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No5 ST PETERSBURG

hat a weekend this is
turning out to be. The
tournament has exploded

into life in a riot of colour and goals.
In 24 hours it has become the
celebration of the beautiful game we
all knew it could be.

St Petersburg is buzzing, quite
literally as vuvuzelas have taken
over, with fans from all nationalities
mingling alongside onlooking
Russians who are providing a warm
welcome to everyone.

When the fixtures came out for
this World Cup the first one I wrote
down on a wish list was Morocco v \
Islamic Republic of Iran in St
Petersburg. It is the day after the holy
month of Ramadan and the fans are
out in numbers.

From the car full of Moroccans

who have driven from North Africa, ablo Zabaleta they reached the climax of an

to the newly-wed Iranians in their in remembers lying international tournament and three
traditional dress. From the Scottish- awake, talking with times they fell short.

Iranian who lives in Newcastle Javier Mascherano, Zabaleta, now 33, last played for his
wearing a kilt, to the Moroccan who on the night before country in October 2016, at the start of
is wearing a Putin mask. And, of the 2014 World Cup a turbulent qualification journey to
course, where there is a World Cup final. He remembers Russia. This summer, the West Ham
there are plenty of Mexican fans. the fireworks that United defender will be at the

Spain and Portugal produced the
goals and the glamour but when will
I ever get the chance to see Morocco
v Iran in Russia’s imperial capital of
culture again?

This is what the World Cup is all
about. From fan zones to the
stadiums in all the host cities, this
weekend has begun the process of
transformation that always happens.

It has taken me four days to
get here, crossing borders and
navigating traffic jams and customs
controls. But just like the opening
weekend of London 2012, the

collective mood appears to have been making it the greatest night of their ‘ .

lifted. And this World Cup has begun lives. He remembers the excitement S.()metlmes weare a

to writeits own story. and the nerves. He remembers the bit Crazy but we have
pain. N

. “It still hurts,” he says. “I was tobe prOUd, to €njoy

watching TV the other day and they )

Pre V 16 \; V S were showing some clips of that game. Maradona and MeSSl
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Tt still hurts.
You will never

forget losing
in the final’

Pablo Zabaleta remembers
everything about the 2014
decider, he tells Sam Dean,
particularly pain of defeat

were set off outside
the Argentina hotel, the singing of the
Brazilians that seeped through the
walls.

He remembers travelling to the
stadium, watching through the
windows as blue-and-white shirts
packed the streets of Rio de Janeiro.
He remembers lining up on the pitch
at the Maracana, Lionel Messi to his
right, as the national anthems played.

He remembers the chances they
had, the opportunities they wasted. He
remembers how well Argentina had
defended, how close they came to

When you see that, it hurts.
“It is something that you will never

score a goal. It would have been a
different story. But this is the World
Cup, this is how difficult it is. You have
to take your chances.”

Since then, Argentina have lost two
Copa America finals, both on penalties
to Chile. Three times in three years

tournament in a new capacity, as a
pundit for the BBC.

It his first foray into television. It is
not necessarily a path he expects to
pursue after retirement, but it still
feels like a natural progression for a
player who has always been seen,
especially during his nine years at
Manchester City, as one of the Premier
League’s more thoughtful imports.

“I have always tried to analyse how
we can improve, to talk to the manager
and say what I think about the team
and the training sessions,” he says.

“I always analyse everything. At the
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