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Preface


I Love the Way Diego Describes That Goal


There was a spark in the air as Maradona prepared to redeem his country and take revenge against England. Watching this space alien in an Argentine jersey do the most astounding thing ever done in the history of soccer was like watching a flying saucer burn its way across the sky.


From up near the top of the stadium, you could see some sort of trench, a ditch, and a shining light ripping through, racing like a comet. Far below in the shadows, in the bowlshaped Azteca stadium, something happened—Maradona did something that usually occurs only up in the heavens. Like a shooting star tearing a hole in the dark sky, Diego rushed by, as proud as a flag bearer leading his army into a critical battle. Then he darted past the English flanks, leaping over legs as he attempted the impossible. And, like a mountain climber, he planted his flag at the peak.


Jorge Valdano, who was right behind him that day, once said that Diego apologized to him for not passing him the ball. Diego said he just didn’t get the chance. Valdano and the other players wondered how he could possibly have been thinking about that during his unforgettable run.


From one of the press boxes in the stadium—I was working as a sports commentator—I shouted that Diego had just made “the greatest play of all time,” and then I added a phrase that would be repeated endlessly, calling Diego “the cosmic kite.” I went on to work in sports journalism for some thirty years, but that broadcast is what everyone remembers: my entire career has been wrapped up in Diego’s still unsurpassed play.


How many plays are possible in the heat of the match? What did Diego, an artist at the game, see on the field? He made a series of intentional mistakes from the time he got the ball until he reached the goalpost. Sandwiched between hundreds of other commentators, I was forced to abandon all the conventions of my trade by the visions of everything he was doing and everything he might have done.


“Genius, genius, genius,” was the modest word I repeated as the fearless player approached the summit, plowing through the furrow he was making on the turf. At what point did Maradona decide to go for the goal? As he moved forward, he kept his eye on the ball, but how many legs, how many square feet of land came into his peripheral vision? He was able to connect with the ball, to stop, to start up again at an angle, to finish up the play from afar. In a thousand different ways, this play was one in a billion.


Courage, intuition, and “a god behind God,” as Jorge Luis Borges would have said, made this a unique play for all times. By the time the English team’s sense of powerlessness and disbelief had passed, Maradona had placed the ball deep inside the net.


“I want to cry,” is what I said, my hand curled into a fist, my body wrapped up in cables, leaning over my desk as Maradona ran off the field to celebrate his feat.


His entire body was shaking as he let out a cry of joy, and his mind went blank, as if a cloud had exploded behind his closed eyes. It’s wasn’t just any goal. Emotions built up over several years poured into the sieve of reason. It was Diego’s feat, the triumph of the one so beloved to soccer fans. It meant that Argentina had made it to the World Cup semifinals.


It was a goal against the English, and hundreds of young men who should have been shouting in joy were absent: their voices had been silenced four years earlier in the cold of the Malvinas (the Falkland Islands). It took place at a rival’s stadium. And it was the most beautiful and the boldest, the most courageous and inventive play that soccer had ever produced.


Thirty years later, the man himself cannot erase its mark. He jumps farther, runs faster, has more endurance than the rest: the universe itself may expand into infinity, but it can’t outrun Maradona. It’s no small feat. You have to take control of the ball on your side of the field, dodge any rival who gets in your way, face the goalie, and then knock the ball into the net. And it has to be at the World Cup.


And, speaking of Borges, in the short story “The Library of Babel” he imagines every possible book, just as that day Diego wrote everything that could ever be written about soccer, the sport he took to a whole new level.


In a single play, he wrote the book on intuition, on boldness and skill, the book on courage, strength, cunning, genius, memory, and everything else found in the soccer library.


When, at the beginning of the match, the players formed two lines, Diego egged on his fellow teammates. They remember how their captain told them exactly what their rivals would do that day. The words he used were anything but formal. They came from the book of the potrero, with all the challenges it holds. With the insolence of a man who doesn’t seem at all worried about the rules of the game even though the survival of the entire group is at stake, he encouraged them to be intrepid, to leap into the void, even if that meant falling to their death. He couldn’t have known at that point that the same mixture of mischief and art he used in his words to his teammates would be what he deployed in the decisive play of the most exciting match in Argentine history. If he had said, “We’ll beat them, no matter what it takes,” then the goal he knocked in with his hand would have made sense. If he had said something about showing what Argentina knew about soccer, there would not have been any need for further explanation: “the goal against the English” would have sufficed. His fellow players cannot remember a single word he said. Or maybe they are just too proud. But they all say that Diego talked their ears off.


I love the way Diego describes that goal and that match. The ’86 World Cup saw the culmination of a genius who understood just what a world championship means to history. And this epic tale tells still more about his greatness. You couldn’t write this myth off as one of life’s mysteries. Maradona was aware of the challenge that lay before him. It was a duel he had foreseen. To be or not to be, with the whole world watching. He still had to fashion the fame that was not yet wholly his own. He readied himself like Rocky Balboa, offering his body in a sacrifice that would be in vain unless he brought the cup home with him. That’s how cruel life is when you’re the runner-up. The close-up of him bolting toward the goal in the match against Italy shows just how far he had come in his aspiration to be the very best. It can be seen in the way he goes past the mark, like a sprinter running the last fifteen feet. It can be seen in the perfect leap to hit the ball in the air, not waiting for it to come down to his foot—in the artistic grace he used to define the play.


Everything is easier when there are no expectations. Few can bear the weight of the hopes of millions, watching with bated breath as the dreaded encounter unfolds. But Diego knew he would be bringing the World Cup home. Rather than the weight of dread, what he carried on his shoulders was the promise of a newly democratic country that needed to show it could now be a champion. That was the real goal, and, if he failed, the only one who would have to give explanations would be Diego himself.


When it came to standing up for others, Diego was always there. He never lost his rebel spirit or turned his back on his past. His class consciousness did not waver, no matter how many castles welcomed him or royalty courted him. He was still, first and foremost, a soccer player, and darkness falls over the potrero as the sun goes down, like a postcard from a dream.


Yet if we listen to his story, we can discover more about what it means to be Maradona. I believe readers will enjoy learning about parts of his life that, until now, have gone untold. Diego in front of the mirror: his story, his life, his teammates, his coaches, as well as adversaries, stadiums, goalies. Finally face-to-face with the judge, the question he seems to ask is, “What else do they want from me?”


It might be hard for Diego to explain what about him, exactly, made his television special, De Zurda, so wildly popular across Latin American during the 2014 World Cup in Brazil. Telesur was not allowed to rebroadcast the goals or the key plays from the matches, but Maradona’s magic was more than enough for viewers. Thanks to the program’s guest stars and his smiling face and ongoing battles against corruption in the FIFA, Maradona was able to establish a rapport with viewers across the continent—regardless of the many problems he faced.


On that program, up close, it suddenly became clear how hard it is to be Maradona, the man who, though just a few feet away from the world’s best beaches, was not allowed to set foot on them. Despite tremendous demands, he was always cordial to the television crew. Diego’s respect, manners, and generosity won over the few dozen Argentines and Venezuelans on the TV crew. Endlessly riddled by controversy, Diego never lost patience with anyone during the long month that the program lasted. He knew—as he had known when he went out on the field—that this was his team. On the last night of the program’s filming, the whole TV crew—many of whom had met many big stars during years of work behind the cameras—offered Diego a show of their friendship and gratitude, an unforgettable memento of those weeks together.


Diego was always willing to listen to the suggestions of crew members and directors. He would predict the outcome of corner kicks at barbecues and, to the shock of the goalies, the ball would go in exactly as he had called it. For these reasons and so many more, Diego continued to win the affection of everyone fortunate enough to spend time with him.


Because it was there, working at his side, that Diego became something more than the man who walked onto the field with the English at the start of a match like none other, saying, “You know we can’t lose this one—right, guys? We have to give our lives for those who gave their lives over there, you know where. Here it’s eleven against eleven, and we’re going to trample them, got it?” And off he went, a flag in one hand and a whole country behind him.


VÍCTOR HUGO MORALES




Introduction


I Wasn’t So Crazy After All, Now Was I?


This is Diego Armando Maradona speaking, the man who scored two goals against England and one of the few Argentines who knows how much the World Cup actually weighs.


I don’t know why, but last Christmas, the first one the whole family spent together at the old house in Villa Devoto, in Buenos Aires—everyone except for doña Tota and don Diego, my beloved mom and dad, that is—that phrase came to me. It’s not the first time a line has come to me like that. The same thing happened when I said, “The ball doesn’t stain,” on the day of the tribute match at the Bombonera, the Boca Juniors club’s home stadium. Many still believe that someone writes those phrases for me. But that’s not true. They come straight up from the heart to my head. That Christmas Eve, I looked up at the sky and thanked my folks for everything they had given me in life—which was a lot, much more than I have given them. They gave me everything, absolutely everything, they had. And they were always at my side, in good times and in bad. And, let me tell you, there have been some bad times . . .


That Christmas Eve, someone—I can’t remember who—gave me a replica of the World Cup. And when I held the golden trophy in my hands again, when I rocked it in my arms like a baby, I realized that almost thirty years had gone by since that day in Mexico when I had held the real cup. And I also realized that the joy my folks felt on that day so many years ago must have been one of the best gifts I ever gave them. The best one. It was a gift for them and for all Argentines. The ones who were behind us . . . and the ones who weren’t. Because, in the end, the people—all of them—took to the streets to celebrate.


And I also realized that the more time goes by, the heavier the cup gets. Three decades later, those ten-odd pounds feel like a ton. Let me make one thing perfectly clear: I am in no way pleased that no other Argentine player has lifted the cup since 1986. If I were, I’d be a traitor. Just as I’d be a traitor if I didn’t share every last thing we went through back then, tell it the way it comes out, the way I lived it. Because that’s the way I talk—that’s the way Maradona talks. As I’ll say again and again in the coming pages, my body took plenty of blows over the years, but my memory is intact.


I admit it: there are some things I see differently thirty years later. I think I have a right to that. I’ve changed a lot, it’s true, and many speak of my inner contradictions. But there’s one thing that hasn’t changed, one point where I’ve never contradicted myself: when I take on a cause, I do so wholeheartedly. That’s why I can say today—so many years later—that I would have liked Bilardo to do for me what I did for him when push came to shove. That’s all. For him to have gone out on a limb for me the way I did for him. Because he knows better than anyone how I put myself out there for him when the Menotti and Bilardo camps were at war. I fought for a cause that should have been everyone’s. I put the Argentine jersey above my personal preferences, and even though I had a special place in my heart for Menotti, I never admitted that in public.


The rest is history. You remember it the best you can; you remember it how you feel it. That’s why I say that this is my truth. Everyone has his own.


The one thing I would shout for all to hear and write for all to read—something that I myself can’t forget—is that everyone acted like I was crazy when I said we were going to win it. I wasn’t so crazy after all, now was I? In the end, we did win, we won it all.


And on these pages, I’m going to tell how we did it.


Many ask me about that celebrated thing I said when, still just a Cebollita (I played for the Argentinos Juniors team), a group of us caught the attention of Francis Cornejo, the coach. You know the tape—it’s been on TV so many times. I was on television in black and white—more black than white, in my case—saying, “My greatest dream is to play in the World Cup. My second greatest is to win.” I hadn’t finished yet, but someone cut me off there and everyone thought I was talking about winning the World Cup. What I was really talking about, though, was winning the minor-league tournament with my teammates, my friends! The video came out in its entirety not long ago. For me, the minor league was like the national all-star team. But there was no way I was going to be talking about winning the World Cup. I didn’t even have a television set back them. That must have been before the ’74 World Cup. I was totally clueless . . . But that’s how it goes.


How could I possibly have imagined that I would end up somewhere like Dubai, describing what we did in Mexico thirty years ago? In Dubai! From Villa Fiorito to Dubai, that’s where my life has taken me. And I am so grateful to these people, who took me in when my own country turned its back on me. They have given me a job, love, and even money. But, mostly, I have gotten used to them and not the other way around. They gave me peace of mind when I needed it most, because I was tormented by what had happened in 2010 after the World Cup in South Africa.


I like sitting here in front of one of the many television sets I have in my house in Palm Jumeirah and watching games played everywhere on earth, from Italy to England. I watch everything. And now I sit down to watch the matches from the ’86 World Cup in Mexico once again.


Believe it or not, I hadn’t ever actually seen them.


Of course I had watched the goals against England thousands of times (they are on TV all the time). But I hadn’t seen the other games until now. And when I watch them play-byplay, so many years later, I go through it all again: I feel the pain of the South Koreans’ kicks and the suspense of the duel with the Italians; I am once again annoyed by the Bulgarians and captivated by the magic spell I cast on the Uruguayans; I see how I took flight in the match against the Belgians and celebrated when we beat the Germans. As I watch it all again, a flood of memories pours over me.


My memories. Everyone remembers it the way they want to. This is how I remember it. I remember getting ready to take flight. And that’s exactly what I did. I played fair even though they played dirty. Drugs made me a worse player, not a better one. Do you have any idea the player I would have been if it weren’t for the drugs? I would have been that player you saw in Mexico, for years on end. That was the happiest I have ever been on the soccer field.


There, in Mexico, my hunger to win the World Cup took precedence over anything and everything else. I put aside my spot in Napoli and my own personal preferences as a player; I let my family know that this was my chance. I spoke to my teammates for hours on end so that we were all on the same wavelength. That is the message I want to convey to Messi, and to all the Messis who—I hope—will follow.


When they asked me what we were there for, once we were all focused and had started training the way I wanted us to, I said, “To be the world champions.” And when they asked me what I was there for, I said, “To prove that I’m the best in the world.” I wasn’t being a big shot, not at all. I was just confident and I wanted to convey that to the rest of the team. Didn’t they believe in us? Didn’t they believe in me? Look out, because we did believe. I did believe. Crazy Maradona believed.


When they asked Platini the same question, he said, “I don’t know—there’s the altitude issue.” When they asked Zico, he said, “I’m not sure—my knee is injured and the team has to come together.” Same thing when they asked Rummenigge. Those were our rivals, my rivals.


People may say a lot of things about me, but one thing’s for sure: when I set my mind to something, I get it. And with my eye on the ball, I was always sure I would be able to get whatever I set my mind to. Valdano used to say to me that when I touched the ball, it was like I was making love to it. And there was something to that . . .


Was I scared? Of course I was! When there are a lot of people waiting to see if you can make a dream come true, you’re scared. How could you not be?


At those moments—and there were a few of them in the World Cup that year, before the final—I would think of Tota, my mom. And I would say—and I mean say out loud, not to myself—“I’m scared shitless, Tota. Come help me, please.” But there was no way Tota was going to come, because she was in Buenos Aires. I had asked them all to stay behind, except for my dad, because I wanted to stay 100 percent focused on the game. On playing and winning. That was what made me happy.


I was just a kid. And I still am. I remember that I dedicated that World Cup to all the kids around the world. I did—you can look it up. It was the first thing I said at the press conference at Azteca stadium when they asked me who it was for. “It’s for all the kids around the world,” I said, and I blew them a kiss.


Before that, before celebrating with the rest of the team, I had gotten together with Carmando, Salvatore Carmando, a masseuse from Naples, whom I had taken to Mexico with me. He gave me a kiss on the forehead and said, “Diego, you’re the champion of the world, the greatest . . . Do you have any idea what that means?” “No,” I said. “All I know is that I am the happiest man in the world.”


Many, many years later—thirty, in fact—I finally understood that being happy means making others happy. And I think that Argentines were happy about what we did in Mexico. I may have screwed up plenty in my day—I did: there’s no doubt about it—but nobody anywhere is ever going to forget those two goals I scored against the English, with the wound of the Malvinas still open. I lifted up that World Cup—something no other Argentine has done since.


Nobody is ever going to forget that. Least of all me.


But, just in case, I’m going to tell it again. I’ll tell it my way, which will certainly be different from the way others have told it. And that is why I say and write again and again: this is Diego Armando Maradona speaking, the man who scored two goals against the English—and one of the few Argentines who knows how much the World Cup weighs.




CHAPTER 1


The Team Nobody Wanted


Soon before the World Cup—it must have been April ’86—the country was facing problems even more serious than the national team. But that’s the way we Argentines were, and it’s the way we still are. Politics has always meddled in soccer; it has always used soccer to its own ends. And, unfortunately, that’s not going to change. Back then, the president, Raúl Alfonsín, said he wasn’t pleased with how the team was playing, and rumors began to circulate that the government wanted to get rid of the coach, Carlos Bilardo. In fact, Rodolfo O’Reilly, who—along with Osvaldo Otero—worked with the government at the Recreation and Sports Department, called me up to tell me that they were going to fire Bilardo.


It was eleven at night in Italy when the phone rang. “That’s weird,” I thought. They put the call through. The first thing I said was, “I’m sorry, but how did you get this number?”


“The government has everyone’s number—didn’t you know?”


“Is that so? Well, I’ve never even set eyes on you, and you think you can call me at home at eleven at night? Do you even know what time it is here? But I have something more important to say to you . . .”


“I’m so sorry, Diego. What is it you have to say?”


“If you get rid of Bilardo, I’m out the door. So, just to be perfectly clear, you’d be firing two guys instead of one. If he goes, I go.”


And I hung up.


I want to make this clear here and now: I did not stab Bilardo in the back when the government called me about getting rid of him. He, on the other hand, betrayed me almost thirty years later.


In those days, I was on César Luis Menotti’s side, but I did everything for the cause, for the team, because I was sure that we would get somewhere. And the cause had been limping along, truth be told. I wanted to put an end to everything that had been done to hurt the team, and that’s exactly what I did. I had decided to take that team to victory, and that’s exactly what I did. How about that, Alfonsín?! With all the crap he had to deal with, what was he doing worrying about Bilardo? Come on.


I did everything for the cause, for the guys, and even for Bilardo. He wasn’t a bad guy. And it’s without bitterness that I say that since he went to work for the Asociación de Fútbol Argentino (AFA), after the 2010 World Cup in South Africa, he’s been dead to me. And nobody can bring him back to life in my eyes. They told me he wanted to talk to me, but there’s no way. And I mean no way. I meant it when I said it, and I mean it even more today. None of this is overblown. It’s the truth, my truth.


Of course, nothing will make me forget how he went all the way to Barcelona to tell me his vision. But that doesn’t have anything to do with it. And the time has come to tell it exactly as it happened, our experience on the ground and not just Bilardo’s vision.


Carlos didn’t let us train! I am always surprised to hear everyone talk about Bilardo’s tactics. Come on! I mean, one day before the match against Korea we had no idea what our strategy was. We didn’t know if Burruchaga would be on the left side or on the right side, if Sergio Daniel “Checho” Batista would cover midfield or stay on the wing . . .


But—I must admit—it’s also true that Bilardo came for me when nobody seemed to remember me. And I mean nobody.


MARADONA WANTED THE REMATCH


Everyone was more worried about Daniel Passarella than about Maradona, and he showed up in Lloret de Mar one day during the offseason. It was March ’83, and there was still a chill in the air. But I didn’t feel the cold or the heat. All I cared about was training to start playing again. I had been on the bench for almost three months because of the goddamn hepatitis, which I had caught in December of ’82. We had done special preseason training with Joan Malgosa, a coach for Barça (Barcelona), and Ricardo Próstamo, who had been a teammate of mine at Argentinos Juniors, had kept me company. It wouldn’t be long before—after so many months—I would finally be able to kick a ball around, and I was dying to. I was also anxious because there was talk that the coach, the German Udo Lattek, was on his way out. He had driven us to ground with his workouts, but he never let us near the ball. Rumor had it that César Luis “El Flaco” Menotti would replace him. That was, for me, a blessing. I would finally feel comfortable at Barça. The whole thing was inspiring.


Bilardo showed up out of nowhere with Jorge Cyterszpiler, who was still my representative back then. Night fell and he came straight over from Barajas airport. We talked for a while before dinner, and the next morning the madman asked me for a pair of shorts so we could go jogging together. Almost four miles—the last four in my workout. We jogged, walked, and then jogged again. And we talked. We talked a ton. And I remember exactly what was said:


“I wanted to know how you’re doing.”


“Just fine. I haven’t played for three months, but tomorrow I’m back at the ball, and then there’s no stopping me.”


“Good. I wanted to talk to you about forming part of the national team.”


“Listen, Carlos, my contract says that, in addition to the qualifying rounds, I can play in any match as long as Barcelona doesn’t have a major commitment on the same day. But my only major commitment is to the Argentine jersey.”


Then he started in about the dough. Bilardo was always talking about bread. “Money” is the word he used for it. He asked if I was going to demand any special compensation.


“No, don’t you worry about that . . . You think I have money problems? If I play, it’ll be for the team, to defend the Argentine jersey. I couldn’t care less about the cash.”


I hadn’t played in the ’78 cup. I did play in ’82—but some things had gone wrong, and I was one of them. I was physically exhausted before we even started. But it was not as if that year had been a total disaster. In typical Argentine fashion, when we won it in ’78, everything was roses. And in ’82, because we lost it, we were all in the doghouse. But that’s not fair.


Anyway, I was not at the top of my game. And I wanted a rematch. With all my soul, I wanted one.


In my first interview after returning from the ’82 cup, I said I had not blown it, that I had done the best I could. But I knew perfectly well that I was the one who had lost the most that time. So many expectations, so much publicity, so many guys with sticks up their asses waiting to see me go down. And I remember perfectly well saying, “Come on, guys, come to your senses. In Argentina there are a lot of things much more important than Maradona. I want to get that cup out of my mind and start thinking about the next one, about ’86.” That’s what I said in ’82. And one year later, I was already training to show that I meant it.


Bilardo started telling me his ideas about how I should play and so forth. He told me not to worry about the hepatitis thing. Letanú and Trobbiani, two of his players on the Estudiantes team, had come down with it. At first it was hard for them to get back into the swing of things, but then everything got back on track. And, in terms of the game, he was willing to let me do whatever I wanted. He wanted me to feel free, to play where I saw fit; the others would come together around me. He wanted me upfield; I shouldn’t have to mark another player (like hell I wouldn’t) like Karl-Heinz Rummenigge and Hansi Müller on the German team did. He loved West Germany. I remember that he later went to talk to Stielike, who was a sweeper for Madrid. He went to see old man Di Stéfano too. Alfredo’s a great guy. I’ve always loved him. He was a hothead—just like me—and a man ahead of his times. What he told Bilardo back then was that Argentine soccer needed to be flexible and dynamic; everyone had to mark an opponent, not just make their own plays. And he was right, actually.


And then Bilardo said something to me that I will never forget as long as I live. “And one more thing: you’ll be the captain of the team.”


My heart caught fire! If I didn’t drop dead from a heart attack on the spot, I never will. And to this day, whenever someone tells me that I was, that I am—that I still am!—the captain of the national team, I get the same feeling in my chest. It’s just as thrilling as holding your grandson in your arms. You’re the one taking command—it’s all in your hands. There’s nothing greater than being the captain of any team, let alone the national team. You’re the man, no two ways about it.


I had the captain’s armband of the Argentinos Junior team, of Juvenil, and of Boca—I must have collected some two hundred, since whenever I would travel, I would buy one. But what I wanted was to actually be the captain of the national team. I was only twenty-four years old, but I felt I was ready. Passarella had been captain until then, but now it was my turn.


When they make you captain, you’d better know all the players well. I would have people bring me videos to see how different guys played. I would get my brothers and my nephews on the phone and ask them. They helped me a lot: “That guy knows what he’s doing.” “That one should pass the ball more.” It’s funny now, but back then you couldn’t just watch a game on TV. You had to get information wherever you could. And I would look for it everywhere. Especially once I became captain.


OF COURSE THAT’S WHAT MARADONA’S TEAM WOULD BE LIKE


As soon as my dream of being the captain of the national team had come true, I made a decision: all the players had to feel that wearing the country’s jersey was the most important thing in the world, no matter how much dough you could make playing for a European club.


That was what I wanted Maradona’s team to be like. That was what I wanted to establish.


It was also really important to me when Bilardo told me I would always be a starter, which is exactly what I said to Javier Mascherano many years later. I should have done the same thing with Messi—though I never told him that (a piece of unfinished business). I accept those who referred to the national team as “Maradona plus ten,” just as I later called it “Mascherano plus ten.” But I never thought I could win a game on my own, because that’s simply not possible. That’s why I thank all my teammates for their sacrifices . . . all of them except Passarella, that is.


But I’m getting way ahead of myself. It was March ’83 and the story was just getting started. And almost two years would go by before I put the Argentine national team’s jersey back on. Incredible, but true. So much would happen in the meantime. As is always the case with me, one year in my life is like three or four in everyone else’s.


I was back on the field one week after that meeting with Bilardo. I had been out with hepatitis for three months. The game against Betis ended in a tie, one to one. But what mattered most was that “El Flaco” Menotti was debuting as the coach. And with El Flaco on board everything was different for everyone. The guys loved him because of how he treated them. I mean, they had had the German coach and Menotti could win you over with his words. Imagine, Guardiola himself went to see El Flaco when he agreed to be the coach. Even today, when those guys get together, the first thing they do is ask about El Flaco.


I really enjoyed playing for that Barcelona team, and I remember great games like the one against Real Madrid at the Bernabéu stadium. We won, two to nothing, and I scored an amazing goal; they still show it on television. I started off from beyond midfield, in a devastating counterattack. The goalie, Augustín, came out of the penalty area. I went past him and there was nothing between me and the goal. I saw that Juan José—a short little defense player with long blond hair and a beard—was coming up from behind. I faked heading straight for the goal, but then I stopped short and waited; when he reached me I pushed the ball left with the outside of my foot, almost right on the goal line. The guy went straight past me and ended up straddling one of the goalposts. Just thinking about it hurts. And then I just flipped the ball into the goal, easy as pie . . . The entire stadium gave me a standing ovation.


Under “El Flaco” Menotti, we finished fourth in the league. I was able to play in the last seven games of the season, and we even won the Copa del Rey, beating Real Madrid under the great don Alfredo Di Stéfano. The idea was to march on to the next tournament.


I thought that nothing as bad as the hepatitis would ever happen to me again. But I was wrong . . . We started out losing, but that wasn’t the worst part. The worst part was the fourth game of the season, when Bilbao’s Athletic came to play at Camp Nou stadium. It was a classic matchup against the Basques, and the teams really gave it their all.


It sounds like something out of a novel, but it’s true. It actually happened to me, and it still hurts.


I’ve told the story before and I am happy to tell it again because it involves someone who was crucial at that time and would be again once the World Cup was close at hand and there wasn’t much time left. I am talking about Dr. Rubén Darío Oliva, “the Doc” or “El Loco,” with all due respect. He knows that’s what I call him. And I had to call him then—that’s right, when the Basque player Goikoetxea broke my leg.


It was September 24, 1983. I remember the date as if I had scored a big goal that day or something. How could I ever forget the worst injury of my entire career!? They would really knock you around in Spanish soccer back then! It was a miracle that someone didn’t break a bone every single game. I always tell the story about the kid I went to see in the hospital; he had been run over by a car and he wanted to meet me. When I was leaving his room—in a rush because the match against Bilbao was that day—the kid shouted to me from the hospital bed that I should be careful because they were going to come after me. I remember that shivers ran down my spine—those things freak you out. But, by then, I was used to getting knocked around—why should this game be any different?


The game was going well for us. We were winning, three to nothing, and the German player Schuster was taking care of Goikoetxea. There was some bad blood there because the Basque had injured him before. The stadium was on fire: everyone was backing the German, and Goikoetxea wanted to eat him alive. Since he was marking me, he was right by my side, so I said to him, “Easy does it, Goiko. They’re going to give you a warning and you guys are behind, three nothing . . .”


I swear I was not making fun of him. I really wasn’t. I used to talk to the players on the other team that way, especially the ones who were marking me. Naturally, I always kept an eye on how they were treating me. But that night I didn’t see it coming. If I had, I would have jumped back.


The play has been shown on TV thousands of times and now you can see it online. I went for the ball in the midfield area, slightly downfield. I toe poked the ball to my left in what they now call “ball control,” to spin before taking off—my best move. With a short sprint, I killed the defense.


But as soon as I had brought my left foot down, to spin around before taking off, I felt it. I swear it sounded just like a piece of wood splitting. I can still feel it. The first guy who came up to me, I remember, was Migueli. “Are you all right?” he shouted. “He broke my leg. He broke it,” I answered, crying.


They took me to the hospital straight from Camp Nou, in a pathetic little van—unthinkable today. It wasn’t even an ambulance. And when I got to the room, the first thing I wanted to know—the only thing—was when I would be able to get back on the field, if I was going to be able to get back on the field. Soon “El Flaco” Menotti came to see me. He leaned over me and with that smoker’s voice of his, said, “You’ll get better quick, Diego. And let’s hope that all this pain is good for something. Let’s hope it puts an end to all this violence.” I mean, they really played rough back then.


And when Dr. Rafael González-Adrio, the doctor who was going to operate on me, came in, I said to him, “I want to play again soon, Doc. Do whatever you have to do, but I want to play again soon.”


But for that to happen, I would need the magic hands. “The Doc,” “El Loco.” That’s right, Oliva. He went to Buenos Aires with me. I called him up, because he lived in Milan. But he came right away. In fact, he had done so on more than one occasion, no matter how trivial what I had may have been. He came for a muscle ache, for mild discomfort. So imagine how he acted now. What’s more, if he had made it there that evening, I’m sure they wouldn’t have operated on me. No doubt in my mind. With his bare hands, the guy could take care of a broken bone—no need for surgery.


As I said before, I’m telling this story again because that guy was crucial to my performance at the World Cup. That day, he proposed a wager to Dr. González-Adrio.


“If in fifteen days’ time the X-ray shows that the bone is beginning to heal, I’ll take over the treatment. If not, it’s all yours,” he said. “But of course,” said the Spaniard, who assumed it would be six months before I could put any weight on my leg.


Within fifteen days, I put my ankle in Oliva’s wise hands. He took off the cast, took an X-ray, and told me to put my weight on it.


All the fear comes rushing back as I tell the story.


“Are you crazy?” I said.


But I put my weight on it and it didn’t hurt.


One week later, we went to see González-Adrio, to do some tests. He almost had a heart attack when he saw me walk in on crutches but with no cast. “Would you mind holding these for me, doc,” I asked, handing him my crutches to walk down the stairs.


Oliva won the bet, of course, and I went back to Buenos Aires to recover. In 106 days, I was playing again, against Sevilla. We won, three to nothing, and I scored two goals. “El Flaco” Menotti took me out before the game was over, and I remember getting one of the largest ovations of my career. If you ask me, it was really for Oliva. Thanks to him, my ankle was still my ankle. He actually told me that I played so well partly because my ankle had a larger pivot than most.
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