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Foreword: Matchday Programme

Argentina vs France

2022 World Cup Final | Lusail Stadium | 18 December 2022





Chapter 1

BUILD-UP

Thirty-six years is a long time to carry a ghost. Argentina have been haunted by the memory of 1986 ever since, and on this December evening at the Lusail Stadium, they arrive with the chance to finally lay it to rest. France meanwhile, carry something rarer and more dangerous: the weight of history not yet made. No team has retained the World Cup since Brazil in 1962. Didier Deschamps' side stand ninety minutes from doing what no nation has managed in six decades.

Both teams have earned their place here through different kinds of suffering. Argentina were humiliated in their opening match by Saudi Arabia, a result that sent shockwaves through a squad already burdened by expectation. What followed was a transformation. Five consecutive victories, each one tighter and more desperate than the last culminating in a 3-0 dismantling of Croatia in the semi-final that announced, with some force, that this group had found itself. France lost to a rotated Tunisia side in the group stage, then proceeded to eliminate Poland, England and Morocco with a ruthless, almost mechanical efficiency. They have not been spectacular. They have been effective which is often more frightening.

The illness sweeping through the French camp in the days before this final has introduced an element of genuine uncertainty. Dayot Upamecano and Adrien Rabiot both missed the semi-final. Kingsley Coman has been affected. Deschamps has been measured in his public response, but the disruption is real.


"We are trying to manage the situation as best we can, remain calm and focused. Of course, we would have preferred not to face these difficulties, but we are managing them as best we can." — Didier Deschamps



Whether that management holds for ninety minutes, or longer, against an opponent operating at peak intensity, is one of the central questions of the evening. France's defensive structure has been their foundation throughout the tournament. If fatigue erodes it in the final quarter, Argentina will be waiting.

Lionel Scaloni has spent the week projecting calm. His side know what they are facing. They faced it four years ago in Kazan, when a teenage Kylian Mbappé dismantled them in the round of sixteen, scoring twice in a 4-3 defeat that left scars. That result lives in the Argentine memory, and it shapes everything about how Scaloni has prepared his team.


"We already know how we will play. We have a game plan and we know how to play them. We will try to not let them hurt us and to hurt them." — Lionel Scaloni



The tactical problem Mbappé poses is not simply one of pace, though his pace is extraordinary. It is the combination of directness, finishing and the ability to operate in transition that makes him uniquely dangerous against a high defensive line. Argentina's back four will need to be disciplined, compact and brave. One moment of hesitation and the game can change.

Deschamps is clear-eyed about the emotional pull surrounding his opponent's captain, and equally clear about his own team's intentions.


"I know the Argentines, and maybe some French people, want him to win it. But we will do everything to make sure that doesn't happen." — Didier Deschamps



That "him" requires no further identification. Lionel Messi arrives at this final as the undisputed centre of gravity for the entire tournament. His performances have been extraordinary — goals, assists, moments of invention that have made grown men weep in the stands. His teammates speak about him with something approaching reverence, and their collective mission has been explicit from the moment Saudi Arabia sat them down in Group C.


"People say the favourites are France. But we have the greatest player of all time." — Emiliano Martínez



Martínez himself has been central to Argentina's survival. His saves against the Netherlands, his psychological theatre in the penalty shootout, have made him as important to this run as anyone. Hugo Lloris, his counterpart, has been more quietly influential, commanding his area with the authority of a captain who understands the weight of the occasion.


"I believe the event is too massive to focus on just one player. It is a final between two big nations in football. When you face that kind of player, you need a special focus on him but it is not only about him, it is a strong team." — Hugo Lloris



Lloris is right, and it is worth holding onto that. The midfield battle between Enzo Fernández, Rodrigo De Paul and Alexis Mac Allister on one side, and Aurélien Tchouaméni and Antoine Griezmann on the other, may well determine the final before either Messi or Mbappé touches it in a decisive moment. Griezmann has operated in a deeper, hybrid role throughout this tournament, linking play and pressing with a discipline that rarely receives the credit it deserves. Argentina's midfield three will need to find him and contain him.

The bombos are already beating in the stands. Doha has felt like Buenos Aires for weeks. Inside the Lusail Stadium, under the lights, with sixty thousand people and thirty-six years of longing pressing against the walls the match is about to begin.





Chapter 2

First Half

The whistle went and Argentina moved as one body.

From the main stand, the shape was visible immediately — the front three angled not toward the ball but toward the passing lanes, cutting the angles before Lloris had even settled his first touch. The midfield three held their line behind, close enough to step, patient enough to wait. The structure had a logic that repeated itself every time France tried to build: a centre-back received, the press arrived, the options narrowed, the ball went long.

Lloris felt it in the second minute. The ball came back to him from Upamecano and two Argentine shirts were already in his peripheral vision — not sprinting, moving at a controlled pace that was somehow faster than a sprint, because it had started earlier. He punched it long. Giroud rose against Romero and the duel was over before it began — the header lost, the ball dropping into midfield where De Paul was already positioned, already moving onto it, already carrying.

The loop ran again.

Mbappé drifted deep in the third minute, looking for the ball in a position that would normally free him from his marker. Molina moved with him — not tracking him reactively, but arriving alongside him as though the movement had been anticipated. The ball came to Mbappé's feet, back to goal, Molina’s shoulder already against his. One touch back to a teammate. Mbappé jogged away. His face gave nothing.

On the touchline, Scaloni stood at the edge of his technical area with his arms folded and his weight on his left foot. He was not watching the ball. He was watching the lines — the angles of the press, the spacing of the midfield block, the distance between Romero and Otamendi at the back. The system was running. He already knew it would. Across the technical area, Deschamps was already moving — two steps left, two steps right, jaw working, talking to his assistant. The contrast was legible from the stands.

The crowd noise at Lusail was a constant pressure, ninety thousand voices pressing down on the pitch. Underneath it, the Argentine calls were short and directional — not celebrations, not encouragement, but information. Here. Step. Hold. The thud of Lloris punching long again. The crack of another aerial duel going Romero's way.

By the fifteenth minute, France had produced nothing in the Argentine half. The channels Deschamps had designed to feed Mbappé in behind were closed before they opened. Giroud received the ball in the air and lost it. He received it on the ground and was immediately surrounded. The French build-up had a shape on paper. On the pitch, it had nowhere to go.

De Paul won a second ball in the centre circle, took a touch, and played it wide. Argentina built again. The loop ran again.

The twenty-third minute arrived the way the previous twenty-two had — with Di María running the left channel pulling Hernández's attention, stretching France's defensive shape toward the touchline. He cut inside, a ghost in the box, and Dembélé clipped his trailing heel. The contact was slight, but the consequence was total.

Dembélé turned to appeal — one gesture, reflex, and then his head dropped. He had been bypassed, and in his desperation, he had reached for a player who was already gone.

Referee Marciniak's arm was already extending.


The contact is light on the heel. The stumble is inevitable. He knows the whistle is coming before the sound even leaves Marciniak’s lips. Marciniak's arm extends toward the spot. His body is already turning. The decision is made. [[23']]

Messi is forty yards away. He is already walking toward the spot. The ball is not yet in his hands and he is already walking. [[23']]



The French players appealed for a moment and then stopped. Deschamps did not move from his technical area. He turned to his assistant immediately, jaw tight, already talking. He did not protest the decision. There was nothing to protest.

The crowd noise built and then, as Messi placed the ball on the spot, it shifted — not quieter, but different. Expectant. Held.

Messi placed the ball without ceremony. He stepped back six paces. He did not look at Lloris. He did not look at the corner he had chosen. The decision had been made before he reached the spot — perhaps before the whistle had blown, perhaps long before that. He stood still. The noise was enormous and then, in the last half-second before his run-up, it became irrelevant.

Six paces. No stutter. His plant foot lands and his left foot drives through the ball — low, hard, placed to Lloris's right.

Lloris dives the correct direction. Full extension. The ball is past him before the dive is finished.

The net moves. One nil. The eruption from the Argentine end was immediate and total.

Messi turned from the goal. One arm rose — pointing upward, a single deliberate gesture — and then he walked away from the celebration, back toward the halfway line. His teammates came to him.

He accepted the contact without breaking stride. Not relief. Something transactional.

An account opened. The thirty-sixth minute arrived carrying thirty-five minutes of accumulated pressure inside it. Di María had made the run behind Hernández six times in this half.

The first time, Hernández had held his position and the run came to nothing. The third time, he had tracked Di María five yards deeper than his defensive line and recovered. By the sixth time, the tracking had become anticipatory — Hernández moving before Di María committed, adjusting his position to Di María's movement rather than to the ball.

The gap he left behind him was small. It had been opening incrementally for half an hour. By the thirty-sixth minute, it was large enough.

Messi received the ball between the lines, back half-turned to goal. One touch to control. He looked up.

The gap is there. It has been there for thirty-six minutes. He sees it before the defenders do.


He sees Di María's run before Di María has committed to it. His plant foot sets. The pass leaves his foot low and driven — threaded between two French defenders at exactly the weight Di María's run requires. [[36']]



The ball travelled through the gap in a straight line.


Di María takes it in stride. Hernández is behind him. Lloris is coming. The angle is tight. He does not think about the angle. His first touch sets it and his second touch never comes — he strikes it first-time, low, across Lloris. The net moves. Two nil. [[36']]



Di María ran. His arms spread wide, legs carrying him toward the corner flag, face broken entirely open — the expression of a man who has been waiting for this moment across twenty years of an Argentina shirt and has just received it. The Argentine bench erupted behind the technical area, bodies rising from seats, arms raised.

Scaloni's arm rose once — a single, controlled gesture — and then he turned to his assistant. Already talking. Already thinking. He had seen the slight hitch in Di María's movement after the finish. He was already counting minutes.

Messi walked.

Not jogged. Walked — deliberately, unhurried — across the pitch toward the corner flag where Di María was still running his celebration. When he reached him, he pulled him close with both arms around his neck. Not exuberance. Something quieter than that. The embrace of two men who had worn the same shirt for twenty years and had just, in the thirty-sixth minute of a World Cup Final, done what they had always been capable of doing together.

The crowd noise was total and the grass was cut short under their boots and the Lusail floodlights were very bright and none of it mattered as much as the two of them standing there, holding on.

He had been standing at the edge of his technical area since the thirtieth minute. His body gave nothing away — no gesture toward the crowd, no visible agitation, no reaction to the goal that the Argentine sections were still processing. The decision had been forming since the twenty-fifth minute, when it became clear that Dembelé was not going to win his duel with Molina, and that Giroud was not going to receive the ball in a position that mattered.

At forty-one minutes, Deschamps signalled to the fourth official.

Two boards went up in rapid sequence. Giroud's number. Dembelé's number.

In the Argentine end, the substitution boards registered as administrative detail — the crowd still vibrating from the goal, the significance of the timing not yet legible. In the French end, it was legible immediately. A double substitution before half-time in a World Cup Final. A public acknowledgement, made in real time, that the first-half plan had not worked and the players within it were not the solution.

Giroud was somewhere in the French half when his number appeared. He had been drifting toward the centre, searching for the ball, finding only space that Argentina controlled. He was not tired. He had run channels for forty-one minutes and his legs had fresh kilometres still in them — which was its own kind of indictment. He walked to the touchline without breaking stride, without looking immediately at Deschamps.

Thuram and Camavinga had been warming up since the thirtieth minute. They received their final instructions at the touchline — brief, direct — and entered during a stoppage. Immediately they began pointing, gesturing, establishing their positions in the new shape.

From his technical area, Scaloni watched.

He was not celebrating. He was registering. His expression carried the particular attention of a man who has been handed new information and is already processing what it means for the next forty-five minutes.

In the nine minutes that remained before half-time, France began to keep the ball. Thuram dropped short to receive where Giroud could not — holding it under pressure, linking play at different heights and angles. Camavinga covered ground that Dembelé had never covered. Argentina's press, which had run at full intensity for forty-one minutes found the new shape harder to navigate — different runs, different angles, different energy levels arriving from different directions. No shots. No clear chances. But longer sequences. Fewer long balls. A different texture entirely.

The crowd did not understand yet what it meant.

At forty-four minutes, Di María raised his hand.

On the bench, Scaloni had been watching his movement since the thirty-fifth minute. Acuña was already warm.

The walk to the touchline was short in distance. Di María's feet found the grass at the edge of the pitch and Scaloni met him there — a hand briefly at the back of his neck, the physical acknowledgement of what had been given — and then Di María sat, and Scaloni turned back to the pitch, and Acuña entered. The architect of the two-goal lead had finished his work.

Thirty yards away, Messi received the ball near the centre circle. In his peripheral vision, Di María's walk to the bench was present — a shape moving at the edge of awareness, the blue-and-white shirt arriving at the bench, the number twenty-two sitting down. Messi did not stop. He released the ball and moved into the next position and the match continued around him and within him.

Di María sat and watched the final minutes of the half from a different angle. He was not devastated. He was present — watching the shape of what he had helped build, watching Acuña take his position on the left, watching France's new configuration press higher without finding anything before the whistle.

The referee's arm went up at forty-five minutes plus additional time.

The noise in the stadium did not stop. It changed register — a different frequency, a different quality, the crowd releasing something it had been holding for forty-five minutes. The players stopped where they stood. Then they began moving toward the tunnel, the two teams converging from their respective halves, briefly proximate before the interval separated them again.

Argentina walked into the tunnel two goals ahead.

The lead was real. The margin was real. Di María was on the bench with forty-five minutes still to play, and France had a new shape that had spent nine minutes finding its feet, and the half-time whistle was an exhale, a pause, a door closing on everything that had been accumulated — and opening onto nothing yet.

The tunnel swallowed them.





Chapter 3

Second Half

The second half began the way the first had ended — Argentina in control, the scoreline solid, the crowd in the Argentine sections still carrying the noise of Di María's goal. But the pitch told a different story from the stands.

From above, the shape was clear before it was felt. France's blue shirts were higher now, pressing the line of Argentina's build-up ten yards further forward than they had in the first forty minutes. Camavinga was the engine of it — twenty years old, fresh since the forty-first minute, his legs carrying none of the debt that De Paul and Enzo Fernández had accumulated across the first half. He moved between the lines with a lightness that had no equivalent on the Argentine side of the pitch.

De Paul received from Romero and Camavinga was on him before he could turn. The ball went long. Argentina found it recycled, tried again — and again the press came early, the second ball won, the territory surrendered without a conscious decision being made. It happened three times in the opening ten minutes of the half. Then four. Then it stopped being incidents and became the shape of the game.

The crowd felt it before the players did. The Argentine sections had been loud at half-time — the kind of noise that celebrates what has already happened. Now there was something underneath it, a tightening, the sound of people watching something they could not name but could feel. The French end was louder. Not triumphant — not yet — but purposeful. The acoustic map of Lusail had begun to redraw itself.

Scaloni stood at the edge of his technical area and watched Camavinga, not Mbappé. His gestures were controlled — a hand signal for a tighter shape, a call for the line to hold. He had seen the territorial shift the moment it began. Without Di María on the left, there was no counter-threat to keep France's press honest. The space that had made Argentina's system work in the first half was gone, and the press that had filled it was running on emptying legs.

Messi dropped deeper to find the ball. It was not a decision so much as a drift — the natural response of a player who needs the game to come to him when the game has stopped arriving. He received in his own half, turned, drove forward, found no channel, laid it back. The pattern repeated. He was further from goal than he had been at any point in the first half, and the distance was not accidental.

The siege came in waves. Otamendi headed one. Romero cleared another. The ball came back — it always came back — and the Argentine defensive line held its shape through repetition and will rather than comfort.

The physical cost was in the details. The slight extra second before Enzo Fernández recovered his position. The way De Paul's first touch sat a yard ahead of him when it would have been clean an hour earlier. These were not errors. They were the arithmetic of a high-press system paying its debts.

Otamendi took a French cross on the side of his head at the far post — a full-contact clearance, the ball punched clear, his neck snapping with the effort. He landed, steadied, called something to Romero. The line held. France recycled. The ball came back.

Martínez's voice was constant behind them — calling for the ball, organising the shape, directing the line's depth. On corners, he commanded his box with both arms raised, his presence the unit's organising principle. He read the trajectory of each French delivery before it arrived and was already moving as the ball left the boot.

Then, at sixty-four minutes, the cage opened once.

Thuram's run in behind pulled Molina's attention a half-step to the right. Camavinga drove forward with the second ball and the pass found Mbappé in the left channel — facing forward, with room. His body processed it before anything else could: the acceleration was automatic, the drive at Molina immediate. Molina recovered. The move broke down at the byline, the ball going behind for a goal kick.

But the information had been gathered. Mbappé had been in that cage for sixty-four minutes. He had found the door. He filed it.

Martínez watched from his line, voice unbroken.

The match had nineteen minutes of normal time remaining. The scoreline had not changed.

The chapter ended here, on that stillness — the man who had won everything this half, watching the ground shift beneath his feet, knowing what the substitution meant, and not yet knowing if knowing would be enough.

The introduction of Randal Kolo Muani and Marcus Thuram back in the forty-first minute was finally bearing fruit. Fresh legs. A different kind of problem.

Deschamps had seen enough. The aerial route was closed. Otamendi and Romero had dealt with everything Giroud offered — won it early, won it clean, given him nothing to feed on. Kolo Muani was something else. He ran in behind. He ran into the channels. He ran at the spaces that Argentina had been defending without having to defend them.

Tagliafico felt it first. The first run came inside fifteen seconds of Kolo Muani touching the ball — a diagonal burst toward the left corner of the area, fast enough to pull the full-back five metres deeper than his position. Tagliafico recovered. The cross was overhit. The corner came to nothing. But the line had moved.

Five metres. Then another two. The Argentine defensive block — which had sat at forty metres for most of the second half, compact and aggressive, pressing the ball high — began to retreat. Not in panic. Not in disorder. Just in the slow, unavoidable arithmetic of pace against a defensive line that had been running for seventy minutes.

From the press box, the shape was still recognisable. The block was intact. The channels were covered. But from ground level, behind the Argentine goal, the picture was different. Emiliano Martínez could see the French attackers in the middle distance — closer than they had been. He pointed. He called. His voice carried over the noise.

Mbappé received the ball facing forward. The first time, Otamendi was on him immediately — a half-metre of space no more, and the ball played back before it could become anything. The second time, the same. The third time, Mbappé held the ball for a fraction longer, turned his shoulder, and the space was there — briefly, like a door opening and closing — before Otamendi's weight arrived and the ball went back to Rabiot.

The moment registered. Otamendi felt it register.

In the Argentine midfield, Mac Allister and de Paul were tracking back rather than pressing forward. Fernández was covering ground he had not needed to cover in the first half. The press was gone — not abandoned, but exhausted into irrelevance. What remained was the shape, and the shape was holding, and the two-goal lead was intact, and there were ten minutes left.

On the touchline, Scaloni stood at the edge of his technical area. His arms folded. Unfolded. Folded again. He watched Molina track Kolo Muani's run toward the right corner, watched the clearance, watched France recycle the ball to the left. His stillness had a different quality now than the stillness of the first half. In the first half it had been the stillness of a man watching his plan work. Now it was the stillness of a man watching his plan survive.

Messi stood near the halfway line. The ball was in Argentina's half. He did not track back. He watched.

The crowd noise arrived in waves — the Argentine sections louder than they had been, a sound that was not quite celebration and not quite anxiety but somewhere between them, the sound of people willing something to hold. The French sections were building. A different frequency. A different direction of travel.

Boots on turf. The thud of Otamendi's clearance from the edge of the area. Martínez's voice, sharp and directional the words not clear from distance but the authority in them unmistakeable.

The clock moved. France probed. Argentina cleared. France recycled.

The lead was two goals. The shape was intact. The plan was working.

Everything was fine.

Then the eightieth minute arrived with a moment of panic. Kolo Muani, too fast for a tiring backline, surged into the area. Otamendi, caught on the wrong side, reached out—a heavy hand on the shoulder, a tangle of legs. Marciniak pointed to the spot before the noise had time to form.

The Argentine wall of sound that had been building for seventy minutes cracked open. In the French sections something ignited.

Mbappé picked up the ball. He placed it on the spot. He took three steps back, one to the side. He did not look at Martínez.


The run-up is short. Four steps. His plant foot lands and his right foot swings through — low, hard, to the right. He does not look at Martínez. He has not looked at Martínez once. The ball leaves his foot and the world narrows to the bottom right corner of the goal. Two one. [[80']]



Martínez's hand touched it. The ball went in.

He retrieved it from the net himself. He did not look at his defenders. He looked at the French players walking back to their half, and he held the ball, and he breathed.

The restart came. France pressed immediately — high, urgent, as if they had not just scored but as if they were losing. Argentina tried to play out. The ball was won back in midfield. Kolo Muani received it on the left, thirty metres out, and drove toward the byline.

The cross came in.


The ball arrives at hip height, slightly behind him. He adjusts — a half-turn, his body rotating before his feet have settled, and he strikes it on the half-volley. First time. The contact is clean. He knows it before the ball has left his foot. Low. Hard. Bottom corner. Two all. [[81']]



Martínez sees the cross. He sees Mbappé adjust his body shape. He sets his feet. The ball is struck before he can commit to a direction — it is too fast, too low, too precise. His hand reaches. The ball passes it. He watches it enter the net.

He does not move for one second. Then he turns.


Messi is standing at the centre circle. His hands go to his hips. His head drops — not far, but enough. For three seconds, he is completely still. In his peripheral vision, French players are running toward each other. He does not look at them directly. Then his head comes up. Then he walks — not runs — toward the Argentine players gathering near the centre circle. [[81']]

Martínez turns from the net. The ball is behind him. His boots are on the grass and he can feel the ground through them. He looks at Romero. He looks at Otamendi. He does not look at the French players behind the goal. He starts to point. [[81']]

On the touchline, Deschamps' shoulders drop — not in relief but in release, the physical undoing of eighty minutes of held tension. Both fists clench at his sides, then open. He is already looking at the pitch. Already calculating. [[81']]



The match that Argentina had been winning was gone. What remained was a different match entirely.

Both teams reorganised. The Argentine defensive block reformed — Romero and Otamendi back in position, Molina and Tagliafico pinned to their channels, Mac Allister and de Paul dropping into the spaces they had spent the second half abandoning. The shape returned. The press did not.

Messi was higher up the pitch than he had been since the forty-fifth minute. He demanded the ball. He received it played it quickly, moved, demanded it again. De Paul found him on the right side of the area in the eighty-fourth minute — a half-turn, a shot that Lloris pushed wide. The corner came to nothing, but the intent was visible. He was spending what he had left.

France pressed for a third. Mbappé drifted between channels — right, then left, then right again — looking for the space that Argentina's reformed defence was working to deny him. In the eighty-sixth minute, he received the ball twenty-five metres from goal, cut inside Tagliafico, and drove a shot low toward Martínez's near post.


The ball comes off the outside of his boot — driven, not placed — and it is heading for the corner. He watches it leave his foot. He watches Martínez drop to his right. [[86']]



Martínez got down and pushed it around the post. He was up before the ball had reached the advertising boards already calling his defensive line higher, already setting the angle for the corner.

The corner was cleared. De Paul won the second ball. Argentina drove forward. The chance came to nothing.

The clock moved through the eighty-seventh minute. The eighty-eighth. The eighty-ninth.

Scaloni looked to his bench again—Montiel on for Molina, then later, Pezzella to bolster the air. The substitutions were defensive fortifications. The shape over the spectacle. The calculation over the instinct.

Both teams were running on reserves. Strides shortened. The transitions lost their structure — long balls contested in the air, second balls scrapped for in midfield, attacks that began with intent and ended in clearances. Argentina were surviving rather than playing. France were pressing rather than creating. The clinical edge of the eightieth and eighty-first minutes had burned itself out in the burning.

Martínez's voice was the loudest thing in Argentina's half. He caught two crosses. He distributed once under pressure, the ball finding Mac Allister's chest twenty metres out, and Mac Allister held it, and the clock moved.

Ninety minutes. Added time. Four minutes. Then five.

The whistle came.

A single sound, clean and final, cutting through ninety-five minutes of noise. Then the crowd — all of it, both sides, the whole stadium — and then something underneath the crowd that was not quite silence but was the space where silence would have been, if silence were possible in a place like this.

Players dropped to the turf. Hands went to knees. Romero stood with his head back, looking at the sky above Lusail. Kolo Muani sat down where he was, on the edge of the centre circle, and looked at the grass between his boots.

Two all. Ninety minutes played. Nothing decided.

Messi walked toward the centre circle. Seen from behind — the number ten on his back, the white and blue of the shirt, the walk that was not a march and not a shuffle but something between them, something that carried the weight of nine minutes and also the weight of everything before them. He did not look back.

The door is still open.





Chapter 4

Extra Time

The 108th minute arrived the way all the worst minutes arrive — through the door left open by exhaustion. Enzo Fernández had been carrying the ball for thirty metres, driving into space that France could no longer close because the legs required to close it had been spent somewhere in the ninety minutes before. Their defensive line sat five metres deeper than it had at any point in the match.

They were waiting. The mistake did not come. Instead, the ball arrived in the penalty area and the bodies compressed and the chaos that followed was the physical consequence of 108 minutes of football rather than any single error.

Lautaro Martínez got his shot away from close range. Hugo Lloris went full extension — strong hand, good save, the technique still present even when everything else had gone. The ball came back.

Lloris feels the impact travel through his shoulder and into the ground. The save was good. He knows it was good.

He tries to get up. His body does not respond in time. The ball is sitting loose, two metres away, and Messi is arriving and Koundé is arriving and neither of them are him.

He watches from the grass. That is all he can do. Watch.


Koundé sees it. He is already lunging, already committed, already knowing somewhere in the lunge itself that he is a fraction too late. The leg goes out. The contact is partial. The ball continues. [[108']]

The ball is there. That is all Messi processes. Thirty-five years of standing in six-yard boxes, in training sessions and cup finals and everything between, and the ball is there and the body does what the body has always done. The prod is not elegant. It does not need to be. The ball crosses the line. Koundé's leg is behind it. Lloris is on the ground to his left. Three two. Three two. Three two. [[108']]



The noise from the Argentina end was a physical thing. It pressed outward from the stands and across the pitch and into the cold December air above the Lusail Stadium and it did not stop.

Messi ran. His legs were gone and he ran anyway — toward the corner flag, arms wide, face broken open in a way that was not quite joy and not quite disbelief but something in between, something that had no name because he had not been here before, not like this, not with the door this close. His teammates chased him. They caught him at the flag and the pile of bodies grew and somewhere underneath it all a 35-year-old man was trying to breathe.

On the touchline, Didier Deschamps stood with his hands clasped in front of him and said nothing. There was nothing to say.


Mbappé stands at the centre circle. Hands on hips. The celebration is happening eighty metres away and the noise is pressing on his chest and making it harder to breathe. The scoreboard reads three two. Twelve minutes left. He has done it twice already — dragged them back, made it level, refused to let it end. The arithmetic is simple. He needs to do it again. [[108']]



He did not move. He waited for the restart.

The final twelve minutes were fragments. Fouls and stoppages and cramp and long balls that found no one. France committed players forward with no regard for defensive shape. Argentina defended with no energy left to counter. The match had stopped being football and become something else — an act of survival, contested by bodies that had given everything and were being asked to give more.

Kolo Muani found space on the right and drove the ball into the area. Gonzalo Montiel arrived late. The contact was brief and total — arm, ball, body, the exact order disputed — and Szymon Marciniak's arm went up before the noise had time to build.

The crowd understood before the whistle completed its sound.

Mbappé picked up the ball and carried it to the spot.

Emiliano Martínez stood on his line with his arms wide and his eyes fixed on the man twelve metres away. He had done this before. He had done this twice already tonight, and Mbappé had beaten him twice already tonight, and the knowledge of that sat in his chest alongside everything else.

The run-up is automatic. The placement is decided. There is no hesitation because hesitation is the thing that kills you.

He has been here a thousand times — in training, in his mind, in the dark of hotel rooms before matches. The ball goes low to the left. Martínez dives.

The ball is past him before the dive is complete. Three all. Three all.


The noise arrives a fraction of a second after the net moves, and then it is deafening, and then there is nothing left to do but walk back to the halfway line and wait. [[118']]

Martínez is on the grass. He looks up. The net is moving. He has dived the right way — he has gone left, the correct direction, the correct dive — and the ball has been too well-placed and too clean and there is nothing he could have done. He knows this. He pushes himself up. The shootout is coming. That is the only fact that matters now. [[118']]



Argentina's players stood in groups of two and three, hands on knees, heads down. The lead they had fought for in the 108th minute had been erased in the 118th. It had happened before — at 2–0, at 3–2 — and each time the ground had shifted and each time they had found a way to stand on it again.

Messi is near the halfway line. He watches the celebration. He has been here before — not here exactly, but close enough.

The lead gone. The match level. The shootout coming.

The 123rd minute arrived like a fracture in time. A long, hopeful ball from Konaté bypassed the entire Argentine structure, a desperate arc of white leather falling into the path of Kolo Muani. Otamendi, usually so certain misjudged the flight. The ball bounced once, high and inviting, and the stadium went silent.


The world stops. The ball hangs in the air, a white spark falling through the floodlights. Kolo Muani waits for the bounce, his body twisting, his laces driving through the ball with the force of a closing door. [[120'3]]

It is a strike of absolute certainty, low and hard, aimed at the corner of a nation's heart. Martínez does not move; he expands. The left leg strikes out—a rigid, impossible reflex that occupies the only path to the net. [[120'3]]

The ball meets the meat of his thigh with a dull, life-altering thud. The trajectory breaks. The ball spins toward the sky, and in the sudden vacuum of sound, thirty-six years of ghosts are finally silenced. [[120'3]]



The counter-attack that followed was a blur of blue and white—Messi to Mac Allister, the cross to Lautaro Martínez, the header that flashed wide. In sixty seconds, the World Cup had been won and lost twice over. When the whistle finally came, it felt less like a conclusion and more like a mercy.

The whistle came at 120 minutes. Players sat down on the grass where they stood. Some lay flat, staring up at the roof of the stadium.

Others walked in small circles, unable to stop, unable to sit with the stillness. The cold air pressed down on all of them equally.





Chapter 5

Penalties

The shootout begins.

Mbappe is first up. The hattrick hero. He smashes it home and France nudge ahead.

Messi then steps forward. The distance from the halfway line to the penalty spot is around 45 yards. It takes forty seconds at walking pace.

In those forty seconds, inside the Lusail Stadium, ninety thousand people generated a noise that had no single quality — it was hope and dread and anticipation and the accumulated pressure of thirty-six years pressing down on a single man's shoulders as he walked through the Doha December air toward a disc of white paint on a patch of grass. He places the ball. Steps back.

The crowd noise is there and then it is not — as if the volume has been turned down, as if the world has contracted to this spot, this ball, this 12-yard distance. The run-up is four steps. The strike is clean.

Low, to the right. Lloris goes the wrong way. The net moves.

One one in the shootout. He turns. He does not celebrate.

He walks back. Kingsley Coman walked to the spot. Emiliano Martínez is waiting.

He stands on the line with his arms wide and his eyes on Coman. The strike comes, aimed low to the keeper's right. Martínez is already there—a feline explosion of purple jersey and glove.

He beats the ball away with a strong hand, a parry that echoes in the silent French end. He stands. He screams.

The sound that comes out of him is not a word. Still one each but it's advantage Argentina. Paulo Dybala makes it two-one to the South Americans.

Aurélien Tchouaméni walks to the spot and strikes the ball wide left. It missed the post by half a metre and rolled into the advertising boards and the Argentine end detonated. Leandro Paredes steps forward to find the net.

Three one. Kolo Muani must score. He does and it's three-two.

Gonzalo Montiel walked to the spot. The stadium understood what this meant. The noise shifted — the Argentine sections rising, the French sections holding their breath, the neutral sections suspended between the two — and in the middle of it all a man placed a ball on a white patch of grass and stepped back and stood still for a moment.

The walk from the halfway line was calm. He does not know why it was calm. He expected fear and found something else — a kind of clarity, the world reduced to this spot and this distance and this ball.

He steps back. Four steps. He looks at the goal.

Lloris is there, 12 yards away, standing tall, trying to make himself large. He runs. The strike is clean — low, to the right, away from Lloris's dive.

The ball crosses the line. The net moves. Four two.

Four two. Argentina are world champions. The realisation arrives a fraction of a second late, as if his body needs a moment to process what has happened, and then it arrives all at once and his arms go wide and his knees buckle and he is on the grass and there are bodies everywhere and somewhere above the noise Martínez is sprinting from the goal line and somewhere behind him Messi is running from the halfway line and the world has changed.

On the touchline, Lionel Scaloni went to his knees.

He had stood for the entire shootout at the edge of his technical area, unable to sit, unable to look away. He had watched Messi walk to the spot and watched the ball hit the net and had not allowed himself to feel it. He had watched Martínez dive and had not allowed himself to feel it. He had watched Montiel place the ball and had not allowed himself to feel it.

His coaching staff caught him before he reached the ground. He could not speak. There was nothing to say and no way to say it.

Messi ran from the halfway line. His legs were gone and he ran anyway. He reached the pile of bodies near the penalty spot and the pile grew and somewhere inside it, pressed between teammates, held by arms he could not identify, a 35-year-old man from Rosario finally stopped running.


Argentina are the 2022 World Cup winners. []







Chapter 6

Aftermath

There are football matches, and then there are events that reshape the way the game is remembered. What unfolded at Lusail Stadium on 18th December 2022 belongs to the second category entirely. The dust has barely settled, and already it feels like something that will be discussed for decades — not just for what happened, but for how it happened, and what it cost both sides to get there.

Argentina were the dominant side across the full 120 minutes by almost every measure that matters. They controlled possession, generated more shots, accumulated a higher xG, and created more big chances. Hugo Lloris made seven saves. That number alone tells a story — France were under siege for long stretches, and yet they nearly escaped. That is the paradox at the heart of this final, and it is what makes it so difficult to process.

For 80 minutes, Argentina looked as though they were administering a controlled, professional dismantling of the reigning world champions. Messi had converted from the spot after Dembélé's clumsy challenge on Di María. Julián Álvarez had added a second. The stadium was theirs. Then, in the space of a few extraordinary minutes, Kylian Mbappé scored twice — a penalty and a volley — and the entire architecture of the match collapsed. Argentina, who had looked so composed, suddenly looked fragile. Otamendi's foul in the 80th minute had handed France the penalty that began the unravelling, and what followed was a period of genuine psychological crisis for a side that had seemed beyond reach.

Extra time brought more of the same torment. Messi restored Argentina's lead. Mbappé equalised again, completing his hat-trick. By the time the penalty shootout arrived, both sets of supporters had been through something that resembled emotional violence. The statistics — Argentina's xG of 3.23 to France's 2.27, their ten shots on target to France's five — felt almost irrelevant by then. Football had long since stopped being a game of numbers.

Emiliano Martínez was the decisive figure in the shootout, and he made no secret of his methods.


"When I see a little bit of fear, or when the player knows that if they miss they are out, or a miss gives us an 80 per cent chance of winning, that's when the chaos starts! I start whipping up the crowd, I start doing what I do." — Emiliano Martínez



His save in the 123rd minute had already kept Argentina alive. In the shootout, he turned Lusail into a psychological arena, conducting the crowd, manufacturing pressure, and feeding off the anxiety of the French takers. Whether one finds it admirable or unsettling, it worked. Gonzalo Montiel converted the decisive kick, and 36 years of Argentine waiting ended.

Lionel Scaloni, at 44, became the youngest manager to win the World Cup since César Luis Menotti. He spoke afterwards with the candour of a man who had just survived something.


"When we went around to see who wanted to take a penalty, we had two players too many. We always had players that wanted to take a penalty. Those are perhaps the toughest moments. When there are people behind the goal and 80,000 in the stadium, it's not the same as kicking while in training. But I think that it counts for something. You feel the ball, you feel the strike." — Lionel Scaloni



That detail — too many volunteers, not too few — says something important about what Scaloni built. This was a squad that had recovered from a humiliating opening defeat to Saudi Arabia and arrived at the final with collective belief intact. His tactical management throughout the tournament, and particularly his ruthless use of substitutions in this match, validated every decision he had made since taking the job.

Didier Deschamps, for his part, offered something characteristically blunt.


"We will be back." — Didier Deschamps



Three words. No elaboration. It is the response of a man who knows that dwelling on what might have been serves no purpose, and who understands that his side came closer to back-to-back World Cup titles than any team since Brazil in 1962. His double substitution at half-time — removing both Giroud and Dembélé simultaneously — was widely acknowledged as the tactical intervention that transformed France's second half. It very nearly saved them.

The central figure, as he has been for so long, was Messi. Two goals, a performance of sustained brilliance across 120 minutes, and a moment of personal completion that he reached for in the only terms that felt adequate.


"When I won the World Cup, I had the same feeling as when my children were born. It's a feeling that's hard to explain, it's so special and so big that anything I say falls short. The way our country celebrated showed how much we needed and wanted this to happen again after so long." — Lionel Messi

"It was amazing. Everything changed for me that day. We finally got what we had dreamed of so much, the thing I've wanted for so long in my career. And it finally came at the end." — Lionel Messi



There is nothing left to add to that. The debate that has followed Messi across his entire career — the one that demanded a World Cup as the price of admission to the very top of football's hierarchy — has been rendered obsolete. Goal.com put it plainly in the immediate aftermath: he is now immortal. Whether one agrees with that framing or finds it excessive, the sentiment captures the mood of a night when the sport felt as though it had resolved something it had been arguing about for years.

For Argentine supporters, the emotional journey of this single match — from euphoria to stunned silence to agonising tension to delirium — compressed everything their football has meant since 1986 into 120 minutes and a penalty shootout. For France, there is the particular cruelty of having been dead and buried, having clawed their way back twice through one player's extraordinary brilliance, and still losing. Mbappé's hat-trick in a World Cup final is a performance that deserves its own reckoning, and it will get one. But tonight, it belongs to the losing side.

The final whistle at Lusail did not just end a football match. It closed a chapter that had been open for a very long time. The final image of Lusail was not of a match, but of a man. Wrapped in a black bisht, the traditional robe of royalty, Messi lifted the gold into the night sky. The confetti was a storm of silver, the noise was a wall of thunder, and for the first time in his professional life, the man who had seen everything looked as though he finally had nowhere else he needed to be. The ghost of 1986 didn't just leave the building; it was replaced by a living sun.

Thirty-six years was a long time to wait. But as the lights dimmed in Doha, and the fans began the long walk back to the metro, the consensus was unanimous: it was just long enough.
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