
MADRID: Vinicius Junior scored twice as Real
Madrid made Liverpool pay for more defensive
errors on Tuesday, a 3-1 victory putting them in
sight of the Champions League semi-finals. Vinicius
and Marco Asensio both profited in the first half
after darting behind Liverpool’s makeshift back-line
before a simple move from a throw-in gave Vinicius
a simple finish in the second. Mohamed Salah’s
strike shortly after the interval briefly made it a
contest at Valdebebas, with an away goal certainly a
significant consolation for Liverpool to take into the
second leg at Anfield next week.

But without fans and with a miserable recent
record at home, Jurgen Klopp will know his side
have it all to do to avoid his team’s season becoming
solely about scraping into the Premier League’s top
four. “We didn’t play well enough, that’s my first
concern,” said Klopp. “We didn’t deserve to win
tonight, but the good news is that there is another
match. “We are going to fight, 3-1 is not good, but
we have a chance.”

Except for two spells after half-time and at the
finish, when their opponents were holding on to
what they had, Liverpool were overpowered by
Real Madrid, whose only disappointment might be
missing out on a clearer margin ahead of the return
in eight days’ time.

Before then, they go up against Barcelona on
Saturday and this result, their fifth consecutive vic-
tory, should be another huge boost to morale going
into what will be a crucial fixture in La Liga’s title
race. “Nothing is close, nothing is won,” Madrid
coach Zinedine Zidane said. “We are alive in two
competitions and we will keep fighting. We will start
the second leg like it’s 0-0 because it will be anoth-
er very difficult game.”

Madrid were without Sergio Ramos, who

throughout was bellowing at his team from the
stands, while Raphael Varane testing positive for
Covid-19 on Tuesday morning meant both sides
were fielding patched-up back fours. The last time
these two clubs met, Ramos dislocated Salah’s
shoulder and Madrid went on to win their 13th
European Cup but Klopp insisted there was no
desire for revenge in the minds of his players.

They could have done with some extra fire
because Madrid were superior in the first half, more
controlled in possession and more aggressive out of
it. Liverpool seemed caught between trying to
match Madrid’s intensity and slowing the game
down to gain a foothold.

Kroos runs the show
In the end they did neither, as the openings came

early. Luka Modric wanted a penalty after being
clipped just outside the box and Trent Alexander-
Arnold was beaten too easily by Ferland Mendy,
whose cross was headed just wide by Vinicius. The
excellent Toni Kroos was given space at the base of
midfield to dictate the tempo and it was a pair of
arrowed balls forward from the German that put
Madrid in charge.

The first he fired between Alexander-Arnold and
Nat Phillips for the scampering Vinicius, who did
brilliantly to chest the ball beyond his opponents
and shoot low into the Liverpool net. Seven minutes
later, Kroos did it again, this time with the aid of a
badly misguided Alexander-Arnold header, locating
Asensio, who lifted over Alisson Becker to leave
himself with an open net.

A full stadium would have sent a surge of
momentum through Madrid but there was still a
simmering buzz, as their substitutes were cheering
louder and the players pressed quicker and passed

harder. Liverpool were holding on for half-time but
the raging Klopp could not wait, hauling off Naby
Keita with three minutes left and sending on Thiago
Alcantara in his place.

The break briefly had an effect, Liverpool pulling
a goal back five minutes after as Georginio
Wijnaldum tore forward and Diogo Jota’s shot
deflected kindly into the path of Salah, who poked
in off the crossbar. For a while, the game was in the
balance. Kroos shot over and Sadio Mane almost

finished off a break down the left. Asensio should
have finished for Madrid but opted to pass and it
was blocked. Yet another Madrid chance was not
far away, as Liverpool failed to react to a throw-in
down the right and Modric was allowed to drift
inside, teeing up Vinicius to sidefoot in a second.
Liverpool pushed for another away goal in the final
minutes but Madrid were not troubled. It was
Spanish cheers that could be heard when the whis-
tle blew. — AFP
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Ruthless Real
Madrid turn to
Barca after rout
MADRID: Real Madrid have made a habit of saving
their best for the biggest moments of the season and
their 3-1 win over Liverpool in the Champions
League on Tuesday suggested they could be ready
to do it again.

Madrid rolled back the years with a performance
reminiscent of their most ruthless days under
Zinedine Zidane, when they powered through the
knock-out stages to win three European titles in a
row, or motored to 10 consecutive victories at the
end of last season to win La Liga. 

A pivotal eight days that pitched two quarter-
final legs against Liverpool either side of Saturday’s
Clasico against Barcelona got off to the perfect
start, Vinicius Junior’s double and a Toni Kroos
masterclass at the Alfredo di Stefano stadium put-
ting Madrid in sight of another Champions League
semi-final. 

Mohamed Salah’s away goal early in the second
half, and Liverpool’s comeback from a more desper-
ate situation against Barcelona in 2019, should serve
as warnings against complacency.  But an imperious
and authoritative display enhances the growing sense
of a Madrid team now plugged in, its eyes narrowing
again just as the trophies come into view. 

“It is the character that this team has, that all the
players go through difficult times but I know they
have this character to turn things around,” said
Zidane on Tuesday night. “Madrid erased Liverpool
in the first half, the Reds were baffled,” wrote Madrid
newspaper AS on Wednesday. “It was a complete
performance,” said Jorge Valdano on Spanish televi-
sion. In Spain, many wondered if Barcelona and
Atletico would enjoy an advantage in the final stretch,
their own early exits in the Champions League allow-
ing them to focus fully on what has now become a
neck-and-neck battle for the title. 

Barca might still feel the benefits of an extra day’s
rest in the Clasico this weekend, their tight victory
over Real Valladolid on Monday night possibly less
demanding as well than Madrid’s demolition at
Valdebebas. And yet it may also be that Madrid bene-
fit from the build-up of momentum, the compression
of climax fixtures ensuring their already trophy-laden
squad has no time now to look away or let up. 

Irrepressible
“They are players who have won a lot but still

want more and that shows you the character these
players have,” said Zidane. The 31-year-old Kroos,
with 22 club titles and a World Cup to his name, was
irrepressible against Liverpool, his surgical passing
from deep laying the platform for Madrid’s control
and conviction. “Toni is incredible, a legend of the
club. Whenever he goes out on the pitch he goes out
with class. Nobody can play like him,” said Vinicius. 

“It was probably one of his best games in his best
season for a player who is possibly the best midfield-
er in the world,” wrote Marca. Kroos was the archi-
tect this time but his brilliance was just the latest
example in a recent surge for Zidane’s old guard. 

Modric has been flawless since the turn of the
year, Casemiro unwavering and Karim Benzema,
although quiet against Liverpool, could arguably be
La Liga’s player of the season. It may be no coinci-
dence Madrid’s veterans have roused themselves
while the club ponders who to discard and who to
preserve in its shift towards the next generation.
Ramos and Modric are out of contract this summer
while next year, Benzema’s deal expires too.

But the crescendo is also familiar, a throwback to
previous years when Real Madrid stumbled through
the mundane months of a campaign, only to find their
groove when it matters. “They always want more,”
said Zidane. “This team has no limits.” — AFP

Vinicius double puts Real Madrid on top
against Liverpool in Champions League 
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MADRID: Real Madrid’s Brazilian forward Vinicius Junior celebrates after scoring a goal during the UEFA
Champions League first leg quarter-final football match between Real Madrid and Liverpool at the Alfredo di
Stefano stadium in Valdebebas in the outskirts of Madrid on Tuesday. — AFP

Foden hands Man
City late advantage
against Dortmund
MANCHESTER: Pep Guardiola said Manchester
City “felt the pressure” of expectancy in the
Champions League as they needed Phil Foden’s
90th minute winner to take a slender 2-1 lead
from the first leg of their quarter-final tie against
Borussia Dortmund on Tuesday. City have now
won 27 of their last 28 games in all competitions
to remain on course for a historic quadruple of
Champions League, Premier League, FA Cup and
League Cup.

But they have failed to get beyond the last
eight in the Champions League in each of the
Guardiola’s four previous seasons in charge. “We
felt the pressure today, in this competition, at
home, not knowing how we would react,” said
Guardiola. “It’s better to win than draw but even
at 1-1 we had 90 minutes to do it.”

The sides will meet again in Germany on April
14 with the winners facing Bayern Munich or Paris
Saint-Germain in the last four. Dortmund are at
serious risk of missing out on the Champions
League next season after slipping seven points
adrift of the top four in the Bundesliga.

However, the visitors started brightly until
Emre Can gifted the ball away to Riyad Mahrez
and City launched a ruthless counter-attack. De
Bruyne, Foden and Mahrez exchanged passes
before the Belgian tapped home from close range.

City thought they had a great chance to dou-
ble their advantage moments later when Rodrigo
went down under Can’s challenge inside the area
and referee Ovidiu Hategan pointed to the penal-
ty spot. Hategan, though, rightly overturned his
call on a VAR review in the first of a number of
dubious decisions from the Romanian official.

His next big call ruled out a Dortmund goal
when he adjudged Jude Bellingham to have fouled
Ederson as he dispossessed the Brazilian and
tapped into an empty net just before half-time.
This time VAR could not intervene as Hategan

had blown before Bellingham rolled the ball home.
“I definitely think I won the ball fairly,” said the
England international. “It’s a bit frustrating at a
time when they have so many cameras, they don’t
let me put the ball in the net and check it.”

More than a scorer
Erling Haaland was the focus of much of the

pre-match hype with City one of a number of
clubs interested in the Norwegian wonder kid.
The 20-year-old had failed to score in just two of
his previous 14 Champions League appearances,
but he spurned his one big chance to net early in
the second-half.

Haaland showed great strength and pace to
outmuscle and outsprint Ruben Dias, but could
not lift the ball over the advancing Ederson. De

Bruyne was at the heart of all of City’s most dan-
gerous moments as Foden should have done bet-
ter than fire too close to Marwin Hitz with the
goal gaping.

The City captain then sent a low shot inches
wide before once more picking out Foden, who
saw another effort beaten away by Hitz. However,
City were then hit with a sucker punch as
Haaland showed he is more than just a goalscor-
er. His brilliant reverse ball released Marco Reus
to fire beyond Ederson in what seemed a sting in
the tale six minutes from time. But Dortmund
could not hold out in the closing stages as City
pushed for a winner. De Bruyne was the creator
again as his cross found Ilkay Gundogan at the
back post and his cut-back was swept home by a
relieved Foden. — AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s English midfielder Phil Foden (right) walks off the pitch with
Dortmund’s Norwegian forward Erling Braut Haaland after the UEFA Champions League first leg quarter-
final football match between Manchester City and Borussia Dortmund at the Etihad Stadium in
Manchester, north west England, on Tuesday. —AFP

Kevin De Bruyne
signs extension at
Manchester City
LONDON: Kevin De Bruyne has signed a two-
year contract extension that will keep him at
Manchester City until 2025, the Premier League
club announced yesterday. The Belgium interna-
tional, whose existing deal was due to expire in
2023, is 30 in June and now looks set to see out
most of the remainder of his career at the
Etihad Stadium.

De Bruyne has had a glittering spell since join-
ing the club from Wolfsburg in 2015, winning sev-
en major trophies, which could rise to 11 by the
end of the season if City are successful in their
hunt for the quadruple.

“I could not be happier,” said De Bruyne.
“Since joining City in 2015, I have felt at home. I
love the fans, my family are settled here in
Manchester and my own game has developed
really well. This football club is geared for suc-
cess. It offers me everything I need to maximize
my performance, so signing this contract was a
straightforward decision. I am playing the best
football of my career and I honestly feel there is
more to come.”

He said he and manager Pep Guardiola had the
same football philosophy. “Having that relation-
ship with a manager is so important to me
because our objectives are totally aligned, and we
want the same things,” he said. City director of

football Txiki Begiristain hailed De Bruyne as one
of the best players in world football.

“His performance level has been remarkably
consistent since coming to City, and in the last
few years he has developed into one of the

game’s elite players,” he said. “His talent is
unquestionable — but he is also a consummate
professional whose dedication to Manchester
City during his time here has been nothing short
of remarkable.” —AFP

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s Belgian midfielder Kevin De Bruyne runs with the ball during the UEFA
Champions League first leg quarter-final football match between Manchester City and Borussia Dortmund at
the Etihad Stadium in Manchester, north west England, on Tuesday. — AFP


