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INTRODUCTION: NEVER GIVE UP

Divock Origi had not played for Liverpool in a league game for nearly sixteen months and he’d not scored for the club in nineteen months. While Liverpool surged towards the Champions League final in 2017–18 he was on loan at Wolfsburg, where just six goals in 34 appearances were indicative of a torturous campaign. The team only remained in the Bundesliga through a relegation play-off and he was once substituted in the first half of a game against Hoffenheim. When he came back to Melwood in the summer of 2018, Liverpool fielded offers from Wolverhampton Wanderers and Huddersfield Town. Jürgen Klopp, Liverpool’s manager, tried to encourage him to try the latter, where his friend David Wagner was in charge. Another loan might just have reignited his career but Origi did not believe another fight against relegation was in his best interests. Then, right at the end of the summer transfer window, Everton came in: a permanent deal to cross Stanley Park. At the right price, Origi might have gone. But he stayed and decided to fight for his place.

Origi, whose parents came from Kenya to Belgium in 1992 when his father, also a centre-forward, signed for KV Oostende, was considering his options again by the start of December. In the intervening three months he’d made just one Liverpool appearance – as a substitute in the humbling defeat at Red Star Belgrade in the Champions League, a result which complicated Liverpool’s qualification for the knock-out stages. The winter transfer window posed possibilities of routes out of Merseyside altogether and possibly back to France where Marseille as well as AS Monaco were monitoring his situation. Origi, though, did not want it to end like this for him in England, where his career had seemed so promising following Klopp’s appointment in October 2015 – a manager who had wanted to sign him in his previous role at Borussia Dortmund. In early 2016 Origi had become Liverpool’s first-choice centre-forward and he was scoring goals, many of them important. Then, wham! A red-card tackle in the Merseyside derby from Ramiro Funes Mori ended his season early. While he missed the Europa League final through a serious ankle injury, Liverpool missed him too. His form then had been ‘outstanding’ according to Klopp; form he was unable to rediscover, which explained why Wolfsburg – a club usually in Germany’s top six – seemed a sensible temporary solution.

Origi is intelligent, speaking four languages including Swahili, French and Flemish. He is also introspective and he was hurting. He assessed himself – what could he do better to get himself back into Klopp’s thinking? He’d have been a psychologist if he wasn’t a footballer. He is a keen observer of people’s reactions to situations good and bad – his teammates’ reactions, even his own. He’d encouraged his friends to do personality tests and watched a lot of TED TV. He came to realize that as much as he could talk through his concerns with Klopp – a manager he related to because of their shared emotional intelligence – the only way of getting back in the team was to train hard.

The opening months of Liverpool’s season had been a slog: winning regularly in the league but hardly impressively. An optimist would say they were grinding results out; a realist would say they needed a shot of adrenaline to get the players moving faster, more convincingly.

On Sunday, 2 December the Merseyside derby was heading towards a draw. Everton’s supporters in the Anfield Road end had sent a blue flare onto the pitch in celebration. Though it meant Everton’s record at Anfield included no victories in twenty years, their joy, to some extent, was understandable. The result would have sent Liverpool four points behind Manchester City at the top of the Premier League table. A small victory.

With ten minutes to go Klopp turned back to his assistant Peter Krawietz. He was becoming desperate. They talked for ninety seconds and then the call came for Origi, who was warming up near the Kop. There was hardly a sense of anticipation that something remarkable was going to happen when he went on at Roberto Firmino’s expense, the team’s first-choice centre-forward. The groan that followed was enormous. Virgil van Dijk – the world’s most expensive defender – ballooned a volley high into the night. It was the 96th minute and Liverpool’s last chance of a goal had been spurned. The sound of plastic seats being tipped up and left was audible. The Evertonians in the distance cheered. But then, something outrageous happened. The ball plummeted from the sky. Everton’s England international goalkeeper Jordan Pickford was watching it all the way. It came down fast, through the glare of the floodlights. It seemed like it might tip the top of the crossbar and bounce into the Kop. But Pickford couldn’t be sure. His fingertips touched the ball and it rolled down the woodwork. Everton’s defenders had stopped. Origi had not. Pandemonium.

Six months later Mohamed Salah entered the Anfield pitch wearing a dark t-shirt emblazoned with the words: NEVER GIVE UP. He had missed Liverpool’s 4–0 victory over Barcelona which sent them through to their second Champions League final in as many seasons because of a head injury sustained at Newcastle, where Divock Origi’s headed goal in injury time kept Liverpool’s domestic title ambitions alive. Three nights after that Origi would score twice against the Spanish champions to help overturn a three-goal first-leg deficit. Salah – and certainly Origi – had never given up, but neither had any of their teammates, spurred on by their inspirational leader, Jürgen Klopp, whose own life story and career path had been underpinned by struggle, glory, disappointment and recovery.

Klopp had begun the 2018–19 season with questions still to answer. He had built Liverpool up during his two and a half seasons at the club but was yet to win a trophy. He had promised to bring silverware by his fourth year at the very latest, and those doubting him claimed he was the world’s greatest cheerleader – all he really did was hug his players and make them feel better. Would that translate into palpable football success?

By June 2019 he was hugging his players again. He was hugging Andy Robertson, the Scottish left-back who was told he was too small to play for Celtic and had begun his amateur career on the dole just six years previously. He was hugging Virgil van Dijk, the Dutch national team captain who was not fancied by any of the established clubs in his homeland. He was hugging Joël Matip, the free-transfer defender from Cameroon who the author of this book once likened to ‘a caribou trying to control an ice cube’. He was hugging Trent Alexander-Arnold, the ‘normal lad from Liverpool whose dreams have come true’. He was hugging Jordan Henderson, the team captain who’d been heckled by some inside Anfield a few months earlier when Klopp asked him to help out at right-back in a 1–1 draw with Leicester City. He was hugging Georginio Wijnaldum, whose 84-year-old grandmother was watching in the stands – she had raised him in Rotterdam, walking the forty-five minutes to the training ground every day to make sure her grandson was safe. He was hugging James Milner, the 33-year-old ‘grandad’ according to Van Dijk who Klopp believes can play until he’s forty. He was hugging Alisson Becker, Fabinho and Firmino, the club’s Brazilian triumvirate who believed in Klopp when Philippe Coutinho did not. He was hugging Salah, whose 25-yard larrup against Chelsea in April was the goal of the season. He hugged Sadio Mané, whose route, like Salah’s, had started in rural Africa and had taken both of them to this: Liverpool’s waterfront with a quarter of a million people in attendance, welcoming the champions of Europe home after a magical weekend in Madrid.

At the back of the bus, Origi separated himself from the celebrations temporarily and looked at his medal. Klopp saw him and leaned over. ‘Everything OK, Divock?’ Klopp asked him, holding a beer bottle in both hands, knowing, of course, that it absolutely was. ‘I am fine, boss,’ Origi told him. ‘But I can’t believe we’ve done it.’ His goal in the final had helped Liverpool cross the line in Madrid less than twenty-four hours earlier. ‘You have done it, Divock,’ Klopp corrected him. ‘You had to believe in yourself first. Then we helped each other.’

Brendan Rodgers had almost guided Liverpool to their first league title in twenty-four years. Fifteen months later, though, he was on the verge of the sack. Having written a 2,000-word article in the Independent on Sunday about where it had all gone wrong for Rodgers at Anfield, I discussed who his replacement as manager might be, should he depart. Three reliable sources had told me that though Jürgen Klopp was available after leaving Borussia Dortmund in the summer – where he had won two Bundesliga titles – Liverpool’s ownership group, Fenway Sports Group, were more likely to look elsewhere for a new manager. Klopp had been an ambition out of reach in 2012 when Rodgers was appointed, but the structure at Anfield had evolved since, with Michael Edwards’ rise towards sporting director and the belief that any potential new manager must be willing to operate within this framework. Rodgers didn’t want to initially but went along with the idea, though eventually turned against it when the pressure on him began to rise. While José Mourinho’s position at Chelsea was under review and their more recent culture of success as well as their financial reach had the potential to send Klopp there, Fenway would need to make Klopp the most expensive manager in the club’s history to bring him to Anfield.

These factors boiled down to a fifteen-word line at the very end of a piece which suggested those clamouring for a Klopp appointment might be disappointed. The article, I thought, had far more interesting details relating to the fall of Rodgers. And yet, perhaps it proved to be the detail with the most consequences – I will never know for absolute certainty. Other journalists had published similar commentaries. Maybe they were having similar conversations. Maybe, even, Liverpool had set it up to appear this way and had decided to wait for Klopp while he took a sabbatical, making it look like Rodgers had their full support – the sort of thing done by owners who care about perception.

The following morning my mobile phone started ringing. It was a contact who had a direct line to one of the three key figures at Fenway. He quickly told me that the article had stimulated dialogue between John W. Henry, Tom Werner and Mike Gordon, the ownership group’s leaders who lived in different parts of the United States. Crucially, I thought, he did not seem interested in contesting any of the parts about the shortcomings of Rodgers: how his relationships with players had cracked, how the trust of staff at Melwood that were meant to support him had been lost. Instead, he was focused on finding out how I had established the role of Klopp in all of this. It’s a well-trotted-out line but nevertheless a truism: any journalist worth his or her corn never reveals their sources. I fired back with a series of questions myself and it became clear that Fenway had recognized that Klopp’s personality had the capacity to overwhelm. ‘That is exactly what this club needs,’ I said.

In the past Fenway, who openly admitted they knew little about the game of football but emphasized their success in running other sports franchises across the US, had listened to and followed the advice of what they called ‘pre-eminent soccer advisors’. On this occasion, however, I was informed that they were considering following different advice, and while it was true there were some doubts about Klopp – including Fenway’s own pulling power – they would seriously consider him if he was still available should they decide to change manager.

Rodgers’ position had been unstable across the summer and it was well known that he needed to start the new season positively. After Liverpool concluded the month of August by losing 3–0 at Anfield to West Ham (which also happened to be my wedding day), in September it got worse: a comprehensive 3–1 defeat at Manchester United was followed by draws in Bordeaux then with recently promoted Norwich City, a side that would finish the campaign in the relegation zone. For a full-strength team, extra-time and penalties were required to beat League Two side Carlisle United despite having home advantage.

With Rodgers drowning I had in the meantime contacted Klopp’s agent, Marc Kosicke, and we spoke for nearly an hour about Liverpool. Though the agent would not commit to any sort of interest in a position already taken by another manager, it became clear that Liverpool was intriguing. The discussion centred on the club’s history and culture but also its current operation. One of the questions related to Ian Ayre, the chief executive. On reflection, I painted a rosier picture of the environment than was accurate.

Soon there was another call. ‘What is Klopp’s agent’s number?’ I thought, ‘This is ridiculous – surely at least someone at Liverpool should have the mobile number for Jürgen Klopp’s agent.’ It was clear that the story was moving on but I was asked to keep the conversations in strictest confidence. Liverpool’s next game was the Merseyside derby, and then there was an international break the following week. ‘They must be planning a change,’ I thought.

A few hours later, another call. ‘Can you speak to Klopp’s man and get him to contact us?’ I knew that Fenway operated around potentially sensitive situations using middlemen, affording themselves an opportunity to claim a plausible deniability argument if a story ever became public, particularly relating to takeovers. I was not surprised to be told by Klopp’s team that the first call must come instead from Liverpool. They seemed like fair people but we had only ever spoken over the phone before. As far as they were concerned, I could have been part of a British newspaper sting.

In the impasse I reached my own solution. Two calls were then made. Fenway would have Klopp’s number. Klopp would have Fenway’s number. ‘Sort it out between yourselves but if anything happens, I want to know first.’ Again, I wondered whether this was all part of a ruse, a delaying tactic to try to deflect what was already a reality: that Klopp had long agreed to become Liverpool’s manager.

Ultimately, the subsequent silence was a sign that discussions were moving along. The lines to both parties went dead for a week. In the meantime Rodgers was indeed sacked, during a meeting with Ayre at Melwood immediately after a 1–1 draw with Everton.

It transpired that at another meeting in Manhattan a couple of days before that game Fenway had met with Carlo Ancelotti, the urbane Italian who was manager of Napoli in 2018–19 when Liverpool squeezed past them to reach the second round of the Champions League, setting Klopp and his players on the path to Madrid. It was Klopp, of course, who proved to be the manager who impressed most in Manhattan. He had blown Fenway’s leaders away with his charisma and appetite to manage a club which a decade before had won its last Champions League title and was a quarter of a century away from its last domestic championship.

Mike Gordon, whose relationship with Klopp became the strongest amongst Fenway’s leaders, recognized quickly that Klopp was an extraordinary personality who was willing to stake his own reputation on the future of a club starved of success. Like many of his players Klopp’s path to this point had been unusual: a boy from the rural heartlands of Germany’s Black Forest becoming an icon of the urban masses, firstly in the industrial Ruhr Valley with Dortmund then on Merseyside, where the culture was formed on the docks.

By June 2019 Liverpool was undeniably Klopp’s team. Each of his players had something to prove even if some of them were pricy, but they had all bought into the gegenpress, a tactic which means that after surrendering the ball Klopp’s team immediately tries to win it back rather than falling back to regroup. That is at the basis of everything Liverpool have become; a symbol of response which has translated to the fans as a show of guts and resistance – to recover from the disappointment of losing – the ball in this case – by having the courage to go again and immediately rectify a wrong. Three weeks after the final league game, where Liverpool had taken the most expensively assembled squad in Premier League history all of the way, another opportunity presented itself in Madrid. Typically, Tottenham Hotspur were not going to be allowed out of that corner.
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1. YOU ARE FUCKING SHITE

THE SIGNIFICANT OPENING WORDS OF THE NEW FOOTBALL SEASON were delivered by Ben Tollitt, a Liverpool-supporting Tranmere Rovers winger who three years earlier had been playing in the eleventh tier of English football at Widnes, the rugby league town with a power station.

Having moved up three levels in one move by signing for Skelmersdale United, Tollitt was spotted by the Portsmouth manager Paul Cook. Like Tollitt, Cook began his playing career amidst Merseyside’s uncertain non-league circuit where all clubs fall deep into the shadow of Liverpool and Everton. Though he would finish the 2018–19 campaign pushing for another return to the Football League at what seemed his natural level in the National League with Wrexham, Tollitt had originally joined Tranmere to be closer to home.

Tranmere were a league club again for the first time in four years, having been promoted in a dramatic play-off final where their left-back Liam Ridehalgh was sent off after just 48 seconds at Wembley against Boreham Wood, whose average attendance of 600 would have easily made them the smallest club in the top four divisions had they prevailed at Tranmere’s expense.

Having nearly reached the Premier League at the start of the 1990s, Tranmere had a reputation as cup specialists under John Aldridge, the former Liverpool forward, and in 2000 they lost in the League Cup final to Leicester City. Successive relegations in 2014 and 2015 brought fear the club might go under altogether but the guidance of Mark Palios, the one-time FA chief executive, helped them return to where they felt they belonged.

Tollitt was in the sort of mood to put Loris Karius in his place. He had travelled to Kiev where, six weeks earlier, Karius made two mistakes which led to Real Madrid goals in the Champions League final, the most-watched televised game in club football. The first involved Karius not seeming to recognize the hardly inconspicuous presence of a 6 foot 1 inch centre-forward in Karim Benzema as he tried to roll the ball out, and with that Real took the lead. His second mistake involved Gareth Bale’s 25-yard shot sliding through Karius’ fingers. The final score was 3–1 to Real Madrid. With a better goalkeeper, Liverpool may have become European champions for a sixth time.

Liverpool doctors would claim Karius had sustained concussion after Sergio Ramos barged into him from a corner, sneakily and dangerously applying his left elbow at the German’s temple. Ramos had earlier ended Mohamed Salah’s night, the player in the Liverpool team who carried the hopes and dreams of the club on his shoulders after a record-breaking season during which he scored 44 times.

In the flab of immediate disappointment, however, the significant detail about brain injuries was not available and the focus of Ramos’ role was absolutely on Salah, so everything else he did that night seemed to melt away. Karius was already viewed as the weak link in this team. His Liverpool career had started eighteen months earlier by conceding a corner from his own goal-kick in a game against Sunderland. He had been bought to replace Simon Mignolet but it took Karius a long time to convince the manager who had bought him that he was ready to play instead of the Belgian. When it was decided that Mignolet’s time was up after mistakes in a 3–3 draw with Arsenal, Karius was given six months to prove he could replace him but, as the 2017–18 season wore on, there were signs that Karius was feeling the pressure – though it never became the absolute focus of discussion because the Liverpool machine kept on rumbling through Europe. In the Champions League semi-final second leg in Rome, Karius had let two goals race past him with all of the agility of a slip fielder with creaking limbs in a veterans’ cricket match.

On the long and expensive journey home from Kiev, thousands of supporters like Tollitt arrived at the conclusion that, although they had sympathy for Karius on what had been a harrowing experience that will ultimately define his career, Liverpool really needed a replacement.

Karius did not help himself by misjudging the mood when he released a promotional video towards the end of the next month, showing him running across a Californian beach like David Hasselhoff, ready to save the day even though he’d not long ruined it for so many people just a few weeks earlier. He was a good-looking blond-haired 24-year-old with modelling contracts who gave an outward perception of himself as being extraordinarily confident. At Manchester City, where he had spent his youth before returning to the womb of the Bundesliga with Mainz, the coaches there – as well as some teammates – were intrigued by his Lehmannesque sense of place, which translated as a healthy arrogance to those who believed in him, and borderline delusion to those who did not. It is fair to say that it did not surprise any of those coaches from the early days that Karius had become so active across social media. ‘Always showing off as a kid,’ said one coach. ‘But I do wonder whether he’s actually trying to disguise his own insecurities,’ said another.

Liverpool’s first pre-season friendly went by without incident, an easy 7–0 victory at Chester. There were more people watching at Tranmere, however: a bigger crowd, more journalists present and a sharper focus – an enormous Kop stand behind Karius at Prenton Park. The World Cup was only at its semi-final stage and the domestic season was already under way in terms of preparation. It did not feel like there had been a comfortable distance between what happened to Karius in Kiev and his next public appearance. The smell of cleanly cut abundant green turf can bring optimism to footballers: a new season, a fresh start. Yet it felt like Karius was never going to be able to escape his past: he would forever be remembered as the goalkeeper who lost Liverpool the trophy which had made legends out of even average players.

He would stand there alone with his hands on his hips and his head bowed, looking at the floor after he had failed to handle Oliver Norburn’s ferocious free-kick, allowing Tranmere to pull a goal back and make it 3–1. He would have five touches in total, and another two picking the ball out of the net because Tranmere later scored again. Behind him, Prenton Park’s Kop roared with laughter. In front of him, Tollitt simultaneously worshipped and cursed his presence.

Karius would never be able to win.

The tears inside Kiev’s Olympic Stadium did not flow only onto the already sodden shirts of those on the pitch. Near the halfway line behind Jürgen Klopp’s dugout sat two family members who had travelled to Ukraine to support Loris Karius. The sight of his mother staring into the middle distance, looking away from the game while it was still going on as she held his sobbing girlfriend, prompted Klopp’s wife Ulla to move a few rows and try to offer some reassurance. At the final whistle, while Karius lay on the floor, the three women – all of them connected by the desperation of it all, each of them from the same region of southern Germany – stood there, wrapped in each other’s arms.

Klopp reacted the only way he knows how to disappointment. He returned to the hotel. He turned his cap back to front and, in getting drunk, ended up singing with a man wearing a Liverpool shirt whose nickname might make you think first of cabaret.

Andreas Frege – or Campino, as he is known – was born in Düsseldorf but his mother was English. He had fallen in love with the club Klopp now managed after Liverpool had beaten Borussia Mönchengladbach in the Uefa Cup final of 1973. Football was Campino’s passion but his talent was in music, and Klopp became a fan of his group Die Toten Hosen – translated directly as ‘The Dead Trousers’. He and Klopp had become close friends. They shared similar social and political views, which went a long way towards explaining why Klopp was Liverpool’s manager rather than Bayern Munich’s. Campino believed in punk rather than floorshows. His band did not exist solely to promote causes but were prepared to go that way. The Dead Trousers had made stands against xenophobia and racism, they supported Greenpeace in a campaign to end nuclear testing, and though Klopp had also worked with PETA he had not gone quite as far as Campino who once posed without wearing any clothes to promote the causes of the animal rights group. Amongst their later initiatives related to Bayern’s domination of German football, Die Toten Hosen released a song in 2000 spiked with antipathy. In ‘Bayern’ Campino would yell: ‘Many things can happen/Many things can come to pass/One thing I know for sure. Never in my life would I go to Bayern! (Never go to the f**king Bayern!)’

Despite two opportunities to follow the path nearly every other German manager dreams of, Klopp had seen things differently. He wanted to build something truly memorable rather than just be another coach coldly steering the Bayern wheel only to get fired when the players turned on him and directors conspired to save themselves.

For Klopp, Kiev had felt like another opportunity lost to really mark all of his work at Liverpool with a first trophy, the most lucrative of them all. In two and a half seasons at Liverpool he had lost three finals but had returned the club twice to the Champions League, a competition which had been qualified for only once in the seven seasons before his appointment.

At Melwood, a few days after the Tranmere friendly where Karius dropped his latest clanger, Klopp did not possess the demeanour of someone who was cut up by the recent past, nor did he give the impression that he did not know what he had to do to move Liverpool forward. Klopp had spent the summer in Ibiza. He was tanned, bearded, lean and refreshed. He had not watched the latest final back in too much detail. When your team loses its most outstanding player after a quarter of the game in Salah; when your team concedes from an overhead kick delivered by a substitute introduced only 90 seconds beforehand; when your team – or your goalkeeper – throws in another two in concussion, or not, you sympathize with Klopp and realize why there is little point in agonizing over what else could really have happened: what else could have gone wrong? ‘Only scenes … there is no reason for that, to be honest,’ he said when asked about the depth of his reflection.

Klopp had sympathy with Karius because he recognized that concussion may have played a role in the event that will forever define him as a footballer. Klopp was compassionate. Yet he remained a football manager with consistent views and, even before Kiev, other goalkeeping targets were being identified. Even a Liverpool victory in Ukraine would not have saved Karius, with or without him being at the centre of a dreadful plot – just as Jerzy Dudek’s crucial role in the miracle of Istanbul thirteen years earlier had not saved his Liverpool career, with Pepe Reina soon brought in to replace him.

As he spoke, Klopp knew that in a Sardinian villa, Alisson Becker was preparing to travel to Merseyside. The AS Roma goalkeeper had let in seven goals across two legs against the team that wanted to sign him just a few months before, as Liverpool reached the final of the Champions League with a 7–6 victory on aggregate. Chelsea were interested in the Brazilian too – as were Napoli – but Klopp’s determination was emphasized by the world-record fee he was prepared to pay. Whereas Karius had cost Liverpool £4.75 million just two years earlier Becker – who was eighteen months older – cost nearly fifteen times as much and this represented a world record which stood for only two weeks until Chelsea realized Liverpool had changed the going rate for a position that Klopp appreciated all too well could define how moments in history are recalled.

Liverpool had choreographed the announcement of another signing with the sort of stealth not expected from a club which had, for so long, got so much wrong in the transfer market – not least the summer before when it emerged Virgil van Dijk, then of Southampton, had met Klopp in a Blackpool hotel and the revelation contributed towards the breakdown of any deal for six months.

This time, though, before the conclusions of many journeys back from Kiev, Liverpool had signed a new midfielder without any build-up of speculation or even prior mention.

Fabinho was another footballer in his early mid-twenties; not too young so there would be a long wait to see him emerge as a key figure in the team, but with enough experience to expect an impact in his first season. He had played once for Real Madrid as a teenager before shifting positions at Monaco, where he was recycled from right-back to a more central role, his height and energy adding power and thrust at the base of a creative midfield. In 2017 he became a surprise Ligue 1 winner as well as the Monaco’s chief penalty-taker, while also earning his first caps for the Brazilian national side. He was offered to Manchester United twice, who only wanted him the second time around after preferring Nemanja Matić initially because of José Mourinho’s history with the Serbian at Chelsea. When the opportunity came to go to Old Trafford again, Fabinho had already been persuaded by Klopp that Liverpool was the place he wanted to be. Instead, United would sign another Brazilian in Fred, who was selected in the Brazilian World Cup 2018 squad ahead of Fabinho.

He was quietly spoken but his long limbs, as he stretched out of a leather seat in an Anfield executive suite in mid-July, offered a sense of Fabinho’s presence. It had been harder for him to establish himself in the national team because he had never played a minute of first-team football in Brazil, leaving Fluminense for Portugal’s Rio Ave on a six-year deal brokered by GestiFute, the organization owned by the world’s most famous sports agent, Jorge Mendes. Three of those years would be spent on loan elsewhere, firstly in Madrid where he played mainly for the second team and then Monaco, where he was given more responsibilities. ‘In Brazil,’ Fabinho said, ‘it helps if you have played for one of the big clubs first, because then you have the local and national media talking more about you and a lot earlier.’

Fred, from one big city in Belo Horizonte, had moved to Porto Alegre as a 16-year-old, and had won two state championships with Internacional at the expense of city rivals Grêmio. Fabinho, meanwhile, had spent his youth in the subtropical sprawl of northern São Paulo State and, on moving to Rio de Janeiro from Campinas, had made it onto the substitutes’ bench only once before choosing to leave for Europe. ‘I was not a well-known player in Brazil,’ Fabinho admitted.

In the heat of Kiev, the dearth of midfield options for Klopp was exposed. For the last five weeks of the 2017–18 season it had been the same players filling the same three roles and by the end of May – against the highest-quality opposition – a midfield which required high energy to ensure the team’s structure is supported both in defence and attack began to clank. Klopp had sold Philippe Coutinho for a British record fee to Barcelona in January, he knew Emre Can was leaving for Juventus and he also knew in Kiev (unlike anyone outside the club) that Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain, who had been bought in anticipation of Coutinho’s departure, was injured for at least ten months with no date marked for his return. This led to him wanting to sign Nabil Fekir from Lyon but Liverpool’s staff were unhappy with the results from his medical. The process of the transfer of Fekir had been problematic because of the high demands of Lyon’s notoriously confrontational president Jean-Michel Aulas. While Liverpool earned points for the way Fabinho was handled a few weeks earlier, the sense of frustration at the collapse of the Fekir deal was exacerbated by the embarrassment of the accidental release of an interview with him wearing the same Liverpool training kit as Fabinho, after the club’s media staff were sent to Paris to meet him.

Though Liverpool had two new midfielders in Fabinho and Naby Keïta, who agreed to join in the summer of 2017, perceptions about what Klopp had at his disposal were skewed by the end to the Fekir saga and the uncertainty around Oxlade-Chamberlain. It had been to Klopp’s credit that he made the departure of Coutinho feel like it wasn’t actually a loss, though undoubtedly Liverpool could have done with him in Kiev. In terms of numbers, though it seemed like Liverpool had more midfielders than they started the season with, they actually had fewer, and this was an issue for Klopp to deal with because perception did not meet reality.

Klopp anticipated that it would take Fabinho time to adjust to English football. While the focus at Tranmere had been on the torment of Loris Karius, Fabinho’s talent had shone brighter than Keïta’s, with his physical capacity to eat up space and retrieve possession using those long legs. Yet Klopp believed Fabinho had a tendency to drop too deep, making Liverpool’s defence a back three too often – as he’d been instructed in France. Klopp wanted him higher up the pitch because that is where Liverpool are more destructive, winning possession back quickly much closer to the opponent’s goal.

‘We do it differently to Monaco,’ Klopp stressed. ‘You can push him into position but because it’s natural for him moments later he’s again deep …’ In front of Fabinho was Jordan Henderson, who it is fair to say was not the most popular Liverpool captain in Liverpool’s history, but he consistently did the job Klopp expected of him: his alertness and intensity setting the pace and crucial to the framework of the entire team.

Given Klopp’s warning, it should not have been a surprise that Fabinho had to wait until October to start a league game – sometimes he was not even a part of the match-day squad. It was during this period that the encouragement of Klopp’s first-team coach Pep Lijnders became important. The Dutchman spoke Portuguese, having worked at FC Porto from the age of 23 where he coached at the academy for seven years. Lijnders recognized Fabinho was finding training tough because the responsibilities in his position were different and the intensity was greater. Whereas at Monaco he was expected to run up and down the pitch, the job at Liverpool involved moving from side to side to fill in the gaps when others around him took calculated pressing risks. Klopp would temporarily change Liverpool’s formation from 4–3–3 to 4–4–2 to help Fabinho’s integration, and this allowed him, for a short period of time, to develop his confidence by playing what was more of a natural game. ‘Then you saw the real Fabinho,’ Lijnders said, describing him amidst the ‘organized chaos’ of Liverpool’s play as a ‘lighthouse’, which reflected his emergence as a consistently reassuring figure. ‘His timing, his vision, his calmness, it gives another dimension to our midfield play,’ Lijnders believed.

Fabinho described his introduction to English football as ‘really horrible’. He was backed by a solid family and small but close circle of friends who had supported him throughout his career. Unlike other Brazilian footballers, he had not emerged from the favelas and had lived in an apartment block as a child, without growing up with many of the self-worth issues that are associated with poverty. This did not make him any less driven, however, because he was hardly wealthy. Fabinho explained how his father took on a variety of jobs simultaneously to support his family, which included three children. While he had worked as a school caretaker, a security guard, a bricklayer and at a railway station, Fabinho’s mother was employed by a utilities company, and his sisters were teaching assistants. Through the help of his closest friend, Ricardo – now his brother-in-law – Fabinho was able to travel to youth games by car rather than by bus. After struggling with homesickness in his first year in Europe, Ricardo moved for two years to live with him in Monaco and this helped him adjust.

England fascinated him because he had seen how Brazilian footballers with his characteristics had succeeded there. It would be too narrow to describe him as a classic Brazilian number 5 – a Gilberto Silva or a Dunga – because, with time, his influence would be felt across more space on the pitch. Bernardo Silva, a very different sort of midfielder, who had left Monaco for Manchester City twelve months earlier, had promised Fabinho that he would ‘love’ the English style of football, telling him too that a record-breaking City’s most difficult opponent had been Liverpool – a team that had beaten City three times in four games during 2017–18.

One of the first people to congratulate Fabinho on his move to Liverpool was Kylian Mbappé – another former teammate at Monaco who has since become a World Cup winner with France; the new Pelé. It was difficult to tell whether what Fabinho said next about the teenager was a joke or a genuine statement, but it did feel like more of a joke.

‘He has already said for the next season he will remain at PSG, but I will try slowly to convince him to come to Liverpool,’ Fabinho pledged, revealing a grin that few would see – certainly on a football pitch – for a few months, at least.




2. STANDING FOR SOMETHING ELSE

RUEDI ZBINDEN WAS A SQUAT FIGURE WITH LIGHT BLUE EYES AND cropped grey hair in military style who, according to German colleagues, spoke with a strong Swiss accent and operated in a classic Swiss need-to-know style. He told you just enough information to be impressed by his work but never to the point you’d be able to figure him out entirely. He was 59 years old and he wore a half-length brown leather jacket reminiscent of a detective. In basic terms, detective work was a big part of his job: a figure in the shadows – always in search of something hidden.

Zbinden had captained FC Basel before becoming assistant to Christian Gross when Gross returned to Switzerland after being sacked by Tottenham Hotspur in 1999. But his talent was in scouting – or ‘watching’ as he put it – rather than coaching. Zbinden did not even miss the warm-up before matches. He would never answer a call or talk to the person sitting next to him. ‘I want to absorb everything and form my own judgements,’ he said. ‘Questions come later.’ Sometimes he watched a single player. Sometimes he looked at all 22. ‘I watch every movement of each.’ He would almost fall asleep, he became so focused. He described his condition as a kind of trance. And sometimes it happens: ‘Suddenly I see something different in one.’

Zbinden and Basel were pioneers in Swiss football, becoming the first club to implement a professional scouting structure. Zbinden started in 2001 and eighteen years later only three other clubs across Switzerland had one or more full-time scouts, with most managing a part-time system based on very specific instructions. ‘Many clubs feel they can buy new players from video,’ said Zbinden. ‘I say, “That’s not possible. Never.”’

He had led Basel’s recruitment team with distinction; his signings delivering the most successful period in the club’s history while also earning nearly £70 million in sales. Yet because Basel had emerged as the wealthiest club in the country, Zbinden felt a tariff on domestic targets and this explains why he soon started looking further afield for new signings. His first full-time foreign scout was based in Buenos Aires and his second, in Prague. Had it not been for the ‘guy in Buenos Aires’, as he called him, withholding his name with a sense of mystery, ‘we might have not gone for Mohamed Salah.’

A trip made by Zbinden to Argentina in 2002 ultimately led to Salah ending up in Switzerland a decade later. Back then Zbinden was having a lunch with Enzo Trossero and Néstor Clausen, the head coach of Independiente and his assistant, when he mentioned that he was going to spend his afternoon watching Chacarita Juniors, a club based in a rundown neighbourhood of the capital city.

Trossero knew Zbinden because he had coached in Switzerland with FC Sion. ‘Are you crazy?’ Trossero asked. ‘Never in your life are you going to watch a game of Juniors. That’s too dangerous.’ Zbinden ignored his friend and that is where he saw a 19-year-old playmaker for the first time called Matías Delgado. His simple act of heavily disguising a pass to the striker in front of him made the scout rise from his seat. Zbinden established contact with the Juniors president via a Swiss acquaintance whose command of Spanish was better than his. ‘No chance,’ the message came back. What happened next taught Zbinden a lesson that he would carry with him and play a part in his signing of Salah because sometimes, a stroke of luck is needed to get what you want.

When an Israeli agent asked him months later which player he really wanted to sign and he told him about Delgado, the agent put him in direct contact with the player’s father who realized his son had a chance of succeeding in Europe and subsequently put pressure on the president. Suddenly, a way opened and Delgado became Zbinden’s first transfer of an Argentine from South America to Switzerland.

Across two spells, where he also made Basel money through a transfer to Beşiktaş, Delgado would play nearly 400 games, scoring more than 100 goals. Over the next ten years Zbinden had contact with ‘the guy in Buenos Aires – our most valuable signing’ almost every day and that is why a 17-year-old Ecuadorian striker who had not made his professional debut for a second division team called Rocafuerte came onto Basel’s radar before anyone else’s. Within two years of Felipe Caicedo becoming a £200,000 signing he had been turned into a £7 million profit after Manchester City – enriched by their Abu Dhabi takeover – made him one of the first purchases of the Sheikh Mansour era.

In 2011 the scout from Buenos Aires was dispatched to Colombia for the Under-20 World Cup when Egypt’s number 12 impressed on the opening day of the competition in a game held in the tropical city of Barranquilla. Philippe Coutinho, Casemiro and Oscar would all soon play for top European clubs but Mohamed Salah’s talent shone the most.

Egypt would draw with Brazil before beating Panama 1–0, then filleting Austria 4–0 to make it out of their group. It was then that the man from Buenos Aires sent a note back to Switzerland which described Salah as a winger who ‘certainly belonged to one of the top five players in the tournament’. Egypt’s journey would end in the last sixteen where Argentina – inspired by Erik Lamela, who later joined Spurs from AS Roma – won narrowly, but only after Salah had scored his country’s penalty.

‘We wanted to see him play in Egypt,’ Zbinden remembered. ‘But there was a problem – the stadium catastrophe with multiple fatalities. The league was suspended for three or four months and we couldn’t watch him live.’

Basel had focused on other targets when a German agent with good contacts in Egypt approached the Swiss club’s sporting director Georg Heitz and essentially asked him for a trial for Salah or, as Zbinden put it, ‘a training period’.

‘He (the sporting director) didn’t know Salah but he asked me about him. I looked through the notes and saw that our scouts had produced a glowing report from the tournament in Colombia and I said, “Definitely. If we can see him in training, we’d love that.” That’s how it happened. He came for five days. I’d say it was more of a coincidence than a discovery.’

Had Egypt qualified for the Under-17 World Cup which they hosted in 2009, then maybe Salah would have appeared on Basel’s radar even sooner because Zbinden based himself in Cairo for that tournament. Egypt had not been a country where Zbinden thought he had a chance attracting new players.

‘Or Africa generally, really,’ he admitted. ‘Africans tend to go to France or Belgium, it’s very difficult for us to get players from there to join us. There weren’t many Egyptians at all in Europe at that time. Neuchâtel Xamax had one, but across Switzerland … I don’t remember many Egyptians in the Swiss league throughout the competition’s history. Salah was just a lucky break.’

Zbinden eventually got to see Salah play in his homeland three years later, but only after signing him: ‘We saw international games, to show the player we were there for him. Times were quite troubled – once, I pulled down my windows in the car to greet all the fans but the police fired tear gas and I suddenly couldn’t see anything at all. I just said: “Drive, drive! It’s getting dangerous!”’

During the initial trial period, Zbinden had been concerned about Salah’s final pass, final cross and final shot. Could he deliver when it mattered? At that point, he had only watched him on video where ‘you could see his pace, his dynamism and skill, which made him very interesting’. Georg Heitz had done most of his research online, looking at newspaper reports, and he did not find anything negative.

‘In his five days of training he only really convinced us on the fifth day,’ Zbinden remembered. ‘I had doubts because he had technical deficits; he couldn’t cross the ball with his right foot and his crosses from the left and his shots weren’t very good either. We thought: “That’s not the same guy from the videos!” He was still young, had problems with the language, and going from Cairo to Basel was like going to another world for him. We had to be patient. We had to wait for him to show his qualities. It would have been better to see him playing at [his] home, where he was comfortable and knew his teammates. He would have been able to show his class more quickly there, I’m sure. With us, it took him a few days.

‘But in the very last training session, a five-a-side, he exploded! He dribbled, he scored goals. Heiko Vogel – the Basel coach – and I just looked at each other and said, “Ah, he is the guy from the videos, after all, the guy we wanted.” I was worried he didn’t have what it takes. I was nervous about telling him a story he did not want to hear. But he showed his quality and then I couldn’t say no.’

Heitz spent 3 million Swiss francs on Salah (£1.5 million) and he would sell him eighteen months later for ten times that amount. Salah was 20 years old and marked as Xherdan Shaqiri’s replacement, who’d signed for Bayern Munich – the winger he would later keep out of the Liverpool side. In 2012, though, Zbinden saw lots of room for improvement. ‘His technique wasn’t quite there yet, especially his finishing,’ he stressed. ‘Someone [in the Swiss press] wrote that his shots were so far off target that they’re hitting the pyramids. He was not the most gifted technically either and I think this is where he worked on his game the hardest.’

Salah surprised Zbinden by how quickly he integrated into a new culture: ‘He’s a smart guy and a little devious. In the team hotel, he always pulled pranks. He’s like that on the pitch, where he radiates joy. Football is not work for him, it’s a game. He laughs on the pitch. For me, these are the best players, the ones who look as if they’re having fun. Others are very serious for 90 minutes, it’s hard work for them, but Salah is a player who enjoys the game.’

Zbinden says in Switzerland ‘nobody would have expected’ his achievements at Liverpool even though he was outstanding for Basel, particularly in European games against Chelsea and Tottenham Hotspur. He would help Basel to their seventh Swiss Super League championship, scoring five goals in 29 games before starting the next season in even better form, which led to interest in him gathering. Though Michael Edwards, Liverpool’s sporting director, wanted to sign him then he believes Edwards got a better player when he was three and a half years older. ‘If you sign a player at the wrong time, his career as well as the history of the club can turn out differently,’ Zbinden warned.

Cairo, Basel, London, Florence, Rome and then Liverpool. In London, with Chelsea, he was viewed as an expensive flop, a winger who could not finish. In Florence he rediscovered his confidence and that led to a move to Roma, who still thought they were making a handsome profit when they sold him to Liverpool, which eventually looked like a knockdown fee. The direction of Mohamed Salah’s career, though, was arguably shaped most by what happened in Port Said when he was not even there – an event which had a profound effect on his path, the feeling around him as well as the unique pressure he was facing by the summer of 2018.

Initially, his chances of moving to Switzerland became slimmer because of what happened in the Mediterranean city just around the time Ruedi Zbinden was making his travel arrangements to go to Egypt. In February 2012, moments after Al-Masry beat Al-Ahly 3–1, floods of men dressed in black jackets spilled onto Al-Masry’s pitch armed with knives, broken glass bottles and rocks. The outcome was horrifying. Amidst stabbings and dark-age scenes where some Al-Ahly supporters were lifted and thrown from the stands to their deaths, the youngest victim – aged 13 – was crushed like many others as he tried to escape at an exit tunnel that had been closed off by the police, who but for switching the stadium’s floodlights off did not intervene. When the terrible noises stopped and the lights were turned back on, the reality was revealed: seventy-two people had been killed and more than 500 were injured.

Though twenty-one Masry ultras were sentenced to death for their part in the carnage, across Egypt it was believed ideology and politics had contributed to an awful conclusion. During the Arab Spring just ten months earlier, Ahly ultras had been linked to the uprising against Hosni Mubarak, the former president who was ousted after a thirty-year dictatorship.

What was much clearer was Mohamed Aboutrika’s role in the aftermath of Port Said, the player regarded as the greatest in Egypt’s history. He was an Ahly midfielder and one of those who fled the field in fear of his life. As fans bled to death on the dressing-room floor, he cradled one of them, whose last words were, ‘Captain, I’ve always wanted to meet you.’ In the days that followed, Aboutrika and two of his Egypt teammates, Emad Moteab and Mohamed Barakat, retired from football before being persuaded back. ‘I decided that I needed to play on for the people who died that night,’ said Aboutrika, whose decision to visit the family of every victim saw him transition from being a supremely talented footballer into a symbol for hope.

‘Every athlete,’ said Aboutrika, who studied for a bachelor’s degree in philosophy, ‘has a humanitarian role in society. He doesn’t live solely for himself, but for others, too.’ Before Ahly he had represented Tersana in his home city of Giza and there his intelligent performances soon resulted in the offer of a pay rise that he rejected, insisting that each of his teammates should earn the same money for helping him flourish. His words and actions led to him becoming the face of hope to millions of Egyptians and this was reflected in Tahrir Square, the site of the rising against Mubarak in 2011, where his mural was painted to include a beard. He was viewed on a religious level. Aboutrika became an emblem of the revolution, but the country’s transition towards democracy proved tempestuous and his endorsement in 2012 elections for the Muslim Brotherhood leader Mohamed Morsi would not be forgotten by the new president Abdel Fattah al-Sisi when he seized control from Morsi twelve months later.

Sisi, the former head of the armed forces
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