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About the Author

Andrés Iniesta is widely considered one of the greatest footballers of his generation.

After graduating from La Masia, the fabled Barcelona youth academy, Iniesta made his first-team debut in 2002, aged 18. He became a regular in the 2004–05 season and has remained in the side ever since, helping Barca to an amazing string of trophies, including eight La Liga and four Champions League titles.

At international level he has well over a century of caps, and has twice won the European Championships. In 2010, he scored the winning goal to hand Spain their first World Cup.


About the Book

‘People put my name into Google and they think they know me. But they don’t.’

Andrés Iniesta was twelve years old when scouts invited him into Barcelona’s famous La Masia academy. Shortly after he joined the club, Pep Guardiola remarked of him, ‘This lad is going to retire us all.’

Iniesta rapidly became a permanent fixture in the Barça midfield, propelling the club to a raft of trophies, including eight La Liga championships and four Champions League titles. With his country he was won the European Championship twice, and scored the winning goal in the 2010 World Cup final.

Behind the wonderfully graceful passing and movement, and the accolades and trophies he has garnered, there exists an intelligent and thoughtful man who, until now, has let his beautifully skilful feet do the talking.

In The Artist: Being Iniesta, the Spanish maestro paints a vivid self-portrait, in his own words but also in those of his coaches, team-mates, opponents, friends and family. The result is intriguing.


ANNA

For just being you, for loving me the way you do, and for being the person that you are. You gave me back the joy of living and gave meaning to my life. Meeting you was the most magical thing that could have happened to me; destiny brought us together so that we could share our lives. You have given me the opportunity to become a father, form an incredible family and feel what complete happiness is alongside you and our children. We have already shared so many unforgettable and unique experiences, but I know that by your side the best is always yet to come. My life would make no sense without you, ‘Mami’.

MAMÁ

We only get one mother and I could not have had a better example in life than you. You have made me the person I am today. And the things that you have taught me, I would like to teach my children. You are my role model. I cannot imagine what you went through after I left home to live in La Masia when I was only 12 years old. Without you, all of the things that I enjoy now would not have been possible. You were always happy to be in the background, away from the limelight, but no one is more indispensable than you. We have cried and suffered a lot together, but now every moment that I spend with you I enjoy and appreciate for the precious thing that it is. I am eternally gratefully to you for everything you have done for me, Mamá.

PAPÁ

You have always been my guide, my coach. You are the father every kid would love to have protecting him as he grows. It would be very difficult for me to appreciate where I am today and how far I have come without you being by my side. You never dreamed of Champions Leagues, European Championships or World Cups; you just dreamed that your son would become a professional footballer and we made it. We cried and suffered along the way, but now we can both enjoy it together. I am forever grateful to you for all that you have given me. And above all, for all the countless things you taught me along the way, Papá. 

MARIBEL

You will always be my girl. Because being without you for five years was not easy; and because, although we fought when we were young and I would love to tease you from time to time, I could not have a better sister than you. You have such a big heart.

We have the same blood and that makes us closer than ever. I love you so much, more than you realize. I know that you are always there for me. Thanks for being by my side, ‘My girl’.

VALERIA AND PAOLO ANDREA

My treasures. My princess and my little terror. What wonderful things life has given us! What complete happiness. The princess of the house and the champion of the house. What a pair you are! One day you will read this wonderful book and realize so many things. You are my inspiration.

ANDRÉS JNR

How could I forget you? People don’t know you, but I do. I know you and I know that you are beautiful. Even though you are not here with us in the flesh, you will always be with us in spirit; our angel who we fought so hard for, and who we will never forget.
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This is not an orthodox biography. Nor is it a traditional one. More than Iniesta’s book, it’s the book of Andrés; nothing more, nothing less. Perhaps it seems that in this long story, he rarely appears at the forefront – accustomed as we are to authors of autobiographies being the all-action heroes of their own life stories; spicing up the epic and playing down the doubts and fears. 

Here Andrés takes a different approach. But even when you don’t see him, he is there. He is in every one of the lines that we started writing together in 2012. He is present far more than it first appears, and if you asked him he would probably say that he appears in the book too much. What he most definitely wanted to appear was every last detail of his long and patient climb to a summit he never thought he would reach. 

Not in his wildest dreams would he have imagined the career that he has had. And nor did anybody tell him, when he was a 12-year-old boy left in La Masia, separated from his parents, just how tough it would be sometimes. Football, it turns out, would not always free him from life’s problems. He first began to run with the ball at his feet in Fuentealbilla, in Albacete, and he remains intrinsically connected to the small Spanish village that he ended up putting on the map. Having reached this point in his career, captain of Barcelona and a symbol of the style of football that conquered Europe and the world – be it with Rijkaard, Guardiola or Luis Enrique in a Barça shirt; or with Luis Aragonés or Vicente del Bosque for Spain – he wanted to stop the clock, put his foot on the ball, and take a look back. 

Any readers wanting a typical footballer’s autobiography, we are sorry to disappoint. Don’t blame him; the responsibility is ours. But Andrés, as usually happens when he plays, was thinking of others. He wanted the story told of how he went from the concrete playground at his school in La Mancha, where there had never been any tradition of football, to the Camp Nou, to Soccer City, to Wembley and to Stamford Bridge. And he wanted it to be his family, his friends, his coaches, his team-mates and his rivals who told it.

Andrés wanted to play the same role in this book as he plays on the pitch. He picked up the ball and began to play passes and give assists, and he was pleasantly surprised to have details of his own life revealed to him that he had not previously known. He never took his eye off the ball in what was a long game. He was there every step of the way. We spoke with a lot of people and he guided us through all the games, be they Champions League, La Liga, World Cups and Euros, hotel stay-overs, and training sessions. The doors were always open to us; all of them, even the most difficult ones. ‘If it’s for Andrés, then no problem; just tell me when,’ was what we heard time after time. There was no diary that resisted us. If there was no gap at first, then one would soon be found with trips, telephones, mails, WhatsApp messages, all used to find a solution. All methods served our purpose of uncovering testimonies and there were hours and hours of chats that we were privileged to be party to. As much as playing the lead role, Andrés was our producer, our guide as we covered so much new ground. 

It has taken us four years, and if it was down to him, we would still not have finished. He always found (and still finds) a new person for us to call or a different story for us to share. This is a new way of looking at a very different player who still has so many layers yet to be discovered – peel one back and another appears. But this is not just a book about a footballer, even though his exciting journey is intertwined with that of Barcelona and of Spain. It’s also about Andrés the person – someone who obsesses over perfection and over getting every last detail right. And we mean every last detail. From the typeface of the text, to the colour of the cover of the book that you now hold in your hands, and finding a title for the English language version that he was happy with. 

It was not easy, but in the end we came up with The Artist which fits the fact that this is the story of the way he has played his life. With creativity, a flourish, and an almost magical appreciation of space and time. 

That’s why we say it is his book in every sense. We would perhaps have done it differently. Perhaps. But it is not our book, it is the book of Andrés. He always wanted others to shine. We had our work cut out making sure that happened, never giving the ball away; his ball, the ball that he had at his feet as a boy in La Mancha and still has at his feet now for Barcelona and for Spain.

Ramón and Marcos
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‘The obstacles we encounter along the way help us to see life from another perspective and to lift ourselves up once more with even greater strength.’

Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius

If you google the name Andrés Iniesta and read the material that comes up, you might start believing that you know everything about me. 

You will know everything about my life in an instant for sure, you and thousands of other people. Except of course you won’t really. There are many things that have not come to light. There are other things that I want to put into context or into a certain order. I believe in the old adage that everyone should become a parent, plant a tree, and write a book. Fortunately, I have a daughter and a son; my football career will always be associated with the tree that grew out of the playground where I used to play as a kid in Fuentealbilla; and so what remains is this book, The Artist.

I take things very seriously. If I set my mind to do something, it’s because I really feel that it’s the right thing to do, not just for the sake of it, or because I think it will reflect well on me. So I have written this story with the same conviction, desire and determination that I feel when I am playing football or caring for my family. I wanted the text ‘made to measure’. I wanted it to turn out just as I had visualized it. I wanted the story to have form and substance and not just be a stream of sentiments and memories. And for that I have needed the help of people who know me and who would be able to interpret my feelings; people who know my career, and have been able to express the thoughts that I have been jotting down since the process began back in May 2012.

The book has taken this long because I did not want to give myself deadlines or tie its publication to any fixed point in my career with Barcelona and the Spain team – decisions made for personal, not commercial, reasons. 

The experiences that I wanted to reveal needed to be properly understood by those who were going to help me write this book. In Marcos López and Ramon Besa I knew I had two people who I could trust to put this story together; two journalists with a knowledge of my career, both with Barcelona and with Spain, and who know this sport. Not just copy takers or hired writers but trusted professionals. People I knew I could reveal things to, without being shy or afraid, safe in the knowledge that the material would be used properly; and people I knew who would also be accepted by everyone else who contributed to this book.

I don’t know anyone better suited for such a big task than Marcos López who is a great hardworking journalist and a good person. He complements perfectly Ramon Besa, who is always determined to make sense of things, to find the tone of the story and a consistent style with the protagonist. The three of us have combined as a team, working under the one condition that we would write the book without intermediaries and that we would not deliver it until it was written in full. Negotiations with the publishers would be left in the hands of Pere Guardiola and Joel Borrás. And it has been that way practically until the end when Hachette and Malpaso bought the rights to the work. We were also lucky to have as our translators from Spanish to English, Sid Lowe and Pete Jenson, two good friends; and Malcolm and Julián as the editors in Spanish and Catalan, whose input has been decisive in the editing and improvement of the book. 

On putting together my story, I am bound to have unwittingly left somebody out, and there may be readers who complain that there is a lack of criticism in the book, or that I have left out certain characters. But I want to make it clear that this is the book that I wanted. It’s my book, and its final composition is mine, not that of my collaborators who I am sure, in certain given moments, would have modified the story or put their own different focus on things. I wanted to explain how I see things, or, if you prefer, how I feel about things, and how the people that I believe know me well, see me. I have deconstructed my life into parts, into chapters, to make it easier for the reader to follow the thread of the story. This was never about putting together a novel; it was about constructing a journalistic record of my life and career.

I have almost nothing to say about the things that, while they might be interesting for some people, I feel, in my case, are well known and already recorded elsewhere. I’m talking about my day-to-day life and my habits. It’s well known that I love being with my family, with Anna, with Valeria and Paolo Andrea, and also with my parents, and with my sister, Maribel. I can’t go back to the village as often as I would like, but I love spending precious time with my grandparents and with my uncle Andrés, who I go running with before pre-season, and my other uncles, aunts and cousins even though some live as far away as Almeria and Mallorca. I love taking Valeria to and from school, seeing her contagious smile. I love being with my little terror Paolo Andrea. And I love being with Anna. When we can, we try to do something together once a week: we go out for dinner and try different restaurants, go for a walk. We sometimes go to the cinema. Music? Estopa are still my favourite group, because I like their songs and because I like the way they are as people, and beyond that I am in debt to Alex de Guirior, who mixes me music with a little bit of everything – reggaeton, house, Spanish pop – so that I have an eclectic selection at my disposal. And naturally, as a sportsman who likes to look after himself, I like to sleep a little so that I can stay rested. 

It was never my intention to write a book about such everyday things, however. I wanted instead to tell of my passion for this game, a passion that I have had since I was a boy. Marcos and Ramon sometimes tell me that I was a little boy without a childhood. Understood in those terms, I wanted to reclaim that childhood by writing about it, trying to show, in the process, that I am very proud of that little boy. There were certain episodes that were not nice or easy to get over, both when I was young and even more so when I was older, such as the months leading up to the World Cup in South Africa. But I have tried to explain them as sincerely as possible, as I experienced them, without overthinking the right way to record them.

It certainly was not easy going from Fuentealbilla to La Masia. It took me a year to settle, to make my life in the residence, but I got there in the end with my own place at the library, my own room, my own wardrobe, my things, my sweets. I loved the cakes that my parents would bring me, and the sponge cake Jordi Mesalles’ grandmother made, and that we would always dip into our chocolate milk at night before bed. And I have some wonderful memories. One which is especially fond for my family is when Joan César Farrés, the director of La Masia, chose me to represent the club in the reception that was given by Pope John Paul II to mark the centenary of FC Barcelona. My mother bought me a new suit, as if it was my first communion. 

I also have the need from time to time to go to Fuentealbilla. That’s where home is, my home. A large portion of my family are there, the neighbours, our vineyard, and the people from the village who have lived there all their lives and seen me grow up. I like to remember where I come from as much as I like to say that I am also now from here in Barcelona. I like to delve into my feelings sometimes. A person should know how to take care of who they are, and of the people they hold close: Anna, my children, my parents, my sister Maribel. We should know how to look out for the people we have around us so as not to feel alone, even though we all take refuge in a little solitude from time to time.

I’m not quite the silent figure people think I am. It’s not true that I have never had a row or never been involved in a shouting match. People who know me have even accused me of being overbearing at times and of trying to organize their lives. But I feel good when people say that I know how to bring the family together and find the right people for the right jobs. I am very stubborn, and I naturally rebel against anyone who tells me I cannot have what I want. 

I am also a very appreciative person and I want that to come across in this book. I am grateful to everyone I have worked with in the Spain team and for all that I experienced when starting out at Albacete. I am grateful to my family and to Barça. I am not going to single out directors or presidents. I prefer to express my gratitude to the club as a whole and all the directors who have worked there are reflected in that. The best way for me to show my affection for the club is by honouring the shirt and by being a good team-mate, giving everything on the pitch at all times, and always representing the institution with loyalty and dignity. That’s something I feel I have done from the first day, even when I was just a ballboy behind the advertising hoardings that were bigger than me and prevented me from seeing my heroes out on the pitch. Nothing motivates me more than trying to make my club and my country as successful as I possibly can.

I have a deep respect towards my profession. I respect my team-mates and rivals. And I respect the people who watch the game. My dedication is complete and I try to never cheat anyone. I love that the people applaud me; not that they do it out of courtesy, but because they really feel it inside. It’s the best feeling any player can have when you know you have given everything and not let anyone down.

This book is also further evidence that I need to express myself, that I need to reaffirm my decisions, as encapsulated in the message that is displayed at the entrance to our home: ‘The obstacles that we encounter along the way help us to see life from another perspective and to lift ourselves up once more with even greater strength.’ Sometimes we need to unblock ourselves but that is only possible if we first realize that we have a blockage. 

My passion for football has always been what has moved me, and I feel it more than ever now that I have the good fortune to be captain and can enjoy the testimonies of people who have helped me enjoy life, who have bent over backwards so that I could dedicate myself to what I love doing, being who I wanted to be, in the best team in the world. It’s a privilege. There is nothing better than to carry out your work, be recognized for it, and then thanked for it too. That is priceless. We have won so many trophies, even managed two trebles in six years, and we want to win much more. As incredible as it seems, the desire for success is unchanged. 

Marcos and Ramon have often asked me for the purposes of the book to explain to them what it feels like when I have six or seven opponents surrounding me. Or they have asked me if my way of playing the game resembles Roger Federer’s way – the speed and synchronicity of his movements. And what really makes me blush is when they say that in just one move they can see reflected in me so many of the qualities a player would need to be considered complete: the speed of decision making; the quality of pass; the ability to apply the brakes, to accelerate, to pause; the use of the first touch to take me away from opponents; or the ability to change direction. I don’t know what to say. I would rather these things be spoken about by other people. 

Of course I believe it is necessary to have good technique, to be intuitive, to know how to find the gaps and to able to take the team with you when you attack – a clear sign that you have your team-mates’ confidence and that you also have the adversary on the retreat. There are those who say my secret was in the first 10 metres of ground I cover when I begin a move. Others say I have sacrificed the goal-scoring knack I had when I was a kid, for the ability to cover as much of the field as I do. I don’t know. As I have already said, I just do what comes naturally to me. If I was born all over again, I would play the same way. When I go out on to the pitch I more or less know how I am going to fit into the game, I have an immediate feel for the pace of the match and how it will flow. Sometimes I even get a feeling for what is going to happen during a game on the day before. I visualize it and then it happens that way. Or I do things completely intuitively, never having thought of them before. My brain works very quickly. My mother says that sometimes it works so quickly it will explode – that’s a very Luján characteristic. 

The Iniesta-Lujáns are tenacious and austere people. We are workers and ultimately sport is like life: it’s about never giving up, and fighting every day for what is yours, while remaining true to your principles. I wanted to remind myself of that in this book. To see the years that I have spent growing as a person and a professional recorded in the pages of a book that speaks with the voices of those who have helped me along the way and with the complicity of those who have been judges of my work and my day-to-day existence, such as Marcos and Ramon.

I want to give my most sincere thanks to everyone who in one way or another has given their time during the four years it has taken to put this book together. I have never claimed to be ‘World Heritage’, as manager Luis Enrique once referred to me (much as I will never be able to thank him enough for the definition). I don’t need any individual awards that I don’t have. Nor do I feel the need to have to assert myself any more. I feel just fine as I am, in Barcelona, in Fuentealbilla, playing for Barça or the Spanish team, in Catalonia or in La Mancha, in Spain, or anywhere. 

I consider myself a citizen of the world who is lucky enough to enjoy people’s affection. And it is to those people that I want to tell this story; the story that doesn’t appear in the pages of Google. My life as told by me and those who know me best. I hope you enjoy the way I have done it. It would make me very happy for people to derive pleasure from reading this book as much as they enjoy watching me play. I can say that in its compilation, I have put the same amount of interest and dedication into it as when I am out on the pitch in the beautiful shirt of Barcelona or Spain. That, at least, has been my intention. 

Thank you.

Andrés


FIRST HALF

On the field
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‘I felt like I was in freefall, like everything had gone dark. I went to find the doctor: “I can’t take any more.”’ 

Andrés Iniesta, summer of 2009

‘We searched for something that would explain it, that might justify the way he was feeling. But there wasn’t a simple answer.’

Dr Ricard Pruna, Head of Medicine at Barcelona FC

It’s not a question of need. I want to tell my story. 

The idea is a nice one. To tell my story, to see the things I have experienced, my life, brought together in a book. It’s a way of showing my gratitude towards the people who have marked my life, who have been there forever. I am the kind of person who needs company. I need people around me to be able to express myself. So that they can help me to be who I am. 

There are a thousand ways to start this book, because there have been lots of moments, when they happened, that I thought were the most important I had experienced. I am sure that as I start to look back on all of them, to remember them, other things will come to mind. And I will think I was wrong to do it this way. But I have chosen to begin with one of the most recent moments, maybe because somehow it’s always there, it never goes away. 

I want to begin with the worst moment. It’s not a matter of days, or months, or a year; it’s an undefined period in my life. Nor can I divide things up by victories or defeats in matches I played; no, this is about that moment when I couldn’t see any light at the end of the tunnel, when I could see no path to follow, because I lost confidence in Andrés. 

It was like I was on the edge, somewhere I’d never been before, never experienced. Confidence had driven my career. I always felt confident in myself, in my ability. Confidence was always there. So when it deserted me, I felt vulnerable, like the victim of something that terrified me, that I couldn’t cope with. I felt a kind of fatalism. There’s nothing in life harder than the feeling that you are no longer you. It’s frightening. 
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The worst moments always follow the best ones. In good times, pessimists warn that there are bad times ahead. Andrés had a glorious summer in 2009, even if achieving what he achieved had been, in his words, ‘hard, tense, the demands ever greater’. It had ended so well, in a unique and historic treble. In 2009, Barcelona won the league, the cup and the Champions League. But then? … ‘Then, suddenly, without really knowing why, I started to feel bad,’ he says. ‘One day, I wasn’t right. Then the next. And the next. They did all these tests and they all came back fine. But somehow, body and mind were not one; it was like they were heading in different directions. You can’t find that balance and then the anxiety starts. Your head never rests, and at the same time your body screams at you to look after it, especially that damned thigh muscle that had threatened the Champions League final in Rome and become even worse afterwards. You’re constantly going over things in your head. You wonder why you feel so bad, even as you’re trying to convince yourself that you’re actually enjoying your holiday; or at least act as if you are. 

‘It grows, the problem snowballs,’ Andrés continues. ‘You’re not right, not well, but the people around you don’t understand it, because the Andrés they know isn’t this Andrés; they can’t see that somehow you’re empty on the inside. It’s very hard.’ 

The summer passed, badly. Then came pre-season training, which always begins with a medical. It’s routine when a player is looking after himself, when he feels fine. It’s routine for Andrés normally. ‘But in the first session, I hurt myself a bit. It was logical really, after going through the summer feeling so under pressure, tense, weighed down by everything. It was impossible for the muscle to be in the right condition after a summer like that. The scans they ran in the medical were fine, but the muscle wasn’t strong enough and I went through pre-season injured, spending a fortnight training alone in the USA. Just me and Emili Ricart, the Barcelona physio.’ 

No one knew that Andrés was suffering so much, just as no one knew how he had suffered when he was little at Barcelona’s youth team academy La Masia, so far from home. He only told people years later. ‘I keep everything in. I don’t like to burden others with my problems; I deal with them on my own. But there comes a time when there’s no other way. There were training sessions that I couldn’t finish because of this strange feeling I had.’

In the final few days of pre-season things seemed to be improving, as if the solution was within reach. The change seemed to be coming. ‘I hadn’t played a single game since the Champions League final in Rome and that first treble three months earlier. I hadn’t been able to train with the first team once during that fortnight in the USA, but then one day the doctors, at last, thought they had discovered the cause of the problem. And then the work began. I was getting closer to a return, things were progressing, the medicine was helping.

‘It was then that I heard … the worst news imaginable. 

‘Carles Puyol came and found me to tell me that Ivan de la Peña had called him with the news. 

“Dani’s dead.” 

“What? Are you sure?”

‘I froze. I couldn’t understand it. I didn’t know what to do, what to think. I couldn’t believe it. Dani, my friend Dani, had died. How? Why? This couldn’t be …’

Andrés and Daniel Jarque, the central defender at Barcelona’s city rivals Espanyol, had been through a lot together. They had played together in the Spanish national team’s youth system; they had shared journeys together to their clubs’ training grounds in Barcelona. They were friends, close. They had been since they were kids; they had shared so much. 

And now Dani had died, victim of a heart attack during pre-season in Italy for Espanyol. 

‘The next few days were awful,’ Andrés says. ‘I felt like I was in freefall, like everything had gone dark. I went to find the doctor: “I can’t take any more.”’ 

Andrés doesn’t know what to call it: not depression, exactly, not illness either, not really, but an unease. It was like nothing was right. 

‘I don’t know how to explain it,’ he says. ‘But I learnt then that when your body and mind are vulnerable, you feel like anything can happen to you, that you’re capable of doing something very damaging. Of doing anything, really. I don’t know if this sounds too strong, if it’s the right way of expressing it, but I felt like, somehow, I came to “understand” how people can be driven to madness, into doing something crazy, completely out of character.’

Iniesta found protection and consolation in his family. ‘My parents, my wife Anna, everyone … without them I would never have recovered, felt right again. I owe them so much. I would like to think I would do the same for them, of course, but you never know what would happen in a situation like that until you live it.’ 

The family supported him, but they alone were not enough. Iniesta needed professional help, someone to listen.

‘Sometimes it’s enough just to be able to explain to someone how you feel, what’s happening to you, and for them to listen and understand. I found that with the Barcelona medical specialists, Pepe, Bruguera and Imma.’ 

Pepe was the first to help open his eyes. ‘I can’t take any more,’ Andrés told Doctor Pruna, medical head at Barcelona. ‘Can you get someone to come and see me?’ That same afternoon, Pepe arrived at his home. A few days later, Imma. And she was the one who recommended that Andrés go to see Doctor Bruguera. 

‘My life is what it is, and that is the way I had always approached it. This is the way things are, deal with it yourself. All the things that have happened to me, the way I have always dealt with problems, in the good times and the bad: it’s just the way I was brought up, I suppose. The way I am.’

Iniesta kept things to himself, took it all on and kept it all in. Until one day, everything broke down. ‘It was like my body said: “That’s it, no more … you’ve spent years listening to everyone else, pleasing them, now it’s time to listen to me, time to give me your time. To give time to yourself.” I had always felt like I could take it all on, all my life, like some sort of superman. I couldn’t explain why it was that I now felt empty inside, with no sense of hope or drive or desire. I couldn’t explain why nothing seemed to make me feel happy. You might be wondering: “What’s he talking about? He has everything: he plays for Barcelona, for Spain, he’s got money, he’s won it all, everyone admires him, people respect him.” You might think that; I ask myself that too. And I know it’s impossible for some people to understand. But I felt empty. And if you’re empty, you need to somehow get that energy back, to recharge, find something to power you. If not, you’re dead.’ 
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It should have been the happiest summer of Iniesta’s life. He’d come from winning a treble with Barcelona, he was reaching his peak as a player. Instead, it was hell. There was no comfort, no escape. The holiday didn’t help, nor did the memories of that historic 2008–09 season: not the goal at Stamford Bridge, not winning the league or the cup final. He hadn’t played in that, in fact: a broken nose had kept him out. Maybe even then there was something there; not on the surface, but there. Even as Barcelona won the treble, even though he kept on playing as if nothing had happened, there were those who had noticed something wrong. Andrés was not Andrés. 

One day Sesi, one of his best friends, was watching a training session on the old pitch that used to stand next to La Masia, alongside the Camp Nou. Halfway through the session, his phone rang. José Antonio, Iniesta’s father, was at the other end. 

‘He’s not right; something’s up.’

‘Relax, José Antonio, he’s still out there training.’

‘How can I relax? He’s the only one in the family who’s not happy. This isn’t right.’

Though he appeared calm, Sesi was worried too, ever since a family lunch one day in Cadaqués, when Iniesta’s wife Anna had noticed something was wrong. 

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked Andrés.

The table fell silent.

‘Nothing, nothing. I’m fine, I’m fine …’

But round that table, they knew that he wasn’t fine. Sesi, Anna, his parents … all of them could see that something wasn’t right.

He needed professional help, and that was where the club’s psychologist Imma Puig came in. ‘With Imma, I found a space, someone with whom I could share everything,’ says Andrés. ‘There are people you can talk to and people you can’t. With her, I could. I let it all out, pretty much everything from the day I was born. And she helped me so much. I remember that if we had an appointment at six, I would be there ten minutes before, ready. That tells you that I was getting something from the sessions, that it was good for me to share things with her; and, of course, that I had a lot to share. 

‘She helped me to understand, to improve, and above all she helped me learn how to choose. Sometimes you don’t realize what you’re doing. None of us do. You do things automatically, because you have to. You just keep going day after day after day … until one day you can’t keep going any more. She helped me understand that and became an important part of my life. She was vital in me being able to move on.’ 

Andrés was looking for some way to break free, looking everywhere. Searching. 

He doesn’t name names or places, but he came to know every inch of this dark tunnel in which he had found himself, of this place where he had become trapped, as if he was living in limbo. Most had no idea what he was going through. In the dressing room at Barcelona, only a very few friends knew and they tried to give him all the support and the space he needed to come through it, without pressuring him, without crowding him, aware of the size of the mountain that stood before him. Outside the dressing room, practically no one knew what he was going through. 

Two worlds, two Andréses. On the surface, a smile, artificial, a mask. On the inside, concern. A search for absolution that could not be found. How was he going to emerge from this? How was he going to escape this place, this dark unknown place, where he had ended up? 
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‘It was difficult, really difficult,’ says Emili Ricart, the Barcelona physiotherapist who is also Andrés’ friend. ‘Time has passed, but the pain of that summer of 2009 is still there. He told me, “Jarque died, and it all came out.” A moment of anxiety in which everything came together: the injury, pressure, the sadness … in the end, your head isn’t completely right. Although people don’t believe it, your brain affects your muscles too. Your body starts to break down. Your muscles give up, or tear. And Andrés starts to have that sensation that does so much damage to sportsmen: the feeling that he is vulnerable, that he’s on the verge of breaking, that he can’t be fixed. “I’m made of glass,” he said to me one day. It was like he thought he would never be right, that he would never be fully fit again.’

Emili’s words are well chosen. Iniesta breaks on the outside and breaks on the inside. ‘He was thinner than normal, he wasn’t right. He was working harder than ever before, but there was just no way forward. And that torments you, of course. He needed help to be himself again. How did he come out of it in the end? With will, energy, determination, by making every day part of a countdown. I’m sure there are many sportsmen who would not have overcome what Andrés did.’

Although he felt alone, Andrés was fortunate to have the support of his people, that circle of family and friends who always stood by him, who gave him the foundations he needed to rebuild. ‘Of course, we feared that it could all fall apart, that it could be the end,’ Emili says. ‘We all thought that. But no one said it. His family and friends are close, and they helped him through those dark days. One day, during a recovery session in one of the physio rooms, treating one of those damned muscular injuries that just wouldn’t go away, he told me about Rafa Nadal, the tennis player. Nadal was going through a terrible time with injuries and a loss of confidence. And Andrés said to me: “Emili, I was listening to Nadal talk and I knew exactly what he meant: it’s the same for me.”’

Emili, more psychologist than physiotherapist, fell silent for a moment. He remembers telling Andrés what he always told him: that you have to respect your biological clock, always. ‘You can’t hurry nature. He respected that, for sure, but he didn’t have a clock. There was no model to follow, he was in a different place. There was no pre-ordained plan to get fit, no clear guidelines. He was so broken …’

Iniesta hurt, and not just physically. That pain had brought him here; lifting him out again was not easy. 

‘Andrés is very close to his roots; to his home, to his people. He has lived through everything with them and those ties are strong. He struggles with them. Those ties are never broken and never will be. He cannot help that. And he worries about all of them.’ 

He worried about them so much that somewhere along the way he forgot to worry about himself. And inside, it all came together in a perfect storm. 
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‘Andrés went through a very difficult spell,’ says former team-mate Bojan Krkic. He too is careful with his words, careful about how he describes those dark corners of an experience that no one really knows except the person going through it. But if anyone understands, or can come close to understanding, it is Bojan. The former Barcelona striker had been through something similar. 

‘It was my first year in the first team at the Camp Nou,’ he says. ‘Just about the time when I got called up by Luis Aragonés in 2008. And I started to suffer anxiety attacks.’ Like Andrés, Bojan came through Barcelona’s La Masia youth system. Andrés was six years older; to Bojan he was a giant. He admired him and saw him as an idol, as someone who had everything he aspired to. They barely spoke: both are shy. There was something that connected them, but in silence. 

‘So it surprised me when one day after training Andrés said to me: “Bojan, I need to talk to you.” And when Andrés says that, you know something strange is going on. He explained to me, briefly, what was happening to him. As he went on, I could see that it was very similar to what happened to me. I felt like we were sharing something; these aren’t the kind of issues you talk about with everyone. And I understood immediately. It was like I was reliving everything I had been through. Everything I still lived with: the scars were there still. And he wanted to share it with me. I know that what he told me are things that you normally don’t mention to anyone, apart from your family. It’s so bad, so unpleasant, so painful, that you keep it to yourself. You don’t want others to know; you don’t want to burden them with it, or for them to suffer too. But in the end, you hurt yourself even more by doing that.’

In the corner of the dressing room, Andrés and Bojan sat alone, talking. ‘There came a moment when we realized: we were living the same thing. We felt the same way. We knew that we were going through the same anguish, that we felt that there was no way out.’ Andrés talked, Bojan listened. ‘I thought to myself: “I’m not going to let Andrés go through something like this.” There I was talking to my idol, to someone who had won the European Championships and the Champions League, and he had opened up his heart to me. That tells you something about him, about his humility and his sensitivity. He called on me. He was the one who said he wanted to talk to me. And I wanted to help him in any way I could.’

From that moment, the relationship between Andrés and Bojan changed. ‘We talked more and more often. I felt comfortable talking to him and he felt the same with me. It was almost like therapy, for both of us. And we grew close, we knew each other better. We helped each other. Andrés was heading into a difficult year with everything that happened, with injuries, the fear that he wouldn’t make the World Cup. He had gone into the final of the Champions League on the edge, not really fit. He was fragile.’ 

Bojan recalls the first time he met Andrés. ‘It was in Egypt, in a friendly. I had never trained with the first team before, so that day was like a door opening on a dream. It’s curious really: for the first-team players, going to Egypt to play a friendly was a pain. For me, it was a wonderful experience. We had got to the stadium three hours before the game and it was already packed. I remember that I was very nervous. During the warm-up, Andrés came over to me and said: “Relax, don’t worry.” I don’t know why, I still can’t really explain it, but I remember that those few words gave me a real sense of energy. I can still see that moment in my mind’s eye, right down to the training top we were wearing to warm up in. It was red.’

It was April 2007 and Bojan was 16. He made his debut and he scored. ‘It was a huge moment for me,’ he says. ‘I played that game, went back to the youth team for the rest of the season and in the summer I was called up to do pre-season with the first team.’ Fast forward two years and it would be a very different Andrés from the one Bojan had first met. An Andrés that people were worried about, especially Carles Puyol, the Barcelona captain.
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Puyol was the one who told Andrés about Dani Jarque’s death. Amidst his own grief, there was concern for Andrés. He feared for his friend’s reaction. It was Puyol too who called on Raúl Martinez, the national team physio, to seek out some hope, some solution, along with Emili. 

‘Andrés takes it all on board, loading the pressure on himself, keeping it all inside,’ Puyol says. ‘Maybe that’s why he gets injured so often. Sometimes you think you can handle everything, but you can’t. He’d say to me: “It’s not fair, Puyi, my calf’s gone! Why does this keep happening? Shit. Just when I was at my best. Why?”’ 

‘I went four months without playing,’ Andrés says. ‘It seemed never ending. It felt like forever. It was very hard. All these questions and no answers. That sense that I just wasn’t progressing at all. It goes on and on. Medicine, treatment, tests, day after day. I would try to train with the team, but I wouldn’t be able to finish the session because I felt so bad. But I kept on. Somehow, somewhere inside, I told myself that it was another step. When I finally returned against Dynamo Kiev in September, it was four months and two days since the [Champions League] final in Rome. I could only play the first half. Why? Because I couldn’t last any longer, I couldn’t cope. I felt like my head was going to explode. I had very strange sensations. I don’t really know how to explain them, but there must be people who have been through similar things who can explain it, who understand what I mean. I knew that playing at all was a small step forward, though. And I also knew that however small it was, it was important. Bit by bit, I started to feel better; for the first time, I felt like I might get back to normal.’

But nothing was normal. 

[image: Image Missing]

‘Andrés, you decide, okay? The moment something doesn’t feel right, you go. Don’t ask for permission, just walk. Okay? Leave. Don’t worry about the training session. As soon as something feels wrong, stop. It’s fine. You’re what matters; you and only you.’

Pep Guardiola’s message was clear, delivered not by a coach but by a friend. ‘If you don’t feel right, don’t push it, don’t worry, don’t carry on, don’t even think about it: go. Please.’

And he did, too. There were countless sessions when they hadn’t even been out there for ten minutes and Andrés was already on his way back to the dressing room. He didn’t even need to look at Pep. And Pep didn’t even need to look at him. There were no words and no need for them either. He was there, and then he had gone, as if he had been swallowed up. 

‘You always want people around you to be okay, to be happy and healthy; you want them to be comfortable, not to have any problems,’ says Andrés. ‘But you never really think that it might be you who is not right. You always think those kinds of things won’t happen to you. But no one is immune. You think it’s something that happens to other people. Until it happens to you. And it happened to me.’

‘Andrés is very, very sensitive,’ says Guardiola. ‘There are times when things go wrong; that’s life. But his wife, his kids, his family, pulled him out of it. We were there to help him in any way we could, but he was strong too. All we wanted was to help, to make sure he knew that we were there if he needed us.’

But Andrés doesn’t seek that help, instead he turns in on himself. ‘He’s like me. When he does that there is no way of reaching him,’ his close friend and former team-mate Victor Valdés says. ‘His physical problems, on top of that anxiety, were what really did for him. All those injuries made his day-to-day routine awful, giving him the sense that he just couldn’t get on with his life. Everything was wrong, strange. He was destroyed. I could see it.’

Valdés had been with Andrés virtually every step of their careers, ever since they met at La Masia. Now Andrés would ask his friend why this was happening to him, what was going on, how could this be: ‘I just don’t understand it.’

The same question was repeated over and over. To Valdés, to Puyol, to Bojan, to Emili, to Raúl … but no one knew. They had no idea what was happening. ‘Inside my head, right in there,’ Andrés says … 

He had no idea either. 
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Barcelona doctor Ricard Pruna knew there wasn’t a straightforward medical explanation for Iniesta’s problems. ‘Those were extremely delicate moments, the worst I have seen Andrés go through,’ Pruna says. ‘He came to realize how vulnerable we all are when the head is not right. It doesn’t matter if you’re a footballer, or whatever, you reach a point where you would give it all up just to feel okay again, to be “normal”, in control; to feel strong and to be at ease with yourself. To be yourself. Yes, normal. That’s the word. 

‘Andrés was struggling, his problems were personal, and he came to me for help. He wanted a medical explanation. And we did tests, analysis, everything we could. We searched for something that would explain it, that might justify the way he was feeling. But there wasn’t a simple answer. Bit by bit, the human, personal explanation came to the fore. The realization that this happens to people. And when it did, that started to give Andrés some strength.

‘It wasn’t tests he needed,’ Pruna continues. ‘What he needed was harmony, balance. And slowly he found that. Slowly he was able to be what he is now. And, no, I don’t mean the footballer. I mean the person.’

After months and months of suffering in silence, months when from the outside people thought he must be the happiest man on earth, Iniesta finally found that balance, some harmony. Without the support of people like Pepe, Imma and Bruguera, he might have been lost forever. 
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