
		
			[image: 9781529435665.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			 

			First published in Great Britain in 2023 by

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © Roberto Firmino 2023

			 

			The moral right of Roberto Firmino to

			be identified as the authors of this work has been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			 

			HB ISBN 978 1 52943 527 6

			TPB ISBN 978 1 52943 564 1

			Ebook ISBN 978 1 52943 566 5

			 

			PICTURE CREDITS

			All images supplied courtesy of Roberto Firmino, except: 3 – Alex Livesey/Getty; 

			4 – MUSTAFA ABUMUNES/Getty; 5 – Andrew Powell/Getty; 6 – Clive Brunskill/Getty; 

			7 – Plumb images/Getty; 8 – John Powell/Getty; 9 – Silvio Eugênio da Silva; 

			10 – Camila Machado Rodolfo; 11 – FK Pictures - Felippe Gonçalves, Katia Gonçalves; 

			16 – Oli Scarff/Getty; 17, 24 – Rodan Can; 18 – Jan Kruger/Getty; 

			19 – Andrew Powell/Liverpool FC; 21 – Luciano Lopes de Souza; 

			22 – Mark Paul Volante; 23 – FK Pictures - Felippe Gonçalves, Katia Gonçalves.

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent

			permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss,

			damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a

			third party relying on any information contained in this book.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			God, Your works are wonderful, and I know it well.

			  

			Holy Spirit, my Guide, and Jesus, my Saviour, 

			thank you for such love.

			  

			My beloved wife, Larissa, who has always been 

			my faithful helper and never let go of my hands. 

			Valentina, Bella, Liz and Sophia, you are my fuel. 

			I hope to be a good example and warm your hearts.

			  

			I dedicate this book to you. 

			Without you, none of this would exist.
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			Preface

			Obrigado

			I never wanted to leave Liverpool Football Club.

			I feel it’s important to say that right from the start, so there’s no doubt.

			On 3 March 2023 I opened a new note on my phone and started writing a message to Jürgen Klopp, the Boss. I didn’t want to face him and stumble over my words, so I wanted to prepare it, get it just right: ‘I’ve talked to my family and made the decision not to stay at the club anymore. I believe my time here has come to an end. Thank you very much for everything.’

			I also didn’t want the Boss to insist that I stay, as had happened with my friend Philippe Coutinho years before. But he didn’t insist. He already knew that moment was coming. I did too, which is why I said it. I didn’t want this, never wanted to go, but I had to accept the inevitable. Discussions over a contract renewal had been dragging on and I finally understood that there weren’t two paths for my choice: to stay or not to stay. There was only one. And someone needed the courage to make that decision, to actually say it.

			So I did.

			The final three months in Liverpool were filled with love, memories, and endless demonstrations of affection and respect from the club, staff, teammates and, above all, the fans. I was humbled by so much love and will be forever grateful.

			I doubt there’s a club in the world with fans as passionate or loyal as Liverpool’s, no place as alive as Anfield. I’ll always be a Red. I never imagined I would achieve so much at the club, become an idol or see my family and I fulfil all our dreams. It was the honour of my life to wear the red shirt of Liverpool Football Club.

			I arrived in the city as one person and I left as another.

			Liverpool changed me. I had changed too. My life can be divided into two parts, like the history of the world itself: Before Christ and After Christ. In 2019 my transformation began to take shape and I started embracing life in Christ.

			Before that, I lived through a phase of discovery and rebellion. I wasn’t the first Brazilian boy to rise from poverty to become a football idol, and I won’t be the last either. Overnight, everything becomes easier and everything comes easily: money, luxury, cars, women; all you could ever wish for. You feel like you can do whatever you want. It happens so fast and it’s not easy to control all of that, to manage it. Who are the real friends? Who can you trust? Who truly loves you? Who only loves your money and fame?

			Thank God, I always had people by my side who helped me stay focused, kept me in line. I always wanted to be a football player, to succeed. I couldn’t miss that opportunity.

			The most important person, of course, was Larissa. My love, my passion, my safe haven, the woman of my life since the moment I first saw her in Florianópolis. It wasn’t easy, I made mistakes, but in the end love triumphed. We got married in 2017, in my hometown, Maceió.

			We already had two beautiful daughters: Valentina, born in Germany, and Bella, in England. They were sent by God and were a crucial bond in our love. At a different, more settled time in our lives, two more princesses arrived: Liz and Sophia. The four girls are our most precious gifts, an infinite love.

			In 2018 Larissa was touched by Christ. In the same year, two essential players for our team and two essential couples for our lives arrived in the city of Liverpool: Alisson and Natália; Fabinho and Rebeca. They were important for Larissa’s affirmation and my own encounter with God, which would happen soon afterwards, transforming me after a period of resistance and stubbornness. Life in Christ distanced me from drinking, parties and empty fun that leads nowhere. I started valuing much more what was already close to me, which, before, I couldn’t see: true friends, family.

			In the following pages I’ll tell you the story of the two Bobby Firminos. There’s a constant they both share, something that didn’t change: the smile. Sure, it became a little whiter and brighter, I know, but it has always been with me. It has always been my main way of expressing myself. I was an extremely shy, quiet boy of few words, so it was often my smile that saw me through, that opened doors, that won the love of many people.

			The other way I expressed myself, of course, was on the field, doing what I love: playing football. I’m blessed because the Lord empowered me with the talent necessary to make people happy, to bring joy and emotion to their lives, to make them smile too.

			From the terrace of my apartment in my dear city, Maceió, in the north-­east of Brazil, where I began putting this book together, looking back on my life, on eight special years at Anfield, I see a beautiful blue sea. Always beautiful. From the ninth floor, with all the comfort you could have, comfort I could only dream of when I was a boy, I see a fishing boat passing by with the red colours and the emblem of CRB, Clube de Regatas Brasil, my father’s favourite team and the club where my transformation began – from a boy playing with friends in the street to a real football player playing in front of thousands.

			In Maceió the two major teams are CRB and CSA (Centro Sportivo Alagoano): red and blue. Does that remind you of another city, another pair of rivals? The city of Liverpool Football Club, deep in my heart now, and Everton, our eternal rivals. Reds and blues, just like in Maceió. Some things remain the same, always.

			Liverpool was home for eight years. It’s where three of my four daughters were born and it’s the club that allowed me to fulfil the dream of playing in a World Cup with the yellow shirt of the Brazilian national team, the ultimate goal for any child, any football player from my country.

			You’ve heard me speak very little over these years. There have been few interviews or off-­field events. I battle shyness every day of my life. If speaking in public in my own language is already difficult for me, you can imagine how much harder it is to give an interview in English. You know that it would be impossible for me to write the story of my life in English. This book is a collaborative work, with the help of God and many people crucial to my development as a person and as a player. This book wouldn’t exist without their involvement, just like Liverpool’s success, all those trophies – Premier League, FA Cup, League Cup, Community Shield, European Super Cup, European Cup and World Cup – wouldn’t exist without everyone, without a massive collective effort, on and off the field.

			Not all heroes wear capes; some are called Dad. My father, José, was my childhood hero, an inspiration and an example. A generous, serious, honest man dedicated to family.

			My mother, Maria Cícera, shaped my character. When I thought I knew everything about life, she would give me a lesson in how things really were. A woman of strong personality and a soft heart, always present in my childhood, she suffered when I left home at just 16, but she knew that my purpose was greater and she fought for it alongside me.

			My sister, Marcella, came to light up the house. At first, the little ‘Bebeto’, as they called me in the neighbourhood, would get angry because he had ‘lost’ the TV – football had been replaced by cartoons. And also because I had to carry her heavy bag of nappies back and forth. When I left home, she was only six, and I’m grateful that she was the companion she was to our parents.

			Besides my family, I can’t forget about the essential people in my journey. My lifelong friend Cesinha Lucena, from our youth days at CRB to our daily interaction during the glorious years in Liverpool, has been a loyal companion who I knew would always be with me, in good times and bad.

			To my fellow brother in Christ, Isaias Saad, my pastors Jairo and Keila, and my entire faith family from Manah Church, I extend my heartfelt gratitude. You have been and continue to be instruments of God in my life. Thank you for showing me love, true love, while many were just massaging my ego.

			I also want to thank João and Lina, wonderful Portuguese people from Madeira, who have been by my side all these years, taking care of me and my family with a lot of love.

			And Sven Kampmann, the physiotherapist who has been with me since 2015, helping to keep the ‘racehorse’ ready to run, fit for the fight. Hendrick Meyer, César Thier and my friend Júnior, better known as JJ, who assisted in keeping the train on track in Germany. As well as all the doctors, physios and trainers who stood by me in the most complicated times, during injuries.

			I want to thank the Boss, my dear coach Jürgen Klopp, who trusted me from day one – and all the guys who were part of his coaching staff over the years. The guys from Liverpool’s scouting department: Michael Edwards, David Fallows, Barry Hunter, Andy Sayer and Fernando Troiani, who pushed for my signing to be approved by the club’s management. Also Mike Gordon from Fenway Sports Group, who supported my arrival at Liverpool.

			Many coaches and scouts believed in me throughout my journey. Guilherme Farias and Toninho Almeida, the first to see me at CRB, believed in a 14-­year-­old Roberto when others didn’t. Bilu and Dr Marcellus were responsible for my dramatic departure from Maceió to Florianópolis. Later, Hemerson Maria, was an essential coach for my development at Figueirense. Márcio Araújo, was the first to give me a chance among the professionals, Renê Weber promoted me to the first team at Figueirense, and Márcio Goiano effectively gave me the minutes and opportunities to play when I was just 18.

			A big thank you to all the players who played alongside me, in all the clubs I went through. At Liverpool I was welcomed with open arms by Lucas Leiva and Philippe Coutinho, groomsmen at my wedding. With them, Alberto Moreno, Allan Souza, and their wives, we shared great and warm moments in England. These are friendships that will last forever.

			The professional journey I’ve travelled had meaning because Christian Rapp and Roger Wittmann took care of it with love and responsibility. Together with Nenê Zini and Eduardo Uram, they formed the group of representatives who supported me and guided me.

			And last but certainly not least, a super special thank you to Julio Gomes, the author of this book, who skilfully translated my feelings, who became emotional, excited and even saddened with every detail. His curiosity was boundless and he journeyed alongside me in this story, sparing no effort to ensure that no detail was forgotten. Julio was consistently supported by his friend, mentor and editor Sid Lowe, two football and life-­story enthusiasts.

			My country is a great breeding ground for football talents. It’s also a place where many people, many children, go through hardships they shouldn’t have to endure. Possibly, one thing is connected to the other. There’s a direct link between the lack of opportunities and the abundance of talent in Brazilian football. It’s up to me, with God’s guidance, to try to help the children in my hometown and my beloved state of Alagoas to find better opportunities, and that’s what I’m doing.

			Many ask me what the most memorable moment of my eight years in Liverpool was. It’s not easy to answer. Maybe a goal? Maybe an assist? Maybe a victory or a title? We’ll embark on this journey to perhaps discover together.

			Among the many goals and all the affection I was given, one of my most unforgettable moments was the last. On 20 May 2023 I played my final game at Anfield; an opportunity to bid farewell to the fans, that day will stay in my memory and the memory of my family forever. My father, mother and sister were there, as well as my wife Larissa and our four daughters: Valentina, Bella, Liz and Sophia. They won’t forget.

			The fans never let me walk alone, serenading me with a beautiful song they had created in my honour. ‘Sí, Señor’ is the song I can forever call mine, one they sang with pride and passion. I felt embraced and loved by all.

			Now, let me tell you about the moments I experienced in red: who the Roberto Firmino was that arrived in Liverpool hungry for titles, young and immature . . . and who the Roberto Firmino is who found Jesus and – yes, sir – left the club as the highest-­scoring Brazilian in the history of English football.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Sí, Señor!

			What if I told you it was a dentist who changed my career and gave me the push I needed to become a football player?

			Yes, I know. It sounds strange. And I also know you’re all thinking about my smile now, all those perfect white, sparkling teeth. I’ll tell those stories in detail – about the dentist from Maceió and how I got my smile – but, don’t worry, this isn’t a book about teeth. This is the true story of a poor Brazilian boy who became an idol for the greatest football club in the world – and feels humbled and honoured by it.

			Let’s begin at the beginning, shall we? Actually, better to start with my eight years at Liverpool, the best years of my life, and how they marked me forever, how they transformed me; with the glory, the trophies and Klopp, the man who took us there; with Anfield, my home.

			I arrived at a club that was a giant in England, respected for its history – but one that was currently, in the eyes of the world, not on the same level as other giants. Not yet, at least: we would change that. Those were the years of Spanish domination in Europe, with Barcelona and Madrid. Domestically, Chelsea had just won the league, but the English titles were more or less being won consecutively by our Manchester neighbours, United and City.

			But we were coming.

			I had enjoyed four extraordinary seasons at Hoffenheim in the Bundesliga, four and a half years that helped me grow as a player, as a person, and which led me to the Brazilian national team. While still playing for Hoffenheim, I was called up for the 2015 Copa América, and that European summer transfer window was to define my future. At the time, I had attracted the attention of Bayern Munich, the powerhouse of German football, Manchester City, who had been winning Premier League titles, and Liverpool. The Lord guided me to the perfect place.

			Liverpool fans well remember what had just happened and what would happen next, but for those who are reading it here for the first time, some context is needed. Just over a year before my signing, at the end of the 2013–14 season, Liverpool lost the Premier League title in a way that broke their fans’ hearts. They were leading the league, closing in on a first title in a quarter of a century, but dropped points in two of the last three games. The incredible goalscorer was Luis Suárez, the great captain was Steven Gerrard, and the manager was Brendan Rodgers. In the following season, 2014–15, without Suárez, things didn’t go so well and Liverpool finished sixth in the Premier League after being eliminated in the group stage of the UEFA Champions League.

			I mention this because it’s important to know where they were and to talk about Rodgers, the manager when I was approached and signed by Liverpool that summer of 2015. In addition to Suárez, Gerrard had also left. It was undoubtedly a moment of transition and rebuilding for the club. And, truth be told, things didn’t exactly go well with Rodgers at the start of my first season. It took me a few years to realize that I wasn’t signed by Rodgers but rather by Liverpool’s scouting and recruiting department.

			Everything changed in October of that year when a guy named Mr Jürgen Norbert Klopp arrived in Liverpool. I have to give him his full title, although I confess I had to look it up. I just called him ‘Boss’.

			My story with Klopp existed even before we met in Liverpool. When I was playing for Hoffenheim, Borussia Dortmund had approached the club and wanted to sign me. I knew the importance of Dortmund, of course: in my early years in the Bundesliga they had been champions twice and runners-­up twice. They were finalists in the 2013 Champions League, losing the all-­German final to Bayern Munich. They were always there, so the invitation to play for them was something to be considered. I always listened carefully to what my representatives said in moments like these. Roger Wittmann and Christian Rapp, both from the agency Rogon, have managed my career since I left Brazil. Nenê Zini and Eduardo Uram facilitated the deal that took me to Germany, along with Rogon. This is a relationship built on trust. They presented me with options and made recommendations based on solid arguments – which I almost always followed. On that occasion, they believed it was better to wait for the opportunity to make a direct leap to the Premier League, instead of spending another three years in Germany.

			There had been contact from English clubs. However, it would be necessary to wait a bit in order to get a work permit from the British government, as I had never been called up for the Brazilian national team before.

			I love football and I watched it all the time, from the Brazilian championship to the Chinese and Japanese leagues. Any league, really. Of course, I knew the strength of English clubs and how competitive the league was. It was already leaving all other European leagues behind. So, if my representatives thought it was better to wait, then we could wait. And look how wise and good God is: I would be chosen to play for Brazil later in 2014, and then for the Copa América in 2015, which opened Premier League doors to me. God ended up putting me in the path of Jürgen Klopp, who had already shown the desire to sign me for his team in Germany. This time, he didn’t need to: as it turned out, they had done it for him. By the time he arrived in Liverpool, I was there waiting for him. This was England, a different club and a different context, but it worked.

			But at the time, things weren’t working at Anfield. When a club decides to change the manager in the middle of the season, it’s clear that things are not going well. Eight games into the 2015–16 season, we were only tenth in the league. The owners decided to end Brendan Rodgers’ ­contract. Honestly, I can’t say I was upset, as I wasn’t getting many opportunities, and I was being played completely out of position. The great news of Klopp’s arrival came a few days later.

			What can I say about him? I feel blessed to have had the opportunity to have lived and shared so many moments with Jürgen Klopp and the team that came with him – a team that would undergo changes over the years. Eight glorious, unforgettable years.

			Together, we conquered the Premier League, a title that had eluded Liverpool for 30 years. And, to be honest, we should have won one or two more. We won a UEFA Champions League and reached three other European finals – two in the Champions League and one in the UEFA Europa League. We won the FA Cup. We won the League Cup. We won the Community Shield. We won the UEFA Super Cup. We won the FIFA Club World Cup, a title that the club had never won before.

			We won it all!

			Wow.

			As I read this, just looking back on that list I get emotional. When I go beyond the medals to the memories and the men I shared that time with, even more so. It’s impossible not to remember the great moments, the joys and sorrows, everything we went through together; the transformation. Me, the Boss, my teammates, and all the people who have worked or still work in the great family that is Liverpool Football Club.

			Klopp is a special manager for several reasons. First and foremost, he is so charismatic and very passionate about what he does. When he speaks, you stop to listen. He is witty, powerful and yet there’s a lightness to the way he communicates. There’s an irresistible positive energy surrounding him that’s contagious – it’s like he fills the room.

			What I like most about him is how he knows how to handle a group of players. And it’s all year round. He manages to have the players on his side, keeping each one of us up there, always 100 per cent motivated, ready and keen to win games, to achieve.

			Think about the guy who doesn’t play. A club like Liverpool is entirely made up of skilled players. There’s not a bad footballer there. All of them represent their national teams. They were signed for a lot of money, or came up through the club academy, overcoming barriers on their way to the first team. And all of them want to play, without exception – every game, every minute. There’s no football player who’s content sitting on the bench or getting a few minutes here and there. Anyone saying that would be lying! We’re all competitors, and the first competition is internal.

			Striking the right balance presents a monumental challenge for the manager: to be respected while keeping the players – all of the players – happy and motivated. It’s not always possible. I won’t deny that I struggled with this badly in my last two seasons, when I frequented the bench more than I would have liked and got annoyed with the Boss. I’ve seen it from both sides and I know where I would rather be. Of course, there may have been one exception or another over the years: no leader is unanimously accepted. But Klopp is good with the group, even for that guy who doesn’t get as many minutes as he’d like. The guy on the bench, the squad player, is kept engaged; he wants to win, to help the team that he still feels part of. We’re all focused on the same goal, in it together.

			One of Klopp’s keys to maintaining unity was by encouraging exclusive moments for us, the players. Sometimes that would mean a dinner; other times a trip to somewhere around the world. This used to happen once or twice a season. These gatherings were meant to help us clear our minds from the exhausting and stressful daily routine of games and training; to talk about other matters and build bonds – friendship. The coaching staff never attended; this was a moment for the players.

			Another important tool in Klopp’s bag was his motivational speeches. During pre-­season there was always a meeting with him and the players in a hotel, and Klopp used to bring someone to talk to us, to inspire and motivate us for the entire season.

			I remember a specific one, in 2019, when he brought a big-­wave surfer, German Sebastian Steudtner, to talk to us. A few years after our meeting, this guy ended up having his record for surfing the biggest wave in history recognized by Guinness World Records. He surfed a wave of 26.21 metres in Nazaré, Portugal – a wave the size of a building. It’s absurd! The record is still his. I like to think we brought Sebastian a bit of luck. He brought us luck, that’s for sure. Sebastian shared stories about the great challenges he faced and the methods he used to control anxiety, fear and the mind. He talked about when he fell from a giant wave and, to escape death, he knew that, rather than fighting or panicking, he needed to stay calm and control his breathing until he could finally resurface. In a competitive football season, we go through similar experiences. It feels like you’re going to die, going to lose, and in those moments of anguish, it’s crucial to stay calm and rediscover focus and direction.

			There were other inspiring tales over the years, delivered by people from all walks of life. That’s when the Boss would speak up or show a video, and he had this amazing ability to get you to empathize, to motivate you. Man, you would leave the team talk wanting to play immediately. You would want to help, to train, to move, to play, to win titles. At that moment, you felt like nothing could stop you, nothing could stand in your way all year. It’s challenging to stay attentive, focused and motivated for eight or nine months, but the Boss had a way.

			Klopp also keeps the players at the top of their physical and mental game through daily work and conversation. He’s an open guy, someone you feel free to knock on the door of his office at Melwood or AXA, Liverpool’s training grounds old and new. Come in, have a chat. Talk about anything. You can tell him how you really feel. He gives you the freedom to speak your mind. Of course, in the end, he makes the decisions he needs to make and believes are best for the club and the team. It’s not possible to please everyone all the time. There were certainly players who might not have felt this freedom – I can only speak for myself – but I always felt it, from the first day.

			Klopp has always been a reserved person outside the club. He doesn’t visit players’ homes or invite them to his house. Of course, he was always present and had a great time with us at club celebrations or other official events. But apart from that, no, you wouldn’t see him. He is great to relate to, but only within the work environment, without crossing the line.

			In training, especially in the early years, he was the kind of coach who participated in everything: stopping drills, correcting positioning, giving lectures. Especially so on the day before games. Sometimes he could sense that we lacked a bit of focus, or that we had lost concentration for a moment, however brief. Maybe we would concede a goal from a set piece. He would stop everything and say loudly, ‘Let’s wake up, guys, tomorrow is a big game!’

			Mind you, in my last two years, I saw him mellow a bit.

			I wasn’t one of his favourite targets, thankfully. I vaguely remember one time he entered the dressing room and asked, ‘Bobby, were you on the field today?’ But perhaps I didn’t understand what he said correctly. Not fully understanding the language has its advantages! And there was one telling off I remember vividly, something that happened during the coronavirus pandemic. Let’s just say it was a haircut that did it, not a lack of intensity in training.

			Roberto Firmino and Jürgen Klopp formed a great partnership because we share non-­negotiable principles. We are people who like to work collectively, not individually. There are no personal interests. We willingly gave that up for the greater good, the collective. We see ourselves as pieces of a machine. Important pieces, sure, and it’s crucial that everyone feels important. But we know full well that for everything to work, the other pieces also need to be fitted and functioning.

			Perhaps what unites us is also the German mentality of working tirelessly. Klopp is German by birth and upbringing; I’m not, but Germany taught me and shaped me. I had no choice: I had to embrace their mentality when I went there, and it was good for me. Without it, I would never have succeeded in Europe.

			I was only 19 when I left Florianópolis, in the south of Brazil, to play for Hoffenheim. A kid with so much still to learn, I had never played a first division match, not even in Brazil, and suddenly I found myself in a completely different country, with more intense and tougher football than anything I had experienced before. It’s easy to understand why some Brazilian players return home almost as soon as they arrive in Europe.

			I don’t judge. There are obstacles that are truly difficult to overcome. But I knew what I wanted. I arrived in Germany in the winter of 2011 with a weak, fragile body, simply unable to compete. It was snowing, snowing a lot. I had never seen snow in my life. Back home, the average temperature never drops below 20°c; in Hoffenheim it would regularly drop below freezing. I lived in Sinsheim, a small town of 35,000 inhabitants, where there wasn’t much to do besides train hard. The nearest big city was Stuttgart, an hour away. Stuttgart, hometown of my friend Mr Klopp.

			I struggled at the beginning, studying German with Professor Raquel five times a week, taking hits during training. All too aware of the need to gain muscle mass, I worked hard, using all the tools provided by the club. I used my salary to set up a gym at home. Initially, no one at the club knew about it. I did it all with the help of a guy named Hendrick Meyer, who was assigned by my representatives to assist me in adapting to a new country with such a different climate and a complicated language. Another crucial person was César Thier, a former goalkeeper who worked on the club’s coaching staff. Meyer and Thier were Brazilian-­Germans, angels sent by God.

			Somehow, Hoffenheim noticed my efforts and appreciated my perseverance. They were patient and invested a tremendous amount of time, care and attention in me. I wanted to become an athlete more than anything and I wouldn’t waste the opportunity. This is an example of what the German mentality means. Work, work, work. That’s Klopp’s mentality. I love that guy.

			I’ll say it again: I love that guy.

			Eight years is a long time, though, and the work does get tiresome. In my last couple of seasons at Anfield, I noticed that some players were mentally and physically exhausted. Maybe that was part of the club’s attempts to rejuvenate the squad. Klopp and the coaching staff noticed that and in my last year, the 2022–23 season, they gave us more time off. They also saw that the routine of travel–hotel–game was getting a bit much. We would stay in a hotel together even for home games, which not every team does. Locked up, all you can do is wait, or maybe go for a stroll on the morning of the game. It’s tiring, I won’t deny it. But it was a special time, perfect, and I will always remember it through the wonderful song the fans came up with for me. You’ll know the one – but did you know that it was Klopp himself who ‘ordered’ the song? Just another reason to love and admire him.

			Until the end of the 2017–18 season, our fans had a few chants with my name in, but they weren’t proper songs like the greatest players in the club’s history have. Just ‘Bobby Firmino, Bobby Firmino.’ Something simple like that. And then, in May 2018, before the Champions League final against Real Madrid in Kyiv, Jürgen Klopp gave an interview to Liverpool’s official TV channel, talking about the songs the fans sang and how he enjoyed watching internet videos of the fans’ creations. Which was when he made the request: ‘There’s no song for Bobby Firmino. They only sing his name; that’s not a song. Hello?! He really deserves a song. I want a song for Bobby!’

			The Boss’s request is an order. Yes, sir!

			I wasn’t aware of the origin of the song that would mark my career and my life so much. A friend passed me the text of a blog written by a Liverpool fan, explaining how the verses of the song originated in a bar in Belgrade, the capital of Serbia, on the eve of our match against Red Star, in the group stage of the Champions League. That game was in November 2018, six months after the coach’s ‘order’ to the fans. The rest is history.

			It goes like this:

			 

			There’s something that the Kop wants you to know

			The best in the world his name is

			Bobby Firmino

			Our number nine

			Give him the ball and he’ll score every time

			Sí, Señor

			Pass the ball to Bobby and he’ll score

			 

			They say the Kop can suck the ball into the net. I don’t doubt it: they carry everyone; embrace you. I don’t remember exactly when I first heard the song, but, to be honest, the first time I heard it I didn’t think of it as such a big deal. My mistake was a big one. Today I recognize its importance and appreciate it so much. It’s very gratifying to have a song that’s so special; it’s a tribute that moves my whole family.

			The rhythm is wonderful and when you hear ‘Sí, Señor’, the song gets stuck in your head all day long. I catch myself alone, at home or in the car or anywhere, moving my lips and singing, ‘Sííííí, Señor, pass the ball to Bobby and he will score.’ My dear friend Sadio Mané has also said that he does the same thing at his house; he prefers the song the fans made for me over his own! I love the song for Mané too, by the way.

			I also had a second song sung by the Liverpool fans. But this one only lasted for one game, thank God, and although many thought it was funny – and I could see why too – it was also a reason to be ashamed. I didn’t feel comfortable hearing it.

			At the end of 2016 I was arrested by the Liverpool police for driving under the influence of alcohol. I’ll tell you this story later; I’ll tell you about the drinking too. For now, it’s enough to recall that, after spending a night in a cell, we had training the next day (Christmas Eve), then a game against Stoke City at Anfield and Klopp played me despite what had happened. I had an outstanding game. I was the Man of the Match; we won 4–1 and I scored.

			The fans are quite witty. At the end of the match, they sang something like, ‘Bobby Firmino, he drinks when he wants.’ They don’t miss an opportunity. I laughed and then the other players made fun of me in the dressing room. They told me to drink as much as I wanted because it worked. It’s a joke, of course: experiencing prison is not something I am proud of, and nor is driving under the influence. Luckily, the song didn’t catch on; it was just for one match. Happily, ‘Sí, Señor!’ did.

			There’s a bit of debate, though, even among the fans themselves: ‘Sim, Senhor’ in Portuguese, my native language? Or ‘Sí, Señor’ in Spanish? They’re practically the same, right? The languages are similar. I don’t mind the ‘Sí, Señor’; it’s still a song with a Latin rhythm and I really like Spanish culture. They can sing ‘Sí, Señor’ or ‘Sim, Senhor’; I’m happy either way. I would love to think they might keep singing it at Anfield, even though I’m no longer there.

			I’ve been asked if it’s possible to pay attention to what’s being sung in the stands during a football match. Of course, it is! The fans are like the 12th player for us: genuine participants. Of course we’re paying attention to the game, focusing on football, but we’re not impervious to the stands; we’re human beings. When the fans sing and support, it pushes you. It inspires and motivates you to run harder, maybe reach a ball you wouldn’t have reached. Thousands of people singing your name brings out the best in you, driving you to give everything – everything.

			It’s inevitable, sí, señor!

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Ball on the Roof

			The real problem was that blasted dog. He definitely had it in for me. Every time I passed by that corner, the stray dog would come after me, trying to bite me. It might seem like he just wanted to play or take the ball for himself, but it wasn’t quite like that. It wasn’t about the ball. It was personal. I would always run away – it was the only solution – but he wouldn’t give up and would chase after me. I don’t think I ever faced a defender like him. He got me twice. He got me good and I ended up with a bite on my calf. The other time, it was on my thigh. I had to get a shot, some rabies vaccine.

			Apart from that formidable opponent, I can’t complain about my childhood. If it were possible, I would ask God to allow me to relive the entire thing, as if I were watching a movie. I miss it, miss it a lot.

			We never had much at home, never had luxuries. But we never lacked food, at least that’s how I remember it. We never went hungry, even though poverty surrounded my beloved neighbourhood of Trapiche and permeated my family’s daily life.

			Trapiche da Barra is a flat region in Maceió, between the sea and Mundaú Lagoon, which flows into the Atlantic. It’s a poor area, but within a ten-­minute drive are the grand waterfront buildings of the city’s wealthiest people. This is a characteristic of many Brazilian north-­eastern capitals: rich and poor separated by just a couple of miles. The north-­east overall is the poorest region in Brazil, marked by similar social disparities. Unlike other Brazilian capitals, such as the two largest, São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, the cities in the north-­east strive to find their place in the sun, and struggle to attract businesses and foster social and technological development. It is a region that encompasses nine states – including my own, Alagoas – and where you’ll find some of the most spectacular beaches in the world. But it’s also where the ‘Sertão’ is – a vast area marked by droughts, hunger and a lack of opportunities. The people of the north-­east are hardworking and resilient, and I am very proud to be from this part of Brazil.

			Trapiche, in Maceió, is essentially made up of small, single-­storey houses, many of them with exposed bricks. The streets are narrow and potholed, with houses interspersed by small local shops. One of them, a store next to my home, is where I used to shop for my mother. Many times, I didn’t have money – I didn’t even bring any. The shopkeeper would let us pay on credit, settling the bill at the end of the week. Today, that same store is still there, but with different paint on the wall, a different name, and with bars on the windows and door. People no longer enter but simply request what they want, and the purchases and payments are made through the bars, possibly a result of many thefts.

			It has always been a dangerous neighbourhood. My mother didn’t like me going out of the house – and I always did – because she was afraid of the company I kept. In the homes across the street reggae music played all night and the smell of marijuana was always in the air. Drugs were rampant in the neighbourhood, alcohol flowed freely in the bars, and week after week we would see fights and shootings. I have seen dead bodies and corpses lying in the street. As a young boy, you get used to this recurring scene, and that’s a problem: violence becomes normalized and assimilated as part of the local landscape. By adolescence, I knew all the guys involved with drugs. They were friends from another phase of my life; I knew each one by name. They would offer weed to me, but I never used it, and my stance was respected. They didn’t bother me.

			From my street, where I played football, I could see the Rei Pelé Stadium, the largest in Maceió (where both CRB and CSA play). It was the view I cherished the most. Of course, any child who grows up with a ball at their feet and sees the stadium every day, out beyond the canal, dreams of scoring a goal on that field.

			My father was a street vendor, carrying a huge weight on his back. He sold soft drinks, beer and mineral water in front of the nightclubs in Maceió; heavy stuff filling the ice-­filled cooler he lugged about. He didn’t spend much time at home, because we needed him to provide for us. He only stopped working because I had to ask him to, when I was already in Germany and could help my parents financially.

			He and my mother met because they lived across from each other in Trapiche. My mother says she was very close friends with my father’s sisters, my aunts. They named their first son Roberto Firmino in honor of my grandfather. In my childhood, my nickname in the neighbourhood was Bebeto – a common name adopted because I was slim and fast like the star of Brazil’s 1994 World Cup team.

			My father used to take me to watch CRB games, walking the 15 minutes or so to the Rei Pelé Stadium together, to the end of the street, across the little bridge over the valetão, and there it was. The bridge was always in poor condition. I’ve seen people fall from it and that’s not pretty: the valetão is an open sewage channel that runs through there. It required careful crossing to take that shortcut to the Rei Pelé.

			Nowadays, no more than 20,000 people can enter the stadium. But at its inauguration in 1970, during a match between the Alagoas state team and Santos, the attendance was almost 45,000. Pelé scored two goals. By the way, it is the only stadium in my country with the name ‘Rei Pelé’, an honour bestowed to the greatest of them all in his lifetime, shortly after Brazil’s triumphant 1970 World Cup.

			I remember my father being proud when I started playing in CRB’s youth academy, wearing the jersey of his beloved team. But I didn’t just support CRB: I also supported Corinthians, a major club from São Paulo, who won the Brazilian championship in 1998 and 1999. Those were some of my earliest football memories. It’s very common in the north-­east region of Brazil for a child to support their local team as well as a team from São Paulo or Rio de Janeiro.

			I watched a lot of football during my childhood, along with listening to music. My father has always been crazy about music. He would leave the radio on at home, with the volume turned right up. I grew up in that environment and developed a taste for it. My father particularly liked a very famous singer in Brazil, perhaps the most famous of all, called Roberto Carlos – not to be confused with the legendary left-­back – and listened to Paulo Sérgio, who sang romantic songs.

			I had a great sense of rhythm, and I even played percussion in pagode gatherings, a typically Brazilian style of music beloved by players. To this day, there is always music playing in my house. When I underwent my conversion and started living in Christ, I wanted to learn how to play the piano to perform hymns, so started taking classes. I believe that if I hadn’t become a professional football player, I would have tried to pursue a career as a singer. Despite my affinity for music, what I truly loved in my childhood was playing football. It was all I could think about, my passion.

			When I return to my neighbourhood, Trapiche, today, everything looks small: small houses, narrow streets, small grocery stores, alleyway upon alleyway. When I was a child, everything seemed so big. People would put chairs in front of their houses and spend time talking, watching the world go by. The streets have been paved now and new buildings have gone up. In my time, it was all dirt and mud, the setting for my friends and me to spend the whole day playing. There was no well-­maintained grass, properly watered before a match. We played around the potholes, on a completely uneven terrain, and with almost no rules. This kind of setting is crucial to understanding why Brazil is this eternal powerhouse in football, an endless generator of talents. I played under the scorching midday sun, in unbelievable heat and in the dirt. You have to adapt to keep the ball, to stay on the team, to play. There aren’t many opportunities or choices available for a boy from Trapiche; there are few ways out. Football is often one; in fact, there isn’t really a Plan B. This fact alone creates a winning mentality in a child. It toughens us up.

			My mother, Maria Cícera, is called ‘Dona Ciça’ by everyone in the neighbourhood. She says that I was a mischievous, restless boy; that when I started taking my first steps, I would knock down everything in my path. I grew up and continued to be clumsy, to the point that my mom’s friends asked her not to bring me along when she visited them. I never stopped for a minute, either. At seven years old, she says all I did was play football around the neighbourhood. I would spend hours kicking a ball against the wall of my house. Once, twice, ten times, a thousand times. I would hit other people’s doors, break windows on the street, knock down birdcages with the birds inside. According to my mother, some annoyed neighbours even cut the football in half and left it at our doorstep to put an end to the game and the noise. That was the only way they could take a nap in the afternoon.

			My mom says that I would escape from home at six in the morning to play. When I didn’t show up at the time agreed with my group of four or five friends, the other kids would throw stones at the roof to wake me up: a signal to leave the house and go play football.

			‘I started locking the gate, but it was useless,’ Dona Ciça says.

			It was useless, Mom, because I would jump over the wall. Or I would find where the keys were hidden. There was no stopping me. I would only come back home to eat.

			Sometimes.

			Breakfast was couscous, sometimes cassava and sausages. We never ran out of rice and beans for lunch, mixed with chicken. It was always chicken. In the afternoon I would have biscuits and drink chocolate milk. The menu didn’t change much throughout my childhood and adolescence.

			The house where I lived still belongs to my parents and is rented out. It’s nicely painted, all white, and the roof now connects to an iron gate, so it’s no longer possible to jump over the low wooden gate like I did in my childhood. I pass by and see a motorcycle parked right in front. What other lives are inside? What do the people who live where I grew up do?

			I remember throwing stones on the roofs of other houses to call my friends for football as well. And throwing stones at the mango trees to knock down the mangoes we would then eat. I remember the games that kids played: flying kites, playing marbles, spinning wooden tops. I remember the clay pitches scattered around the neighbourhoods of Maceió where we played with our local team, Flamenguinho, or Little Flamengo. Around the age of seven or eight, I joined the team, my kit so big and baggy it drowned me. We would get on the regular bus with our coach, André; a bunch of kids causing a ruckus and heading towards fun and a dream. Every weekend, we would play in a different field. And they were big fields, despite our young age. I was good with the ball! Every Brazilian child wants to be a football player and that was my dream to be able to help my family.

			I also remember the 40-­minute walks to spend Sundays at Sobral Beach with my mother and playing football there in the sand. The beach, you can be sure, is another huge factor in why so many talented Brazilian footballers emerge. The temperature doesn’t vary much in Maceió and other north-­eastern capitals. It’s hot all year round, only the amount of rain changes. There isn’t a single day of the year without groups of children or adults gathering to play football along the Brazilian coast. Playing football on the beach is delightful.

			The school I attended is still there, 300 metres away from my old house. But to get there, you had to cross a busy avenue. It was very dangerous, with constant accidents. Whenever I return to Maceió I pass through my neighbourhood and the places where I grew up. We should never forget where we come from and value what we have.

			Maria Rita Lyra de Almeida State School has a tall metal structure, with a roof that resembles a mountain – a huge metal V-­shape. Once, our ball ended up there, and I had no doubt. Aged eight or nine, and very brave and fearless, I climbed the wall, got up on the rooftop and reached the base of the next level, where there was a kind of makeshift ladder stretching towards the sky. I made it to the top and got the ball.

			Great.

			And now, how was I going to get down?

			News spread quickly back then, even without cell phones. My mother showed up. I don’t know if she was more angry or more worried, but she was definitely both. She was scared because I was so high up. Stuck on the roof, way out of reach, racking my brain to find a way down the smooth, sheer metal slope. I don’t remember exactly how I did it, but I managed to come down somehow. And I got told off, big time. My mother was a warrior, but she worried so much about her children. 
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