
[image: cover]


 

[image: Image Missing]

 

 

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2014 Luis Suárez

The right of Luis Suárez to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2014

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 9781 4 7222 425 5

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


About the book

Luis Suárez was a young boy already in love with football by the time his family moved from the countryside to Uruguay’s capital, Montevideo. The guile and trickery of the street kid made an impact with the country’s biggest club, Nacional, before he was spotted by Dutch scouts who brought him to Europe.

Suárez was lured from Ajax to Merseyside by another iconic number 7, Kenny Dalglish. From that moment, he terrorised Premier League defences, driving a resurgent Liverpool towards their most exciting top-flight season in 24 years.

But there is another side to Luis Suárez: the naturally fiery temperament which drives his competitiveness on the pitch. There was the very public incident with Patrice Evra of bitter rivals Manchester United, and the biting of Chelsea defender Branislav Ivanovic, for which Suárez received eight- and ten-match suspensions respectively.

Then during the World Cup finals in Brazil, in a physical encounter against Italy, he bit defender Giorgi Chiellini on the shoulder. Banned from football for four months, derided by the press, he left Brazil in the most testing of circumstances.

In the summer’s final twist, he became one of the most expensive footballers of all time, moving from Liverpool to Barcelona.

In Crossing the Line, Luis Suárez talks from the heart about his intriguing career, his personal journey from scrapping street kid to performer on football’s biggest stage, and the never-say-die attitude that sometimes causes him to overstep the mark.


About the Author

Luis Alberto Suárez Diaz was born in the Uruguayan city of Salto on January 24 1987. When he was seven his family moved to Montevideo and fell in love with football. Rapidly rising to a first-team position for locals Club Nacional de Football, it wasn’t long before he was plying his trade in Holland – first with Groningen and then superstars Ajax, where he was named Dutch Footballer of the Year and amassed one hundred goals for the club.

In January 2011 Liverpool manager Kenny Dalglish paid £22.8m pounds to secure Suarez’s services, making him the most expensive player for the club at the time. Suarez scored on his debut in front of the Kop, and wrote himself into Merseyside folklore. On 30 March 2014, he broke Robbie Fowler’s club record of 28 goals in a Premier League season, and won the Golden Boot, before moving to Spanish superstars Barcelona. At international level, he is Uruguay’s alltime record goalscorer.


For Sofi, Delfi and Benja. I love you. 



INTRODUCTION: CROSSING THE LINE


I knew straight away, as soon as it happened. 

When Godín scored I said ‘Gol!’ but on the inside everything was shutting down. I was happy that we had scored, and happy for my team-mates that we were going through, but I didn’t want to think any more – thinking meant accepting what I’d done and what the consequences would now be. 

I had let people down. My coach Óscar Tabárez, ‘El Maestro’, was in a bad way in the dressing room because he knew what could happen to me now. I couldn’t look at my team-mates. I couldn’t look at the Maestro. I didn’t know how I could say sorry to them. He told me that after the game the journalists had asked him about the incident, and he’d told them that he hadn’t seen anything. 

My team-mates were trying to tell me that maybe the situation was not so bad. But I didn’t want to hear a single word of it. Two more days would pass before I had to leave Brazil, but in my head, I was already gone. 

I was at training the next day, still in this unconscious state of denial, not wanting to think about anything, much less face up to the need to apologise and accept the fact that I needed to get some help. 

Just as we finished the training session, the Maestro called me over. He had news. ‘This is the worst thing that I have ever had to tell a player,’ he said, hardly able to get the words out. At that moment I thought maybe the ban would be ten, fifteen or even twenty games, but then he said: ‘Nine matches’. That didn’t seem any worse than I had feared. But he wasn’t finished. ‘And you can’t set foot in any stadium. You have to leave now. You can’t be anywhere near the squad.’

I wanted to stay and support my team-mates. Even if I was not playing I wanted to try to make up for things in some small way. But there were representatives from FIFA at the hotel and the team manager, Eduardo Belza, had been informed that I had to leave the squad as soon as possible. They treated me worse than a criminal. You can punish a player, you can ban a player from playing, but can you prohibit him from being alongside his team-mates? 

The nine-game ban was to be expected. But being sent home and banned from all stadiums? The only reason I didn’t cry was that I was standing there in front of the coach when he told me the news. 

There was a meeting with the team afterwards back at the hotel. I wanted to speak to them during lunch, but I couldn’t. I was about to stand up and tell them to be strong, to keep going, to keep fighting, but I just couldn’t. 

Had the ban stopped at nine Uruguay matches – which, as would gradually dawn on me, is a heartbreaking two tournaments and two years out of international football – I might still have challenged it, but I would have understood it. But banning me from playing for Liverpool when my bans in England never prevented me from playing for Uruguay? Banning me from going to watch my nine- and ten-year-old nephews play a game of Baby Football? Banning me from all stadiums worldwide? Telling me that I couldn’t go to work? Stopping me from even jogging around the perimeter of a football pitch? It still seems incredible to me that, until the Court of Arbitration decreed otherwise, FIFA’s power actually went that far.

They had never banned a player like that before for breaking someone’s leg, or smashing someone’s nose across his face as Mauro Tassotti did to Luis Enrique at the 1994 World Cup. They made a big thing of saying the incident had happened ‘before the eyes of the world’. Zinedine Zidane headbutted Marco Materazzi in a World Cup final in 2006 and got a three-match ban. 

I was an easy target, maybe. But there was something important I had to face up to: I had made myself an easy target. I made the mistake. It was my fault. This was the third time it had happened. I needed to work at this with the right people. I needed help.
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After my ten-match ban in 2013 for biting Branislav Ivanović, I had questioned the double standards and how the fact that no one actually gets hurt is never taken into consideration. The damage to the player is incomparable with that suffered by a horrendous challenge. Sometimes English football takes pride in having the lowest yellow-card count in Europe, but of course it will have if you can take someone’s leg off and still not be booked. When they can say it is the league with the fewest career-threatening tackles then it will be something to be proud of. 

I don’t think I have ever actually injured a fellow professional. I know biting appals a lot of people, but it’s relatively harmless. Or at least it was in the incidents I was involved in. When Ivanović rolled up his sleeve to show the referee the mark at Anfield, there was virtually nothing there. None of the bites have been like Mike Tyson on Evander Holyfield’s ear. 

But none of this makes it right. 

When I got home and saw the television pictures of my bite on PSV Eindhoven midfielder Otman Bakkal in 2010 I cried. I had just become a father to a young daughter, Delfina, and the thought that she would grow up to see that I had done this upset me more than anything else. My wife Sofi had been in the stands and she had not realised what had happened at the time. When she saw the footage she said to me: ‘What on earth were you thinking?’

I had to start trying to answer that question for myself.

The adrenaline levels in a game can be so high; the pulse is racing and sometimes the brain doesn’t keep up. The pressure mounts and there is no release valve. In 2010 I was frustrated because we were drawing what was a very important game and we were on a bad run that would eventually lead to our manager Martin Jol getting the sack. I was angry with myself, and with the situation. I wanted to do everything right that day and it felt as though I was doing everything wrong. The pent-up frustration and feeling that it was my fault that things were not working out reached a point where I couldn’t contain it any more. 

That is also what happened with Ivanović in 2013. We had to beat Chelsea to still have any chance of making it into the Champions League. It was a long shot anyway, but losing would mean that it was all over. I was having a terrible game. I gave away a stupid penalty with a handball and I could feel everything slipping through our fingers. I could feel myself getting wound up, getting angry with myself, saying to myself on the pitch: ‘How can you have been so clumsy there?’, or ‘How could you miss that?’ 

Moments before the Chiellini bite I had a great chance to put us 1-0 up. If I had scored that goal, if Buffon hadn’t made the save, then what followed would never have happened. I would not have done anything. Nothing. 

But I missed the chance. 

The pressure builds, the fear and the anger bubbles up inside: ‘We’re going out here, and we’re going out because of me.’ It’s suffocating. You don’t realise the magnitude of what you’re doing or what you might do. I’m not justifying what I did – no one ever could – but I am trying to explain what happens. I’m still trying to explain it to myself, to understand what happens and why.

When the heart has stopped racing after the game it’s easy to look back and say: ‘How could you be so stupid? There were twenty minutes left.’ But out on the pitch with the adrenaline pumping and the tension mounting, you’re not even really aware of how long is left. You don’t know anything. All I could think was: ‘I didn’t score, we’re out of the World Cup.’ 

There are some players who in that position would have said: ‘Well, we’re out, but I scored two great goals against England. I’m the star.’ I could have asked to be taken off: ‘My knee is hurting again, I scored two in the last game, I did my best.’ But I don’t think like that. I wanted more. The feeling is very hard to explain. After everything you have done, you don’t want it to stop there; you want more, you can’t bear the thought of failure. It’s not that I want to win; it’s that I need to win. The fear of failure clouds everything for me – even the blatantly obvious fact that I have at least 20,000 pairs of eyes on me; it is not as if I am not going to be seen. Something closes down in my head. Logic doesn’t come into it anymore.

Equally illogical is that it should be a bite. There was a moment in a game against Chile in 2013 when a player grabbed me between the legs and I reacted by punching him. I didn’t get banned for that. Nothing. Not one game. That’s considered a normal, acceptable response. There is no public outcry either. When I called Ivanović after the incident in 2013 he told me that the police had come to see him and asked him if he wanted to press charges and thankfully he had said no. I’m grateful to him because the circus could have gone on for a lot longer. Punch someone and it’s forgotten, there is no circus. So why do I take the most self-destructive route? 

The problem with addressing this ‘switching off’ is that the switching off also happens when I do something brilliant on the pitch and, of course, I don’t want to lose that. I’ve scored goals and later struggled to understand how exactly I managed to score them. There is something about the way I play that is unconscious, for better and for worse. I want to release the tension and the pressure but I don’t want to lose the spontaneity in my game, much less the intensity of my style of play. 

Liverpool sent a sports psychologist out to see me in Barcelona after the Ivanović incident and we spent two hours talking about what it felt like and what was going through my head at the time. He offered me his services and said that I could see him again if I wanted to, but I resisted. Part of it was the concern that this treatment would make me too calm on the pitch. What if the next time the ball goes past me, I just let it go past instead of chasing it. I’m the player who will kill himself just to prevent a throw-in in the ninetieth minute. That’s the way I play. I did not want to lose that.

To a certain extent it’s also normal that a striker is irritable and on edge. For those ninety minutes on the pitch life is irritating. I know irritating might sound like a strange word to use, but it fits. I get irritated when the defender comes and pushes up against me from behind. It’s normal because I’m playing with my back to goal, backing into him, but it irritates me. I get irritated when I miss chances. Everything is an irritant. Sometimes if my first few touches are good then that bodes well, but if the first few touches are off, then I think to myself: ‘What’s wrong with you today?’ And I know that the first time a player clashes with me, there’s a risk I’ll react. 

Defenders know that too. In the Premier League when I played against someone like Johnny Heitinger, the former Ajax defender then at Everton, or against Philippe Senderos at Fulham when Martin Jol was their manager, I knew the drill. Senderos would step on the back of my ankle when the ball had gone, about five minutes into the game. ‘Ah, sorry,’ he would say. I just thought: ‘Yeah, Martin Jol has told you what I’m like and has told you to do that.’

The irritation comes with the job and to a certain extent it’s normal. But when it escalates because of a poor performance in a massive game then I have a potential problem. That day against Chelsea I was awful. I had played badly against PSV in the Bakkal game, and against Italy I had missed a chance that might cost my country its place in the World Cup finals. Each time the irritation levels had gone off the scale, the pressure had got too much, and I had reacted. 

It’s very easy for someone who is not playing – or who has never played – to say: ‘Ah, you shouldn’t lose your temper there.’ But the pressure makes you do things that you never imagined: eat more, eat less, act differently. There have been games when afterwards I have said to myself: ‘Why did I feel under such pressure when all I ever wanted was to play football and enjoy myself’. But the pressure is there. I find it hard not to over-dramatise the big matches. To still be able to give everything, to still care, but to just be able to play the game and not be so intense that I am practically living the match beforehand – that is the place I want to get to.

It seems strange to say it after a third incident, but I have improved, I am calmer. I have matured. When I was a kid, I got sent off once for head-butting a referee. I ran fifty metres to argue a decision, I was shown a red card and so I head-butted the referee. I’m really not proud of that. 

My relationship with Sofi has been a massive help in my life. I always said that I had the best psychologist at home. But for a long time she had been telling me that that wasn’t enough and that I had to speak to the appropriate professionals.

After my days of not wanting to talk to anyone after the Chiellini bite – back in Montevideo with the shutters down, depressed and not wanting to digest what had really happened – Sofi and I went away to the countryside and gradually we began to talk about everything and I finally began to accept what had happened and what I needed to do. She was annoyed with herself for not having been firmer with me before. She said to me: ‘So now are you going to listen to me?’ This time it felt like there was no alternative, and I took the initiative. 

I did the research and I found the right people. If I had been at Liverpool then maybe I would have gone back to the people that I had spoken to there or if I had already been settled in at Barcelona I would have looked within the club, but I was almost between clubs so I went out myself and found the right people to help me. It still feels like something very private, but I feel that they are helping me to understand that I don’t have to hold things in; and that I don’t have to feel such a huge weight of responsibility when I’m on the pitch. 

Already I feel that the process is helping me. But it’s too easy to say: ‘Ah look, I’m behaving myself now.’ Because if something happens again in the future, then what? I have to understand that this is a process. I have time now to go through this treatment and to start to understand myself better, and to understand what I’m capable of in those moments, and learn how to stay in control. I can also see now that this is something completely normal in the sense that if I have a knee specialist to help me with my knee then why wouldn’t I have a specialist in the relevant field to help me with this? 

The thing I am happiest with at the moment is that I know I am being sincere and honest with myself. It’s one thing to say to people, ‘I’ll never do it again’, because that’s what you are supposed to say. It’s another thing entirely to really be conscious of what those words mean and properly accept the situation and that is what I feel I am doing. It feels as though I have finally said to myself: ‘Luis, you have to realise that you need someone who will talk to you about this so that you can find a way to be able to handle these situations.’ 

I’m already learning how to deal with these build-ups of pressure. I have always preferred to keep things to myself rather than sharing them with anyone, even my wife who has shared everything else with me, who is my soulmate. But I am learning that if you let it go, some of the tension leaves your body, your mind clears, you feel better for it. Don’t keep it all bottled up inside; don’t take it all on alone. 

When we began to talk things through we had to start with the same old question: ‘Why?’

‘Why, Luis, why did you do it?’ I still don’t know. But I’m on the right road to trying to understand that for myself. 
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As time went by the plain absurdity of the FIFA ban became more and more apparent. We had to plan everything carefully in case the paparazzi, or even just a fan, took a photograph of me doing something remotely football-related. I had to consider what might happen if a picture of me working out in a gym came to light. 

Signing my new contract at Barcelona without it becoming public was a difficult operation too. The club had permission to sign me but it had to stay a private matter. It had to be intricately planned so that no one saw us, or worse still, no one photographed us. There was a three-car plan in place with three different vehicles leaving the Camp Nou from three different exits in the event of us realising the press had been alerted. I had already got used to everything being a covert operation. One day I came away from my father-in-law’s house hidden in his car to give the paparazzi the slip. Apart from all the things I couldn’t do because of the FIFA ban, there was also a lot I couldn’t do because of the attention that now followed my every move.

The transfer to Barcelona was very different to the proposed move to Arsenal a year before. Liverpool were more open to the idea because they knew that Barcelona were going to pay what they wanted for me. And there is a big difference between going from Liverpool to Arsenal and going from Liverpool to Barcelona. I will never in my life regret the decision to stay at Liverpool another year. It would have been a huge mistake to leave the season before. If I had not listened to Steven Gerrard I would have made that massive mistake. We spoke about it when I went back to Melwood to collect my things at the end of the summer and he told me: ‘You did the right thing, you waited for the right moment.’ It brought back memories of being in the gym at Melwood when the Arsenal saga was rumbling on and him saying to me: ‘Wait. Play well this season, give Liverpool one more year and next year it will either be Bayern Munich or Real Madrid or Barcelona that come in for you and then you can go where you want to because you have the quality to play at any one of those three clubs.’ 

I love English football and I will miss it, but it’s impossible to have your dream within your grasp and not grab at it. Not that there weren’t tears when the day came for us to move out of our home in Liverpool. A lot of memories came flooding back. My wife was crying; my daughter was saying: ‘I miss my home in Liverpool, I remember when it was my birthday, I remember when I had all my toys in my room.’ It was emotional.

Predictably, some people were glad to see the back of me. I heard about Richard Scudamore’s comments that I had been bad for the image of the Premier League. I thought the Premier League in my final season in England was as exciting as it was because of what Liverpool achieved, so I don’t really understand the comment. Maybe he is upset when the league loses its top players to other leagues. 

I have come to love all the clubs I have played for, but I don’t think I have ever been a badge-kisser – claiming every club I’ve joined is the one of my dreams. Lots of players say that about lots of clubs: ‘This is the moment I’ve dreamed about.’ But with Barcelona it was difficult not to feel that way. There is a video of me as a young kid being interviewed for Uruguayan television, saying exactly that: ‘I want to play for Barcelona one day.’ A Uruguayan journalist also reminded me recently that when I was at Nacional and about eighteen years old I would turn up at training with a grey Barcelona rucksack with the Barça badge on it.

Visiting Sofi’s family who live in Barcelona we saw lots of games together. I saw the 5-0 win over Real Madrid with the famous five-fingered celebration from Gerard Pique. I saw Andrés Iniesta score in a 1-0 derby game against Espanyol. I saw the Barça vs. Madrid game when Fabio Cannavaro scrambled back to clear a Messi goal but only ended up clattering into the post. And I saw Barcelona vs. Arsenal when they won 4-1 and Messi scored four goals. 

I went to games but I never imagined I would play for them and throughout the suspension, even once I was allowed to train with the team, I still couldn’t quite believe it. When they presented me at the pre-season Gamper Trophy match, it felt like I had been invited to play as a guest, or that I’d won a competition. Sofi said to me: ‘How was it? How did you feel?’ I told her: ‘The truth is, it felt like they had invited me to play a one-off football match.’ When I walked out on to the pitch that was the feeling. 

It wasn’t the most orthodox of presentations to the rest of the squad either, the day I was finally allowed to train with the team. Barcelona’s manager Luis Enrique gathered in the players and told them: ‘Well, they have finally got him out of Guantánamo to be here with us today for training …’ Everyone applauded the released prisoner and I did my best not to look too embarrassed about being the centre of attention. 

I can relate to what it is the coach and the club are trying to get back to – that attitude, that desire to win. And it’s important that the coach has seen those qualities in me, and has the confidence in me to bring those characteristics to the team. 

People talk about me being a problem player but speak to my team-mates and try to find even one that feels that way. I can argue with a team-mate like any player; I have argued with team-mates many times, but it’s always about football. The one-upmanship and the envy that you can sometimes find in a dressing room has never come from me. Barcelona knew they would have zero problems in that respect. I’m here to do what the coach asks; to deliver what the supporters want; and to work with team-mates who want the same success as I do.

People ask: ‘Will it work tactically?’ The boss knows that I can fit into any position that he wants me to fill just as I did for Brendan Rodgers. I think to maximise my benefit to the team I know where I need to be on the pitch. With Lionel Messi arriving from deep having combined with the players in the middle of the pitch; and Neymar being a very mobile player who likes to start in wide areas and come inside, or receive the ball inside and then move into space out wide; me being the reference point for the team inside the area is going to benefit us a lot. I’m not saying I’ll play through the middle like a typical number nine but, because of the natural movements of Leo and Neymar, I can see that often that will be the space I end up occupying. 

Some people have suggested it may end up resembling the Eto’o–Messi–Henry forward line the team had during a period under Pep Guardiola, with Neymar as Henry and myself as Eto’o. To some extent that could be true. 

The style of football is similar to the one I experienced at Ajax and then with Brendan at Liverpool – playing out from the back with the ball on the ground, lots of quick movement and one- or two-touch passing. It’s the classic Ajax model and it’s also very much the Liverpool style from last season. It’s the mix of the two in fact – the touch and passing of Ajax and the ‘Dutch School’, and the speed of movement of Liverpool. 

And the feelings I had on my first day were much like they were at Liverpool, Ajax and Groningen – there was just as much awkward embarrassment. You don’t know what you should do, who you should greet and acknowledge or how you should greet and acknowledge them. I was very timid in those early days, but the truth is that I had thought it would be a lot more difficult that it was – the players were fantastic. 

I had no idea what to expect. Would it be all glamour and superstardom? In fact there was absolutely none of that. All I found was a group of ultra-professionals who want to win trophies working hard for a very good coach. There’s a real connection between the players and the manager as well – Luis Enrique is a young coach and there is that healthy balance between the laughing and joking with him and the seriousness of the job that we have to do. 

Andrés held my hand on day one because he was the player I knew best and he explained everything to me. And soon I discovered that both Leo Messi and Javier Mascherano take mate, the herbal drink so popular with Uruguayans, so that’s great for me. I was taking a flask of it to work by my second day. I thought it would be a bit presumptuous to do so on day one, but by day two I felt comfortable. 

Dani Alves said he was pleased I had arrived because now he wasn’t going to be the only ‘bad guy’ at the club and that made me laugh. It all helped to make me feel part of things. 

Although it would be a long time before I would play alongside Messi and Neymar in the first team, I was soon playing alongside them and Xavi, Andrés, Sergio Busquets and Ivan Rakitić out on the training pitch. And it really is incredible what they can do to you in a reduced space with a football. The famous Rondo passing drills are very tough at first. You have to adapt quickly to this incredible speed of touch or you don’t see the ball. But as well as adapting to the Barça style I also know that I had been signed for my characteristics and for what I do on the pitch and so I have to focus on carrying on doing all those things that made the club want to sign me in the first place.

Sporting Director Andoni Zubizarreta has been asked how could Barcelona still profess to be ‘more than a club’ after signing me. His reply meant a lot to me. He said: ‘We accept human beings with all their imperfections. People get things right and they get things wrong and they have the capacity to learn from mistakes … I’m sure that Luis will be a positive force for this club in the future.’ They knew they would get that sort of criticism and it means so much that they still went ahead with the signing. 

There was a lot of nonsense around at the time of the transfer. I read ‘Barcelona have made Suárez sign an anti-bite clause’, as if they would do something that ridiculous. Every player that signs a contract signs up to a code of conduct. As if they would put in a biting clause. If they had done that then I would have signed it there and then of course, but there was no such lack of confidence in me.

When I went to have my medical and sign my new contract I told the president about the time I came to Barcelona on holiday to visit Sofi when we were teenagers; we were just ambling around outside the Camp Nou because we didn’t have enough money to get into the museum or buy anything from the club shop. On this particular day someone had left a door open – one of the huge gates that leads into the stadium and out onto the pitch. I shouted to Sofi: ‘Look over here, they have left one of the doors open.’ She was worried that we were going to be caught trespassing and kicked out but I said: ‘No, come quickly.’ And for what must have been two minutes we were in. I took a picture of myself in the stadium and then we crept out. When Sofi appeared for the official signing one of the directors said: ‘Sofi, it’s good that you have come because we need you to settle up the bill for the stadium tour you never paid for in 2004.’ 

Sofi had been by my side on those early visits to the stadium when I was still a young hopeful playing for Nacional in Uruguay and wondering if I would ever play in Europe. She was by my side when I could finally accept and talk about everything that had happened at the World Cup. And she was by my side as I signed for Barcelona – ten years after I had first left Montevideo aiming to join her in Catalonia’s capital, I’d finally arrived. It is only right that in telling my story, I should start with her. How we met, and how wanting to be with her first brought me to this city ten years ago.


1


THIS IS A LOVE STORY


It was raining hard and Sofi was absolutely drenched. I was bone-dry and happily playing arcade games inside. How was I to know that she would wait outside the shopping centre where we had arranged to meet for our first date?

Sofi’s parents were out of town, taking her brother to play a football match, so I had suggested we take advantage of their absence. She had been waiting outside at a bus stop for me in the sunshine, but the storm clouds rolled in and it poured down. The only phone was on the other side of a busy dual carriageway with traffic lights that meant you had to wait an age to get across. She crossed over to call my house to ask what had happened to me and got soaked in the process. 

She spoke to my sister who told her: ‘No, he’s not here. I think he’s gone to meet his girlfriend.’ 

So not only did Sofi think she’d been stood up, she thought she had been stood up by some scoundrel who already had a girlfriend.

The girlfriend of course was her. It had been love at first sight. 

We met through a mutual friend who also played for the youth team at Nacional – the biggest club in Montevideo. I used to say hello to her dad in an attempt to make a good impression. I think she thought: ‘Why is this strange boy saying hello to my dad all the time?’

I had spoken to her at a disco before but the shopping centre was our first date. Finally, she came inside to dry off and I appeared, innocently asking where she had been and why she was so wet. 

The storm had been so bad her brother’s game had been cancelled and when she spoke to her sister a bit later she was told: ‘Get back quickly, they’re on their way home!’ 

She was only thirteen and I was just fifteen. More than a decade later, she is my wife. 

I was a lot less shy back then. She used to get embarrassed that I would go straight to her mum’s fridge as soon as I arrived at her house. Or when she and her mum came back from shopping I would peer into her mum’s bag asking: ‘Did you buy anything for me?’ She thought I was cheeky. Luckily for me, her mum thought I was charming. 

Not only did Sofi know me when I was a lot less shy, she also knew me when I had nothing. She lived outside Montevideo and I used to have to ask one of Nacional’s club directors, Wilson Pírez, for the forty pesos (about £1) it cost to make the forty-kilometre round trip to see her. If Wilson wasn’t around I would hassle another director, José Luis Espósito, for a loan to fund my courting. 

I’d look for unofficial bonuses before games, saying to them: ‘If I score will you give me twenty pesos?’ That would be enough to get me there; I would worry about getting back when the time came. Usually, they would laugh and give me the money and I would get on a bus from Montevideo to Solymar where she lived. I had to find the money from somewhere. I couldn’t ask my mum and I certainly couldn’t ask my siblings, though sometimes, if she had a little bit more money than usual, my older sister would give me the fare for the trip. 

Wilson and José Luis were very good to me. I still speak to both of them and what I most value about our friendship is that they have never asked me for anything in return for all the favours they did me.

Then there was a local man who collected old telephone cards and if you had some then he would buy them from you, so I would keep my eyes peeled, checking all the phone booths for these cards and then sell them to him. Sometimes my mum would collect them for me.

It would have been easy for Sofi’s parents to reject this little rascal. When my daughter is thirteen, if she brings home a fifteen-year-old boyfriend who looks like he might be from the wrong side of the tracks I might not take so kindly to him. Not only did they seem to accept me, they actually appeared to like me. When Sofi’s father went away for work I would help her mother out with jobs around the house such as lighting the boiler. Sometimes Sofi and I would have disagreements and her mum would defend me. I suppose they valued the effort I put in just to see Sofi. Here was this kid from Montevideo who couldn’t afford the bus journey to Solymar, but he always found a way to see their daughter. I think they realised I would have walked if I’d had to. There were days when I had the money to get there but not enough money to get back and so I used to hitchhike home in the early hours. I had to be at training at Nacional the next day after all.

Sofi saved me from myself. Before I met her I had got into the habit of staying out late and not worrying about training. Sometimes I would turn up still tired and not in the right frame of mind. I always regretted it, especially when team-mates who hadn’t gone out trained better than me and ended up in the team at my expense. But I always fell back into the same habits. In the season when I was thirteen and fourteen years old I only scored eight goals in thirty-seven matches and Nacional told me that they wanted to let me go because they knew that I was going out at night and I was not behaving as I ought to. It was Wilson who persuaded them to give me another chance and sternly told me not to waste it. Sofi showed me another way. Without Wilson and Sofi, my career might have ended right there. 

My friends would meet up in the street or go to the local disco and I wanted to do the same. I knew it was damaging but when you’re a teenager, just a kid, you’re not aware that you are at a crossroads in your life. The fact that I was able to choose the right path owes so much to Sofi; if I had not met her I don’t know what would have happened to me. 

By the time I reached my sixteenth birthday I was totally focused on my football. I used to play on Saturdays and I would stay at Sofi’s house on Saturday nights and spend Sunday with her. If I had not met her I would have been out, mixing with people who I shouldn’t have been mixing with. I might have done very different things and ended up a different person. 

Sofi’s world was very different to mine. I had been forced to leave Salto, a smaller town with wide open spaces, for the city at the age of seven and then lived through the separation of my parents when I was nine. I was on the street a lot of the time. Between where I lived in Montevideo and her home lie some of the roughest neighbourhoods in Uruguay. When we were both a little bit older we would take that bus journey together and she was surprised that I knew those parts of the city only too well. She would say: ‘But how do you know these places?’ When I was younger I would be walking those streets with my brother as we went to and from training.

My mum, Sandra, accompanied us whenever she could but she was busy working as a cleaner at the local bus station in Tres Cruces. My father, Rodolfo, would go to some of my games but he couldn’t go to any of my training sessions because he had to work long hours too. He was a former soldier who, having left the army, had to look for work wherever he could find it. He worked in the local biscuit factory and then later as a concierge, sleeping in the apartment blocks where he worked when he had no money for rent and nowhere else to stay. I know my parents had it tough and I value all that they did for me and my brothers and sisters. But it was an anarchic upbringing at times and Sofi’s life seemed so much more stable and structured by comparison. 

I had never really studied either. I went to school but that was as far as my commitment to education went. I was a terrible student. I never paid attention and I never wanted to learn; I couldn’t be bothered. I just misbehaved. 

Sofi would say to me: ‘How come you’re still in the first year of secondary school?’ 

I had had to repeat the first year twice and so I was two years older than everyone else in my class. In the end I had to go to night school to catch up. I would train in the afternoons and then I would go to study. At least at night school I was the youngest instead of being the oldest. Sofi couldn’t understand it. She had come from a world where you had to study. She used to help me with my homework and she would say: ‘But you’re not stupid, you’re just lazy! You can do this!’ It was the first time someone had encouraged me. My mum did all she could but she had a house full of children to care for. 

I would come home from school and she would say: ‘Did you study?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

What was she going to say? There was no time for further questioning.

Sofi wanted to help me. She wanted me to see that life was full of opportunities. Life wasn’t just football; you could study as well. And she didn’t just advise me to study; she made me study. I had to show her my homework. She was bright so she was able to correct me. I was embarrassed when it came to schoolwork, having fallen so far behind, and she helped me overcome that. I was discovering another world, one beyond selling telephone cards for my bus fares and staying out late. I started to study harder under her guidance. What I really wanted was to earn more money so that I could look smart for our dates and buy her gifts too. 

I didn’t just want to be able to travel to see her, I wanted to take her a present from time to time. And while it wasn’t quite a case of having just the clothes on my back, I certainly didn’t have the latest fashions. 

At Nacional, players had to get to the stadium so that they could then be taken by bus to the training ground forty-five minutes away and if you lived far enough away from the stadium then the club paid your bus fare. I tried to pull a fast one, saying I had moved away so that I could get free transport to and from Sofi’s house. It would have been perfect – my travel to and from Sofi paid for by my club would leave me with some money to spend on her. The scam failed, though. 

The struggle to see her was about to get much worse with the news that she was moving to Europe to start a new life.

I was devastated. 

It felt like my world was falling apart, and not for the first time; everything was being taken away from me again. Moving away from my childhood friends in Salto and from the countryside to the big city where I knew no one and where the other kids would laugh at my strange accent was hard enough. To then have the family torn apart by the break-up of my parents in 1996 was almost more than I could take. We could feel that things were falling apart, breaking down. Now this. My family knew what I had found with Sofi and my mother appreciated what her family had done for me, looking after me, and helping me to stay on the right track. They knew how I would suffer when she went away. 

Her dad worked in a bank in Uruguay that closed down in the crisis in 2002 and because he had a brother in Spain he said: ‘Right, let’s go there.’ 

They went to Barcelona in October 2003. Sofi was everything and everything was taken from me. When I said goodbye to Sofi at the age of sixteen I thought it was the last time I would see her. The day before she left, her house was packed with friends and family and we took a stroll to get away from everyone. I remember us standing at a bus stop and me saying to her: ‘I can’t believe I’m never going to see you again.’ 

There was no way she could stay behind and live with me. Her mother had said: ‘You can study something and if you get a qualification then you can go back to Uruguay to be with Luis.’ She asked around to see what was the quickest thing to qualify in and they said hairdressing, so she decided she would study to become a hairdresser. It was never what she wanted to do but she was smart enough to know that it was the fastest track back to Uruguay to be with me.

I cried the day she left. She gave me an exercise book in which she had written the lyrics of songs and I read them and sobbed. I thought it was the end of our relationship and the end of my world. How was I going to be able to go to Barcelona from Uruguay if I could hardly raise the funds to go from Montevideo to Solymar? 

From now on it would no longer be about scraping together enough money to visit Sofi by gathering up telephone cards; it would be about scraping together enough money to call her on the telephone. 

A month after she left, she called me to tell me how sad she was feeling and she said: ‘If you don’t come at the end of the year, we won’t see each other again.’ She said I had to do all I could to get there; I had to try everything. 

Thanks to my agent at the time, Daniel Fonseca, I was able to visit her. Of all the players that Fonseca had I was his least important but he still paid for the trip and my older brother gave me about $60 to travel with. I had no idea how little that was. I was sixteen and it was my first big trip to Europe. I travelled in December 2003 with this money burning a hole in my pocket, feeling like the richest man in the world. It didn’t last long but at least I now knew, during that first New Year’s Eve together, what I really wanted to do with my life and my career. 

I wanted to play in Europe to be with Sofi. 

[image: Image Missing]

There is a team in Uruguay called Liverpool FC. They play in Montevideo. The club was founded in 1919 at a seminary and the students there named it after the English port because the boats carrying coal that used to arrive in the city had come from Liverpool. Before the 2005/06 season they even changed their away kit to all-red as a further tribute. 

In 2006 some representatives from the Dutch club Groningen came to watch a Liverpool striker by the name of Elías Figueroa. They stayed an extra day and watched another striker, a nineteen-year-old called Luis Suárez. 

It wasn’t that this ‘Suárez’ was a little bit further down on the Groningen scouts’ list; he wasn’t on any list. Grads Fuhler, the scout, and Hans Nijland, the director of sport, spoke to people in Montevideo and everyone they spoke to told them how good this Suárez was. Having come so far, they felt that they had nothing to lose. They were there in Uruguay, there was a game on, the flight wasn’t until the next day. They might as well. It was chance but it worked out perfectly. 

‘No, we want this other player,’ the Groningen delegation told their hosts when they were asked about Figueroa. They had only seen me play one game and it was hard to invest in a player on that basis but they had seen enough. The one game in question had been Nacional against Defensor Sporting. We were fighting it out for the title and I put in my best performance of the season, scoring a goal. I had no idea they were watching me and I’d never heard of Groningen but I knew it was closer to Barcelona than Montevideo was. 

Playing so well and scoring such a good goal in front of scouts who weren’t even meant to be watching me was just the stroke of luck I needed. I felt I had earned it too. 

It had been a long hard road through the youth ranks at Nacional. I had survived that career blip when it seemed they would be letting me go because I wasn’t sufficiently focused. But for Wilson Pírez’s intervention, they probably would have done; but for Sofi I probably would have wasted that second chance. But they were there for me and my form after that was good enough for me to be called up to join pre-season training with the first team when I was just sixteen. That call came in the middle of that first trip to Spain to see Sofi. 

Wilson had known me for a long time, both as a player and as the kid who wanted to borrow some money to see his girlfriend. He was the father of another boy in the Nacional youth system and having seen something in me he had become determined to guide me in the right direction. It was Wilson who rang to tell me that Santiago ‘El Vasco’ Ostolaza, who was the coach at the time, wanted me to join the pre-season. Sofi couldn’t believe that I had come all that way and would now be going back again ahead of schedule. I said to her: ‘I have to go; and when I’m in the Nacional first team I will have more money than ever before to come and see you.’ 
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