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			Leonardo Faccio was born in Buenos Aires in 1971. He has spent the last ten years living in Barcelona, where he writes for various publications, including El Periódico and Etiqueta Negra, and received an honorable mention from the Gabriel García Márquez Iberoamerican Foundation for New Journalism. He was not a fan of soccer until he first learned of Lionel Messi.
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		1

		Lionel Messi has just returned from a Disney World vacation, dragging his flip-flops with that lack of glamour so typical of resting athletes. He could have continued his time off in Argentina or in any Caribbean country, but he opted to return to Barcelona early: Messi wants to train. Sometimes vacations bore him. He’s sitting on a chair in a deserted soccer field in the Ciutat Esportiva, FC Barcelona’s sports center, which operates in a valley secluded from the residential area of the city, a bright cement-and-glass lab where coaches turn talented soccer players into precision machines. Messi is a player with no instruction manual, and Ciutat Esportiva is his incubator. He has agreed to give a fifteen-minute interview this afternoon, and he looks happy. After touring with his club through the United States, he spent some time at Disney World with his parents, siblings, uncles, cousins, nephews, and girlfriend. Disney had seen Messi as the perfect person to promote its world of illusions, and Messi’s entire family was given access to all the rides as long as he allowed himself to be filmed in the gardens within this cartoon empire. Today, on YouTube, we can see a smiling Messi, performing miracles with a soccer ball in front of the fantastical architecture of the park.

		“We had an amazing time,” says Messi with enthusiasm. “It finally happened.”

		“What did you like most at Disney World?”

		“The water rides, the parks, the attractions. Everything. Above all, I went for my nieces and nephews, my cousins, and my sister. But when I was a kid, I had always wanted to go.”

		“Was it like a dream?”

		“Yes, I think so, right? At least for kids fifteen and under, but also if you’re a little older.”

		As we sit face-to-face at Ciutat Esportiva, Messi ponders each of his words before letting them out, as if every so often he needs to confirm that we have understood him, as if he were requesting permission to speak. As a child he suffered from a type of dwarfism, a growth hormone disorder, and since then, his short height has only magnified his soccer stature. Up close, Messi has that contradictory appearance of child gymnasts: legs with bulging muscles below, yet shy, inquisitive eyes above. He’s a warrior with a child’s gaze.

		However, at times, it inevitably feels as if one has come to interview Superman and is instead met by one of Disney’s vulnerable and absentminded heroes.

		“Who is your favorite Disney character?”

		“None in particular, because as a kid I didn’t really watch many cartoons.” He smiles. “And then I came here to play soccer.”

		When Messi says the word fútbol, his smile disappears and he becomes as serious as if he were about to take a penalty kick. It’s that cautious look we are so used to seeing on TV. Messi usually doesn’t smile while he plays. The soccer business is too serious: Only twenty-five countries in the world produce a larger GDP than the soccer industry. It is the world’s most popular sport, and Messi is the star of the show. Months after his Disney World trip, he’d achieve more than any other player his age ever has. He would go on to win six consecutive titles with FC Barcelona, becoming the European league’s top scorer; he’d be chosen as the best soccer player in the world; he’d establish himself as the youngest player to score one hundred goals in his club’s storied history; and he’d become the sport’s highest-paid star, with an annual contract worth 10.5 million euros—ten times what Diego Maradona earned while playing at Barça. Messi would fly to Zurich to accept Europe’s best soccer player award, the Ballon d’Or, in a tailor-made Italian suit. But this afternoon, his bangs are parted to the side, he has a crooked smile, and he’s wearing Barça’s fluorescent green jersey over a pair of training shorts. He’s one of the main hosts in soccer’s wheel of fortune, yet today he looks like an unkempt boy who’s come to see the show.

		After juggling a soccer ball at Disney World, Messi still had a few weeks of vacation left and decided to go back to the city where he was born. Rosario is located north of Buenos Aires, in Santa Fe Province. It’s the third-largest city in Argentina and Che Guevara’s birthplace. The newest soccer prodigy spent his time with childhood friends and at his parents’ home in the Las Heras neighborhood. However, a week before his vacation came to an end, he packed his bags and returned to Barcelona, where his dog, a boxer named Facha, always welcomes him home. Messi lives alone with this dog; his mother, father, and sister visit him during certain times of the year. The press wondered why a superstar soccer player would cut his vacation time, which is usually so scarce, short. Messi told them he returned early to train and stay in good shape. At the time, he was playing the qualifying rounds for the South Africa World Cup with Argentina’s national soccer team. Maradona was his head coach, and Messi knew it could be his first World Cup in the starting lineup as number 10. He wanted to return to Barcelona to continue the show; plus he was bored in Rosario.

		“When I go to Rosario, I love it. I have my home, my people, everything. But it tires me because I don’t do anything,” he says with a shrug. “I was just lounging around all day and that also gets boring.”

		“Don’t you watch TV?”

		“I started to watch Lost and Prison Break, but they tired me out.”

		“Why did you stop watching them?”

		“Because something new was always going on, a new story line, and then someone else would tell me about it.”

		Messi gets bored with Lost.

		Messi is left-handed.

		At first glance, it seems as though he has a fetish with his right leg: He strokes it as if he occasionally has to soothe it. Later, one notices that the object of his affection is not his hyperactive leg but rather the BlackBerry in his pocket. Outstanding soccer players have habits that draw them closer to the rest of us mere mortals, which seems to normalize their brilliance. It was said that Johan Cruyff smoked in the locker room minutes before going out on the field. Maradona trained with untied shoelaces and said that if not for a set regulation, he would have played official games the same way. Romário went dancing at night and said that the samba helped him become the top scorer in the league. Most successful soccer players constantly purchase things that flaunt their present affluence rather than secure their future. New sports cars, eye-catching clothes, flamboyant watches. However, while Ronaldinho rented his house in Castelldefels, Messi bought his home just three blocks away: a two-story building located on a hilltop overlooking the Mediterranean. Far from the superstar caricature with the gold Rolex, huge Gucci sunglasses, and blond bombshell on his arm, Messi’s the type who gets bored with new TV shows, although he does appreciate fashionable colognes. His family knows that a gift-wrapped fragrance will get a smile out of him.

		“So what’s a normal day like for you after practice?” I ask.

		“I like to take a siesta. And at night, I don’t know … I go have dinner at my brother’s.”

		By accepting this interview, Messi has deprived himself of a ritual he has maintained since his childhood. Every day, after soccer practice at the club, he eats and goes to sleep, awakening two to three hours later. (Olympic swimming champion Michael Phelps’s coach once declared that Phelps took a three-hour siesta daily to recuperate from training.) Messi normally does not interrupt his routine. The siesta, to him, is like a ceremony whose purpose has changed with time. He always follows the same customs. He doesn’t use the queen-size bed he has in his room; he flops onto his living-room sofa, fully clothed. He doesn’t care if someone washes the dishes in the kitchen or slams a door shut while he sleeps. As a child, this resting period, in addition to the medication, helped with his cell regeneration. Messi slept to grow. Nowadays, he no longer needs to grow; he explains he has other reasons that justify these siestas. Similar to Phelps and other soccer players, he takes a siesta to recover his strength, but above all, he naps because he doesn’t feel like doing anything else after leaving the soccer ball behind. The numerous forms of entertainment that he could afford sooner or later just tire him. Taking a vacation is another way of buying a distraction, and it also bores him. The siesta seems to be his antidote. No one gets bored while sleeping.

		There’s a certain mystery surrounding geniuses whom we’re drawn to, which is normal. Fans will go to great lengths to touch their idols. It’s a way of proving they are real. On the other hand, reporters ask them questions to find out if their private world is similar to us mortals’.

		“Is it true that you’re addicted to video games?” a reporter from the newspaper El Periódico de Catalunya once asked.

		“I used to be into them. I don’t play as much now.”

		“Do you watch soccer on TV?” inquired a journalist from the newspaper El País.

		“No, I don’t watch soccer. I’m not one to watch.”

		Hundreds of journalists have yearned to interview Messi one-on-one.

		One even risked his life trying to do so.

		Messi didn’t seem to notice. One night, after a King’s Cup match, a man facing a death threat was waiting for him in the tunnels that lead to the FC Barcelona locker rooms. It was writer Roberto Saviano. He had sought him out to meet him, knowing full well that he could also get killed there. Since he exposed the Naples mafia in his book Gomorrah, his whereabouts have been unknown, and he lives and breathes with a team of ten bodyguards by his side 24/7. That night they found him a seat out of sniper’s range. He wanted to meet Messi in person, shake his hand, get his autograph, and ask him a few questions. He was hoping to talk to him on his own, but his bodyguards refused to leave his side, saying they were following orders. They also were dying to see the soccer player who dreamed of going to Disney World.

		One waits fifteen months to get fifteen minutes with him.

		To Saviano, who was risking his life to meet him, Messi said he would feel right at home in Naples.

		He gave him about twenty words.

		That’s it.

		Today, in Ciutat Esportiva, after telling me about his Disney vacation, Messi raises his eyebrows like a silent movie actor expecting more questions. He’s like a smiling mime with constantly changing expressions. The electricity discharged from his body on soccer fields makes him comparable to PlayStation video game characters. Lionel Messi requires metaphors that are less electric and more surreal. The guy who entertains millions of us finds nothing better to do with his afternoons than lie down and sleep.

	
		2

		Messi talks mostly soccer with strangers. One of the exceptions is when he orders food for delivery. This day, Messi’s butcher parks his delivery truck in front of his most famous client’s house and, with a tourist guide’s gesture, shows me the security cameras set atop the building’s façade. It’s three p.m. and Messi is probably sleeping. The street is quiet, no one climbing the curvy Castelldefels hill to contemplate the Mediterranean. When Messi wants to barbecue, he calls the butcher and he delivers the order of steaks, offal, and chorizos. The butcher, an Argentine nicknamed “El Gallego” by his friends, has offered to be my guide. La Pampa, the restaurant where he works, serves barbecue and sells and delivers Argentine beef. Messi’s house is at the top of a hill, at the end of a narrow road surrounded by pine trees. There’s no public transportation around here. It’s an ideal place for silence.

		Talking with Messi is a privilege enjoyed by people like his coach, his dad, and his butcher. Although sometimes his coach is not as lucky: Maradona, who trained him on Argentina’s national team, said that getting Messi to answer his phone was harder than interviewing God. When playing detective, informants are divided into those who boast about knowing this star in person and those who remember meeting him before fame removed them from his world.

		Mónica Dómina was his teacher at the elementary school in Las Heras. One night, we had a phone conversation revolving around the years when Messi occupied the first desk in her classroom.

		“Did you teach him how to read and write?”

		“Yes, but he didn’t like school at all. He did it as an obligation.”

		Dómina’s voice has a teacher’s maternal tone and the solemnity of someone who’s reading a will.

		“He was very shy,” she tells me. “I had major issues communicating with him.”

		“And what did you do to encourage him to speak up?”

		“He had a friend who sat behind him and told me everything he wanted to say.”

		“Did she act like his interpreter?”

		“Yes. She even bought his afternoon snacks. She was like a mother with a little boy. And he let her manage it all for him.”

		At the age when all children are bursting with questions, Leo Messi communicated with his teacher through a six-year-old spokesperson. Nowadays, as with all authentic geniuses, no teachers are acknowledged. “It’s as if Messi still does not treat himself with that level of respect,” says Jorge Valdano. “To reach those levels of celebrity and not get confused is impossible, unless one is highly gifted or autistic.” Lionel Messi is accused of living in a bubble.

		“Did he need a child psychologist?”

		“I recommended his mom take him to a psychologist,” insists the teacher. “He had to leave his shyness behind and reinforce his self-esteem. His was very low.”

		Today, Messi’s butcher is in very high spirits. The restaurant where he works has included its star client’s name in its marketing plan. The maître d’ offers fans a guided tour through a rustic scene: photos of horses hanging on the walls, waiters dressed as gauchos, and a sign with a bull’s head at the entrance. La Pampa is a highway restaurant with a wine list, only a five-minute drive from Messi’s home. At noon on Sundays, someone always arrives asking if that’s where the idol comes to eat his favorite food.

		“Is it true that what he most asks for is milanesa a la napolitana?”

		“No, at least not here,” notes the maître d’. “Messi always eats the same thing: short ribs.”

		That’s what his dilemma outside the field is all about: choosing between short ribs or milanesa a la napolitana (Argentina’s veal Parmesan). A psychiatrist would have serious difficulties trying to wring out more intimate details from him on a divan. Messi prefers sofas for siestas.

		“So did Messi end up going to a psychologist?” I ask the teacher.

		“I don’t remember,” she says regretfully. “What I do remember is that his mom always brought the trophies he won at soccer to class. But he would die of embarrassment.”

		“Did you have other students as shy as him?”

		“No. He was different. Everyone wanted to play with him.”

		Dómina quickly goes on. She wants to say more.

		“He was a silent leader,” she says, as if she were clenching the phone. “He led by action, not words. I see he’s still the same now.”

		“What image do you remember him by?”

		“I see him as small and restless, with that smile that made you think he is hiding something or up to something.”

		“Have you seen him again since he graduated your class?”

		“Never.”

		The teacher goes quiet.

		Yet somehow, Messi still helps the school: He’s donated desks, school supplies, and computers.

		Nowadays, he observes the world through his large windows overlooking the Mediterranean. It’s a still landscape that condemns the security cameras to boredom. They are there in case something happens, but most of the time nothing happens. If the butcher knows of any secrets, he won’t tell me. He’ll barely throw me a bone, like those thrown at a dog that will return it to its owner. Before hopping on the delivery truck to come here, the maître d’ stopped me at table twelve in the restaurant to share a piece of news. One night, Messi arrived with a girl in his Audi Q7, the car the club gives to all the players. They ordered short ribs and chorizo, and dulce de leche ice cream for dessert. It was a candlelit dinner. Messi introduced the woman as his girlfriend.

	
		3

		Leo Messi is getting annoyed by all my questions regarding his vacation. He strokes his leg, where he keeps his phone, and his gaze hovers beyond the trees that surround Ciutat Esportiva. This afternoon, his eyes dart back and forth as if following a ball in a Ping-Pong game. Then, I remind him of a newspaper article and suddenly the headline returns him to this orbit. It’s about his girlfriend. It was a carnival day in Sitges, a town southwest of Barcelona with a Caribbean feel that plays host to gay vacationers and a fantastic film festival. The sun imitated a spring day. In the photograph, Messi, who lives a few miles away, walked arm in arm with a girl whose height slightly passed his shoulders. The photo announced a name: Antonella Roccuzzo. A petite girl with a stunning last name.

		“What about the girlfriend thing?” I ask him. “Is it true?”

		“Yes, we’ve known each other since we were kids,” he says, as if opening a candy wrapper. “She’s my best friend’s cousin.”

		Messi has friends.

		His best friend is Lucas Scaglia.

		My Best Friend’s Cousin sounds like an Italian movie title. A B movie.

		One day, Scaglia explains it over the phone.

		In Newell’s Old Boys little league soccer club in Rosario, the boys were kamikazes. Scaglia was kamikaze number 5. Messi was a great but shy scorer. When they met, they were just starting elementary school. Sometimes, he would sleep over at
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