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      Prologue

      
      EVEN NOW, MANY YEARS ON, THE MESSAGES STILL COME every week. Some are delivered as letters to my home, some arrive as emails, others as comments on my website. There are
         two or three a day, at least, often many more. Some come with a shirt, a scarf or another memento. Some are handwritten, some
         in Spanish, some in English, where it is not a first or even a second language.
      

      
      They describe those nights in Istanbul, in Madrid and Milan, in Barcelona. They discuss Luis Garciá’s goal against Chelsea,
         or Steven Gerrard’s strike against Olympiakos. Some touch on the disappointment of Athens, but the joy the journey to Greece
         brought. They remember penalties scored and penalties saved. They recall songs being sung and flags flown.
      

      
      Each memory is personal, unique, but almost all of them have one phrase in common, starting the letter or rounding off the
         email. Almost all of them, they say, have been written from the heart, to thank me for the best night of their lives.
      

      
      My response is always the same: it is much safer to say the best night apart from your wedding night, in case your wife or your husband is around.
      

      
      But it is impossible not to be touched, not to be moved by the thought that all that we achieved in our six years at Liverpool
         brought so much happiness to so many people, all around the world. It is humbling to think that so many were biting their
         fingernails as we held on to beat Juventus, that so many celebrated that night when Real Madrid were put to the sword at Anfield.
      

      
      There is another phrase that is common to most of the messages I am sent, and it is one that I hear regularly, too, when supporters
         stop me in the streets of Liverpool, London or Madrid, wherever I am. They want to thank me, they say, for giving the club
         – and the fans – their pride back.
      

      
      It is an appropriate word: pride. In the course of those six years, I think we restored Liverpool to where it belongs, among
         the greatest clubs in the world; once more, the most famous teams in Europe dreaded the thought of a trip to Anfield, 45,000
         people standing in unison, lifting Liverpool up, sweeping us to victory. All of football’s elite faced us in the course of
         my time there, and all of them were beaten.
      

      
      That we were able to help, that we were able to play a part in placing Liverpool back on their perch, that I was granted the
         privilege of working for such a special club, is something of which I, too, am enormously proud.
      

      
      
      The memories I have of my time at Anfield are ones I will always cherish, as much as any of those supporters who have been
         kind enough to write to me.
      

      
      The night when Yossi Benayoun’s header gave us victory in the Bernabéu, against the club I supported as a child, played for
         as a teenager and where I started my career as a coach. Seeing Craig Bellamy tee up John Arne Riise to conquer the Nou Camp,
         or Fernando Torres swivel his hips and, with one swing of his right foot, give us the lead against Arsenal.
      

      
      The sight of the massed ranks of our devout supporters, 2,000 of them, chanting my name before we hosted FC Porto, demanding
         I remain manager. All of those games against Chelsea: Luis Garciá’s goal, Daniel Agger scoring at the Anfield Road End, Dirk
         Kuyt’s winning penalty, Fabio Aurelio’s free kick in that incredible 4–4 draw, Eidur Gudjohnsen’s miss.
      

      
      Beating Madrid and Manchester United in the space of four days, dispatching one 4–0 and the other 4–1, a week I think will
         never be repeated.
      

      
      And then, of course, there is Istanbul.

      
      The majority of the letters I receive touch on what happened on 25 May 2005, on that heartbreaking first half, on what happened
         at half-time, on the six minutes when everything changed, on the torture of extra time, on the explosion of joy when Jerzy
         Dudek, his legs wobbling, saved that final penalty, on the celebrations that followed.
      

      
      One letter, particularly poignant, called it ‘a night that made being a lifelong Liverpool fan worthwhile’.

      
      
      Another fan enclosed an account of his journey to the Ataturk Stadium that night, what he recalled of the game, and his delight
         afterwards. ‘On Wednesday 25 May 2005,’ he wrote, ‘in the North Stand, in block 307, row 29, seat 366, I dreamed. We all dreamed
         together. And I don’t think I will ever, ever know a dream like this one again. Ever.’
      

      
      I keep all of those letters, those personal recollections of private experiences. It is impossible to be Liverpool manager
         for six years without coming to realise quite what the club means to its supporters, not just those in the city, but to all
         of those who look to Anfield for hope and inspiration around the world.
      

      
      Fresh from winning La Liga for the second time with Valencia in the summer of 2004, as I prepared to take over at Anfield
         I did not simply spend my time examining the squad and analysing potential signings: I had an entire language and culture
         to learn.
      

      
      Montse, my wife, concentrated on studying the history of the city and of the club, offering me a potted version while I hurriedly
         tried to improve my English from the Beatles’ Red Album and Blue Album. At that stage, I was not quite aware of how much the Scouse accent would change the words I was hearing.
      

      
      Montse and I learned about Liverpool as a place. It is a fascinating story, from its roots as a thriving port to the problems
         of the Second World War and the 1980s, but it is one that is only really possible to appreciate, to understand, once you have
         experienced it first-hand, when you have met the people and found out about their lives. Needless to say, it was the same
         with the club. I knew that Liverpool Football Club was special. I did not know quite how special until I arrived.
      

      
      
      The fans were warm and welcoming from my very first day. The city of Liverpool soon became my family’s home, and it has remained
         that way. When I left the club, in 2010, and moved to Internazionale in Milan, my daughters were counting down the days until
         they could return to their home on the Wirral. The smiles on their faces when they came back to England were amazing. Agata,
         my youngest daughter, was born in Valencia, but if you ask her where she is from, there is no doubt in her mind, none whatsoever.
         ‘Liverpool,’ she replies proudly. The idea that she is from Spain does not make sense to her. She is a Scouser now.
      

      
      That will not change. This city is our home. My family is settled in West Kirby, thanks to the kindness of the people in this
         part of the world. And the club, too, retains a special place in all our hearts. Even after my time at Anfield came to an
         end, I have followed the results of the team and made sure I am abreast of all the latest news, and I hope that their future
         can be as bright as their past. It would be impossible to do anything other than watch out for how they are doing: I cannot
         pick my daughters up from school without one of the other fathers coming across and discussing the most recent results, updating
         me on the rumours of possible signings, asking for my assessment of a certain player.
      

      
      That is what Liverpool is, of course: not a passing interest, but an enduring passion. It means so much to the supporters.
         I could never have imagined that they would take me, someone born thousands of miles away, to their hearts to such an extent
         that even long after I left the club, they remember me so fondly.
      

      
      I am often asked if I can pick a favourite moment of my time at Liverpool. Istanbul, naturally, but there are many more: that victory at Old Trafford, at the home of our fiercest rivals;
         or winning at San Siro against Inter Milan, the Italian champions; or eliminating Barcelona, the finest team in the world,
         the reigning European champions, after beating them on their own territory. There is the FA Cup final in 2006, of course,
         and seeing Real so emphatically routed at Anfield.
      

      
      There are so many games. By the end, perhaps, there were almost too many. I remember a little about all of them, snapshots
         of goals and brief, fleeting moments, and they are intensely happy memories, but the roll-call of victories is so long that,
         maybe, some of the details might be lost over time.
      

      
      That is the idea of this book. It is not just a memoir of all that Liverpool achieved in Europe in our six years on Merseyside
         – all of those famous nights under the floodlights, all of those epic trips to the great cathedrals of the game, in Spain
         and Italy, in Holland and Germany and Portugal and France – but an attempt to answer some of the questions I am asked about
         those games.
      

      
      Many fans want to know how we did it, what the secret was that enabled a team built at far less cost than most of its rivals
         to punch above its weight for so long, to become a force so feared at home and abroad.
      

      
      The explanation, of course, is broadly a simple one: sheer hard work, from the coaching staff, the analysis team, the scouts,
         the players, from everyone at the club.
      

      
      The inner workings of a football team, though, remain a mystery to many fans. I hope this account will offer a little insight
         into how we went about not simply winning matches, but reaching the very pinnacle of European football, from the meticulous preparation
         for every game, making sure we had left nothing to chance as we attempted to stifle our opponents, to find their weaknesses,
         to exploit their flaws, to control our own destiny, to the intense work undertaken in training and the months of planning
         to strengthen our side in the transfer market.
      

      
      Each of those nights, each of those victories, which live so long in the memory, were not days in the making but weeks, often
         months and even years. I would spend hours at my desk at Melwood, our training ground, or at home, watching videos of our
         recent performances, to see how we could improve, as well as footage of our opponents, to work out a way to beat each and
         every one of them.
      

      
      I hope some of that is captured here too: how each rival was treated differently, how we adapted our tactics to suit the occasion
         and trouble the opposition, and just what those tactics were. Not just how we achieved all that we did, but why.
      

      
      Perhaps, only now, with the benefit of time, is it possible to understand the magnitude of those six years. Perhaps it is
         only in hindsight that it all comes into focus. Those nights are still fresh in the memory, but they seem ever more distant
         now, so fast does football move, so quickly do things change.
      

      
      It seems fitting, then, to attempt to look back on the night Liverpool stormed the Nou Camp and conquered the Bernabéu, the
         silencing of the San Siro and the dashing of Chelsea’s dreams of European domination, not once but twice, and all of the other
         memories the Champions League gave us, all of the moments that neither I nor the fans will ever forget, that still prompt supporters to write letters all these years on.
      

      
      There are so many games to consider. I have chosen those which are most special to me for particular attention, a guide to
         our thinking, to the tactics and systems and ideas which made all of our dreams reality. I hope they answer your questions.
         I hope they put a smile on your face. I hope they bring back happy memories. They certainly do for me.
      

   



      
      
      1

      
      Champions of Europe

      
      JUST WHEN EVERYTHING SEEMED LOST, THE SINGING STARTED. On three sides of the vast, open bowl of the Ataturk Stadium in Istanbul our fans rose as one, red and white scarves held
         high above their heads, defiantly bellowing our anthem. ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. Beneath them, eleven players, on the cusp
         of the forty-five minutes that would define their careers, their lives, walked onto the pitch.
      

      
      A place in history awaited.

      
      We were three goals down to AC Milan in the final of the Champions League, the biggest game any player, any manager, can be
         involved in. And it had all gone horribly wrong, right from the very first whistle.
      

      
      We had conceded within a minute, seen our playmaker hobble off injured, and then watched in horror as our Italian opponents,
         widely regarded as the finest side in Europe, ran home two more goals.
      

      
      
      It was over. We were beaten before half-time. Liverpool’s first European Cup final for twenty years, the culmination of a
         journey full of courage and joy and hope, would end in bleak despair.
      

      
      These are the moments that measure you as a manager. The times when the players have lost faith, when their confidence is
         shattered, their belief washed away in a tide of embarrassment, disappointment and regret. These are the moments when all
         the work you have done over the course of a season, a career, bears its reward.
      

      
      Those players who stood at the centre of that vast bowl, watched by 50,000 Liverpool fans, had not been sent back onto that
         pitch instructed to limit the damage or avoid further humiliation. They had not been allowed to think that all was lost.
      

      
      Half-time offered us just fifteen minutes to convince them that there was hope, however distant, that there was a chance,
         however slim. We did all we could to show them that there was a way, that there was no reason to give up, to prove to them
         that we had a plan. And after all that had happened in that dispiriting first half, they believed.
      

      
      It would be too much to say that we had planned to score three goals in six minutes.

      
      We knew, though, that if we could score the first goal of the second half, we stood a chance. We would be back in the game.
         If we scored first, I had told the players, anything could happen. We knew that we could stop Milan, that we could right what
         went wrong in the first half. And we knew that we could hurt them too. We knew how we could come back from the dead.
      

      
      
      We would introduce Dietmar Hamann for Steve Finnan. The German was detailed to hold the midfield together, allowing Steven
         Gerrard to make the bursts into the penalty area. That brought our first goal, the captain meeting a cross from John Arne
         Riise with a powerful, emphatic header. Suddenly, our fans stirred. Steven raced back to the centre circle, urging his team-mates
         and the supporters on.
      

      
      We told Luis Garciá, Gerrard and Vladimir Smicer, brought on as a first-half substitute for the injured Harry Kewell, to try
         to exploit the spaces around Andrea Pirlo, Milan’s deep-lying playmaker. Four minutes later, that plan also bore fruit. Hamann
         laid the ball off to the Czech. He hit a low, swerving shot, which Milan Baros, our striker, leapt to avoid. The strike squeezed
         between Dida, Milan’s goalkeeper, and his right-hand post, and ignited the evening.
      

      
      Milan were teetering, crumbling. At half-time they had been certain of victory. They’d had one hand already placed on the
         European Cup, the most coveted prize in club football. And now they found themselves trying to hold back a red tide.
      

      
      Gerrard, totally liberated from his defensive duties now, powered into the box again. Milan’s defence melted away. Baros laid
         the ball into his path. Gerrard drew his leg back. This would be three. This was our equaliser. On the bench, we held our
         breath. And then he tumbled to the floor, tripped by Gennaro Gattuso, Milan’s defensive midfielder.
      

      
      Penalty.

      
      Xabi Alonso would take it. It would be his responsibility, his opportunity to complete the most remarkable comeback of all
         time. All the rest of us could do – the coaches, the technical staff – was look on, entirely powerless.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      By switching to a back three and placing Hamann alongside Alonso in central midfield, we would be able to control Shevchenko
            and Crespo, as well as cutting off the runs of Kaka. In attack, Luis Garcia and Gerrard were told to play either side of Andrea
            Pirlo, looking for second balls and not allowing the midfielder time to pick his passes.
      

      
      
      He missed. Dida sprawled low to his left to claw the ball away. Alonso pounced on the rebound. He crashed his shot into the
         roof of the net, wheeling away to be buried under a pile of jubilant, ecstatic team-mates.
      

      
      On the bench, we could barely believe our eyes. My staff and our substitutes streamed around me, celebrating, dancing, jumping.
         Did we want that to happen? Without question. Did we plan it exactly like that? Not quite.
      

      
      It had taken six minutes. Watched by the unbelieving eyes of the world, the unthinkable had happened. We had fought back from
         the dead.
      

      
      In six minutes, everything had changed.

      
      The players believed. They believed we had a plan. They believed we could beat Milan. They believed we could win the Champions
         League. In that second half, after those breathless six minutes had drawn us level, we had much more control of the game.
         Milan began to tire. Ancelotti’s team could no longer find the outlets that they had been using to such devastating effect
         in the first forty-five minutes. They could not supply Andriy Shevchenko and Hernán Crespo. Hamann, as he had been asked,
         kept Kaka quiet, preventing the runs which had caused us so many problems in the first half.
      

      
      We might have won it then, with Milan dazed by what had happened, with adrenaline coursing through our veins. Riise went close
         to scoring a fourth, to rubbing salt in the wound. As the clock ticked, though, the huge effort we had been forced to produce to bring ourselves back into the game took its toll. Milan was
         not the only team suffering.
      

      
      We were limited in how we could play. While Milan had four or five players who could make the difference in just a split second,
         we had just one or two. We had just one substitution left, and our options were not exactly plentiful. One glance at our bench
         proved one thing: Liverpool did not possess the sort of squad you expect to see in a Champions League final.
      

      
      Without match-changing replacements or abundant quality, we had to make best use of what we had. We had to keep on working
         hard to limit our opponents and try to catch them on the counterattack. We knew we would have to stay compact and narrow when
         we did not have possession, and try to look for Baros – and, for the final five minutes, his replacement, Djibril Cissé –
         behind their defence. We had to win set pieces and then look to play the ball forward. There was no point playing the ball
         short, attempting to pass around Milan. We simply did not have the ability.
      

      
      There would be no winner in normal time. Both teams, I think, were glad of the break afforded by the whistle that signalled
         the end of the ninety minutes. We would go into extra time. In that stifling heat, it was far from ideal. Given how our evening
         had started, it was a miracle we had made it this far.
      

      
      We still had one or two alterations to make. Milan had brought on Serginho, a speedy Brazilian left-winger, in the final few
         minutes of normal time, and we had no choice but to move Gerrard to right wing-back to counter him. He did extraordinarily
         well. They had five in the middle, trying to control things, but we held our ground well.
      

      
      It worked. We restricted Milan to just one or two chances. Had things worked out differently, Djimi Traore might not have
         been on the pitch beyond half-time. As it was, he was there, stationed on the far post, to clear off the line when Jerzy Dudek
         spilled a cross.
      

      
      We had started to wilt. The comeback had taken so much out of us. We were not playing for penalties, but our first priority
         had to be not to concede.
      

      
      I could not have asked more of my players. Jamie Carragher went down with cramp, but played on, through the searing pain.

      
      Milan would have one more chance. There would be one more glimpse of light through our creaking defence that almost rendered
         all of our energy and effort futile.
      

      
      Serginho broke free and swung a cross in towards Shevchenko. The finest striker in Europe, perhaps five or six yards out.
         A glancing header, straight at our goalkeeper. A hand came out, instinctively, to bat it away. The ball fell for Shevchenko,
         alert, predatory. Three yards out this time. Unmarked. Dudek sprang to his feet. Somehow, he swatted the striker’s second
         effort over. It happened in the blink of an eye.
      

      
      There were three minutes to go. That was the save that won the Champions League. It is only afterwards that you realise quite
         how close you have come. Quite how fine the margins are.
      

      
      The final whistle blew. Penalties. It would all come down to this. A whole season’s work, hundreds and thousands of hours
         on the training pitch, in the analysis suite, scouting opponents, improving our play, everything. Five penalties, for the
         European Cup.
      

      
      
      I walked onto the pitch to begin the selection process of our penalty-takers. My squad was dripping with sweat, their legs
         aching, their bodies exhausted.
      

      
      I looked into the players’ eyes. They believed.

      
      I had eight names in front of me. Hamann would go first. Then Cissé, because of the power of his shot. Riise had absolute
         confidence that he should take one. Smicer’s quality was his precision. And then Gerrard would be last. Exactly the sort of
         person you would want when the pressure is so intense. When everything comes down to one kick. One moment.
      

      
      If we needed them, Xabi Alonso, Luis Garciá and Carra were ready too. Though Xabi was our usual penalty-taker, given the events
         of the game, I did not want to put him under too much pressure. Garciá’s touch was not always the surest. Carra, after a heroic
         performance, was still suffering from cramp. They would be our reserves, called upon only if the shootout went to sudden death.
      

      
      I had looked at all eight of them in turn, to see if they had conviction in their eyes. You can see from the way they look,
         from the way their faces are set, whether they believe they can score or not. If you are convinced, you say you will consider
         it. If you aren’t, you say, ‘OK.’ You do not want to hurt their feelings. And then you move on to the next.
      

      
      It was no surprise that all eight of them had confidence. Perhaps they felt the hand of destiny on their shoulders. Perhaps
         they thought, after all they had been through, that it would be a cruel fate that denied them victory. An hour and a half
         before, we had lost the European Cup. Now we were still standing, within five penalty kicks of winning it. Of course they had confidence.
         Of course they believed.
      

      
      It is easy to say that penalties are a lottery, are all down to luck, but that is deeply unfair. All managers, goalkeepers
         and goalkeeping coaches prepare for penalty shootouts. An enormous amount of work goes into those ten kicks, for and against.
      

      
      We knew where we thought Milan’s players would aim. We had examined the last half dozen penalties taken by each player and
         divided the goal into six areas. Each area was given a number. From the goalkeeper’s point of view, one is the top right corner,
         two down the middle and high, three top left. Four is bottom left, five low and central, six along the ground to the right.
      

      
      Each penalty was annotated with the corresponding number. We had a list for each player – no easy feat, given that in a penalty
         shootout players who only very occasionally take spot-kicks would be called into action. This is information I have been compiling
         since I was twenty-six, for almost thirty years, and it is something my coaches – first José Manuel ‘Ocho’ Ochotorena, then
         Xavi Valero – are assiduous in doing. It is years of research by a dedicated team. As they say, sometimes you can make your
         own luck.
      

      
      So, for example, Shevchenko’s list read: four, four, four, four, six. We could not predict where he would go this time, of
         course, but we knew that he was inclined to go low to the goalkeeper’s right.
      

      
      Once we had submitted our list of penalty-takers, that became my primary concern: making sure Dudek knew the numbers. We had
         shown him on the laptop prior to the game, had explained where every likely taker could be expected to aim, but under such circumstances it is understandable that sometimes they forget.
         As each Milan player walked forward, Ocho was frantically signalling to him where to go.
      

      
      The only part of that penalty shootout which we had not worked through previously were Dudek’s theatrics on the goal-line.
         That was an idea Carra whispered to him as they waited for the shootout to start.
      

      
      It worked.

      
      Serginho went first for Milan, in front of the massed ranks of our supporters, countless hands locked together in silent,
         desperate prayer. The Brazilian would normally aim low to the goalkeeper’s right. With Dudek bouncing up and down, waving
         his arms, he sent his shot high above the bar.
      

      
      As coaches, all you can do now is stand and watch. It is up to the players. Didi Hamann, who had been so disappointed not
         to start the game, would take our first. His run-up was casual, assured. He stroked the ball into the left-hand corner.
      

      
      Pirlo, so key to the way Milan play, the man we had worked so hard to shut down. Low, to Dudek’s right, as we expected. Saved
         in zone six.
      

      
      We were nearly there.

      
      Next, Cissé. I had wanted him for his powerful shot. He elected to side-foot it. Dida went the wrong way. 2–0.

      
      Jon-Dahl Tomasson, a substitute, was next for Milan. He scored, Dudek diving the wrong way, to the Dane’s preferred side.
         He did not conform to our expectations. The system, of course, is not flawless.
      

      
      
      Riise, who had been so desperate to take one, so certain of his abilities. Saved. 2–1.

      
      Kaka. More theatrics from Dudek, but to no avail. He went the wrong way. 2–2. The two teams were level. All around us, nerves
         were shredding.
      

      
      Vladimir Smicer had to keep a cool head. This would be his last kick of a ball for Liverpool. Calmly, he slotted the ball
         to Dida’s left. 3–2. From that brief moment of fear, now we stood on the brink of sheer, impossible joy.
      

      
      And then Shevchenko, Milan’s fifth and final nominated taker.

      
      On the bench, Ocho was bellowing ‘Six, six’ at Dudek, all the way down the other end of the field.

      
      Whether he heard or he remembered, he obeyed. Dudek dived low, to his right. Shevchenko attempted a chip, straight down the
         middle. Out came a hand, to palm the ball away. For a second, everything stopped. Then the players, gathered in the centre
         circle to offer each other support, raced to the end where Dudek was on his knees, punching the air in delight. On the bench,
         we embraced.
      

      
      We had won the European Cup.

      
      ‘Now you can make me the best midfielder in the world,’ Steven Gerrard told my assistant, Pako Ayesterán, as we paraded that
         giant silver trophy around all four sides of the Ataturk, offering each of our delirious fans the opportunity to share in
         the unlikeliest of victories.
      

      
      It had still not really sunk in. The celebrations on the pitch were surreal, almost: absolute ecstasy mixed with utter disbelief.

      
      
      Straight after the final whistle, we had been forced to worry about medals: incredibly, UEFA only supply twenty-five medals
         for the winning team, one for each member of the Champions League squad. That meant that all of the coaching staff, the analysis
         team, the scouts, the physios and the dozens of people who had contributed to that victory would not have any memento for
         their role in the triumph.
      

      
      Graciously, Mauricio Pellegrino – a non-playing member of the squad – agreed to give up his medal, having already won the
         competition with Barcelona early in his career. He then had the presence of mind to gather up the losing medals, awarded to
         and cast away by Milan’s shell-shocked players, in order to present them to all of those people who would not be recognised
         by UEFA. It was quick thinking by a warm, intelligent man.
      

      
      I was as delighted as anyone, though perhaps I was not as elaborate in my celebrations as some of the players. It is a mixture
         of relief – at having won when all seemed lost – and incredible pride at having achieved something you have worked so hard
         for, over the course of a season, over the course of a career. When you work so hard and you succeed, it feels even better.
      

      
      I made sure to seek out each of my coaches, all of my staff, to shake their hands, to thank them for their work. There were
         a lot of hugs. When we met the players, who had raced off to celebrate with the fans, there were more. It was an intensely
         emotional night, joyous, delighted.
      

      
      I cannot be certain how long we spent out on the pitch after the trophy had been presented, listening to the fans singing
         the anthem, celebrating, embracing. By the time we reached the dressing room, the smoke from the fireworks had long since cleared and
         the ticker tape had been trodden into the pitch.
      

      
      As manager, the evening was far from over.

      
      The players continued to celebrate in the changing room, with Rick Parry, the chief executive, and the chairman, David Moores.
         He had tears in his eyes. This was a moment he had dreamed of seeing for so long. Gerard Houllier, the man I replaced, who
         was at the match as a UEFA observer, arrived to offer his congratulations. The room was full of friends and family, everyone
         seeking to congratulate the players who had returned Liverpool to their place as kings of Europe.
      

      
      Steven, the Man of the Match, and I had to go and give ten, maybe twelve, interviews each, as well as a full press conference.
         There were hundreds of journalists with cameras and laptops crammed into that room. The questions about the future came thick
         and fast: Steven’s, Liverpool’s. UEFA had still not confirmed whether we would be allowed to defend the trophy. Would we
         protest? What did I say at half-time? What was the secret to the comeback?
      

      
      It was very early in the morning by the time we left the ground – 1 a.m., 2 a.m., I cannot be sure – but the evening was still
         far from over.
      

      
      The real celebrations would start at the hotel. We had a private room set aside, where the players and the staff would be
         joined by their families. There was security on the door and in the middle stood the European Cup, our gleaming prize.
      

      
      
      The room was packed, everyone desperate to congratulate us, though more important was the chance to have their photos taken
         with the real star of the show: the trophy.
      

      
      I remember bumping into Carra’s dad, Philip, and standing there talking to him for a minute. Like his son, Philip has a very
         strong Scouse accent at the best of times. By this stage, though, at one or two in the morning, he was – to use the English
         term – quite merry, and to be honest, I had no idea what he was saying. I stood and nodded for a minute, smiling politely
         at him, desperately trying to work out what he was talking about, before someone pulled me away for another picture.
      

      
      Only close friends and family were welcome in that room – by invitation only – and at one point I was summoned to the hotel
         lobby by Richard Green, one of the club’s legal counsels. He had come to the game as a corporate guest and he had been invited
         to come to the hotel to join in the party.
      

      
      ‘Rafa, I’ve got to have my picture taken with the cup,’ he told me.

      
      ‘Come on, come on,’ I answered, guiding him towards the door of our private room.

      
      Suddenly, though, an arm appeared. The security man, who did not speak any English, would not let us in.

      
      ‘I was in there just a moment ago,’ I said.

      
      He wouldn’t budge. He just shook his head.

      
      Richard was getting agitated. Probably more because he wanted to see the European Cup than because he was worried about me
         being shut out of the party. ‘Do you know who this is?’ he asked. ‘This is the man who’s just won the Champions League!’
      

      
      
      ‘Richard, Richard,’ I said. ‘It’s OK, don’t shout.’

      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to get back in. This is Rafa Benítez!’

      
      The stalemate lasted a few minutes, before the guard eventually relented. We would be allowed back into the party. I could
         rejoin Montse and her aunt, Carmen, and Richard could have his photo taken. He was delighted to see me allowed back in. He
         was rather more delighted to get that picture.
      

      
      It was 4 a.m. by the time I made it to bed. Some of the players chose to go on elsewhere – Milan Baros, Igor Biscan and Vladimir
         Smicer went to join the fans in Taksim Square, in the centre of the city – and some stayed in the hotel. Steven Gerrard decided
         only he would be able to keep the cup safe, and so it spent the night with him. It belonged, though, to all of us.
      

      
      As far as you could see, people were lining the streets. They had clambered up lamp-posts, scaled buildings, sat on top of
         traffic lights and roofs. They waved from the windows of offices and houses, from the very top of Lime Street Station. They
         were decked out in red, flying flags, flourishing home-made banners. There was one that stands out for me, that caught my
         eye as we crawled along, waving from the top of our red double-decker bus.
      

      
      It read: ‘Rafa – the best import since the spud.’ That one really made me smile.

      
      Every time we went round a corner, you thought it would come to an end, but the crowds just went on and on. They stood four,
         five, ten deep, all the way from Queens Drive to Anfield, down Scotland Road and into the heart of the city, rounding the
         corner to be confronted with the baroque façade of St George’s Hall and the Empire theatre, lit from below by spotlights, the backdrop
         to a sea of people. A hundred thousand camera flashes went off like fireworks in the dying evening light.
      

      
      They told me afterwards that 750,000 people had been on the streets to watch our victory parade the day after the final. They
         had come from all over the country to be there, some from different parts of the world. Most unbelievably, they said that
         some of them were Everton supporters.
      

      
      I had known celebrations with Valencia, but nothing like this. We were all tired, having not had much sleep, but you have
         to keep smiling and waving, all the way to St George’s Hall, because those people have come out to see you and it means so
         much to them. It is important not to disappoint anyone.
      

      
      We had flown back from Istanbul that morning, on a flight packed with players, staff and relatives, as well as the press corps
         and some of our corporate guests.
      

      
      I had given a brief press conference in our hotel, sitting on a raised dais in a small meeting room downstairs from the main
         lobby. Outside, it was chaos. Players were mingling with journalists and fans. There were hundreds of people there. The questions
         kept coming: how many of these players would still be here next season? Should we be allowed back in the competition?
      

      
      There were more immediate worries: we had to decide which of the players’ wives and girlfriends would be allowed on the bus
         back to the airport with us, and then who would get on the plane. There were so many people who wanted to come with the team:
         all of the coaches, of course, the rest of the club staff and everyone’s families. I had managed maybe four hours’ sleep. By 9.30 a.m.
         I was talking to the press; by 10.30 we were leaving.
      

      
      The plane back to John Lennon Airport was equally chaotic. Normally, the coaches sit at the front, then the players, then
         the VIP guests, then the press. That day, we all sat together.
      

      
      The mood was more relaxed now. Some players slept, others stood around and chatted to their friends. About an hour into the
         four-hour flight, Steven took the trophy from its seat between Igor Biscan and Jerzy Dudek and passed it down the plane, giving
         everyone the chance to have their picture taken with it.
      

      
      I was starting to think about what was to come. We had already drawn up the training schedules for the following season. I
         have always been the sort who as soon as something has been achieved, begins to look for the next target. That morning, I
         was thinking about what had to be done if we were to improve on our performance in the Premier League in my second season
         at Liverpool.
      

      
      I knew that some of the players who had performed so heroically just twelve hours or so previously might have to be phased
         out, or even replaced. I knew some of them were starting to come to the end of their Liverpool careers. We needed more power,
         more pace and more quality if we were to build on the previous night’s triumph. And we needed to redevelop our youth system,
         too, to get the academy to start to produce players once more. We needed to move forward as a team, as a club.
      

      
      We had ended one long wait. It had been twenty-one years since Liverpool had won their fourth European Cup. In the most unlikely
         circumstances, we had added a fifth. Now we needed to turn our attentions to restoring ourselves as the dominant force in
         England. This was a club that needed to be back on its perch.
      

      
      All of those thoughts left my mind as soon as we touched down. I waited for Steven by the doors, my winners’ medal round my
         neck. He joined me, and together we held the European Cup aloft at the top of the stairs. All of the staff at the airport
         had come out to meet us, and they responded with a loud cheer. We had all celebrated long into the night – some longer than
         others – but there was more to come.
      

      
      We were whisked straight from the tarmac to Melwood, by coach, to drop off our things, and from there we drove to a police
         station, where we left our cars and boarded our bus for the open-top parade. At the top of Queens Drive, we met a second bus,
         full of media representatives, and began the slow journey into the city centre.
      

      
      The bus, as you might expect, was packed. Each of the players had their families there, and I was no different. Montse was
         on board, and the children too, each of them sharing in that once-in-a-lifetime moment. That was around 7 p.m.
      

      
      There were more people around Anfield – lining the streets, sitting on top of walls, in trees, hanging from railings – than
         on an ordinary match day. We soon lost the second bus, swallowed by the crowds. Supporters, banners, flags, as far as you
         could see.
      

      
      That was nothing, though, compared to the scene at St George’s Hall. It was turning that corner that took my breath away.
         I was standing behind the players, letting them enjoy the moment they had worked so hard to earn, the moment so few of their
         peers will ever get to experience, but for a minute I was speechless. I was told later there were around 300,000 people there alone,
         waiting for hours for our bus to arrive, delirious and disbelieving about the events of the night before.
      

      
      It was late in the evening when we drove back to Melwood to collect our possessions. The bus driver obviously wanted to get
         on with the celebrations: he was driving much faster now, no doubt desperate to drop us off so that he could go and join in.
      

      
      But the roads to Melwood are narrow and a lot of them have low-hanging trees along the sides. The players were still on the
         top of the bus, and I was worried at the thought of one of them being hit by a branch. I kept telling them to be careful,
         to watch their heads as we passed another tree. Thankfully, they all survived the journey back in one piece, clambering off
         the bus with seats as souvenirs of the best twenty-four hours of their lives.
      

      
      We had made it. The champions of Europe were home.
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