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To Spain and the Spanish,
who treated me so well.


Prologue

“UH, CONGRATULATIONS; WHAT YOU DID is incredible.” That was not, perhaps, my most ingenious nor warmest phrase. I probably could have said something more substantial on that 14th of September in 2010. But it was 1:30 in the morning, I was in the middle row of seats in a white van parked in a dark lot in Queens, New York, and the excitement and tension of the past few hours had taken their toll on my mental agility, as well as on my body. There was so little light in that open-aired parking lot, in the middle of that New York summer night, that had I not climbed into that van with him I simply would have no idea to whom I was talking. I could barely make out his face in the adjacent seat.

Despite having spent the past more than twenty years covering big events, the details of highly competitive sports still move me. In the moment of triumph (or defeat), there is so much light, maybe too much; there are thousands of spectators and dozens, hundreds, or thousands of millions of television viewers. All focused on the star. Before and after, though, that star is alone and shrouded in darkness. And so he was, practically alone. Doubtless in the dark as well.

“Thank you, thank you,” was the answer he passed back through the gap in the headrest that guarded the border between us, allowing us to keep a bit of distance.

We opted for silence then, each of us trying to organize the whirlwind that was the past few hours—his without comparison, mine merely journalistic in nature. I took great care to be respectful of a young man fresh from four hours of battle upon the cement, followed by an extensive press conference, and several interviews with the tournament journalists. It all added up to an intensive, nearly ten-hour work day. Because of that, and because it was a barrier that I always impose on myself, I made sure to maintain a not too close proximity to the protagonists. This is an attitude consistent with the philosophy of the medium I was working for at the time, an international news agency.

During that scant minute we spent alone in the van, I was privileged, the envy of practically any man: I was alone with Rafael Nadal, the man who had just conquered the US Open, the one person who could say that he had held aloft the four great trophies, the young man whose legend was now on the same level as Fred Perry, Rod Laver, Donald Budge, Roy Emerson, Andre Agassi, and Roger Federer.

What was I doing there with Nadal? The van was the setting of his last interview of the night, as unusual as it was ideal, because as we were navigating the empty freeway toward a quiet Manhattan, both of us now talkative and reenergized, Nadal gave me one of the best interviews I had ever gotten from him. In order to have a good interview, you need a good interviewer, but you also need a well-disposed interviewee, and Nadal was my perfect counterpart that night. He even offered to neutralize the obstacle that was the headrest on which I had hung my audio recorder.

“You want me to hold that for you?” he offered. “It’ll be more comfortable that way.” And during the next twenty minutes, while the white van cut through the night’s darkness, the man who had just become one of the greatest tennis players of all time held the recorder up to his mouth.

While we talked about wooden rackets, the fear one feels when he is unable to see the bottom of the ocean, and whether it is possible to “hate” tennis, an unusual entourage listened in absolute silence: his father, his girlfriend, his agent, his press secretary, his man at Nike, and his physical therapist.

Finally, we ended up talking about soccer. After all, two months before, Nadal and I had both been at the Soccer City stadium—he as a fan, I was working—where Spain had established itself as the world soccer champion for the first time in the country’s history. Argentina, my own country, had surprisingly thrashed Spain 4–1, just days earlier during an exhibition game in Buenos Aires.

“World champions of exhibition games,” Nadal laughed good-naturedly, teasing me about Argentina’s meaningless victory. The point was well made, especially coming from a man who knows so much about soccer. Two minutes later, the Nadals dropped me off on the corner of Second Avenue and 50th Street in Manhattan, just feet from my hotel.

“Would you mind switching tables so we can put these next to each other and all sit together?” When someone asks you for something so simple and does it that nicely, you always say yes. Especially if that someone is Roger Federer, having just fulfilled one of his dreams.

It was Monday, June 8, 2009, one day after the Swiss tennis star had conquered the French Open, the tournament that had mistreated him so many times in the past. He had finally won the four greats, like Perry, Laver, Budge, Emerson, and Agassi before him—an achievement Nadal would match fifteen months after.

The day after that glorious Sunday, Federer had an encounter with a large group of journalists who wanted to know more, asking questions about the final, the celebration night, and the future. After speaking to the print press, the Swiss man dove into a series of television interviews. I took advantage and set myself up writing at a table at the hotel bar, the only empty one next to a wall outlet—an important detail to keep in mind when one’s computer could die at the least opportune moment. At the next table were Mirka Vavrinec, who had married Federer two months before, and the former player Mary Joe Fernández, wife of Tony Godsick, who was Federer’s agent.

A while later, I was still immersed in my writing when someone amicably asked for my attention. It was Federer, who could have sent his agent or an assistant or simply delegated the task to one of the waiters in the bar. Most stars would do just that, but during one of his moments of greatest glory he came himself: direct, educated, and very natural.

During these past years, I’ve been able to interview both Nadal and Federer on several occasions, each alone as well as with a couple of colleagues. But those brief, casual moments in the van or the bar really help to better understand the minds and methods of the duo who set fire to the history of tennis.

I have spoken with both of them in all types of situations. I talked to Federer on a long walk through the Qizhong Stadium tunnel in Shanghai, in the back seat of a Mercedes Benz while we crawled over the endless slopes and through the narrow alleys of Lisbon, and in the gardens and television room of the Dubai Aviation Club. We have shared time in the luxurious Pershing Hall Hotel in Paris as well as just a few feet away from the central Wimbledon court, the stage that has marked his career.

I also traversed half the world in pursuit of Nadal. The New York conversation in the van was only one encounter in a whole series that included a first meeting in a completely empty white room that smelled like fresh paint, in Athens in 2004, alongside his mentor, Carlos Moyá. That younger Nadal still stared at the ground, crushed under the weight of his own shyness. But the Nadal I met in the coffee shop of the Dubai Aviation Club in March of 2008 was completely different. In half a minute and without pause, he came up with his ideal soccer team, comprised of his favorite players at the time. He showed how much he knew after he changed his mind about playing Robinho as his forward and substituted him with someone else: Messi. The Brazilian played for Real Madrid and Messi for Barcelona, which never mattered to Nadal. Although Nadal may have his “hooligan” moments when speaking as a fan, he still understands that soccer has a lot more to it than just colors.

Nadal already seemed more grown up when I talked to him in the club that gave rise to his tennis career in Manacor or in that familiar Porto Cristo restaurant in Majorca. He was in a bad mood, lacking sleep, in the lobby of the Intercontinental Miami hotel; upbeat when with his girlfriend in the cold, gray players’ room at Paris-Bercy; relaxed and out in the open in the midst of all the lushness of the Acapulco Princess; and somber and tired at the Monte Carlo Country Club when we talked, out of sight of the Mediterranean.

I have the good luck of being able to speak to Nadal in Spanish, a native tongue we share, and in German to Federer, which is his own native tongue. One of the last times I interviewed him, however, in the players’ lounge at Wimbledon, the Swiss star proposed a change. “Would you like to speak in German or in English?” I asked him. Without pausing, Federer said, “English, right? More international.”

Internationality is an important concept for Federer. Years earlier, in Dubai in 2007, a time when he was the top player in the world, he asked me a question before I started interviewing him: “Where are you from?” It made sense. For the previous few years I had been asking him questions in German during press conferences about the Spanish Nadal or about the Argentinian players. My looks could have convinced him that I was actually German, but my accent and the topics of my questions contradicted that impression. So I explained, “I’m Argentinian, but I also have a German passport; I live in Spain, and I work for a German company, even though I write in Spanish.” “Wow, very international,” Federer had said with a smile, before telling me that he would have liked to have been Lenny Kravitz and played guitar in front of dozens of thousands of people.

In fact, “internationalism” attracted Federer greatly. He came from a country with three official languages, was the son of a South African woman, and married an ex-tennis player of Slovakian origin. During the last years of his career, Federer took particular care to find out all the secret corners and facets of the cities that he had visited over and over again. To accomplish this, he took advantage of his mastery of German, English, and French, because, as he sometimes said himself, the more languages you speak the more you understand the world.

What is certain, though, is that in a way I owe these men a great debt of gratitude. They gave me their time, put up with my questions, and answered each one of them, sometimes with varying degrees of honesty, but (almost) always with kindness. Through my own experience, I know that in sports like soccer, access to superstars of that caliber would not have been as frequent and intimate as that which I had to Federer and Nadal. And they certainly wouldn’t have offered to hold the audio recorder.

But we are journalists. If they were to read this book, the two protagonists would find some stories with which they agreed, or that might make them smile or even let loose a guffaw or two, which is what Nadal himself confessed to me at Wimbledon in 2015, “I’ve been reading a part of your book. I’m having fun.” And they would surely find some that bothered them as well or even angered them … or perhaps angered their respective social circles, which so often influence the opinions of the stars themselves. There will likely be perspectives that the two wouldn’t agree on and situations that they might prefer to forget. This all comes together to create the journalist’s conundrum: We’re not here to be friends with the subjects of our stories but to relay what it is that they do. We belong to our readers, not to the stars, no matter how nice they may have been to us. And so it must be; we are close enough to feel the heat but also far enough to avoid burning ourselves.

It is in keeping with that, often precarious, balance that this book was written. As Federer said during November of 2005 in Shanghai, when, upon coming to the end of our walk together, a giant Chinese security guard blocked my entrance to the locker rooms, “Come with me.” This book contains everything: the good, the not so good, the bright, and some shadows. This is not a meticulous biography, nor is it a recapitulation of matches and final scores. It is what I saw and what I was told, what I know and what I was able to confirm during the long and incomparable decade of Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal.


CHAPTER 1

Towels

LIFE IS SOMETIMES NOT AS hard when one is covered by a towel. When eyes are shut, the back is bowed under the weight of defeat, and tears flow, there is nothing better than the soft, wrinkled, fresh cotton for creating a bubble inside of which the drama may shamelessly spill out.

That is how it was for the Argentinian tennis player Juan Mónaco, on December 2, 2011, as he sat on the bench of an empty locker room in the heart of the La Cartuja soccer stadium in Seville. Hidden under a large towel, Mónaco cried. He cried for maybe ten minutes. As he regained his calm, the Argentinian asked himself how he could have lost in that way.

That week, only thirty-five men on the whole planet were better than he was. That is what the world rankings of the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP) said. The same ATP that would, months later when he was twenty-seven years old, place him at number ten in the world, a member of an elite group that anyone in any sport or any job in the world would dream of belonging to.

But on that autumn afternoon, Mónaco cried. Losing 6–1, 6–1, and 6–2 in the opening of the finals of the Davis Cup is something to cry about. It doesn’t matter if your rival is Rafael Nadal, it doesn’t matter if he is one of the best clay-court players in history and he’s playing at home. It hurts. A lot.

Mónaco’s pride was hurt, he was in debt to his team, and on top of all that he was alone in the locker room. The sport doesn’t always wait; Juan Martín del Potro was already in the stadium about to play the next match, and the Argentinian team had to deal with him. And so, Mónaco continued venting his tears and sadness under his towel, getting rid of the anguish that threatened to drown him. Better for no one to see him, better to be alone. Or not. Maybe a bit of consolation wouldn’t hurt. A friendly hand.

“I felt someone stroking me head, stroking my head … I thought it was the tennis racket stringer or one of the boys. When I lifted my head to look, it was Rafael. He’d asked security at the entrance to the locker room permission to come in and talk to me. He came to ask for my forgiveness.”

The towel is key. Sitting on it, or using it as back support. You take it with you to the quarter-finals of the US Open, down the road to the 17th Grand Slam title, and on your way toward becoming even greater in history books. No hard-surfaced bench can get in your way.

Roger Federer goes through a meticulous routine before each match, and that includes sitting on his towel on a chair at the edge of the court. It also includes covering the armrests to make them softer.

His water bottle goes on the ground, to his left, his orange bottle of mineral salts to his right. His racket holder certainly doesn’t go on the ground: no, it has its place in another chair to his left. The tennis bag, however, sits on the cement to his right.

Federer began his match ten minutes before midnight. Partway through the first set on one of those typical, humid New York summer early mornings, things are going so well for the Swiss star that Mirka Vavrinec and Severin Lüthi happily allow themselves to be distracted by the screens of their mobile phones—until they have no choice but to raise their eyes. What is happening on that cement rectangle is no longer routine.

Ace.

Ace.

Ace.

Ace.

In four hits, Roger Federer takes the game. Ten meters away, his bench waits for him, meticulously draped in towels so that each switch to a different side is as comfortable as possible, so that nothing disturbs his symphony of tennis.

Lüthi, his coach, smiles with an expression that belies how impressed he is as he looks at the scoreboard. Mirka, Roger’s wife, celebrates happily. Robert Federer, on the other hand, who hadn’t missed an instant of what his son was doing, gives an encouraging shout without pausing amidst the applause.

Federer tosses the ball to the other side of the net, into his rival’s sector. Toward Juan Mónaco. The Argentinian doesn’t use towels to cover his chair, and his racket bag is enough to carry everything he needs.

The night was a series of slaps in the face for Mónaco, who just smiled when Federer scored 6–1 and 5–2. It was a quarter to one in the morning when he finally managed to mix a drop shot with a floater to score a magnificent point on his impious rival.

It seemed to take just an instant. Dressed completely in black, down to his hair band, it was clear that Federer had come to bury any hope left for the Argentinian in that match, which ended after one in the morning on September 6, 2011. The final score of 6–1, 6–2, and 6–0 left no doubt.

Once the match was over, and before proceeding to his interview with Brad Gilbert, Federer put a watch on his left wrist; the brand was the company sponsoring him. He had everything under control.

Monaco summed up his experience, “I am able to say that I played against the two greatest players of the game during their prime. Two matches in which I was steamrolled by the difference in skill, and I can even say that I wasn’t playing poorly. It could have been much, much worse.”

It had been a few years since those two blows and Mónaco—a good friend of Nadal’s—was able to see the bright side. Even concerning the four consecutive aces that Federer hurled at him.

“What am I going to do? Nothing. I dealt with it gracefully, and I had fun. When someone plays you perfectly, what are you going to do … You can only congratulate them.

“I played against the Federer who possessed such talent, such a perfect tennis technique, with his serve and volley, his slice … A few things here and there that Rafael doesn’t have. And, on the other hand, I played Rafa, a player who makes you feel like it’s impossible to win a point off of him, with such tenacity, euphoria, guts.”

“Along two different paths, those two arrive at the same destination. They are brilliant at using their gifts; they exploit them one hundred percent and combine them with skill. That is how they become so formidable.”


CHAPTER 2

Geniuses

THE TERRIFYING AND, DESPITE EVERYTHING, fascinating sensation of being razed by two such different and perfect tennis machines is not a feeling monopolized by Juan Mónaco. Dozens of players from all around the world experienced it during a long decade. And not just any players: men of high caliber, men who know what it means to be in the top ten, such men as Richard Gasquet, who possesses a backhand so beautiful that it strikes spectators dumb.

“Oof” is the first reaction of the Frenchman when he hears the question about the two “R”s. It’s January 2015, in Melbourne, Australia, and still fresh in Gasquet’s mind is what he went through just weeks before in Manacor, having been invited by Nadal to share in a few days of training.

“He ended up broken. Rafa is very, very intense when it comes to training,” says Gasquet, and the same thing happened to Mónaco during January in 2015 that saw him arriving in Australia with an injured back after spending several days training with Nadal in Doha.

At that point in his career, Gasquet could have written a doctoral thesis about the two tennis greats. His twenty-eight matches, with twenty-six defeats and only two victories, both against Federer, and nothing but defeats against Nadal in professional games—discounting any victories when Nadal was still young—make him a definite authority on the matter.

“The two of them are very different. Federer’s ball is fast, he leaves you no time to breathe, hits it the instant it bounces, and gains fractions of a second that make everything harder for his rival. Nadal’s ball, on the other hand, is very heavy. You see it coming and it throws you back. You have to be deeply entrenched in order to hold up against it and return it well. There’s no one else who hits it like that.”

Whoever was sitting in the Philippe Chatrier on June 5, 2011, might have understood just how Gasquet was feeling.

The clouds are gray, and a few birds are singing timidly on that fresh afternoon at the end of the Paris spring. Roland Garros is a setting that presents a cacophony of sounds in which two very different ones are clearly audible. You just have to close your eyes and listen. There is a ball that sounds solid, dry, quick, and in a certain way clean. Full. And another that is a prolonged hum, an agonizing strum of chords, a parable—the eyes are closed, yes, but the ball takes longer to fall—and upon ending, closes with a heavy landing. It’s one bomb after another. Nadal is dropping them. On the other side, Federer responds with missiles.

Neither of them are military men; quite the opposite in fact. But the metaphor is especially valid for defining their styles of play. There are variations, yes, but the pattern is basically thus: from Nadal’s side bombs are dropped, and from Federer’s sector missiles are returned.

Roland Garros is the least favorable setting for missiles, and the one in which bombs do the most damage. That’s due to the brick dust, the slowest surface in tennis and the one that allows for the most tactical variations and different strikes. It also seems logical that Nadal’s bombs would work especially well in a stadium baptized in homage to a French aviator shot down during World War I.

At the beginning of the rivalry, the French newspaper Le Monde best captured the bipolar battle for worldwide dominion. It did this using a cartoon strip. In it, Federer appeared dressed in a tailcoat with a violin on his shoulder. From that instrument flowed sublime notes, as beautiful as they were harmonious. His smile was animated but soft and disciplined. On the other side of the net, a sort of caveman in a loincloth wielded a club. His left arm looked like a weight lifter’s. His undulating stare was that of a diabolical primate. The violinist asked him as follows:

“What an interesting instrument! Does it make music?”

“No, it destroys.”

Throughout the coming years, it became apparent how unfair it was to depict Federer as a violinist and Nadal as a caveman with a club. The violinist was sometimes out of tune, and the caveman didn’t achieve his victories only though clubbing.

But during those fascinating first steps of a rivalry unlike any other, such heavy-handedness in their depictions was necessary to show that one side couldn’t, at least outwardly, be more different than the other.


CHAPTER 3

Party

“ZAMORA! ZAMORITAAAA!” IT’S NEARLY TWO in the morning on February 27, 2005, and the high society youth of Mexico humiliate themselves unimaginably, desperately twisting and turning, and sweating from pure anxiety. It’s nearly two in the morning, and at the entrance to the nightclub, a battle for entry unfolds from a desperation to be included in the party that no one wants to miss tonight.

With his coppery face, his Indian-like features, and his somber presence, Zamora watches all those fair-haired people while hardly moving a muscle. It would be reasonable to think that he is hiding the satisfaction he feels; it makes sense to imagine that he’s having fun, causing suffering to all these young men with futures in American universities, these children whose every problem had already been solved at birth. These postadolescents who, were it not for Zamora raising or lowering his thumb to allow passage into the interior of the most popular nightclub in Acapulco, would hardly deign to acknowledge him. To be perfectly clear: Zamora, Zamorita, enjoys every weekend by living life in reverse, the life of an Indian deciding the fate—at least for an evening—of a white man.

Around the corner, a couple of groups hide in dark alcoves and receive constant visits from the gathered youth. You need something to consume on a night that won’t end until daytime, in a city where kidnappings, assassinations, and decapitations were standard practice in 2005.

Suddenly, Zamora smiles. A group of ten people squeezes quickly under the rope. They advance quickly, with the step of someone who doesn’t doubt that they’ll be let in. A well-built young man, with a boyish face and a blue and white-striped shirt two sizes larger than what would be considered fashionable, watches without smiling. This is curious, seeing as the party is for him. It’s Rafael Nadal, and the group of friends and acquaintances who have been dragging him around Acapulco for the past couple of hours wants to celebrate his second consecutive title in two weeks. But Nadal is a bit out of place that night on the Mexican Pacific.

A few feet away, a tennis player who will never enter the group of top 50 ranked players fixes her ocean blue gaze on a succession of men. She dances covered in sweat, almost as if she has just climbed out of a pool. She doesn’t let any of her marks roam free during that night of celebration, although with Nadal, the timid eighteen-year-old, she doesn’t dare try anything. The Spaniard does not seem to have noticed her presence, so she finally throws herself on his coach and rips his shirt open, causing the buttons to pop off.

The Black Eyed Peas start playing, and the crowd gets more excited. Nadal, not so much. Perhaps he prefers instead to think about what he’s just done, to remember where he comes from, and where he’s going. Or wants to go.

That February in 2005 was key to the career of a man who would change the history of tennis. He was eighteen and had only one title, from Sopot 2004. That victory over his Baltic competitor in the Polish health resort made him realize that he too could win trophies, although it wasn’t until seven months later that Nadal really started to become Nadal.

The potential of this devastating Nadal had been hinted at during the Davis Cup final in December 2004, against the United States in Seville, but was confirmed three months later in the ATP World Tour: winning two titles in three tournaments in Buenos Aires, Costa do Sauípe, and Acapulco. Nadal would taste defeat only in the Argentinian capital on a strange Friday night in summer, plagued by mosquitoes. It was at the hands of Gastón Gaudio, who eight months before had won an incredible final at Roland Garros. Gaudio hit dozens of slice backhands to disarm Nadal and win 0–6, 6–0, and 6–1.

After that, Nadal was not to be stopped. He conquered the tournaments in Brazil and Mexico, jumped from 48 to 30 in the worldwide ranking, took Roger Federer to the fifth set in the Miami final, and added his first title in Monte Carlo. He was already in the top ten, seventh worldwide. In July he reached number two, and during the following forty-nine months he never dropped from that vantage point. He would either stay as number two, or he would climb to number one. But everything started during that year in 2005, the season when he won eleven titles, a number that he wouldn’t reach again. He was eighteen years old, which might have been his excuse for forgetting his Acapulco championship trophy in a taxi, and he didn’t yet know that he was to be the coprotagonist in a totally unique story, that of the “R” years.


CHAPTER 4

Youth

DOES A BALL HAVE POWER? A lot, nearly infinite. A ball, regardless of its size, can teach you how to run, how to get up after a fall, or understand that others are different; but that doesn’t make them better or worse. A ball can teach you how to make friends, how to better yourself, how to better understand the world. And how to be happy. A ball can turn a boy into a man, and that’s what happened to Rafael Nadal at 4:38 p.m. on June 5, 2005, in Paris, an afternoon overcast with rain clouds. The setting was perfect for his brand of electric tennis, full of energy and urgency, a style of play that dazzled the world during an unforgettable season.

That ball on that afternoon, after an out-of-control drive by the Argentinian Mariano Puerta, provided the point that Nadal needed for a win at Roland Garros. It was the ninth tournament that Nadal would win out of the eleven he accumulated that year, but it was also the most important because it marked the turning point in his career. After that Parisian afternoon, everything seemed possible in Nadal’s life. And everything was what happened: he won much more than he had ever dared to dream.

It’s true that the left-handed Spaniard had been showing, ever since he was a child, how close he was to greatness. During the Davis Cup final in 2004, facing the United States in Seville, for example, he achieved two key points. But at that time no one was “pushing” him toward victory from the start. During the weeks leading up to Roland Garros in 2005 they were, because he had already won everything he could on a clay court. It had been years since there was such unanimity in the predictions. And you had to ask yourself, had any eighteen-year-old ever faced the amount of pressure that Nadal was dealing with during those weeks, even though he was nineteen by the final? His birthday, June 3, is in a certain way a predestination: Roland Garros is held during that date, and it would make sense for Nadal to be in Paris, the city in which he would have been born if it hadn’t happened in Manacor.

Nadal was already amazing during those days. You need to be made of stern stuff in order to put up with that much pressure, come out unscathed, meet all your expectations, and then continue on as if everything was perfectly normal. This is especially true of Nadal, for whom “normal” is not a word that accurately describes him. Normal doesn’t describe a player who jumps up to the rafters in the locker room, motivating himself by screaming “Let’s go, Rafa!” Normal doesn’t describe a player who wants to win every single point, from the first to the last, and upon being told his list of achievements responds by saying that he still has a lot to learn, and that he still needs to improve.

“I didn’t play my best during that match,” Nadal recalls eight years afterward in Monte Carlo. “But it was exciting, I felt like I could run for three days straight, just using the adrenaline I felt at the prospect of winning my first Grand Slam.”

So much did the young Nadal love to compete that in the first few stretches of his career, he was the “savior” of his uncle’s send-off. His uncle, Miguel Angel Nadal, was a memorable defender of Barcelona and, during many years, an integral member of the Spanish soccer team. Nadal formed, along with his uncle, part of the team—a “select” group put together from Spain—that faced off against a combination of stars during July 2005, among them almost all the ones who made up that mythical dream team of Barcelona from the ’90s. The second half was winding down, the Spanish group was losing, and his uncle would be leaving soccer with a defeat. Rafael couldn’t allow this; he cut into the opposing side’s territory at an angle, got rid of one opponent with a feint, and launched a left-footed missile that ended up in the net: 1–1, and Nadal showed that, again, he was simply incapable of losing. His soccer skills were put to work off of the field as well. Years later, Real Madrid’s president, Florentino Pérez, would follow his advice and hire a player from Mallorca.

Between Zamora in the Acapulco nightclub and Shi-ting, who smiled helpfully in Shanghai, there was a world of distance: ten conquered tournaments and nearly an entire life, if you stop to think about what the year 2005 meant to Rafael Nadal. The season he turned nineteen, on the way to his first title at Roland Garros—a year during which the world took notice, and staggered in an overflow of energy and passion hitherto unknown in tennis.

Shi-ting, in Shanghai, was one of the young hostesses in charge of making sure that anyone entering that ample hall felt completely at home. The hall was larger than a hotel suite, a space that built on itself; you could open every door along the length of a long hallway that twisted and turned through the catacombs of the Qizhong Tennis Center, where the end-of-year Masters was held at the time, an exclusive tournament that gathered the eight best tennis players in the world.

Rafael Nadal must have entered several of those halls on that fresh November afternoon. Unlike Acapulco, where many of the people in the nightclub didn’t recognize his face, there was not a person in Shanghai who could not identify him. Especially not on that day, after he had just announced that he couldn’t play in the Masters due to a foot injury. It was the culmination of a tragic day for the tournament, after seeing Andre Agassi quit as well. But while the American hurried to quit the tournament almost secretly, Nadal dedicated several hours to a PR marathon, visiting sponsors, talking to the public, and giving out interviews to explain why he wasn’t playing. For the Chinese, that level of respect is fundamental. Agassi lost face—and money—in Shanghai; Nadal, on the other hand, made new friends. The man who had started the year at number 50 and finished at number two, the man who conquered eleven tournaments in 2005, had become just that: a man. And he would never again be spotted in that striped, out-of-style shirt.

Four months later, in Miami, the fluorescent yellow of Nadal’s T-shirt was bright enough in the midday Caribbean sun in March to hurt the eyes. It was a sleeveless shirt, tailored to fit close to the body, as dictated by the latest in tennis fashion. But the man playing did not seem like Nadal; there was one detail that didn’t fit: he was losing. Carlos Moyá, his friend, was destroying him with his forehand. And Nadal, uncharacteristically subdued, showed just how hard it was for him to face the player whom he so admired, and who had helped him so much. Nadal lost. Head lowered, drinking a Gatorade, he walked into the press conference room, chilled by an excess of air conditioning, as is the norm for any organized event in the United States.

“For me, it was a match like any other, nothing special. He’s my best friend in the circuit,” he assured. He avoided talking about the ankle he twisted in the Indian Wells semifinals a week before, but it was apparent that he hadn’t been in peak physical condition during the game. He preferred to talk about what lay ahead of him, which he was enthusiastic about, “Now I’m going to get all six of my senses ready for Monte Carlo.” Benito Pérez Barbadillo, a Spaniard who at the time worked in the ATP Communications Department and who would eventually become its Chief of Communications and inseparable from Nadal, was shaking with laughter in his seat. “How many?” he asked Nadal to the great enjoyment of the journalists. “Well, how many senses are there?” Nadal asked back. “Five? Even better, I’ll add another one, because I’ll be needing it this season.”

Twenty-four hours later, Nadal was in panic mode. After hours of revelry throughout Miami, until nearly six in the morning, he hadn’t had any time to pack his suitcase, and his room was a total mess. Nothing new for him, although in that instance he was scared because he couldn’t find his passport anywhere. In fewer than two hours, his plane for Madrid would be leaving, and Pérez Barbadillo was waiting for him in the lobby and becoming desperate as well, for there were still other engagements to fulfill.

Two journalists had appointments scheduled with Nadal and had been waiting for an hour already. One wanted to interview him for Tennis Magazine, and the other, from the German press agency DPA, wanted to speak with Nadal about a job that would be new to him: columnist. Nadal would comment on the 2006 FIFA World Cup in Germany for this agency, but first he needed to find that damn passport.

When the document finally showed up, so did the other Nadal. Nervous, timid, and eyes locked on the ground, he wrapped up his conversation about soccer in the lobby, and the tennis interview in the van that took him to the airport. On the way, one more piece of news popped up: People magazine had offered to list him in their yearly edition as one of the “fifty most attractive men in the world.” But Nadal declined. On one hand, he still felt very young and not much of a man, despite the fact that his title at Roland Garros clearly gave him the necessary status. On the other hand, the image that was being projected of Nadal in those first few years depended on his exuding youth, energy, freshness, which happened to be the ideal contrast to Federer. There would be time enough to appear in People later. Young Nadal would never break a racket, would never speak ill of others, would never do anything out of character. Qualities which were, for the most part, genuine, since the education he received from his family had a stronger Prussian influence than a Hispanic one, due to how much they insisted on the value of things, and on the importance of saying “Thank you.”

During those years, Nadal was a “thank you” machine, even toward the ball boys during a match, which would have been absolutely unthinkable to the great majority of his colleagues, who hand their towels back without so much as a glance, often with disdain, and who often barely even acknowledge the public. But aside from that education, Nadal and his entourage knew one thing for sure at the time: Fernando Alonso was his direct rival in the world of nonsoccer Spanish sports, and nothing would bring better results than showing himself to be educated, good-natured, and grateful, because at the time the world Formula 1 champion was following a somewhat different path. Nevertheless, one of Nadal’s closest relationships is the one he formed, and still has, with the basketball player Pau Gasol.

A month after his loss to Moyá, the Real Club de Tenis clubhouse in Barcelona was hopping. The Catalonian bourgeoisie was enjoying one of its most favorite weeks of the year: the Barcelona Open, a traditional tournament that takes place on brick courts and is played every year at the beginning of the Catalonian city’s gleaming spring.

In that clubhouse, similar to so many tennis clubs throughout the world with British roots, there were conversations about tennis and soccer accompanied by pa amb tomaca (bread with tomato) and croquettes, all lined up carefully along the bar. One of the fellows remembered an anecdote about Rafa—that’s what they called him then—from the previous year when he was meandering through the Barcelona Open with his boyish face. A teenager approached him and shyly asked for an autograph. “I’m Julia,” she said, with the implicit suggestion that this was the name he should write next to the signature. Obliging as always, Nadal smiled at the young girl and inclined his head slightly, “Hello, I’m Rafa!” as if Julia needed that clarification in the year 2005.

Twelve months later, in April of 2006, Nadal had realized that everyone knew who he was. He was on the central court facing off against the Finnish Jarkko Nieminen in the quarterfinals. It was an unusual afternoon, because the Spaniard was experiencing one of his few moments of suffering before lesser rivals on the clay court. Nieminen, with a quick arm and quick feet, was beating him 6–4 and 4–1 in the quarter-finals, interrupting the usual pleasure of a sunny day in the Pedralbes neighborhood.

“Va aquest joc, va aquest joc!” Nadal repeated to himself, almost possessed, while he paced in circles behind the end line. “Win this game,” he was saying in his Catalán with his thick Mallorcan accent from Manacor. “Win this game.” Five days before, he had defeated Federer in the Monte Carlo finals, and now he was struggling against a reputation-less player. That, too, is tennis.

“Damn, that guy is really playing!” Nadal commented when he stepped close to the line of journalists. He managed to take the second set, but on the third he was at a disadvantage again, 3–1 low. “He doesn’t miss a single fucking ball!” He was getting desperate. On the press bench, some journalist was blaming Mariano Rajoy, leader of the People’s Party (PP) who would, years later, become the Spanish Prime Minister. Rajoy was watching the match from his VIP suite. “That guy is bad luck!” he said, combining his nationalistic Catalonian convictions and his leftist views with the supposed destructive power of the conservative Rajoy. Next to him, an Argentinian man was excited about something else. “Vilas’s record is going to stand.” He would be wrong, because Nadal fought on without rest and took the match point. “Va aquest joc,” he muttered again between clenched teeth. And he won the game.

A while later, there was loud laughter. Nadal was once again starring in the production of spontaneity and seduction with which he greased the wheels of the press during his early years. The topic concerned his forty-five consecutive triumphs on clay courts, just one away from the Swedish Björn Borg’s record, and eight away from Guillermo Vilas’s, from Argentina. But Nadal would rather laugh at himself and tell one of his favorite stories in “broken English.”

Unlike his peers on the circuit, such as Guillermo Coria from Argentina, who wouldn’t speak English unless he could do it perfectly and, indeed, never did so during his career, Nadal was a kamikaze, a young man to whom the grammar and rules of English were alien, and who talked, talked, and talked in the language of Shakespeare or something similar. If he made a mistake, he smiled, with the result that his dialogues with the press went from one smile to the next.

However, to get to know him better, to understand his obsessions, you had to hear him talk in Spanish. Then he would amaze, because he was constantly bringing up numbers, points, and rankings. Nadal stored in his head all the scores, all the points that had been and would be won and everything that his direct rivals did in their struggle to reach the peak of tennis. He would recite, without looking at a list, all of the tournaments won on clay courts up until that point, analyze the results against his potential rivals for the next day, and bring up again just how unfair tennis could be. “With the points I won in 2005, I would have been number 1 in nearly any other season. The problem is that I have Federer in front of me, who is the best of all time.”

Three weeks later, the Mussolinian statues of the Foro Italico looked like they wanted to start clapping. What was being witnessed on the peculiar stage on which the Italian Open was played was a match that would make history. Federer had two match points over Nadal to take the title. But the Spaniard recovered and added another victory. He had just matched Vilas’s record of fifty-three consecutive wins on clay, and was once again the indisputable favorite to win the Roland Garros. Federer didn’t know it yet, but that afternoon was the closest he would come to conquering Rome, the second most important clay court tennis tournament in the world. It would take him seven years to reach the final again, and on that occasion, with a 6–1 and 6–3, Nadal wouldn’t even allow him to imagine victory.

During 2006, everyone wanted to know everything about Rafael Nadal. “Does he have a girlfriend?” they asked. Little was known at the time, although it became public knowledge that the youth was happy at having attracted an ex-classmate from school in Manacor. What he most liked about her—his entourage would say—was that she was never interested in Nadal, the star. In fact, she had become more elusive the more famous he became. But Nadal got what he wanted, proving once again that he would never lose, so entrenched was he in his age of winning everything.

Four weeks later, Nadal was once again writhing in excitement, covering his green shirt in orange dust. He was already the two-time champion of Roland Garros, and again, as in Rome, he was wiping out Federer in a final. It was the best conclusion to two truly perfect weeks during which the Spaniard had enjoyed being in the spotlight of the sporting world. He made his debut on a blog during the Roland Garros tournament. In it, he wrote in detail about what was going through his head and what his days were like during the great tournament. Nadal’s blog notably increased the amount of traffic to the ATP’s web page and became a regular read for many of the sport’s fans. As the years went by, he would lose interest in writing, or even dictating, blogs. Everything became more airtight and commercial.

But in 2006, it was all new and fresh, Nadal was a young man, happy and spontaneous. The day after the festivities in Paris, he would leave for London. He opted for the Eurostar, the train that crossed through a tunnel below the English Channel on its way to London. As many times before, he was late, missed the train, and had to wait two hours for the next one. During that lull, he wrote his first column about Germany 2006 and sent it off using a mini-computer from the train itself. There weren’t smartphones or tablets, although there were mobile phones. When his rang, Prince Felipe, the then-heir to the Spanish crown, was on the other end. They spoke at ease for a long time. Nadal allowed himself to make jokes. He had just turned twenty and lived his days with a limitless amount of confidence. He had an angular, olive-skinned face, giant extremities, muscles that seemed ready to burst at a moment’s notice, long hair, exaggerated gesticulations, a genuine astonishment in reaction to the questions that journalists occasionally asked him, and an unchanging kindness—all things that made the Nadal of those days a peculiar character and which made him an inevitable and welcome star. Vilas’s record on clay courts had been smashed to dust. It was Nadal’s record now, and the world of tennis asked itself just how far this youth could, or wanted to, go.


CHAPTER 5

Mystical

THERE’S NO NEED FOR FEDERER to say whether or not he feels like the main character in a religious experience; you can see the answer written on his face when he hears the question. “A slight exaggeration,” the Swiss star says before laughing openly for a moment.

The New York Times published an article on August 20, 2006, by writer and essayist David Foster Wallace, titled “Federer as Religious Experience.” A tennis lover, Foster Wallace dissected Federer in his article in a way that had never been done and probably won’t be done again.

Two years later, the writer, taken by a bout of depression, committed suicide. Perhaps that’s why Federer seems uncomfortable when he hears the question, although he also seems bothered by the memory of some of the other things that Foster Wallace spilled in an article that, regardless of whether you agree or not, is a valuable little account of a phenomenon. “I suppose that in sports we tend to disregard any and all limits, as if we’re seeing everything for the first time,” Federer said in January 2015 in Australia when the topic was brought up.

Rolling Stone magazine described Foster Wallace as “one of the most important writers of the last fifty years.” That man did not have any limits when it came to his admiration for Federer. At the beginning of that famous article, he masterfully described just how he felt when watching him play. “[There] are times, as you watch the young Swiss play, when the jaws drop and eyes protrude and sounds are made that bring spouses in from other rooms to see if you’re OK,” wrote Foster Wallace, who also described Federer as “human beings’ reconciliation with the fact of having a body.”

The American felt as much clear admiration for Federer as he lacked in sympathy for Nadal’s game. “For reasons that are not well understood, war’s codes are safer for most of us than love’s. You too may find them so, in which case Spain’s mesomorphic and totally martial Rafael Nadal is the man’s man for you—he of the sleeveless biceps and Kabuki self-exhortations.” According to the writer, the duel couldn’t be more uneven and contrasting. “It’s the passionate machismo of southern Europe versus the intricate clinical artistry of the north. Apollo and Dionysus. Scalpel and cleaver.”

Nadal has never been overheard speaking about that comparison, but Federer himself has made it clear that he does not feel that he is a religious experience nor his historic rival a butcher. He does this with Swiss diplomatic aplomb, of course. “Some pretty incredible pieces have been written about me, about tennis, and about other players. They are interesting to read although sometimes a bit exaggerated. But each individual can judge them as they please.”

At that point in his career, Federer was already a legend or even a step above, if such a category exists. There wasn’t much left for him to accomplish in tennis, but he kept on, at thirty-three years of age and with four children, fighting at the top, with enough weaponry to defeat anyone. While watching him play, you could only ask, Where did such talent come from? Was he always so … perfect?

Roger Federer was born on a Saturday, at half past eight in the morning. Robert, his father, had started a doubles tournament on Friday, and just hours after his son was born, on that same Saturday afternoon, won the finals of that competition.

Enormous feet, seven pounds, fifteen ounces, and twenty-one inches tall. Lynette, his mother, remembers everything. “He could walk at eleven months,” she explained in 2011 during a long interview published by Basler Zeitung. “It wasn’t long before he started to play soccer and catch balls that we threw to him. We would always play with Roger: soccer, ping-pong, and, later, squash. We always had a ball, and if we passed it to him he would pass it right back, while other kids would throw it in multiple directions.” Despite his clear motor and coordination skills, Federer’s parents clearly stated that they never thought they had given birth to a future Wimbledon champion or a forward like Gerd Müller. Neither could his mother believe how well he spoke French, despite how much he avoided studying and doing chores when he was younger.

It may be obvious, but without Robert and Lynette, there would be no Roger Federer. Lynette and Robert first met each other in Kempton Park in Johannesburg. She, South African, dreamed of someday saving enough to be able to move to the United Kingdom. He, Swiss, was on the extreme southern tip of the Dark Continent to explore the world, gather some money, and return to Europe some years later. She spoke perfect Afrikaans and works in the sales department of Ciba-Geigy. He developed chemical additives for the paper industry, and also worked at Ciba-Geigy.

“Roger had to play sports. If he wasn’t moving around, he was unbearable,” Lynette recalls. She describes her son during those years as being “impulsive, proud, and a bit of a difficult child at times.” During those joyful ’70s, Lynette was saving two-thirds of her salary in order to reach her goal of living in London. She had given herself a time limit of no more than three years, but a plane would eventually take her to Basel. An athlete as well, Lynette trained young tennis players, worked with the Basel tennis tournament organization, and developed a preference for golf in her later years. There was a time, between 2003 and 2005, in which Federer’s parents managed their son’s career, snatching that responsibility away from the powerful IMG. After just two years, control passed to Tony Godsick, who ended up leaving IMG to start a whole new business with Federer: Team 8. Eight is the Swiss player’s lucky number.

Lynette took over coordinating jobs at the Roger Federer Foundation, which ranged from answering fan mail to making sure operations went off without a hitch during auctions of Federer memorabilia. Diana, a nurse, is Lynette’s daughter, overshadowed by the best tennis player in the world. Lynette knows this and tries to help Diana, two years older than her brother, accept it. “What you’re experiencing isn’t any different than what happens to me,” Lynette once told her daughter. “Lots of people walk up to me to talk, and the only topic is always your brother.”

“Calm, balanced, charming,” is how the Swiss newspaper Blick, the most read in the country, describes the number one’s dad, a man who for three years boycotted Wimbledon. Robert had watched his son lose the first round of Wimbledon in 2002 against the Croatian Mario Ančić and didn’t return to the players’ box on the central field of the All England until 2005, the year in which his son won his third consecutive Wimbledon. Since then, he has set his superstitions aside.

At the age of sixty, Robert remembers well the times when things weren’t so simple, “We were always having to manage our finances in order to fund Roger’s career.” Perhaps this is why he had a serious and frank talk with his son one day, in that manner in which only a father is capable. Roger was fifteen, and he was leaning toward a tennis career despite his great soccer talents. Robert gave him conditions for moving forward. “I’m not going to finance you into your thirties just so you can roam around at 300th place in the rankings.” Rotschi—that’s what his parents called him—was sure that he could go much farther than even his parents could imagine. Certainty was something he never lacked. “Since he was a kid, he’s always done what he wants. I would watch him at the children’s and youth tournaments,” Robert recalls. Like almost any father, Federer would get excitable and yell instructions and comments to his son. In vain. “He never looked at me. Ever.”

What did Roger dream of when he was young? “You always dream about becoming a soccer player and scoring the World Cup-winning goal with a bicycle kick,” he recalled during an interview in Dubai, where he installed one of his training bases and where he has a two-thousand-square-foot flat. “Or you dream of a victory in the Wimbledon final, kneeling on the grass, like all your idols did.”

The year was 2007, and Federer knew that Nadal would be his successor in more ways than one. Weeks before, he’d had long conversations with the Spaniard during a flight to South Korea on his private plane, and the Swiss had come away with a good feeling. “It’s good for us to chat, to talk about the problems on the circuit. I’m happy for him, because he’s very young. When I was that old, no one, practically no one, ever approached me to ask my opinions, because my ranking was much worse. He is now in a position of influence and if he, for lack of a better way of saying it, relies on me a little bit, as I’m older and from an almost different generation, that’s a good thing. Because decisions made today will affect him more than me, all the changes that are coming for 2009, 2010, 2011. … He’ll experience those more than I will, because I’ll be nearly at the end of my career. And I want to help him, and the circuit should be well structured for when I leave tennis and he continues playing.”

Going over that interview will confirm that Federer surpassed his own expectations in regard to his longevity in the circuit, as he saw 2011 as practically the end of his career, although at the time he had already publicly declared his goal of participating in the 2012 London Olympics.

During that February in 2007 in Dubai, Federer wanted Nadal to succeed him. “He’s been at number two worldwide for the past eighty weeks. If someone takes my place, it should be him. And in any other situation he would have been number one a long time ago; it’s just that, simply put, I played too well, racked up too many points, and was constantly at the Grand Slam tournaments. So if anyone deserves it, it is without a doubt Nadal.”


CHAPTER 6

Sympathy

DURING THE MONTHS WHEN NADAL exploded as a tennis star, Federer had taken on a habit: putting on a visored cap and walking with his gaze on the ground. “It’s not the best thing, but by now, at tournaments, everyone knows who I am. If I walk with my eyes forward, I can barely move, I would never stop greeting people,” he explained in 2007 in Dubai to Bruno Ziauddin, a Swiss writer and journalist.

That omnipresent cap arrived when Federer was on the peak of peaks. Between 2004 and 2007, he won forty-four tourneys, half of the number he would conquer by the end of 2014. Eleven of those were Grand Slams. That four-year magic was the solid basis for his status as a legend.

Federer was fortunate that Nadal was just starting to blow up in 2005 and that it wasn’t until 2008 that he won his first Grand Slam outside the clay court of Roland Garros. Five years younger than Federer, the Spaniard was as much an obstacle as he was a boost for the Swiss’s career, who enjoyed a couple of years filled with easier rivals than Nadal to really make his career shine. For this reason, within the context of this rivalry, the encounter in October 2005 was curious. Or more than that.

Two sharp, discrete knocks sounded on the door of room 449 of a luxurious hotel in Basel. Nadal opened the door. “Hola, Rafa!” Federer said. “Eh …! Hi, how are you?” Nadal answered, hardly believing that he was looking at the number-one ranked player. Federer, recovering from an injury and on his first day without crutches, had decided to surprise the man with whom he shared dominion of the tennis world. Nadal had arrived an hour earlier in Basel to dine with the heads of the local tournament, which he would have to quit due to tendinitis in his knees, joints which, together with his left foot, would continue to cause him problems throughout his career. “Roger called me and asked me where Rafa was staying,” Vittorio Selmi, the Italian tour manager of the ATP, later explained. “When I gave him the hotel, he didn’t pause. ‘I’m heading over.’”

Federer is from Basel, which made the encounter easier. This was probably the first milestone in the unusual relationship that the Swiss and Spaniard would develop. These are two men who could have easily hated each other, as was the case with John McEnroe and Jimmy Connors or with the same McEnroe and Ivan Lendl. And maybe it wasn’t hatred, but there wasn’t a shred of sympathy between Pete Sampras and Andre Agassi. Not to mention Boris Becker, whom the Australian Pat Cash still remembers with rage because of how badly, according to him, he was treated, But what the two “R”s had is incomparable; no rivalry ever had as many Grand Slam matches and finals as they had.

They could have had more than enough reason to dislike one another, or to speak ill of each other, a potential danger which was sensed by some of the people closest to them. Selmi and Benito Pérez Barbadillo weren’t innocent in arranging the encounter that left a mark on a nineteen-year-old Nadal and made twenty-four-year-old Federer happy. “Evidently, it was Vittorio who let the details slip; he was friends with us both,” Nadal recalled years later. That was the start of an era of peace and love in tennis that would go on for six years.

There had been a prelude to the encounter hours before, just after Nadal had won the Madrid Masters Series on that Sunday night, one of the greatest successes in his career to that point, as it was a victory in a great indoor tournament and on a fast surface. Shortly after that victory, his phone buzzed with the arrival of a text message. “Hey, man! Rafa, good tennis and Madrid. Much happy Rogelio for you.” The message had been an absurd, awkwardly worded mixture of Spanish and Italian, but it showed Federer’s good intentions and happiness for the success of someone who was considered his main rival. Ever since, Nadal would call Federer “Number One” or “Rogelio,” and the Swiss had cheerfully adopted the nickname. Ultimately, they had only matched up three times, two of which were successes for Nadal. Contact was renewed in that hotel room in Basel that Monday night on October 25, 2005. They spoke for no more than twenty minutes, because Nadal had to keep his appointment with the tournament heads. But Federer had time to ask him about his experience in Madrid. “It was hard; I felt lost,” said the Spaniard, who had battled through five sets in the final to defeat the Croatian Ivan Ljubičić, who would become Federer’s trainer in 2016.

And then they started exchanging information. Federer took off a shoe and showed Nadal his heel, still pretty swollen after having pulled some ligaments about ten days earlier. And there was one unavoidable topic: soccer. Federer once again lamented not having played in the Spanish tournament and postponing that dreamed-of encounter with his soccer idol, Zinedine Zidane, at that time the star of Real Madrid. “Are you going to Shanghai, to the Masters?” Nadal asked. Federer smiled, “I don’t know; I’ll start running next week, and then I’ll start playing.”

Time was up. Nadal went to dinner with the tournament leadership, and Federer did the same at the hotel. It was midnight when they crossed paths again, one on his way to bed, the other on his way home. “Good luck,” they wished each other. And there is no doubt they had it.
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