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To the lovers of Argentine football,

and to all the foreigners who arrive, stay for a while,

and leave speaking well of us.

To those who discover that here, hugs are sincere,

there is always room for one more at the table,

and affection is shown without asking permission.

This book is also for you.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book does not attempt to explain Argentina.

That would be pointless.

Argentina cannot be understood from the outside,

nor organized through definitions.

You don’t analyze it.

You enter it.

You enter a table where there is always one chair missing.

A backyard where the fire is lit even when there is no hurry.

A conversation that starts about anything

and ends up talking about everything.

This book was born from observing those everyday gestures

that, without us realizing it, shape who we are.

Simple rituals we repeat since childhood

that, together, build an identity.

Here, asado is not just food.

Mate is not just a drink.

Truco is not just a game.

And football is not just a sport.

They are languages.

Ways of connecting.

Ways of saying “I’m here” without saying it.

I write from inside that experience.

Not as a specialist, nor as a distant chronicler,

but as someone who grew up watching it, living it,

and repeating it without asking too many questions.

This is not a perfect book.

Nor does it pretend to be.

It is an honest one.

Built from scenes, memories, stories, and characters

that help explain how a country beats

when it sits at the table,

when it plays,

when it argues,

and when it believes.

If whoever reads it — wherever they come from —

feels that they spent some time here,

then this book will have fulfilled its purpose.




PROLOGUE — A COUNTRY YOU LIVE

There are countries you get to know by studying them.

Others, by traveling through them.

Argentina, you live.

You don’t need to know where its cities are

or fully understand its history to begin to grasp it.

All it takes is sharing a moment.

A goal shouted alongside strangers.

A mate passed from hand to hand.

A long table where no one asks who arrived late.

Because here, what truly matters

is not always announced.

It happens.

Celebrations appear without warning.

Arguments do too.

And intensity — that unmistakable trademark —

runs through everything:

the good, the bad, and what is still unresolved.

This book moves through some of those spaces

where Argentine identity shows itself without filters:

everyday rituals,

football as an emotional stage,

codes that are respected even when they are never spoken.

It does not seek to idealize or justify.

It seeks to show.

To show how a sense of belonging is built.

How character is passed on.

How a country learns to recognize itself

in small gestures repeated

generation after generation.

What you will find here is not a closed definition,

but an invitation.

To sit down.

To watch.

To listen.

Because Argentina is not understood

by reading theories.

It is understood by being close.

And this book tries to do just that:

to bring you close enough

so that, for a while,

you can feel how it beats.

Welcome.

The journey begins here.




AUTHOR’S CLARIFICATION I

Why These Three Coaches

Over the last few decades, the Argentine national team has lived through everything:

towering idols, promising generations, lost finals, long periods of frustration,

and victories that took far too long to arrive.

The story was not linear.

It was intense, uneven, and often painful.

Yet, when the journey is viewed from a certain distance, one thing becomes clear:

along that path there were three moments when the national team managed to recognize itself again.

Three different eras, led by three very different coaches,

yet united by the same outcome:

with them, Argentina returned to winning when it needed it most.

Carlos Salvador Bilardo represents the moment when Argentine football became method, detail, and survival.

Under his leadership, the team learned that winning could also mean resisting,

thinking through every movement, and giving nothing away.

He did not seek approval.

He did not try to build a likable image.

He sought results.

And he left a deep mark — debated, controversial,

but impossible to erase.

Alfio “Coco” Basile embodies the other side of Argentina’s DNA:

the locker room as a family, unspoken codes, trust as the driving force,

and football understood as a long table where everyone has a place.

His teams won without abandoning their identity,

proving that discipline can coexist with enjoyment

and a true sense of belonging.

Lionel Scaloni, in turn, closed a contemporary wound.

He arrived without noise or grand gestures

and built something that had seemed lost:

a group at peace with itself.

Beyond the trophies, he restored a basic and powerful feeling to the national team:

the sense of once again being a team — united, convinced,

and sharing a common idea.

That is why these three coaches run through this book.

Not as untouchable figures nor as frozen heroes,

but as symbols of three authentic ways

of leading Argentina toward the same destination.

Winning, yes.

But above all, believing again.




AUTHOR’S CLARIFICATION II

WHY RUGGERI

This book is not a ranking.

It is not a list of idols.

And it does not aim to hand out medals or argue about who was the greatest.

Oscar Ruggeri appears in these pages for a simpler and deeper reason.

To me, Ruggeri is one of those people you always want close by.

Not because he is charming.

Not because he is elegant.

But because he is reliable.

He is the kind of person who stands firm when the atmosphere turns sour.

The one who does not hide.

The one who does not negotiate effort or principles,

even when doing so comes at a high personal cost.

He was never the most celebrated.

Never the most praised.

And perhaps for that very reason, he represents something I value deeply:

the silent hero.

Those who hold structures, groups, and processes together without asking for applause.

Those who stay strong when others hesitate.

Those who step up when it is inconvenient.

This book is, in part, a way of thanking him for that.

Not only for what he was as a footballer,

but for what he represents as a person:

loyalty, courage, and coherence.

And Ruggeri is here also because Argentine football cannot be explained by talent alone.

It is explained through character.

A SCENE THAT EXPLAINS EVERYTHING (CODESAL)

There is an anecdote Ruggeri has told many times that, to me, sums up who he is.

It involves Edgardo Codesal, the referee of the 1990 World Cup final.

It was not just another match.

And one decision — a penalty awarded in the final minutes —

was marked forever.

From Ruggeri’s perspective, and from mine as the author,

that call was not a penalty.

It wasn’t then.

It isn’t now.

And it never will be,

no matter how many explanations are built afterward.

Years later, Codesal stated that he had interpreted an illegal use of the forearm from behind

that caused the German player to fall.

That was his explanation.

The explanation was heard.

But it was not accepted.

Because some decisions are not reviewed only through the rulebook.

They are reviewed through memory, context, and truth.

And for those who were on the pitch, that call was not enough.

This book is not here to reopen the judgment of a World Cup final.

Time has already done that.

And for many, the verdict remains the same.

WHAT CAME AFTER

Years later, Ruggeri crossed paths with Codesal in an unexpected place,

during a doping control.

He didn’t seek him out.

He didn’t plan it.

But he confronted him.

Not with diplomacy.

Not with camera-friendly phrases.

With anger.

With raw honesty.

He told him how he felt.

He told him he couldn’t believe Codesal continued acting as if nothing had happened.

That the decision had marked him forever.

According to Ruggeri, Codesal laughed.

Listened.

Answered calmly.

But Ruggeri felt that from that moment on, something changed.

That sanctions followed.

Suspensions.

Situations he experienced as a consequence of not staying silent.

There is no legal evidence.

No convictions.

No formal accusations.

There is something simpler and more human:

the deep certainty of having been wronged,

and the conviction of never having lied about it.

And for someone like Ruggeri,

that conviction carries weight.

WHY THIS STORY IS HERE

This anecdote is not meant to reopen wounds.

It is meant to show a way of standing in the world.

Ruggeri never negotiated his version of events.

He never reshaped it with time.

He never softened his stance to be more likable.

He said the same thing, always.

Even when it made people uncomfortable.

Even when it came at a cost.

That is also leadership.

That is also character.

And in this book, that matters as much

as a goal, a trophy, or a lap of honor.

If this book helps someone understand that Argentine football

was not built on talent alone,

but on people willing to stand their ground when it mattered,

then it has been worth it.

Ruggeri is here for that reason.

As gratitude.

As recognition.

And as a reminder that the true pillars

are not always the most applauded,

but they are almost always the most necessary.




PART I — THE RITUALS

Where everything begins. Before football. Before the shout.
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