanuts,
            they're asking peanuts!' he cried, this time translating the word into the Spanish cacahuetes, in case el presidente missed the point. But el presidente did miss the point. Or feigned to do so. 'Is that what you went to Sardinia for?You've got to be kidding!' he said.'What?'
            replied Sánchez. 'I mean push them lower,' Peréz said. For the one and only time since he'd worked for Peréz, Sánchez lost
            his temper with his boss. He liked and admired the man everyone in Spain knew as Florentino. Sánchez was ever so slightly
            in awe of him. But the effort to contain his emotions these last few euphoric minutes had been too great and now he let go.
            'What are you talking about, "push them lower"? Don't you see 'what we've got here, for Christ's sake?'
         

         
         
         
         
         Peréz did see. He understood better than anybody the value of the Beckham brand. Buying Beckham had been his idea. As it had
            been to buy Luis Figo, Zinedine Zidane and Ronaldo. Florentino was a Spanish Medici, a lavish patron of the football arts
            resolved to assemble at the Bernábeu a contemporary collection to rival in their way the old masterpieces on display a couple
            of kilometres down the Paseo de la Castellana at Madrid's Prado Museum. But as well as patron, fan and president of Real Madrid
            he was a businessman, a tycoon who had made a fortune in the construction business, and his instinct, now that he smelt blood,
            was to keep squeezing. He would have responded the same way had Sánchez informed him that United had agreed to let him go
            for 20 million, for ten.
         

         
         
         
         
         This time, though, Sánchez felt that Peréz was letting instinct get the better of his judgement. OK, so maybe they'd knock
            Manchester United down a million euros if they kept at it; but maybe too they'd lose their man. And that was a prospect too
            ghastly to contemplate. Having invested so much mental and emotional energy in an enterprise which had become in recent months
            the consuming obsession of Sánchez's life, which Peréz himself had identified as crucial to his strategic vision for Real
            Madrid, it would be sheer madness to risk scuppering everything now for a few euros more. Beckham was on offer for less money
            than Peréz had paid for the other three superstars — the so-called 'Galacticos' — that he had acquired since being elected
            club president in the summer of 2000. A lot less money. Figo had cost 60 million euros from Barcelona. Zidane had cost 75
            million from Juventus. Ronaldo had cost 45 million from Inter Milan. And now here was Sánchez telling him that Manchester
            United were letting Beckham go for a fixed price of 25 million plus 10 million more conditional on how many trophies Real
            Madrid won with him on the team. The final amount that Madrid would have to pay out, Sánchez estimated, would be around 32
            million. Which, in purely football terms, might have been a fair reflection of his worth compared to Zidane, Figo and Ronaldo,
            winners between them of six of the previous seven FIFA World Footballer of the Year awards; but if you factored in what Beckham
            would do for Real Madrid's bank balance, the income he would bring in from sponsorships - with or without a ball at his feet
            - it was the football bargain of all time. Mind-bogglingly, the price Manchester United were asking placed the sale of the
            global icon outside the top fifteen most expensive transfers in the world up to that point.
         

         
         
         
         
         'OK,' Peréz told Sánchez. 'So how much is Beckham worth to you?' 'Five hundred million euros,' Sánchez shot back. Peréz pondered
            that for a moment. A ratio of one to fifteen. A 1,500 per cent return on his investment. Sánchez might have been exaggerating;
            but maybe he wasn't. Beckham, as Sánchez would say, was an industry.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beckham, the richest footballer alive (Zidane and Ronaldo were the second and third richest), was a one-man global brand whose
            full moneymaking potential had yet to be fully tapped. Especially in the great booming market of the world, Asia, which was
            in the grip of football mania, especially Beckham-mania.
         

         
         
         
         
         Five hundred million, thought Peréz, might not be all that wildly off the mark. Not at all. So what was that again? 25 million
            euros plus a maximum more of ten? That's right, said Sánchez, calming down. He and Sánchez had calculated, before Sánchez
            set off for Sardinia, that they might, if they were lucky, get away with paying 40 million euros for Beckham. They were prepared
            to pay 50 million if absolutely necessary. And if it really came to it, more. So it really wasn't a difficult decision to
            decide to go for Manchester United's offer. Sánchez knew, once he had got over his momentary panic, that his president would
            come around. But it was still with relief that he heard Peréz say at the other end of the phone line the sweet, magic words,
            AH right, then. We'll have to take that.'
         

         
         
         
         
         And that, almost, was that. The date was Friday 13 June 2003. What remained was to deal with the player and the player's agent.
            But Peréz and Sánchez had established lines of communication with them already and they were confident they'd wrap things
            up fairly briskly. What was certain, at any rate, was that the hard part was over. Manchester United had been persuaded, like
            Shakespeare's Othello, to throw away a pearl richer than all their tribe. And more easily and for much less than Peréz would
            have imagined possible when he first formed the idea, nearly a year earlier, of adding Beckham to his collection of superstars.
            Which was why a couple of hours after that heated conversation with Sánchez, Peréz surprised his trusted right-hand man by
            calling him on his mobile telephone, catching him as he was about to board his private plane back to Madrid. He did not say
            hello. He did not introduce himself. He just said two words, 'Congratulations, sunshine!'
         

         
         
         
         
         So why had it all been so easy? Why so much cheaper than Figo, Zidane and Ronaldo? Six months after Beckham had joined I put
            those questions separately to four of the top Real Madrid executives. Their first response was, in each case, to shrug. They
            hadn't believed it at the time. They couldn't quite fully believe it now. But once they began examining the possible factors
            involved all roads led to one conclusion: that while the first three Galacticos had had to be prised away from their clubs
            in operations requiring all Peréz's tenacity and accumulated business cunning, as well as lots of cash, Beckham had been almost
            given away. Manchester United's position had been, 'Here, take him! We don't want him any more.' It had not been Peter Kenyon's
            position. Through little fault of his own, he found himself in a predicament where he had little choice but to hand over Beckham
            for a song, or at least for much less than he himself had originally estimated the selling price would be. Kenyon, while nominally
            chief executive, was not the real power at United. Someone else had the power to trump his initiatives, exercising almost
            godlike authority over the club's affairs. Someone else who was Real Madrid's secret weapon in the Beckham transfer, their
            unwitting ally. Without whom Manchester United had no intention whatsoever of letting Beckham go. In the late summer of 2002,
            when Beckham's last season at Manchester United began, neither the United fans, nor the players nor the directors of what
            was then the world's richest club had any inkling that the England captain would ever leave them. They would have reacted
            to the suggestion with protective rage. All, that is, except Peréz's ally, the most powerful individual in Manchester United's
            history, the club's manager, living legend and knight of the British realm, Sir Alex Ferguson.
         

         
         
         
         
         Let us rewind two and a half years to the autumn of 2000. Ferguson had just published a book, The Unique Treble, a lovingly detailed, game-by- game account packed with pictures and diagrams of United's extraordinary 1998/99 season, when
            they became the first team ever to win the English league, the FA Cup and the European Cup. I flew to Manchester to interview
            him. We met in the airy reception area of the main building at United's training facility in Carrington in the Cheshire countryside,
            twenty minutes' drive from Old Trafford. It was a long, low, sleek building of clean metallic lines and glass-tinged turquoise
            blue, of a piece, in other words, with the modern, multinational, multimedia, megamerchandising operation that Manchester
            United plc had become in the Ferguson era.
         

         
         
         
         
         We talked, among other things, about Beckham and the celebrity factor in the modern game. The rise of the multi-millionaire
            football player was a phenomenon he said he'd had the misfortune to live to see, but for now Beckham, he said, had posed him
            no problems whatsoever. On the contrary. 'Maybe thirty-five per cent' of United's goals came from Beckham and the 'thrust
            and penetration' he provided with his famous crosses simply had no price. 'He's been fantastic for us. Fantastic,' Ferguson
            said. 'He's concentrated for so long on that part of his game, worked on his technique with such application, that his range
            in his crosses is marvellous. Unbelievable. His width. His ability to use the ball so intelligently from out there, his crossfield
            passes, his short passes, his chips. Unbelievable.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Ferguson did fear, though, that with time Beckham's celebrity might undercut the quality of his game. In the recent past,
            players as talented as any he had at United had succumbed disastrously to the siren songs of money and fame. Paul Gascoigne
            had been the most technically gifted English player in forty years, if not more, yet his celebrity had consumed him, destroyed
            a career in mid-flow. 'Aye, aye,' said Ferguson, wearily. 'How a player's image has changed since, say, the Sixties. And how
            aware they are that they have this image to keep up, an image completely outside football. Which is why some will get a fancy
            car, some will wear an earring. So you have to say to yourself, at what point do I lose my control? At what point do I say,
            right, enough's enough? I am forever keeping an eye on this side of things, judging to see if it gets too much.' And when
            did it get too much? 'When it starts interfering with their performance.' But how, I asked him, did he know when to relate
            one thing to the other? His reply shed a lot of light on the way things would eventually turn out between him and Beckham.
         

         
         
         
         
         'If you see them change dramatically as an individual, as a person,' he said. 'Because the last thing I want is to see them
            change. I want to see them keep their feet on the ground. I want to see that they appreciate where they're coming from, and
            I want to see them go back to their parents and their wives the same person. I don't want to see a lot of bigheads running
            about the place.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Change with Beckham was one thing he did see, and plenty of it. In 2000 he was big in England. By 2002, when the World Cup
            in Japan came around, he was a global superstar. The whole world, outside North America at any rate, appeared to have succumbed
            to his charms. Football was only part of the story. The more established Beckham became in the world of showbiz, the more
            difficult it became for his manager to keep him in his controlling sphere. Ferguson was more comfortable with the withdrawn
            young lad that he had nursed through the United youth teams, a boy so awkward, inarticulate and shy — so dependent on Ferguson
            to hold his hand when success on the pitch obliged him to make public appearances - that he would never have imagined one
            day ending up as the biggest thing since The Beatles. But over time that transformation in his personality did occur, much
            of it to do with the confidence he acquired from marrying his initially more famous pop star wife Victoria Adams, Posh of
            the Spice Girls. Ferguson never liked Victoria, nor she him. He was an old-fashioned Scot who had clear ideas as to what a
            woman's place in life ought to be. She was a driven young woman determined to make a success of her marriage, her family and
            her career all at the same time. Ferguson churned away inside, only making his feelings about her clear after Beckham had
            left United. 'He was blessed with great stamina, the best of all the players I've had here,' he told America's Sports Illustrated magazine a matter of days after Beckham had gone. 'After training, he'd always be practising, practising, practising. But
            his life changed when he met his wife. She's in pop and David got another image. He's developed this "fashion thing". I saw
            his transition to a different person.'
         

         
         
         
         
         That much was quite true. If anything, Ferguson had fallen short. Beckham had undergone not so much a transition as a metamorphosis.
            Princess Diana's death had orphaned a large part of the British public. Beckham, the son of a gas-fitter, filled her role.
            He was the individual on whom the mantle fell of nourishing the popular appetite for vicarious drama. The tabloids, the nation's
            great arbiters of taste, anointed 'Posh and Becks' as England's favourite real-life soap opera couple, wheeling them on as
            substitutes for Diana and Charles. If Beckham was seen talking to another woman at a public place, if he and Victoria emerged
            from a restaurant looking as if they might have had a row, if baby Brooklyn vomited over mum's dress, if Beckham bought himself
            a fashionable new suit, or a new car, or even a new leather bag, the event would be recorded by the tabloid photographers,
            written up in breathless prose. Not that Beckham deserved any great sympathy for enduring such indignities. Much as Diana
            did, he and his wife-to-be appeared right from the beginning to love the intrusions of the press at least as much as they
            occasionally claimed to dislike them. Neither appeared to be in any hurry to flee the celebrity bubble.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ferguson might have taken the changes in Beckham in a lighter mood. Noting that he was actually playing as well as he ever
            had, that love and celebrity had not dimmed his passion or commitment for the game, the manager might have good-humouredly
            teased him, as his teammates at United never ceased doing. Ryan Giggs nearer the time of Beckham's move to Real Madrid, said,
            'Becks hasn't changed since I've known him — he's always been a flash Cockney git.' But Ferguson could not joke about Beckham
            the celebrity. He seemed to pose too much of a challenge to Ferguson the man. It was as if there were an Oedipal edge to the
            relationship. It was always Beckham who described Ferguson as a father figure but of the two it was Ferguson who seemed to
            suffer more, and as time went by to exhibit increasingly negative feelings towards his adopted football son. The Flying Boot
            incident was the dramatic flashpoint, the central Oedipal moment when the father explodes with rage and the son tries to kill
            him. But the seeds for the break had been sown earlier.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was a visit to the Queen in November 2002 that first did it. Ferguson's reaction to Beckham's royal encounter revealed
            just how irrational the player's success had made him. Beckham tells the story in his autobiography My Side. He was off injured at the time with a cracked rib but had received an invitation to meet the Queen in his capacity as captain
            of the England team. Ferguson appeared to think that a visit to Buckingham Palace would in some way delay Beckham's recovery
            from injury. Whatever his reasoning it was, to say the least, perplexing for him to have told Beckham the next time they met,
            'When I saw you turn up there, I questioned your loyalty to Manchester United.' Beckham's comment in the book is, 'That stung.
            I couldn't believe I was hearing it, to be honest. I'd been at the club for thirteen years.' And then he said to Ferguson,
            'I love United. I want to be here. But if you don't want me to be, you should tell me.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Ferguson did not tell him. He said nothing. And for Beckham it was a silence that spoke louder than words. Clearly Ferguson
            had judged that Old Trafford was not big enough for the both of them. And he showed it in the following weeks, continually
            niggling away at Beckham, reprimanding him for the smallest things, snubbing him and — the cruellest punishment in his power
            to inflict — dropping him from the team. Beckham says this was the worst period of his thirteen years at Manchester United.
            Jaap Stam, an excellent Dutch centre half who Ferguson had fallen out with and ditched a year earlier, knew exactly how he
            felt. 'Once Ferguson decides you are no longer part of his plans for whatever reasons, there is no turning back,' Stam told
            a British Sunday newspaper. 'You are like an unwanted piece of baggage and you have to weigh up whether it's worth hanging
            around when there is no chance of playing. I think you are just expected to accept it, there is no plan in place if you decide
            you're not going to other than the fact you will probably be left to rot in the reserves.'
         

         
         
         
         
         As Stam had done, Beckham got the message loud and clear.

         
         
         
         
         Florentino Peréz had it very clear in his mind well before then that Beckham had to be his next Galactico signing. He had
            known, to be precise, since 2 September 2002, as the ink was still running dry on the contract he had signed with his previous
            superstar acquisition, Ronaldo. It had been a tough business, extracting the great Brazilian from Inter Milan, but no sooner
            had Peréz put pen to paper on the deal than his restless mind began fixing on who his next big buy would be. It took him about
            a second to make up his mind. 'Beckham had talent and global repercussion: I was never more sure about a player than David
            Beckham,' he would tell me much later.
         

         
         
         
         
         Peréz had this hard-and-fast policy of making one stellar signing every summer. The season after he had signed Beckham it
            was more of a struggle to make up his mind. There were four players in his sights: Thierry Henry and Patrick Vieira of Arsenal,
            Francesco Totti of Roma and Ruud van Nistelrooy of Manchester United. For a while there was even a fourth pretender to the
            title of'best player in the world who does not play at Real Madrid', Michael Owen of Liverpool. But with Beckham there had
            never been any doubt. The captain of Brazil was in the bag, the captain of England had to be Peréz's next prey. So how did
            he set about capturing Beckham? How did he get his man? At first, by doing nothing. Like a hunter in the forest, an image
            he himself liked, he hid in the undergrowth and lay in wait — eyes peeled, ears alert - believing that sooner or later, if
            he showed enough perseverance and patience, opportunity would come his way. He suspected from the start that his best chance
            of landing Beckham would come from what he wryly described as the looming ruptura familiar — family bust-up — between Beckham and Alex Ferguson. But it was not until February and the Flying Boot incident that Peréz
            became aware of how favourably things were turning out for him. It was not just that the family bust-up was clearly becoming
            irreconcilable, Peréz also knew that the more badly, and more visibly, United wanted to let go of Beckham, the lower the price
            would be. A seller who makes no secret of his desire to sell is every buyer's dream.
         

         
         
         
         
         The newspapers were not slow on the scent. Two stories make up the staple diet of football journalism: games and transfer
            news. You do the preview of a game on the day it is played; you do the match report the day after; if the game was important
            enough you might even do an analysis of the game the day after that. Given that at most you have two days a week when games
            are played you are left with at least two, usually three, days out of seven in which you still have sports pages to fill.
            Transfers — more often than not transfer speculation — are what fills the void. How do the transfer speculation stories make
            it into the press? Sometimes people make the stories up. But usually there is not much need to be inventive. Agents talk unofficially
            to clubs; both talk off the record to journalists. Sometimes it suits agents or clubs to plant a transfer rumour in a newspaper
            — in order to test the interest of one of the relevant parties, perhaps, or to raise or lower a player's price. Sometimes
            it is simply a matter of a journalist being friends with an agent who is tuned in to the latest secret communications and,
            having picked up the crackle of a good story, does a favour to his pal. (In due course the agent will expect the journalist
            to reciprocate the favour, of course, and so the world goes round.)
         

         
         
         
         
         And thus it came about, as day follows night, that after the Flying Boot incident the newspapers began to fill with stories
            about a) Beckham's imminent departure from Manchester United and b) his likely destination being Real Madrid. The second half
            of February and the first half of March saw a daily drip-drip of denials, half-denials, veiled hints and nudged semi-confirmations
            from sources, named and unnamed, related in some way with Beckham, Manchester United or Real Madrid. The drip-drip became
            a flood after Real Madrid were drawn to play Manchester United in the Champions League quarterfinals. Especially after the
            cat was let out of the bag, in the most unwitting way, on the night of 7 April, twenty-four hours before the big game at the
            Bernábeu. On a Spanish television programme called 'The Day After', Ricardo, Manchester United's Spanish reserve goalkeeper,
            let slip the following little nugget, captured as he was being filmed driving through the streets of Manchester: 'A couple
            of days ago when I asked him [Beckham] if he was going to move to Real Madrid this summer he started asking me questions about
            the quality of primary schools in Madrid. I told him that the schools there were the best in the world.' The remark was so
            obviously uncalculated, uttered in the course of what had clearly been a long and leisurely chat with the reporter in the
            car, that it had to be true.
         

         
         
         
         
         The critical development in the transfer drama came in mid-April, between the first and second legs of that Champions League
            quarterfinal. Beckham's agent, Tony Stephens, and another father figure for him, contacted Real Madrid. Not directly, but
            in the discreet, circuitous way that is customary in the football world when a player wants to sniff out a club's interest
            in him. Agents talk to agents who talk to connections they have at the clubs. It is not the way things are supposed to happen.
            According to the strict letter of the law clubs are not allowed to sound out the availability of players under contract at
            other clubs. But it happens all the time. This is the way the network of football agents and clubs operates in Europe. The
            communications are constant. The lines never stop buzzing.
         

         
         
         
         
         Why did Beckham make the first move? Common sense alone tells you that given the appalling deterioriation of relations with
            Ferguson at the end of 2002, he must have wondered at least as early as then whether his situation at Manchester United would
            soon become untenable, and whether he would be forced to join another club. Come April, Beckham knew that he had better start
            devoting urgent attention to where he was going to be playing his football the following season. Aged twenty-seven, with maybe
            his best five footballing years 54 White Angels ahead of him, he had to do the responsible thing by his family but most of
            all, money not being likely to be too much of a problem in his life, by himself. Beckham might have been the world's biggest
            celebrity, a one-man global industry, but he loved football as much as he did when he arrived at Manchester United as a shy
            little fifteen-year-old boy. Professional players often take much less of an interest in the game, when they are off the pitch,
            than the average fan. Beckham is a football nut. Given how cruelly short a player's professional life is he was not going
            to resign himself to spending his few remaining years in misery, cringing in the shadow of the bully who had made him great.
            Obviously what to do next was the main subject of conversation at the time with Tony Stephens. (The Manchester United boss
            could never stand the sight of Stephens - a grave, soft-spoken man utterly different in style from Ferguson - of whose relationship
            with Beckham he was wary and jealous.) Real Madrid would have been the club that Stephens' business brain would have judged
            to be best suited to enhance the Beckham brand. It was crystal clear what Stephens had to do: get in touch, via the agents'
            bush telegraph, with Real Madrid.
         

         
         
         
         
         So what did the message from the Beckham camp to the Bernábeu say? Quite simply this: might Real Madrid be interested at some
            point in signing David Beckham? By the same path as the message had arrived, back came the unequivocal reply: Yes.
         

         
         
         
         
         Peréz, lying in wait in his Bernábeu lair, quietly thrilled to the news. After learning that the Beckham—Ferguson marriage
            was in trouble, this had been the message he had been hoping to hear. The ice had been broken, the final chapter of Beckham's
            career at Manchester United had begun to be written and, if things went according to past form, Peréz would once again get
            his man. The two big transfers of the previous two years had also been initiated by the players themselves. Zidane and Ronaldo,
            again through the agents' network, had been the ones to make the first move. That is the way Real Madrid likes it. For reasons,
            in the first place, of dignity and pride; but also because it makes good business sense. The more a player wants to come to
            your club, and your club alone, the lower the price you're going to have to pay for him.
         

         
         
         
         
         Peréz understood this better than anybody. He is a proud Spaniard and a prouder Real Madrid fan. He venerates the club over
            which he presides, like a cardinal his cathedral. That is why it is important to him that prospective players show the club
            its due respect, why they should — in an attitude of proper deference — make the first contact. But he is dreamy only up to
            a point. He possesses, in abundance, what Saul Bellow describes as 'the cheating imagination of the successful businessman'.
            He schemes, he plots and, as his amazing record both at Real Madrid and in the construction business indicates, he is invariably
            several moves ahead of his rivals. There were still a couple of months to go but he already had the endgame in mind.
         

         
         
         
         
         The first contact between Real and United on the Beckham affair came six days after their game at Old Trafford. Peréz and
            the United chief executive Peter Kenyon, as well as other directors of both clubs, were gathered at a general assembly of
            the G14 in Brussels. The G14 is an organisation where Europe's most powerful clubs seek to come up with collective strategies
            aimed at ensuring that the game rewards them with the income they feel their power and fame deserve. Inevitably when the United
            and Real people met the subject of Beckham came up. Neither side had broached the matter until now, but given the media frenzy,
            and that here they were face to face, it would have been ridiculous to pretend the issue wasn't there. Besides Kenyon was
            glad of the opportunity to make his position clear. Beckham was staying at United, he maintained, and that was that.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kenyon knew Beckham was worth more to the club in marketing terms than all the rest of the Manchester United players combined.
            Kenyon did not want him to leave. In his heart of hearts, he would rather have let Ferguson go than Beckham. Kenyon was privately
            of the opinion that Ferguson had got far too big for his boots, that he had come to see himself as bigger not just than the
            players but than the club itself. But the successes of the previous decade had made Ferguson's position unassailable among
            the fans, especially the hardcore who went every other weekend to watch the team at Old Trafford. It was on that base, resting
            as it did on the prospect of mass mutiny by the fans were he to be forced by the directors to leave, that Ferguson's power
            resided.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kenyon, being aware of Ferguson's feelings towards Beckham, knew the odds on the player remaining at Old Trafford were not
            much better than 50-50. His chief purpose in stating to Real his refusal to let him go was to park all discussion of the matter
            until after the season was over. For United were still in a neck-and-neck battle for the English championship with Arsenal
            and one thing no one at the club would have wanted to do was destabilise the team. So Kenyon let it be known to Real Madrid
            at that G14 meeting that he would appreciate them saying something to help put a stop to the speculation. This Real Madrid
            did not mind doing. Stopping a deal with Beckham: that would be a huge problem. Stopping the speculation, or being seen to
            be trying to: there was no harm in that. The very night of that G14 meeting, 29 April, Real Madrid issued an official statement
            on their website.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Surrounding the speculation regarding the supposed interest from Real Madrid in signing David Beckham, the club wishes to state that:

         
         
         
         
         1. No contact has existed between Real Madrid and Manchester United on this issue.

         
         
         
         
         2. Neither directly nor indirectly has there been any contact between Real Madrid and Mr Beckham.

         
         
         
         
         3. Despite the speculation surrounding this issue, Madrid has no intention of negotiating the transfer of Mr Beckham.

         
         
         
         
         4. Against the general policy of the club which never uses official sources to reject rumours, this press release has been issued with the objective of putting an end to the growing speculation which has circulated without any foundation linking Mr Beckham with Real Madrid.

         
         
         
         
         5. On top of the recent rumours, the unconditional friendly relationship between both clubs and the respect due for Mr Beckham still remains.

         
         
         
         
         
         Apart from point 5, it was all rubbish, of course. Just as Peréz's remarks to a radio reporter had been on the same day that
            the statement was issued.'Never, never, never!' was his reply to a BBC radio reporter who asked him whether he was going to
            sign David Beckham. So Real Madrid were not interested, then? the radio reporter persisted. 'No. Not now. Never.' So he would
            never sign Beckham? 'Never, never!'
         

         
         
         
         
         It wasn't the Real Madrid president's finest hour. He liked to think of himself as a man of honour. All Spaniards do — it's
            the defining national aspiration. But there was no denying that this was a raging, bare-faced lie. Why did Real issue so categorical
            a statement denying their interest in Beckham? What possessed Peréz to say what he did into a reporter's microphone? Why was
            he so trenchant? How did these lies square with Real's idea of itself as a noble institution and Peréz's own notions of personal
            integrity?
         

         
         
         
         
         Quite simple, really. When it comes to the busines of buying and selling top football players, the truth is that everybody
            lies. Real Madrid's director general of sport Jorge Valdano, asked some months later in an interview with the Spanish sports
            newspaper Marca if he ever lied, casually - unhesitatingly - replied: 'Only when I am involved in negotiations over a player, because the
            other parties also read the newspapers and you can't let them have an advantage. You can't tell the whole truth.'
         

         
         
         
         
         All's fair in love, war and football transfers. Everybody speaks rubbish. But it is strategic rubbish. A means to an end.
            All the big clubs get up to all manner of skullduggery once their minds have been made up to buy or sell a player.
         

         
         
         
         
         Florentino Peréz told his lies about his intentions regarding David Beckham in the service, therefore, of a higher virtue.
            He had to ensure that Beckham played next season in the Real Madrid colours. Enraging Manchester United - and putting Beckham,
            for that matter, in a very awkward position — was not the way to achieve his objective.
         

         
         
         
         
         Peréz could thus more than salvage his conscience, he could actually reinforce his sense of himself as a man of honour, in
            the knowledge that by saying what he did he had acted in the noblest spirit of self-sacrifice.
         

         
         
         
         
         Of course, Kenyon would not have been taken in by Peréz's denials. He understood the game as well as anybody. Peréz told me
            later that it had been a moment of playful banter, no more; that he and Kenyon had a good laugh about it later that night.
            It was in a similar spirit of nudge-nudge mutual understanding that Kenyon issued a little statement of his own after Peréz
            had done him the favour of saying what he did.'I am delighted Mr Peréz has confirmed this in such an emphatic manner but,
            anyway, we at Manchester United never had any intention of selling him.' That was also, if not quite a lie, a pious half-truth.
         

         
         
         
         
         If you wanted to know what was really going on at this delicate stage in the game you had to look elsewhere. Once again, far
            more genuinely revealing than anything said by the drama's leading players was something that happened off-stage. In the United
            States, to be precise, and that very same 29 April when the big men were making all their denials, David Beckham's wife,Victoria,
            all but gave the whole elaborate game away. A guest of Vogue magazine for a fashion launch in New York, she was tracked down by Britain's GMTV, who asked her 'whether she was 'intending
            to move to Italy or Spain'. 'I can't possibly answer that . . .' she replied. But then, as the answer hung in the air, she
            delivered in full view of the camera the most emphatic of nods and the broadest of mischievous smiles.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Daily Mirror was in no doubt as to where the truth lay. 'Whatever country they come from,' the paper wrote, 'soccer chairmen speak the
            same language. So when the boss of Real Madrid says that Beckham will never, never, never go to his club, it means only one
            thing. He will be there by the start of next season.' The prospect moved Mirror columnist Tony Parsons to shed bitter tears.'It will be a national disaster if Beckham leaves,' Parsons wailed.'He is more
            than the biggest celebrity since we buried Princess Diana. He is more than a world-class athlete, loving father, devoted husband,
            cultural icon and role model. In a land increasingly full of fame pygmies, Beckham is the real thing.' And then there was
            this from the octogenarian William Rees-Mogg in his column in The Times, whose pages he once edited with venerable distinction:'Only a very academic mother would not wish her son to grow up like
            Beckham, straightforward, good looking, English and able to do with a football what Muralitharan can do with a cricket ball
            . . . Apart from Princess Diana herself, there has been no greater celebrity in England since Charlie Chaplin was a young
            man, nor before Chaplin since Nelson.'
         

         
         
         
         
         And there was this from the Guardian, summing up the mood of the nation in its issue of 1 May. 'It was a busy news week,' the Guardian said, 'by anyone's standards: the US announced its pullout from Saudi Arabia, Israel suffered another suicide bombing and
            Argentina went to the polls in the hope of electing an economic saviour. But one question and one question alone exercised
            the hearts and minds of Britain and its press: would David Beckham really leave Manchester United for Real Madrid?'
         

         
         
         
         
         On 4 May Manchester United won the English league championship and four days later Florentino Peréz confided in a meeting
            at his office that, now that the crunch was coming, he was beginning to feel really optimistic about clinching the Beckham
            deal. Everything, he said, was in place. 'Ferguson wants him to go, Beckham wants to go, we would like to have him and so,
            therefore, let's make everybody happy' Jose Angel Sánchez, his eyes glowing, told me that same day why landing Beckham was,
            from his point of view, an absolute must. 'Today Real Madrid and Manchester United represent the South and the North, the
            Latin and the Anglo-Saxon,' Sánchez said. 'To get Beckham would allow us to cross over to the North, to get the Anglo-Saxons
            too. Real Madrid would be the United Nations.'
         

         
         
         
         
         On 11 May Manchester United put an end, once and for all, to the farce. The team rounded off their successful domestic season
            with a 2-1 victory at Everton, in which Beckham scored, and that same evening Kenyon came clean, finally revealing all. Acknowledging
            that offers were being made, he said that something in the region of 50 million euros would have to be considered. 'It would
            be remiss not to,' Kenyon said. 'The success of Manchester United is about the team. David Beckham is an essential part of
            our team. But ultimately players retire, there is a life span and there will reach a time when we have to replace him.'
         

         
         
         
         
         On 19 May there was another meeting of the G14 clubs. This time the venue happened to be Manchester. Sánchez went in representation
            of Real Madrid. The purpose of the meeting was to shape a common policy on television rights. Sánchez's purpose was to talk
            to Kenyon about Beckham. So the Spaniard took the Englishman to one side and asked him to clarify what the situation was.
            In truth Beckham was all but out of the door but Kenyon wanted to try and keep a few cards close to his chest. 'There is still
            some debate within the club, but yes, there's movement,' Kenyon said. Sánchez said, 'OK. Can we do one thing? Can I have your
            permission to talk to Beckham's agent?' Kenyon thought about it for a moment, then said yes. That was the green light Sánchez
            had been waiting for. The final act in the drama had begun. Sánchez travelled to Nice, where Tony Stephens was with the Beckham
            family, and met with Stephens. Sánchez's purpose was to establish whether Beckham did indeed wish to come to Real Madrid;
            whether there was any doubt in his mind that if he left Manchester United, Real Madrid was the club where he would most want
            to go. Stephens told him just what he wanted to hear. That, yes, no doubt about it. After Manchester United the only possible
            club for Beckham had to be Real Madrid. Anything else would be a come-down.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then Sánchez put the basic outlines of a financial offer on the table. Before going any further there were two things Beckham
            should know, Sánchez said. The salary he would receive at Real Madrid would be non-negotiable. He would be paid no more, no
            less than the other four Galacticos, Ronaldo, Zidane, Figo and Raúl - which was 5.5 million euros a year. And, like the other
            Galacticos, he would have to cede fifty per cent of his image rights — meaning money he made from endorsing brand names like
            Pepsi-Cola and Adidas — to the club.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was a delicate moment for Sánchez. Scary. He knew perfectly well that this was an awful lot to ask of a one-man multinational
            like Beckham. The whole deal could have fallen apart on that one point. And Sánchez, a man of business, would have understood
            Beckham's position if he had said no. Kenyon had in fact warned him in a private chat they'd had that there was no way Beckham
            would accept such a deal. But whatever Beckham said, Real Madrid were not going to make an exception for him; they were not
            going to risk the whole Galactico edifice coming down for one man. To Sánchez's boundless relief and surprise, Stephens told
            him not to worry. These two contractual stipulations of Real Madrid's were not insuperable. 'In the end David's decision will
            not be based on economics; it will be made with the heart,' said Stephens. Another, more hard-nosed reason that Stephens did
            not mention was that while half Beckham's image rights was an awfully big slice of the pie, the pie itself would be likely
            to be bigger with Real Madrid, whose appeal to the multinationals was now greater than United's and growing fast. Besides,
            Real Madrid was the only club in the world that would assuredly enhance the Beckham brand; whereas joining any other team
            might risk diminishing it. All the same, Stephens, remembering he was an agent after all, did mention to Sánchez that the
            field was not all clear for Real yet; that there was still interest from other teams, one Spanish and two Italian — meaning
            Barcelona, Inter and AC Milan.
         

         
         
         
         
         Real Madrid's bargaining position had not yet reached that optimal point of advantage that Peréz sought. But the time had
            come for him to emerge once and for all from his lair and openly pursue his prey. Real Madrid began formal talks with Manchester
            United. Beckham left them all to get on with it. He flew to South Africa with the England team; met his hero - he said that
            he had no greater hero —Nelson Mandela; played against South Africa and then rushed back home and on to the United States
            for a three-week holiday with his family. In his absence, things began to unravel. The pundits all started venturing opinions
            on which of the continental giants Beckham should go to; everyone started openly throwing their hats into the ring: Barcelona,
            Milan, even the veteran Roma coach Fabio Capello, who said he would be thrilled to have Beckham on his team. On 7 June Manchester
            United issued a statement confirming that clubs from Italy and Spain had expressed an interest in signing Beckham. The statement
            confirmed that SFX were also in contact with the interested clubs and all parties were in regular and close communication.
            That was not entirely true. What was happening at this time was that Manchester United were in very close contact indeed with
            Barcelona and neither SFX nor Beckham were being told much about it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Or rather, United were in touch with Joan Laporta, a candidate to the Barcelona presidency. Whether he did become president
            or not would be decided in an election involving the club's 100,000 members later in the month. As furious speculation grew
            during the first week of June that a deal with Laporta was imminent, Peréz stayed cool, sat tight, waited to make his move.
            The time was not quite right to put money on the table — a bidding war with Barcelona or anyone else was precisely what he
            did not have in mind. He wanted the field clear all to himself.
         

         
         
         
         
         Good news suddenly arrived from Italy. Good news for Peréz and, indeed, for the actively negotiating Laporta. The Italians
            had pulled out. Inter just fizzled out of the picture and Milan, following lots of noises from the club's vice-president Adriano
            Galliani suggesting they would fight to the bitter end to get Beckham, unambiguously withdrew. 'There are many better ways
            of spending money, earned with such sacrifice,' said the club president Silvio Berlusconi, 'than signing Mr Beckham.' And
            that was the end of that.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then, suddenly, quite out of the blue, calamity struck for Peréz. On 9 June, Manchester United plc issued a statement saying
            they had accepted an offer of 45 million euros from Joan Laporta. In the event of him winning the Barcelona presidency that
            coming weekend, 15 June, Beckham would be sold to the big Catalan club. At Real Madrid they did not know how to take the news.
            Had everybody been lying to them, even in the private conversations that had taken place? Had both Manchester United and Beckham
            been leading them up the garden path? No. Only Manchester United had. Neither Beckham nor Stephens had even been consulted.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was an extraordinary way of behaving for a club of the stature of Manchester United. Quite apart from the sheer oddness
            of negotiating with a man who at that point seemed no more likely than any of the other five candidates to become Barcelona
            president, they were behaving towards Beckham — a loyal servant of the club for thirteen years, whatever Ferguson might think
            — with a quite brutal lack of respect. George Best, United's great player of the Sixties and Seventies, attacked United for
            the 'dismal' way in which they had treated Beckham. Gordon Taylor, chief executive of England's Professional Footballers'Association,
            was similarly indignant. 'You wouldn't want to sell your second-hand car in such a way,' he said, 'never mind one of your
            finest assets.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Beckham, in California, received the news with dismay. He felt angry and betrayed. He was genuinely hurt.

         
         
         
         
         Peréz saw that his big chance had come. Via Sánchez and Stephens he let Beckham know that now at last was the time for him
            to put his cards on the table. Beckham needed little encouragement. He spoke to Stephens who immediately issued a statement
            through SFX expressing the player's 'disappointment and surprise' at being 'used as a political pawn in the Barcelona presidential
            elections'. The last line of Beckham's short statement from California - 'David's advisors have no plans to meet Mr Laporta
            or his representatives' — was a polite way of saying, 'Barca, get lost!'
         

         
         
         
         
         If Manchester United had made public the deal, as some British newspaper commentators suggested, in order to flush out Real
            Madrid and raise the stakes in negotiations with them, the plan had spectacularly backfired. Barcelona were out of the running.
            If Beckham didn't want to go there that was that. The moment Peréz had been patiently waiting for since that moment of blinding
            clarity ten months earlier following his capture of Ronaldo, had finally arrived. Manchester United openly wanted to sell,
            Beckham wanted to come to Real Madrid and, best of all, no other club remained in the running.
         

         
         
         
         
         The decisive meeting between Real Madrid and Manchester United had taken place on Friday 13 June in Sardinia, over that long
            lunch in which Peter Kenyon gave Beckham away to Jose Angel Sánchez for 'peanuts'. But two things remained to be done before
            the deal was sealed. Beckham had to talk to Peréz personally and give him his 'password'; and then Sánchez and Stephens had
            to sit down to hammer out the details of Beckham's personal terms. The password was Peréz's term for what others might have
            described as the kissing of the papal ring. Peréz had a thing about hearing the players' themselves issue a pledge of allegiance
            to the club. He had insisted Zidane and Ronaldo do it, and now he wanted Beckham to do the same: hear him say that, above
            all other football clubs, it was his heart's desire to join Real Madrid. Sánchez made sure the message got through to Beckham.
            Beckham did as he was told.
         

         
         
         
         
         The telephone conversation took place on Sunday 15 June, the day of the Barcelona elections, which Laporta won, thanks — as
            was widely said - to 'the Beckham effect', to the greater ambition he had shown than his rivals in seriously contemplating
            the purchase of the world's most celebrated football player. That night Real Madrid played Atletico Madrid at Atletico's stadium,
            the Vicente Calderon. It was the penultimate game of the season. Real Madrid had to win if they were going to win the championship
            the following weekend. As is customary before these Madrid derbies, the directors of Real and Atletico got together at a restaurant
            for lunch. Halfway through the meal Sánchez, mobile in hand, came running over to Peréz in a state of intense excitement.
            He had David Beckham on the line. Peréz got up and scanned the restaurant for a quiet place to talk. Nothing. He went outside,
            but the area around the entrance to the restaurant was also milling with people. Peréz was a man of steady nerves, but he
            was beginning to lose his cool. He had David Beckham at the end of the line, waiting — no doubt in growing confusion and anxiety
            — to have one of the most important conversations of either men's lives and there he was, the president of Real Madrid, scrambling
            around for a place where he could sit down and talk. He tried the kitchen: hopeless. He tried the corridor outside the toilets:
            no good either. The gents' toilet: it too was teeming. There was only one possibility left. The ladies' toilet. He dived in.
            There was nobody there. Peace at last! Popping his head out, he instructed his bodyguard to stand at the door, and not to
            let anyone in, however desperate the emergency.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beckham, evidently well prepared by Sánchez, did not deviate from the expected script. 'My dream,' he told Peréz, 'is to play
            for Real Madrid.' 'I am delighted to hear it,' replied Peréz. 'You will never regret it. We are a family. We will look after
            you well here. You are a great player. Here we will make you an even better player.' Beckham thanked Peréz for those kind
            words and then promised him that he would be watching the Atletico—Real game that night. He wished his soon-to-be new team
            good luck.
         

         
         
         
         
         Peréz in turn thanked Beckham, said goodbye, then emerged — not without a little circumspection — from the ladies' toilet,
            went over to Sánchez and gave him instructions to meet with Tony Stephens the next day to finalise arrangements. Beckham,
            who was back home in Hertfordshire having a barbecue with his family, had a conversation with his wife at the end of which
            they both agreed once and for all that, yes indeed, Real Madrid it would be. And then he sat down to watch the game. Real
            Madrid were 3-0 up within half an hour. They won 4-0 in the end.
         

         
         
         
         
         After the game Beckham phoned Stephens and asked him to go and wrap things up with Real Madrid. The negotiations between Stephens
            and Sánchez and Madrid's lawyers began the next day, a Monday, and ended on the Tuesday afternoon. Money was never discussed.
            Stephens had not been kidding when he told Sánchez that Beckham was letting his heart be his guide. There were no discussions
            about Beckham's salary or about him ceding fifty per cent of his image rights to the club. Neither was the length of the contract,
            four years, an issue. Discussion centred on small points, chiefly relating to the not unimportant question of the Beckham
            family having as soft a landing in Madrid as possible: things like provisions for Beckham's accommodation during the early
            days of his stay, help finding him a house, a school for his children, a trustworthy housekeeper.
         

         
         
         
         
         On the evening of Tuesday 17 June, with a deal done between player and club, all that remained was to notify Manchester United
            and exchange the necessary faxes to confirm the purchase and sale. But there was still one twist left to the tale. Not that
            either Real or United were now going to renege in any way on the Sardinia deal. The time for bluffing and deceit was over.
            All the cards were finally on the table. The problems that remained were purely technical. Agreeing on the right contractual
            language for the papers that needed to be faxed between the two institutions; agreeing also the wording of the press statements
            each club would be issuing, putting the world out of its misery once and for all on a saga that had been spinning on for more
            than three months. A further, and unexpected, complication would concern the actual busines of transmitting the faxes between
            Madrid and Manchester.
         

         
         
         
         
         The reason it all got so difficult was that that very night Peréz, Sánchez and two other Real Madrid officials had a long-standing
            dinner arrangement with a very important man in the business world: the president of Audi-Volkswagen, a tall and imposing
            German by the name of Dr Bernd Pischetsrieder. He was accompanied by three other senior executives of the company, one of
            them being the head man in Spain, Jesus Gasanz, from whom I heard the story of what happened in a meeting I had with him at
            his office in Barcelona six months later.
         

         
         
         
         
         Real Madrid had been negotiating a sponsorship deal with Audi in recent weeks and this dinner was a chance for the top men
            in each organisation to meet prior to ratifying the deal formally. The venue was the Audi Forum in Madrid, the focal point
            of the company's Spanish operations. The time set for the dinner was 9.30. For an event of this kind of importance no one
            ever arrives late, especially not Peréz who is a stickler for punctuality. The Real Madrid delegation were late. Ten minutes
            passed, twenty, thirty. No sign of them. Dr Pischetsrieder, a man unaccustomed to being treated with such disrespect, was
            not disguising his growing irritation. But then, to the vast relief of Audi's increasingly embarrassed Spanish contingent,
            they appeared. Shortly after ten they bundled in through the door, flustered, their minds clearly elsewhere, Peréz's and Sánchez's
            ears each to a mobile phone. 'What extraordinarily bad manners!' Gasanz recalls the Audi executives muttering. Peréz understood
            he was being rude. Interrupting his call, he shook hands briefly with the four men, assured them that when he explained they
            would understand, then he put the phone back to his ear and proceeded with his call.
         

         
         
         
         
         It wasn't until 10.30 that they managed to sit down and reveal to their increasingly bemused guests what was going on. 'We're
            in the process of completing the signing of David Beckham,' Peréz explained. 'Cadena Ser — our biggest radio station here
            in Spain — has already broken the news, saying that the deal is done. But it isn't. We haven't quite finalised all the details
            but we have to do so now because the media are all over us and Beckham is at Heathrow airport about to board a plane to Japan
            and we want to get the whole thing done and dusted before he takes off' The mood of the Audi bosses changed abruptly. On the
            one hand they were thrilled to be present at what Dr Pischetsrieder described as 'a historical moment'; more important, the
            truth quickly dawned on them that, at no extra cost than the one they had already negotiated with Real Madrid, they were going
            to get Beckham thrown into the sponsorship package.
         

         
         
         
         
         'We thought, "Great, if there had been any doubt remaining over the validity of the deal we were making with Real Madrid,
            this piece of news emphatically dispelled it,'" Gasanz told me. 'We were thrilled. If the deal with Real Madrid without Beckham
            was worth 100; now it was worth 150. We had improved on our deal by fifty per cent right there that night without lifting
            a finger, without offering a penny more. Amazing! The phone calls — to Manchester United, from the press —just kept coming
            now we had ceased to be confused spectators; we had become active participants in the drama, as anxious as the Real Madrid
            people suddenly that the deal should go through. We now had a very big vested interest in this thing coming off!'
         

         
         
         
         
         The calls kept pouring in. The Audi men hung on every word, sitting in breathless silence when it became evident that the
            call was an important one. 'We discovered suddenly,' Gasanz recalled, 'that Jose Angel's big worry was that there might not
            be anybody in his office at the Bernábeu to receive the key fax, confirming the sale, from Manchester United. It was with
            more relief than joy that we finally overheard Jose Angel confirming, at eleven at night, that the decisive letter from Manchester
            United had finally come through.'
         

         
         
         
         
         There was hardly time to raise a celebratory toast before the phones started ringing again. The whole world wanted to know
            what was going on. Peréz once more apologised to Dr Pischestsrieder. 'This is going to go down as the dinner that never was,'
            he said. The response of the Audi-Volkswagen superpresident could not have been more benign. 'Don't worry' he replied. 'If
            the dinner had unfolded normally we might perhaps have forgotten about it very quickly, or recalled it vaguely as one more
            protocol evening. As it is, we will never forget this night!'
         

         
         
         
         
         The news was ratified minutes later by simultaneous announcements on the official websites of Real Madrid and Manchester United.
            'The summer soap opera has ended,' Cadena Ser informed the waiting world. 'David Beckham, the most charismatic player in world
            football, has signed for Florentino Peréz's Real Madrid for the next four seasons.'
         

         
         
         
         
         The news shot around the globe like an electric current. Gasanz told me, 'Our people all over the world reported to us in
            huge excitement next morning that news programmes absolutely everywhere had been interrupted to break the news of Beckham's
            transfer, even in the United States.' Six months later, in December, the Associated Press conducted a worldwide poll to choose
            the number one sports event of 2003. Never mind Lance Armstrong equalling the record of five Tour de France wins in a row;
            Michael Schumacher setting even more records in crowning himself Formula One champion once again; or England becoming the
            first nation from the northern hemisphere to win the rugby World Cup. Beckham's move to Real Madrid, a transaction which involved
            no sporting activity whatsoever, was the international sports event of the year. By far.
         

         
         
         
         
         Beckham and his wife heard the news on the phone from Tony Stephens at Heathrow airport, minutes before they boarded their
            plane to Tokyo. Smiling and holding his wife's hand, off he flew, not into the sunset but towards a new dawn, happy and serene
            in the knowledge that, after all the pain and uncertainty of the previous six months, he had finally found refuge in a safe,
            magical place, a football heaven where they played football like angels, and everybody wore white.
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