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				1

				The Lions Go Kicking and Screaming

			
			Two questions.

			Why does this game seemingly drive everyone mad?

			What does it take to survive and thrive?

			That’s what’s rattling around my brain in the summer of 2024 and the months that follow as the old ones, the lions of this game, go kicking and screaming, battling past the end, with and against bodies that have given them the biggest trophies, wealth, and fame but have failed them long ago. That’s what any of our bodies ultimately do. And yet the lions still resist, struggling with the impossibility of it all.

			By the end, time blurs the dark memories, all the battles against the fear of never being enough. The lions can remember only the joy, the good stuff. Maybe that is for the best as their bones and joints begin to wither.

			For so long they have beaten back every challenge. They have won so many fights on the long climb to the sport’s summit…so many points, matches, and tournaments that felt like life and death played with the world watching. They have camped out on the summit for longer than anyone imagined they possibly could. So how could a knee, or a hip, or a stiffening spine, or the smallest drop-off in previously unmatched speed and flexibility and touch not be just another opponent to solve or a match to win on the way to yet another immortal triumph? Surely there has to be one more secret code they can unlock to solve this, to get one last adrenaline rush of glory that they believe will complete their journey rather than leave them craving more.

			The young ones are next up. They know it. They are a staggeringly gifted bunch, but they just can’t figure out how to get to where everyone says they are going to go, to emulate and overtake the lions—or how to get there without losing their minds. The young ones wonder if their minds possess the steel, and their bodies the grace and balance, to survive this dance on the knife’s edge of sanity.

			So many of the young ones, even the ones who display early greatness, descend into tears every time they lose a big match. They beg their coaches, one after another, to find them a way out of the fire, fearing, or in some cases knowing, that it has already consumed them. Full-body cramps paralyze them. Or they vomit uncontrollably in the middle of the court in the biggest tennis stadium in the world.

			Sometimes they forget how to serve a tennis ball or hit a forehand, the most basic shot in the game, the first shot they hit when they stepped onto the court as toddlers. How could this be? A couple, or maybe a few, seem to be getting closer to enlightenment, but not more than that.

			They’ll figure it out eventually, they’re sure of it. At least that’s what they tell themselves and everyone else. But do they believe it? When will their time start?

			This is where professional tennis finds itself in the mid-2020s.

			

			—

			So many moments, during the long spring and summer of 2024, when the game, the life, appears to drive so many of the best of the best to a uniquely tortured state. Their brains become incapable of sound thought and decision-making.

			In May, Rafael Nadal storms off a court in Rome. He’s lost a second-round match on his beloved red clay, managing just four games over two sets. There’s an on-court ceremony planned for the end. Flowers. A plaque, perhaps. Speeches, so many speeches. He’s been coming to the Foro Italico for twenty years. He’s won the Italian Open ten times. He won’t win another match here now. And he can’t get off the court soon enough following his 6–1, 6–3 beating from the lanky Polish problem, Hubert Hurkacz.

			Later, he will describe it like this: “I did a disaster.”

			Of course he did. It’s been eleven months since he had what should have been career-ending surgery on his hip flexor and labrum. His body doesn’t work on a professional tennis court anymore. Not the way it used to. He can’t generate the torque that drives his power and the violent topspin.

			It’s over. Everyone can see that. Except him. He insists he’d rather live with his memories of glory, that he doesn’t need another round of rapturous ovations at Roland Garros in Paris, on the red clay that made him Rafael Nadal.

			But of course he does.

			Because he has a few good days of practice without feeling the knife in his midsection or those constant twinges in his back. And just when Nadal thinks he’s likely done and out, he’s back and in with that most dangerous of thoughts: Maybe the magic is still there.

			And then Alexander Zverev, a mercurial six-foot-six German tidal wave, sends him on his way. Rafa will need one more Paris humiliation at the Olympics before accepting that he really is done, and even then he will play, and lose badly, once more.

			In late June, Andy Murray, the Scot with the metal hip, the broken body, and an unmatched love for everything about the game, is trying to play a singles match at Wimbledon—a little more than a week after surgeons removed a cyst from his spine. This is how desperate he is for one final adrenaline charge with the grass under his feet.

			He pulls out in the final hours. But there he is a few days later grinding out a last doubles match with his brother, though only barely. His body is about as limber as Ichabod Crane’s, the steps of his pigeon-toed walk as slow and short and careful as an old man’s. Of course they lose.

			On the first day of August, at the Paris Olympics, a thirty-seven-year-old Novak Djokovic, the keeper of more of the secret codes than anyone for the time being, somehow rips the gold medal from the neck of Carlos Alcaraz, the wunderkind from Spain mounting his takeover of the game. When it’s over, Novak is face down on the clay, tears streaming from his eyes, his right hand shaking uncontrollably on the crushed red brick. The Olympics is the crowning achievement in his career, the last important bauble he had yet to collect after twenty-four Grand Slam titles.

			Novak has emptied his tank. There’s an obvious, epic play here—never pick up a racket again. Could anything possibly be better than finishing a career with that elusive Olympic gold? No.

			And yet he can’t walk away. It’s the riddle of tennis greatness. When you win, you believe you will never lose. So why stop when winning feels so good and there is more winning to be done? And when you are losing, you crave nothing more than one more rush. The mind rarely lands on logic and fact—that no one wins forever, that at some point everyone can no longer win. The lions all know this intellectually. Or maybe they don’t.

			So Novak plays on, and on and on, even as the injuries and the losses to the new breed pile up on the biggest stages, stages he owned just months before.

			Even Alcaraz isn’t immune. Let’s call him Carlitos, because everyone does, and that’s what he prefers. The name suits a man who still wants to live and play with the joy of a boy who is the envy of all his rivals. It’s his superpower, and maybe also his kryptonite. It’s like that with nearly all of them these days.

			He arrives at the Olympics fresh off wins in the French Open and Wimbledon that he sandwiched around a halcyon few days of being a twenty-one-year-old in Ibiza. A happy kid, with so much to be happy about, who has had some good times in the Olympic Village, thriving as only young superstars can and should.

			But after losing that gold medal to Novak with too many wild swings of a magical forehand that sometimes just goes away, he can’t speak, his own tears, so different from Novak’s, won’t stop.

			Carlitos cries again before the summer is out, in a dark hallway under Arthur Ashe Stadium at the US Open with midnight approaching, following a second-round loss to a largely unknown Dutchman. Carlitos had wandered the court like a zombie all evening. Now his head leans against the white cinder block wall. His agent’s hand rests on his shoulder. He’s the chosen one. So why does this keep happening? Where did the magic of that first French Open title in Paris in June and his second crown at Wimbledon go? He’d thought he’d figured it all out, wrested the secrets Novak had been keeping in that ever-curious, always-seeking Serbian brain. Then just when Carlitos believes he has it figured out, it goes away. Are greatness and supremacy in tennis really that fleeting?

			Carlitos flies home to Spain and stuffs his rackets in a closet for two weeks.

			Iga Świątek, the world-beater from Poland, a country that has never had one, often lands at the same question Carlitos has: If I am so gifted, so destined to rule this kingdom, why do I often end up feeling like the world is ending? How do I get my hands on the secrets? Just when she thinks she knows them, suddenly she feels like she knows nothing at all. During tournaments, she has two states: winning and misery.

			It’s the same script that follows many of her losses. At those Olympics, she walks past a line of cameras and a scrum of journalists red-faced, her eyes spilling tears following a loss in the semis. It’s the same thing a month later at the US Open when she goes out in the quarters. She lies on a massage table after bowing out. She thought she was starting to acquire those secrets of success that are supposed to usher in eternal happiness. Now they feel more elusive than ever, and she doesn’t even know how swirly it’s about to get.

			Everywhere you look, the game tortures, pushing and tugging at its protagonists.

			Coco Gauff, the American phenom who has been hearing the words “the next Serena” since she was eight, began to fulfill that promise at nineteen, winning her first Grand Slam at the US Open. She begins 2024 musing about ten Grand Slam titles. By the end of the summer, she’s forgotten how to serve.

			Staying cool in the massive moments was once Naomi Osaka’s superpower. That superpower turned Osaka, the curly haired Japanese Haitian raised in America, into a $50 million a year multicultural phenomenon. Now, in her first season back after childbirth, that superpower has gone away, and she crumbles in those moments. The memory of the player she was haunts her.

			Frances Tiafoe, the American who could win every Grand Slam if tournaments awarded the trophies to the player with the most natural charisma and crowd appeal, thinks he’s made for those moments and the bright lights. Then he’s under them in Arthur Ashe Stadium, a couple of games from the US Open final. His body seizes up with tension. He can barely land a serve. Soon his good friend Taylor Fritz is roaring past him into the final.

			Fritz has one of the best serves in the sport. So why can’t he land it in the first game of that final two days later against Jannik Sinner, the cool northern Italian redhead with the Germanic roots and the most punishing of ground strokes. Sinner eats him alive. At twenty-three, Sinner is fast figuring out the codes. Carlitos may be just a little better at tennis, though. If only that was all that mattered.

			Andrey Rublev, the sensitive Russian everyone agrees is the kindest player in the game, has plenty of gifts, and one of the game’s most dangerous forehands. He has the flowing strawberry blond hair of a lead guitarist in the band your kid is obsessed with and the sweetness of the boy who grew up next door. So how come Rublev struggles to get through a tight match or a dip in form without abusing himself?

			Sometimes he smacks his leg with his racket until the blood streams from his knee. He speaks with mental coaches as often as he speaks with tennis ones, trying to figure out why he becomes someone he cannot recognize on the court.

			“Little by little they fix me,” he says on a warm August morning near the end of that wild summer.

			A few days later he bloodies his finger while slapping his face following a few bad points.

			

			—

			Every sport endures transitions from one generation to the next.

			Roger Staubach gave way to Joe Montana, Steve Young, Troy Aikman, Brett Favre, and then Tom Brady and Patrick Mahomes. Magic Johnson and Larry Bird, to Michael Jordan, to LeBron James. Once upon a time, golf went from Arnold Palmer to Jack Nicklaus, Tom Watson, Greg Norman, and then to Tiger Woods.

			The tennis evolution of the 2020s is something of another order of magnitude. Tennis had its versions of Palmer, Nicklaus, Watson, Norman, and Woods all playing at the same time, battling one another nearly every month or so, for a decade and a half, in the form of Roger Federer, Rafael Nadal, Novak Djokovic, and Serena Williams. Toss in Andy Murray and Venus Williams for some stretches, too.

			And then came the moment the lions began to fade, and this mad adventure of trying to figure out how to fill the void began. Who knew that a stylistic sea change was in store? That filling the void would require a transformation of how the sport would be played at its highest level? The dawn of a new era of first-strike tennis, or something darn near close to it at times. The only way to survive is to rid the mind of fear, and attack, and attack, and attack, with little concern for the consequences, as though that’s even possible.

			Carlitos, Coco, Iga, Sinner, and a Belarusian named Aryna Sabalenka all insist they are up to the task, with varying degrees of conviction. It’s just that no one told them it was going to be this hard. That the goalposts had shifted.

			Carlitos and his crowd contend with two sets of opponents: the ones who stand on the other side of the net when they go onto the court, and all those GOATs whose shoes they need to figure out how to fill. What’s riding on it? Only the health and well-being of an entire sport, plus their families’ income and quality of life, their own identities, and the mission to make lost childhoods worth it.

			There is no instruction manual lying around to help someone navigate their way through a sport and a culture seemingly designed to mess with their brains. And there’s no one willing to share all those secret codes.

			What is it going to take? How will they ever solve this?

			Just one way, really. As the yogis say: The only way out is through.

			There’s a catch, though. They may not get through. And even if they do, they might still wonder if handing their life over to this was worth it in the end.

			All they need are those secret codes that will make it possible, leading anyone who acquires them to tennis Shangri-la.

			Won’t they?

			

			• • •

			Amid all the encounters with the souls tortured by wins and losses, I keep wondering if maybe spending a little more time with the players from Ukraine might help reveal some codes.

			There’s Elina Svitolina, the best player Ukraine has ever produced, the queen bee of the Ukrainian women. She’s the adult in the room. She raises millions of dollars for relief efforts following the Russian invasion in 2022. Between tournaments she flies from her home in Monaco to Poland and boards a nine-hour train to Kyiv. What should be a two-and-a-half-hour flight is a fourteen-hour journey to see her eighty-six-year-old grandmother, Tamara, in Odesa.

			Or she might head up to Kharkiv. That’s where she attended a tennis academy as a teenager and turned herself into Elina Svitolina. Depending on the day, Kharkiv is roughly a dozen miles from the front lines.

			She’d just returned from there one morning in February 2025 when she popped onto my computer screen for a catch-up chat. About three hundred kids had shown up from all over Ukraine for a clinic she held with Sergiy Stakhovsky, the former player who retired the day after the war broke out and enlisted. She’d been on the court with him for six or seven hours and loved every minute of it. She soaked up the little and big moments of making a kid growing up in the middle of a war smile, or even laugh.

			“I want to bring them this small hope, for the future, for a better future,” she says. A few days later she’s off to Indian Wells.

			Later that week, in the California desert, Dayana Yastremska tells me to move a little closer to her so she can show me something on her phone.

			Yastremska is Svitolina but a decade younger, also from Odesa. Tons of talent but still trying to find her way on the tour. Same misery of trying to balance pro tennis with the daily worries about her father and sister ending up buried in rubble. It’s early March 2025, a week after President Donald J. Trump and Vice President J. D. Vance picked a fight with President Volodymyr Zelensky of Ukraine in the Oval Office. Yastremska has just pasted Ons Jabeur in Indian Wells.

			She opens the app Telegram on her phone, like she does every morning when she wakes up and as soon as every match ends. At this point it’s as routine as shaking the hand of the chair umpire.

			She starts tapping on different tabs. This is the one that tells her where the recent bombs have fallen. This is the one that tells her where the air strikes are headed, whether her sister and father are at home or in a bomb shelter.

			Marta Kostyuk, the elegant rising star from Kyiv, shrugs off the balancing act required to spend most of your waking minutes worrying about the people you love and what they might be experiencing thousands of miles from where you are, then morphing into solipsism for training or a match.

			“Everyone is going through something in their lives,” Kostyuk says one afternoon in Indian Wells that year.

			There’s a saying people use a lot back home, she says. She keeps coming back to it. Something she tells herself off the court and on it as well. It sounds more poetic when the words flow off her tongue in her home language, but the English translation lands pretty well, too. And it goes like this: “Everything will be fine,” she says. “And if it’s not fine, it just means it’s not the end.”

			Somehow, there has to be some sort of code in that.

			

			• • •

			So what are these secret codes of tennis greatness anyway?

			One thing becomes apparent from hanging around with and listening to the best of the best players in the sport for a few years: No one can spell out all the codes in their entirety. More often than not, they are lived rather than taught or spoken about. It’s not actually clear whether they can be learned or just felt and experienced. Like pure speed or hand-eye coordination—maybe you’re born with them, or maybe you aren’t. Or maybe you do master them for a magical two weeks—and they just…go…away.

			How do young players really learn to have gratitude for an opportunity to be in the crucible of a deciding set, feeling the heat of an all-time great opponent across the net, millions of eyeballs around the world taking this in, and half of them—if the young ones are lucky—rooting for them to crumble?

			Do they know why they are doing this? Or do they wake up one day and they’re twenty-one, or twenty-nine, after they’ve done nothing else with their lives the past twenty years and it all feels, well, kind of empty? They can’t even remember anyone actually asking if this is how they wanted to spend their life. So what’s the point? Who are they anyway beyond this weird thing they do with a racket in their hand?

			Is there a secret way of dealing with that?

			Many of the people they are closest to will mostly see them this way. So what do the young ones see when they put the racket down? And are they able to express that when they pick it up? In its highest form, tennis becomes a vehicle for self-expression. But if they don’t know the self they are trying to express, then it’s just a game of forehands and backhands. For it to be self-sustaining in the way it was for those lions, the game needs to be something more.

			They need to evolve, to stay one step ahead of an ever-changing game. That means figuring out a balance between resting and pushing, taking the occasional break to decompress, to get time off the hamster wheel and restore the body and the mind. Careful though, not too much rest. There’s a horde coming for their job if they’re gone too long, and those new kids coming along have spent years honing the tools not only to catch up but to step on their faces and not feel the least bit bad about it.

			Can they maximize their outrageous physical talent? They’d better. This is the era of the unicorn, when winning the big prizes requires preternatural greatness. Only the most exceptionally outrageous talent gets to the mountaintop. They may be greater than all but a handful of people in the world, but that might not be good enough to get the trophies everyone really cares about.

			They’re going to need to understand time. How to race against it, and know it’s slipping away in this eyeblink of a career. The best moments might already be gone. They may even know that, and still they have to chase them.

			They’re going to have to constantly ask whether the problem they are trying to solve is mental or physical, whether the flaws lie in their head or in their hands. Coming up with the right answer might be the difference between sanity and madness.

			And here’s a weird one—maybe even the most important code: They need to give themselves permission to lose. They will lose a lot on their way up the mountain—and even when they get to the top—and that needs to be okay. Everyone who has picked up a racket has lost a lot. So care deeply, but also don’t really care at all. Play. Always play. And know that the thing that matters most is what you do next.

			Oh, and if they do get to the top of the mountain, they better be prepared for a glorious view and people constantly trying to grab hold and toss them off a cliff. That’s going to happen. Just about every week.

			Got all that? Probably not. No one has all of it. Not all the time, anyway. And once someone does, the body might be too shot to play with the best anymore. One of the Jedis who had the codes once said that. Only a few have ever proved him wrong. Even for them, the reprieve was temporary. The next ones are always coming, as hungry as any who have come before them, and probably even hungrier, to figure out what it’s going to take to get where everyone has always told them they are going.

			Everyone searching. Nearly everyone lost. And even once they are sure they have seized upon that indescribable “it,” soon they are lost again.

			And like the sport itself, the search goes on and on, until the brain or the body or both give way, and the next ones come along. As they always do.

		

	
		
			
				2

				The Next One

				Carlitos

			
			It’s February 2021. Melbourne, Australia. A pandemic ravages the rest of the globe.

			I’m sitting in a nearly empty John Cain Arena, the 10,500-seat concrete edifice and one of the big show courts of the Australian Open. I’m watching a man make a mess of a boy. In practice.

			Rafael Nadal is on one side of the net. He’s come out in a sleeveless orange shirt. His biceps and triceps ripple through the openings. The shirt clings to his chest, making him look bulkier than usual, especially compared to when he’s wearing regular clothes or a sweatshirt in a post-match news conference. In those instances, he looks nearly normal, like someone who played a sport in college—it’s not clear which one—and now works at a hedge fund.

			On the court, at this practice, he looks like a linebacker.

			That’s not unintentional. On the other side of the net stands Carlos Alcaraz. Carlitos.

			We start with him because he is the story of modern tennis—the expectations, the single-minded pursuit since just past his toddler years, the chase to catch the greatest of the greats and also be the cash machine that his family’s fortunes ride on, and the occasional yearning to disappear, and a tendency to succumb to panic, at least in the beginning.

			Carlitos is a compatriot of Rafa’s. A hot seventeen-year-old prospect. And also a potential foe. Maybe at this tournament. Certainly at another before very long.

			So let him feel what those arms look like up close. Let him remember that he is a seventeen-year-old boy among men, at least now, before he’s even played a Grand Slam match. Pro tennis is a brotherhood, especially for players from the same country. It’s also a jungle.

			Rafa starts whacking balls across the net. The first forehand zings. The second one rockets even faster. Carlitos struggles with the pace. Balls carom off the rim of his racket. Has he ever felt pace like this before? Unlikely. He barely finishes taking back his racket when Nadal’s balls jump off the court at him, zipping past his hips before he can get his stroke going. Another ball clanks off the edge of his strings. Another goes into the net. Then Rafa starts curling balls into the corner that Carlitos struggles to put back into the court. This is ugly.

			Carlitos has won three matches in qualifying to make the main draw.

			He beat David Goffin of Belgium, ranked fourteenth in the world, in a tune-up tournament. He is feeling pretty good about his month. Now, just before his Grand Slam, he’s getting abused.

			After ten or twelve minutes, it’s time for a break. Rafa shakes his head as he walks to the side to grab a bottle of water and chat with his team. At the start of a practice Rafa and every other player want to find some rhythm. He can’t find rhythm if half the balls he hits don’t come back.

			Carlitos heads over to the side for some water and a chat with his crew. He also gives his head a shake. It holds a different emotion than Rafa’s. This is embarrassing.

			Can he see, amid the shame, what’s going on here—the hazing? It’s also a learning moment. He’s hit with top pros before, of course. But a legend, preparing to try to win his twenty-first Grand Slam title? This is different.

			Out they go again. Rafa whips some more balls, Carlitos hits a few more rims. But then, little by little, he adjusts. Slightly earlier on the takeback. A bit more comfort with the pace. He breathes. He figures it out. He starts to hang with Rafa, at least. It’s practice. But maybe he can do this.

			Outside the cloistered world of professional tennis and its most intense followers, Carlitos is unknown at this moment. Even most tennis insiders have no clue. The ones who do display a mix of irrational exuberance and rightfully held skepticism. They’ve seen this movie many times before—the overhyped next big thing.

			Phenoms are an archetype of tennis, something the sport has to have to sustain itself. It also may be the essential ingredient that turns this sport into the cruelest of games.

			Most phenoms stumble early, hitting a ceiling once the big boys and grown women are standing on the other side of the net. The children have come to steal their Rolex deals and prize money. The wizened pros pick apart weaknesses that only they can see and expose them as only they can.

			The memories of Donald Young, the greatest junior anyone had ever seen, now drifting somewhere in the pickleball wilderness. Grigor Dimitrov toils somewhere on these Aussie Open grounds, destined to battle forever against the “Baby Fed” nickname bestowed on him half a tennis lifetime ago, when his one-handed backhand made some think the next Federer had arrived. He’s had a nice career. Tens of millions of dollars banked. A life in Monaco filled with fashion-model girlfriends. But “Baby Fed”? Nope.

			This boy, Carlitos, is supposed to be different, a true chosen one.

			They all are, of course.

			“He has intensity, he has the passion, he has the shots,” Nadal tells me when I ask him about the seventeen-year-old boy Spanish tennis hopes can be the next Rafa. But all that—the passion and the talent—guarantees very little, Rafa warns.

			How much can he improve? Will he work and live the way one has to work to become an amazing champion rather than merely a very good player?

			“That will make the difference,” he says.

			Fair enough. This is Rafa-speak for: Is he just here to play around, or can he acquire and live by the codes?

			The next Rafa? We shall see.

			

			—

			A couple of days later, I’m sitting in another mostly empty stadium in Melbourne Park, this one far smaller than John Cain Arena.

			Court 17 is in the Australian Open hinterlands, with a seating capacity in the hundreds. The stadium could be anywhere. It sits on the other side of a fence from a construction site and railroad tracks. The court is on a slab of land that feels annexed from the Melbourne Cricket Ground’s back parking lot, which is also on the other side of that fence.

			This is a Grand Slam court that feels like the minor leagues. It’s as though the tournament director had yet to catch up with any of the buzz about Carlitos when he made out the schedule. It’s the first matchup, on the first day of the tournament, on a court that requires a map for most people to find.

			Carlitos has gotten a break, drawing another qualifier, who is playing his first Grand Slam main-draw match—Botic van de Zandschulp, eight years older, a six-foot-three, twenty-five-year-old man with a hammer of a serve. If tennis fairy dust is a thing, some was sprinkled on Carlitos on draw day. If the price of drawing another Grand Slam virgin is a court assignment in the Australian Open boonies, he’ll take it.

			Sure, there’s a pandemic going on, but that’s not why there are maybe a dozen of us watching, including Carlitos’s coach, Juan Carlos Ferrero, the former world No. 1, and Pablo Carreño Busta, another Spaniard, a top 20 player twelve years older than Carlitos. Australia’s borders are closed but society is open. Covid has been largely snuffed out here. There are plenty of packed courts teeming with fans on this day, just not this one, with two unknown qualifiers battling for a place in the second round.

			Carreño Busta has become a second big brother for Carlitos, who has a big brother, Álvaro. Like Carlitos, Carreño Busta trains at Ferrero’s academy in Villena, near Spain’s southeast coast, about an hour from Carlitos’s home.

			Before Carlitos headed onto the court, Carreño Busta pulled him aside.

			He could see the tension in the boy’s eyes. He knew Carlitos’s stomach was churning. Carlitos has been born with tennis talent to burn. He’s grown into a six-foot man-child with thick thighs. He’s also a kid who feels his feelings. All of them. This will always be true, a blessing and a curse.

			Stop for a minute, Carreño Busta told him. Savor this moment. There will never be another first match at a Grand Slam.

			Carlitos listens. The nerves are still there, but it’s okay. Nerves are inevitable. How you experience them is a choice. They can be a sign that an opportunity beckons, that you are alive.

			Carlitos goes onto the court and blitzes Van de Zandschulp. He wins the first set in twenty-five minutes. He channels those nerves into a fury of ripping forehands, sneak attacks into the net, crushing overheads, and these side-spinning volleys that leave Van de Zandschulp staring down at the court like a player questioning his chosen endeavor.

			For Carlitos, the day is all about fist pumps and finishing. He pulls back games that Van de Zandschulp seemed to have in hand. At seventeen, a match like this can feel like it’s a few bad strokes from slipping away. But Carlitos finishes it off. Carreño Busta and Ferrero rise and let out a yell. They clap for a few seconds, the only ones making that noise on that court. It’s even emptier than it was an hour before. If there’s anyone on the grounds in the know about the supposed next big thing, they’ve got better things to do.

			Van de Zandschulp is a man. He’s lost to a boy, 6–1, 6–4, 6–4, over the course of a couple of hours and seventy-three unforced errors. Yikes.

			Three years have passed since Alcaraz first landed at Ferrero’s academy. His agent, Albert Molina, who had worked forever with another top Spaniard, David Ferrer, had convinced Ferrero and his academy he could handle this chosen one better than anyone else. So far, so good.

			I wander over to Ferrero to get his read on what has just unfolded, and what is possible, here and in the months ahead. They are not in a rush, Ferrero tells me, but he has a sense of what’s coming.

			“This year I think he is going to make a really big step,” he says.

			He doesn’t specify what that step might look like. The boy is seventeen years old, with a serve that can barely do any damage. There’s a process underway that he isn’t about to measure in wins and losses. This win has made for a lovely afternoon. That practice session with Rafa and another with Andrey Rublev, a top 10 player, may have been just as valuable.

			“He got to see what great players do,” Ferrero says.

			

			—

			About ninety minutes later, I head out for a walk across Melbourne Park with this boy. Acne dots his cheeks. He’s easy with a smile, chuffed at the idea that someone from far-off America wants to talk with him about his tennis.

			As we walk, tennis fans clad in Lycra T-shirts, Bermuda shorts, and sundresses stream past us. No one asks for an autograph or a photo. No one even slows to figure out if the boy in the purple Nike tennis kit is anyone they should know. Maybe they shouldn’t. He’s a teenager still outside the top 140.

			He’s heard all the chatter about Rafa forever. He finds it a bit odd. “I really think my game is more like Federer,” Carlitos tells me as we walk. Federer’s poster graced the wall of his bedroom in El Palmar, a small town in southeast Spain. Carlitos has modeled his game on Federer’s. He wants to float to every corner of the court. To dance across the lines with an ethereal ease and grace. To rotate his hand just so, at the moment of contact, to put that magical spin on the ball that will land and twirl it just where and how he needs it to. He wants not just to win but to triumph with a dynamic and beautiful aggression that steals the breath of everyone who watches it.

			He doesn’t mean this with any offense to Rafa, he says, another hero of his. I ask him about that practice, how it felt to be on that court with, at that moment, the greatest player of all time. A twenty-time Grand Slam champion with more big titles to come, as big a sports hero as his country had ever known.

			Carlitos grits his teeth and squints, as though someone had just pinched him with a clothespin. The memory hurts.

			“He tries to hit harder on every ball,” he says, his mind still a little blown from the experience.

			You don’t say…

			As we walk, it’s possible Carlitos has never felt better in his tennis life. He has just done something special. He’s won his first Grand Slam main-draw match, the first best-of-five-sets match he’s played in his life. That makes this a day he will never forget.

			He tells me of his obsession with Real Madrid. Rafa’s favorite team, too, as it so happens. Like Rafa, Carlitos was plenty good at soccer as a young boy, though he stopped playing when he was ten, younger than Rafa was when he quit. Both were good enough to have to make a legitimate decision whether to pursue a career in soccer or tennis.

			Our conversation wanders as we do. Carlitos tells me he’s more into Instagram than TikTok. The weeks at the Ferrero Tennis Academy are long and lonely, he says. He misses his friends in El Palmar. He liked attending regular school, palling around with boys he grew up with.

			Attending high school online, studying a few hours alone each day, that’s never been a favorite activity. He goes home every week or two, but only as training and tennis travel allow, he says. At least that’s how it was before the pandemic. Now everything involves strange calculations about the virus.

			There’s a tilt to his head as he speaks, a twinge of one eye, gestures that will become so familiar when he’s feeling some hard feelings. Talking about something that carries some pain.

			We’re getting close to where he needs to be. Fans in caps and sunglasses keep streaming past us. They are far more disguised than Carlitos is. He’s not wearing a cap or sunglasses or anything that might keep a throng away. No need. He’s in his tennis shorts and sneakers. He’s still a nobody, wandering about the grounds in the anonymity that will soon disappear, never to return.

			Then we’re there, at the player area where he needs to be. He’s got to grab his stuff from his locker and head back to his hotel for some rest. He turns and flashes that big teenage smile. He swings his right arm around toward me and gives me one of those cupped handshakes, as though we’ve just finished a practice set.

			“Thank you, amigo,” he tells me.

			And then he’s off to a quiet afternoon, and to a different life that will be here soon enough.

			

			• • •

			Over the next year and a half, Carlitos breaks out in the fashion of that age-old cliché about how people go bankrupt—slowly and then all at once.

			For those in the know, Carlitos’s rise has been a long time coming. These are the touring pros who started practicing with him when he was fourteen. The tennis obsessives who comb chatter sites for tips on the talented juniors. The fans and agents and marketing scouts who travel to Tarbes, in the French Pyrenees, each year to attend Les Petits As (The Little Aces), the premier fourteen-and-under tournament. To all those folks, Carlitos is an indie rock band they discovered long ago.

			The scintillating power, the pillow-soft touch, the ability to win points from deep behind the baseline or with one of those cruel, slicing volleys at the net. They’ve seen it all for years. Carlitos was always going to happen. The only question was how fast.

			Now there are steady flashes and signature triumphs. A first tour title in Croatia in July 2021, just five months after our walk in Melbourne Park. He wins a first championship at a Masters 1000, the level just below a Grand Slam, in Miami in April 2022. Then, a little more than a month later, he wins another of those in Madrid, where he beats a banged-up Nadal and a rusty Novak Djokovic on consecutive days.

			And then a little more than eighteen months after that drubbing of Van de Zandschulp, finally…there is the US Open in the late summer of 2022. Carlitos strikes like a lightning bolt in the middle of the New York night. Sports fans in Europe catch the last minutes of his epic five-set quarterfinal duel with Jannik Sinner, once a top junior skier from Italy, as they are rubbing the sleep out of their eyes. Yes, the Spanish boy and the carrot-topped Italian are still performing tennis acrobatics so late that it is morning in Europe by the end. Two preposterously talented phenoms sweat out the heavy, predawn hours sprinting into every corner of the court, saving match points, trading comebacks.

			As the clock ticks close to 3:00 a.m., Carlitos looks into the crowd. He sees thousands of fans packing the lower bowl of Arthur Ashe Stadium. He can’t quite believe what’s going on. So many points become duels fought outside the tramlines of the doubles alleys, in regions of the court other players barely use. This is tennis as a kind of solar storm, an experience that zaps out the way everyone thinks about the modern game.

			And then Carlitos is lying on his back in the middle of the court, the winner of a five-hour-and-fifteen-minute quarterfinal battle that will play on newscasts for the next two days.

			My father calls me. He’s in his eighties, mostly focused on baseball this time of year. Still bitter about the Brooklyn Dodgers abandoning him seventy years ago. Always annoyed at the shortcomings of their National League replacements, the Mets. He was watching the early parts of this match and caught the highlights of the end. He says Alcaraz is the only tennis player who has ever made him gasp.

			That sounds about right.

			The sun is already up when Carlitos arrives back at his hotel. He sleeps for a few hours. He walks around the city to loosen up his legs. He has a massage. He soaks his sore feet. An ice bath, of course. Tennis players have grown addicted to ice baths.

			He sleeps some more. He does not practice until the next day, hitting for just thirty minutes before his semifinal.

			And then he creates a whole other set of highlights, in another five-set duel in Arthur Ashe Stadium, this time in the semifinals against Frances Tiafoe.

			Michelle Obama sits in the front row. Hollywood and NBA stars dot the crowd. Carlitos is a long way from Court 17 in Melbourne now.

			Once more, magic flies off the rackets and they trade comebacks and light up New York. Another slew of boldface names will arrive two days later for the official coming-out party, to watch Carlitos collect his first Grand Slam title and become the youngest world No. 1 in men’s tennis history.

			All it takes is a record twenty-three hours and forty minutes of tennis across seven matches, the most time anyone has ever spent winning a Grand Slam. Slowly, and all at once.

			Ferrero pronounces that Carlitos has reached perhaps 65 percent of his potential. Ferrero has always leaned pensive, even as a player. He rarely stands during matches, even when Carlitos pulls off a miracle. He still has the haircut of a teenage surfer, the rail-thin physique of a vegan yogi.

			He’s just a year older than Federer but retired two tennis eras ago. Ferrero is an old soul, with crow’s-feet peeking out around his eyes. He’d be fine if he never had to talk into a microphone again.

			Maybe that would have been for the best. The 65 percent comment does not land very well with the other 127 players in the US Open men’s field. Even if Ferrero might have been right—and he may well be—it’s not a particularly sporting thing to say.

			Surely, it doesn’t land well with Djokovic. He is four thousand miles away, at home in Serbia, unable to travel to the United States to participate in the tournament because he has refused to get vaccinated against Covid. It’s a statement that disrespects other players, the ultimate Novak no-no, and another part of the code you have to learn by violating it.

			Novak knows the dark arts of tennis gamesmanship. He knows everyone in the locker room will hear Ferrero’s claims about Carlitos’s potential and they will be seriously annoyed and also shudder. That’s probably what Team Carlitos wants.

			He’s just beaten the field. He’s nineteen. Imagine how good he will become when he learns how to serve and plays smart instead of like a maniac magician.

			But dark arts are one thing. Disrespect is another. Novak does not tolerate disrespect against fellow players. Even the ones he doesn’t like. There’s also a redheaded Italian kid named Sinner who nearly knocked Carlitos out. He’s pretty good, too. And he’s listening.

			That’s all a matter for another day. Carlitos is nineteen. He is the king of New York. And all at once he is on a glide path to inheriting the sport’s throne from the Roger-Rafa-Novak troika that had ruled tennis since the early 2000s.

			Or is he?

			An abdominal virus sidelines him for the fall, including the season-ending, $10 million tour championship. Then, during his final practice session in southern Spain before he travels to Australia’s summer of tennis, he sprints to catch up with a drop shot. The hamstring pops. He’s out of the year’s first Grand Slam, the Australian Open.

			Suddenly, the glide path doesn’t seem so smooth after all. Maybe the boy wonder’s body is brittle. No matter how talented he might be, no matter how many gasps he elicits from my dad and the adoring crowds who pack the stands for his matches, he can’t win if he doesn’t play.

			Maybe he’s not what everyone thought. He has yet to beat any of the gods of the sport at one of the four most important tournaments, the Grand Slams. Roger and Rafa and Novak vanquished two generations of rising stars, stomping on their once seemingly inevitable rises, like Lucy yanking the football from Charlie Brown, over and over and over. Federer has retired, but Rafa and Novak will cede nothing to Carlitos. If he wants it, then he is going to have to take what has rightly been theirs for the better part of two decades.

			They know how good he is. And on another level, they see him as little more than fresh meat. He has his purpose, to show the world this dynamic style of the sport that he is capable of. He’s got every ounce of tennis genes anyone could possibly hope for. He’s pretty sure that being on big stages with bright lights and the most pressurized moments is his happy place. But he’s only nineteen. He doesn’t know what he doesn’t know—not the way the lions do. But he will begin to understand before very long. It will start slow and then happen all at once.

			

			• • •

			To the tight-knit circle around Carlitos, the injuries and the dearth of wins on the biggest stages in the sport against the biggest stars are mere details. They are a matter of time and timing, draws and matchups. The Carlitos era is here, and none too soon for them.

			For the team that has raised Alcaraz, Carlitos is their boy, but he is more than that—he is also their meal ticket. He is a blessed combination of genes, hard work, and kismet. The work comes at the expense of friendships, a normal childhood, even the assumption of unconditional parental love. Work that is likely to produce more than $1 billion for him and his family over the next decade.

			His family turned their lives upside down, borrowing money and prioritizing him over his siblings at times to bring him to this moment. Now comes the ultimate payback that so many other families who made those sacrifices will never see—a hallowed spot among the all-time greats.

			If only Carlitos could acquire those codes, and at this point it’s not clear he knows they exist. He’s got a team that is supposed to help him figure it out, but can they? Or will they just treat him as a vehicle to fulfill their own unrealized dreams?

			And who is Team Carlitos, anyway?

			His grandfather, Carlos, is the patriarch. He built the tennis club in his hometown of El Palmar, Spain, where Carlitos first felt the thwap of a tennis ball against his strings. He occupies the elder statesman role.

			There is also Carlitos’s father, another Carlos, once a top Spanish prospect who ran out of money and had to cut his career short when he was twenty. He holds the power, for the time being, with Carlitos still evolving into a full-fledged adult, mostly listening when his parents lecture him on how to behave before a night out.

			He, along with Carlitos’s mother, Virginia, are the deciders on matters large and small, with Virginia serving as the voice of love, the one who prioritizes her son’s happiness and sanity above all else. She knows that Carlitos does not leave his emotions in his locker. He doesn’t become someone else when he walks onto a court, as other players do. When he is sad and lonely and worn, his tennis suffers.

			Álvaro, Carlitos’s older brother, is never far away. He played tennis, too, just not nearly as well. Occasionally he will hop onto a practice court and hit with his little brother. But that’s not his real job. His assignment is to keep his brother company as he crisscrosses the globe, to ward off the loneliness that can crush even the most fervent tennis soul.

			Ferrero, the coach and former world No. 1, who has guided Carlitos since his early teenage years, is the tennis godfather. He is also the surrogate dad when Carlitos’s actual dad isn’t on the road with his son. He runs the academy where Alcaraz lived during the week and attended online school.

			He embraced this project when Carlitos was fourteen, dumping Alexander Zverev, an established star, to mold a new one. That proves to have been a pretty wise move.

			One of the smartest players on the tour, Zverev turned out to be a serious handful, coachable only by his father and his brother on any kind of long-term basis. He’s the strangest of men—thoughtful and analytical one moment yet also dogged by allegations of abuse from two former girlfriends, one of them the mother of his child. He has long denied the allegations. He can tear up at losses, especially when he’s played sublime tennis for nearly two weeks and comes within a whisper of a Grand Slam title. He can also take his racket to the umpire’s chair and violently smash it within inches of the official’s foot in the most threatening way. He knows about the codes, and as he gets older he begins to realize he’s probably never going to quite figure them out.

			It goes better for Ferrero with Carlitos. He mostly listens, even if the boy does jet off to Ibiza with his buddies occasionally for a few days of havoc. Ferrero is the one whose approval Carlitos is always seeking. For most tournaments, he sits courtside and is in constant communication with Carlitos on everything from court position to serve location.

			After nearly every good and great shot, Carlitos glances over with a fist pump. In return he receives a subtle nod or a reassuring squint.

			Sometimes there’s a secret signal that tells Carlitos where to serve or return. This is how it’s always been. There is no sign that dynamic will shift anytime soon, though of course it eventually does. At times, a family obligation or another complication (his own knee surgery in 2024) prevents Ferrero from being courtside. When that happens, Carlitos can feel lost, though as he grows older, Samuel Lopez, a veteran coach who worked with Carreño Busta, will become a second coach and can help fill the occasional void, until ultimately Carlitos realizes he can live without his tennis godfather, as they all eventually do, and Lopez is all he needs. A coach, but not a godfather.

			Albert Molina, the agent at the sports conglomerate IMG who signed Alcaraz when he was thirteen, stays close and inside the inner circle, too. He sits with Ferrero and then Lopez at nearly every match. He stands off to the side or sits in a back row at every Carlitos appearance.

			Before Carlitos, Molina guided the career of David Ferrer, once a top 5 player with only a fraction of the natural physical gifts of Carlitos. Was Ferrer 150 pounds dripping wet? Something like that. No matter. He could go for a ten-kilometer run after a five-set match, which helped. Ferrer ended up a very rich man, mostly thanks to his work ethic and to Molina.

			Within Spanish tennis circles, Molina is considered the man with the keys to the golden kingdom, the ability not only to steer a client to the right coaches and trainers but to turn him into a commodity, ready to be sold over and over and across the world until the person and the player meld into one giant ten-figure idea. (The suits use that miserable word “brand” to describe this.) This can be both good and bad.

			IMG has been turning players into brands for sixty years, beginning with the golfer Arnold Palmer. Alcaraz is their next golden jewel. Just as Rafa and Federer once were, before the players and their agents left to form their own ventures. IMG does not want that to happen again, and they will write big guaranteed-money checks to prevent it. But then they have to make that money back by filling a player’s schedule to the gills with lucrative, multimillion-dollar exhibition matches on rare off days and during the very brief offseason, and sponsor appearances during free hours of a tournament that might be better spent on a nap.

			Coaching and representation deals come in all shapes and sizes, but most of those for the best players include both a guaranteed salary and a percentage of player prize money and earnings from sponsorships. Hence, the allure of working with players who win a lot. A typical agent and coach might collect 10 percent of the prize money and 20 percent of sponsorship income.

			That said, there is plenty of room for negotiation. A reputable coach like Ferrero can try to negotiate a big guarantee and still get a healthy cut of the winnings and outside income, boosting their salaries into the neighborhood of seven figures—and then they can sell their own endorsement deals to wear corporate logos on caps and shirts, since they get plenty of screen time during big matches. Top players might want to negotiate a higher guarantee but a lower commission to put a cap on how much they are paying someone whose help they may consider incidental.

			Likewise, the better players can also negotiate a lower commission with their agents, as well as a guaranteed payment for themselves each year, regardless of whether their agent signs them to enough deals to justify that payment. There are plenty of agencies that lose money representing certain players, but the cache of representing a star player allows an agent to sign a future star to a deal with favorable terms, because the player has yet to gain the leverage of stardom. Then they become Carlitos, and they can pretty much tell their agents how much they want to pay them.

			Molina and IMG were actually a little late to the party, hardly the OG Carlitos posse. Consider that—they were late when the boy was only thirteen. That is how long people have been betting and banking on Carlitos’s precocious talent, and also how much help even he needed to reach the top.

			He had so much. Good genes and good luck, yes. Access to tennis courts, of course. Also useful, a pile of extra money—from somewhere, anywhere—from a very early age, much earlier than thirteen.

			The Alcaraz family didn’t have much of that. The grandfather’s construction company built the tennis club mostly as a passion project. The company was a modest concern, unable to support his father’s career.

			Carlitos has three siblings, who also had to be cared for.

			His father fed him balls late into the Iberian night at their club, Carlitos begging for just a few more. And then a few more after those. But junior tennis development requires so much more than a loving and driven parent. For nearly every young talent that breaks through in adulthood, there has to be some kismet. And there was for Carlitos.

			Go back to the early elementary-school years. Club Alcaraz has some of the only red clay courts in the region. A local candy mogul named Alfonso López Rueda happens to really like playing tennis on red clay.

			López Rueda, round, balding, and bespectacled, is the tennis-playing president of Postres Reina, a Spanish dessert and sweets concern known for its puddings and yogurts.

			He likes red clay so much he regularly decides to eschew the hard courts near his home in Murcia and drive a half hour to play on those red clay courts at the Alcaraz family club. They are the best and most accessible clay courts for him. To the Spanish, a fine red clay court occupies the same mental space as a beautiful bullring, a plate of paella, a high-end bottle of grenache, and world-class soccer. It is an essential part of the culture that must be experienced to be understood.

			At the club, López Rueda becomes friendly with Alcaraz’s father. He is an occasional doubles partner of Alcaraz’s uncle, another character who pops in and out of the inner circle. López Rueda’s son has the same coach, Carlos Santos, as young Carlitos. After practice, Santos raves about the talents of this eight-year-old boy.

			One day López Rueda agrees to watch the boy play. Within minutes he knows he is witnessing something new and rare. Carlitos has everything, especially these strokes that somehow send the ball rocketing off his racket. How can someone this small hit the ball that hard?

			Carlitos is clearly ready to start traveling outside of Spain to compete against older boys. One problem: He can’t afford it.

			López Rueda can, and he is the sort of business executive who relishes his role as a kind of benevolent local kingpin. He knows he has the power to make a difference. He writes a check to the family for 2,000 euros to fund Carlitos’s first journeys to tournaments throughout Europe. Soon his company gets involved with bankrolling the boy. Carlitos is still four feet something, maybe ten years old, and he’s already a tennis-playing billboard. This is all before Molina and IMG come along. This is how Carlitos launches.

			Every player has one of these stories. Sometimes it’s as simple as being born to billionaires and millionaires (Jessica Pegula, Emma Navarro, Taylor Fritz, João Fonseca). Sometimes it’s a sponsor who buys a piece of future earnings. Sometimes it’s the owner of an academy with a scholarship fund.

			Sometimes it’s a hedge-fund titan like Bill Ackman, who likes rubbing shoulders with jocks, vicariously living his own unrealized dreams. Whatever form it takes, the kismet has to be there. There are no accidental tennis stars, not anymore at least.

			Once Carlitos becomes Carlitos, López Rueda and his posse from the candy company regularly travel to Madrid and Barcelona to watch him win his favorite French Open tune-ups. But as Carlitos evolves into one of the most famous people in the world, the original sponsors begin to fade, pushed out of an inner circle that has no intention of sharing the stage or their cut of the golden, budding billion-dollar behemoth embarking on his takeover of the game.

			Everyone wants to own this story. Everyone wants their piece of this human at the center of it all.

			

			• • •

			For years, tennis was heading toward a pivot point that never seemed to come. Suddenly, in the Paris spring of 2023, it’s arriving.

			Or is it?

			Serena Williams and Federer had officially exited at the close of the previous summer. Rafa is out indefinitely, nursing a triage unit worth of injuries—sore knees, torn abdominal muscle, tears in his hip. He’s just off an operating table to surgically repair the muscles around his hip. His eventual return at anything approaching his old self grows more doubtful by the week. He will never truly recover from that surgery.

			As for Novak, yes, he is indeed still a pretty good player. Team Alcaraz acknowledges that. Just a few months back Novak lost only one set on his way to winning the Australian Open for a record tenth time. He’s tied with Rafa for the most men’s Grand Slam singles titles.

			Publicly, it’s nothing but respect from Team Alcaraz toward Novak.

			Are they that respectful in private, away from the microphones and the tape recorders, or do they chat among themselves about the big questions everyone has?

			Would a vaccinated Novak have beaten their boy at the US Open?

			How about a different question: Would Novak have won the season-ending tour finals in Turin in November and his twenty-second Grand Slam title in Australia in January had Alcaraz been healthy enough to play? Maybe, but maybe not.

			Novak hasn’t played up to his standards since the start of 2023 in Australia. Four tournaments, zero finals, while their boy won at Indian Wells and in Barcelona and Madrid.

			Carlitos lost his second match at the Italian Open in Rome. Max Eisenbud, the head of tennis at IMG, sloughed it off as a blessing in disguise—more time to rest ahead of Paris. And now Carlitos is healthy. There’s a new king, isn’t there?

			In the weeks ahead of the French Open, Novak had been driving his coaching and support team mad. Preparing for the tournament in Monte Carlo, Rome, and then Paris, he harangues them with his Serbo-Croatian profanity. He rants as only he can after his quarterfinal loss in Rome. He’s supposed to be “the man” there.

			He lashes out at his coach, Goran Ivanišević, the Wimbledon champion from Croatia and a star of the 1990s, one of the greatest servers on the planet. Novak tells Ivanišević his backhand, arguably the best in the game, has disappeared. They need to spend all morning focused on rediscovering it.

			The next day he yells at Ivanišević for letting his serve go off the rails. There is no greater sin in Novak’s eyes. Serving is Ivanišević’s specialty, the whole reason he was hired in 2019. The work he has done on Novak’s serve rightfully garners much of the credit for this late-career run of dominance. Now, according to Novak, the serve is a hot mess, too. Another thing to get pissed at Goran about.

			Hours of serving practice follow.

			Through all of this, Ivanišević and the rest of Team Djokovic roll their eyes at one another
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