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For my parents, without whom nothing would be possible

For all those who, like Diego, will not rest until they make their dreams come true
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LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Diego Costa’s membership card for Barcelona Esportivo Capela de Ibiúna in São Paulo.

Standing before the veritable shrine to Diego at the family home in Lagarto stand (from left to right) his brother Jair, his father José, his mother Josileide and his sister Talita.

Costa challenges his friend, Paulo Assunção, while playing for Braga against Porto during his first season in Europe.

July 10, 2007, Costa poses for his first photoshoot in the famous red and white stripes of Atlético Madrid.

Costa in action for Celta Vigo.

From Celta Vigo, Costa moved to Albacete, where he became one of the best strikers in the second division.

On loan again, now at Valladolid, his prolific goal scoring could not prevent the side’s relegation from the Primera.

After nearly six months out with a serious knee injury, Costa returned to action with a bang, scoring for Vallecano in the Romareda against Zaragoza.

Costa and Sergio Ramos clash as Rayo Vallecano take on Real Madrid at Vallecas, their first encounter in what would become a fierce rivalry.

Finally playing in the Atlético colours, Costa and Diego Forlan celebrate his first goal for the club, scored against Zaragoza, on 26 September 2010 .

Costa roars in delight after scoring the goal that sparked Atlético’s comeback against Real Madrid at the Bernabeu that would secure the 2013 Copa del Rey.

Costa celebrates with fellow goal scorer Miranda after the 2-1 win in the Copa del Ray.

Costa makes his Brazil debut on 21 March 2013 against Italy in Geneva.

Costa with Vicente del Bosque, the Spain coach who convinced him to change his international allegiance.

Costa makes his debut as a starter for Spain against Italy on 5 March, 2014.

Diego Simeone celebrates with his star player.

Costa silences the crowd in the San Siro with a goal that set Atlético on the road to the quarter finals of the 2013/14 Champions League.

By securing a draw against Barcelona at Camp Nou in the last league game of the season, Los Colchoneros were crowned 2013/14 La Liga champions.

Costa scores from the penalty spot during the Champions League semi-final second leg match against Chelsea – who he would join the following season.

After lasting barely nine minutes because of his hamstring problems, Costa is forced out of the Champions League final. Real Madrid would go on to seal ‘La Decima’ in his absence, winning 4-1.

Costa’s official 2014 World Cup portrait. The tournament would prove to be an unhappy return to the country of his birth.

Costa and his Spanish teammates (from left to right, David Silva, Costa, Sergio Busquets, Andres Iniesta and Xabi Alonso) cast dejected figures in the wake of their 2-0 loss to Group B rivals Chile, which confirmed the defending champions’ exit from the World Cup.

Costa marks his league debut for Chelsea with a goal against Burnley at Turf Moor. It was his first strike in a whirlwind start to his Premier League career.

The win against Everton at Goodison Park in August 2014 was the perfect introduction to Diego Costa for those in England who had never seen him before: two goals, a yellow card and a series of confrontations.

Costa quickly developed an almost telepathic understanding at Chelsea with his Spanish teammate Cesc Fàbregas. The duo would combine brilliantly throughout the course of the 2014/15 campaign.

Jose Mourinho congratulates the man dubbed by many as ‘the new Drogba’.

Cup final goalscorers: Costa and John Terry celebrate with the League Cup, Costa’s first trophy in England, after defeating Tottenham Hotspur 2-0 at Wembley Stadium on March 1, 2015.

Costa clashes with former Chelsea defender, David Luiz, in the second leg of the Champions League Round of 16, against PSG at Stamford Bridge. The Parisians would progress to the quarter finals on away goals.

Costa celebrates with the Premier League trophy after defeating Sunderland at Stamford Bridge on May 24, 2015.






PROLOGUE

SUMMER 2014. Cobham, 15 miles south-west of London. Chelsea’s training ground.

Oscar is looking for three of his team-mates. He wants to introduce them to someone. Diego Costa has arrived for his first day as a Chelsea player and he has something he wants to say. He doesn’t have much English yet, but Oscar, a fellow Brazilian, has helped him with the words. He’s been practicing a single, short sentence. Actually, a mission statement.

The last time John Terry, Gary Cahill, Branislav Ivanović and Nemanja Matić had seen Costa was at Stamford Bridge, as he shook their hands and left the pitch, on his way to the Champions League final after Atlético Madrid’s 3-1 victory over Chelsea.

Costa had won and scored the penalty that put his team 2-1 ahead, but in neither that match, nor the first leg of the semi-final, a 0-0 draw in the Spanish capital, had he been at his fearsome best. Chelsea’s muscular defence had certainly not been devastated by Costa. The trail of destruction he had cast across Spain in season 2013-14 had not stretched to England.

As Costa was substituted late on in London, the Chelsea fans sang: ‘Diego Costa, we’ll see you next year.’ The striker’s next destination was no big secret.

But since then Costa’s stock had plummeted. A hamstring injury all but ended his participation in both the successful

title run-in and the last-gasp defeat in the Champions League final. Then, at the World Cup, his sterile performances as Brazil jeered his every touch became one of the motifs of Spain’s abdication as world champions. Was this really the new Didier Drogba? Or just another in the long line of strikers who had failed to fill Drogba’s boots at Chelsea?

Oscar introduces Terry, Cahill, Ivanović and Matić to Diego Costa. They shake hands, then Costa straightens up and delivers his pitch in heavily-accented, halting English.

“I go to war. You come with me.”

It’s funny, and they all laugh a little. But as the defenders head off to begin training, they share a look. They have found their man. Their warrior centre-forward.

It. Is. On.
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THE STREET FOOTBALLER

‘Only one who is thoroughly acquainted with the evils of war is able to thoroughly understand the profitable way of carrying it out’

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

DIEGO DA SILVA COSTA arrived in the world on October 7, 1988, in Lagarto, the third-largest city (with just over 100,000 inhabitants) in the state of Sergipe, north-east Brazil. His mother, Josileide Costa, was a nursery nurse, and his father, José de Jesús Silva (aka Zeinha), was a farm worker and casual Sunday footballer who had always dreamed of having a player in the family. He also had two siblings: brother Jair (named after the Brazilian legend Jairzinho; Costa himself was named after Diego Maradona), and a sister, Talita.

Costa’s birthplace is known for cattle farming, some industry and agricultural production – mainly oranges, tobacco and passion fruit. “Nowadays you could almost call it a bustling metropolis. They built a university campus here and the city expanded as a result,” explains Prefeitinho, Costa’s childhood friend. “But back then it was much more rural.”

The young Costa was a football obsessive from the very first, inspired by his father and uncles who refused

to accept that dreams could not become reality, even in a place like Lagarto.

“It was a poor city and it would have been easy to moan about our lack of opportunities,” says Prefeitinho. “But Diego didn’t think like that. He could easily have gone down the wrong track or at the very least given up on his early dreams. But he believed in his own potential. He knew what he wanted and he worked himself into the ground to get to where he wanted to go. He knew he was talented and he set out to prove it.”

Costa’s first experience of football away from the street or the piece of land he played on at his grandparents’ house was the Boula de Ouro school, a social project which he now helps fund and which provides underprivileged kids with free training. Aged nine, he would set out on the 40-minute walk to the vacant wasteground where the rather chaotic sessions took place. Nowadays things are better organised and the school provides football training to 200 kids aged between eight and 17 who play on proper pitches provided by the local council.

Sometimes Costa cycled to football and on those occasions he would take along his equally football-mad neighbour Mário César, who was speech-and-hearing impaired.

“Diego insisted on bringing along this deaf and dumb kid,” smiles Flávio Augusto Machado, ‘Flavinho’,

his first coach who is still coaching today, with his whistle in his hand and an Atlético Madrid cap on his head. “I wasn’t happy and I said so. Mário just couldn’t understand what I said, but Diego was always there to translate for him.”

In 2013, in a fitting tribute to their shared childhood experiences, Costa presented Mário César with a motorbike.

The player’s warrior-like approach to football was evident from the first.

“I have never coached anyone who fought so hard on the football pitch,” Flavinho recalls. “He was a great kid but he was determined to win. He would settle for nothing less.”

“As a boy he was no different from the player you see today,” adds Prefeitinho. “For him there was no such thing as a lost ball. Other players see a ball that looks out of reach and they let it go. Not this guy. He has no fear, he wants that ball, he wants to score and he’ll fight tooth and nail to do so.”

Costa’s father agrees. “He never liked losing and whenever he did, he’d come off in a foul mood. He’d pull at his jersey and stare at the ground in silence all the way home.”

It was Papa Costa who was the first to spot how special his son was. “I just knew I’d be watching him on television one day,” Zeinha recalls.

Flavinho was also alert to his potential. “He was

much taller than the other kids and you could see that he had something extra.”

“By the time he was nine he was playing with the 11-year-olds,” his mother explains, “and by 16 he was very mature, already an adult mentally. He always excelled. If he was playing in the school team in a competition, they always won.”

“I remember they told us to run round this plantation,” explains Junior Menezes, another close friend. “Whenever the coach wasn’t looking, Diego and I would always take the short cuts so that we didn’t get too tired. We were just kids and always wanted to get back to playing as quickly as possible. He was completely obsessed about football.” As well as remaining good friends, Costa and Junior are today partners in the football school they fund.

Economic imperatives dictated that Costa was relatively old before he began to play organised football with a local club, Fluminense da Horta. “He captained the only city club to become junior champions [in 1998],” recalls Prefeitinho. “Diego attended the 15th anniversary celebrations of that win, although he couldn’t play in the game. He was the best player from that era and the one who ended up as a professional.”

Costa also had an unsuccessful trial for Atlético Clube Lagartense, in his home city, but it was in São Paulo that he would eventually get his first break and

embark on a long and twisting path to the top of world football.

“The family moved to São Paulo when I was 14 and my brother started to go out partying at night,” recounts Costa. “I wanted to give up football so that I could earn some money. My dad would give me a couple of notes here and there, but it wasn’t really enough and sometimes I had to stay in because I couldn’t face going out on a date and letting the girl pay.”

Costa took a job with his uncle and the pair of them would drive a truck to the Paraguay border, where they would stock up on goods to sell in the Galería Pagé shopping centre.

Costa explains: “Whenever my uncle met anyone from football, he would mention my name. He’d say, ‘I’ve got this nephew who’s super-talented…’ But I didn’t want to play football if it stopped me earning money, especially since my uncle tended to pay me more than I’d actually earned, and I had no living costs because I stayed with him at the time. I saved up and bought myself a motorbike so that I could visit Lagarto, although my mother did everything she could to get me to sell it.”

Uncle Edson, however, had a stubborn streak and was to play a key role at this stage in Costa’s career. He insisted on taking his nephew for trials and eventually one club expressed an interest. Barcelona Esportivo Capela de Ibiúna was owned by a local businessman

whose policy was to invest in young players. The team’s matches were therefore well attended by scouts.

“We had to play in a competition in Minas Gerais. I wasn’t keen because I wanted to work but my uncle insisted that I go and told me that he’d pay me anyway. So I went. Although in the end he didn’t pay me after all!”

He performed well in the azulgrana strip (in fact, the club’s name was not inspired by FC Barcelona, but by another local team, Sociedade Esportiva Barcelona) particularly considering that despite being 16 this was his first experience of playing with a professionally organised club. The player is clear about the reasons for his late arrival into professional football: “There was no infrastructure, no resources in the town where I grew up.”

The club’s directors selected a few players to train with the well-established Yuracan de Itajubá, famous in Brazil as the club of Pelé’s father, Dondinho, who scored five headers in an historic 6-2 win over the team’s big rivals, Smart Futebol Clube, in 1938. Pelé’s old man always claimed that this was the only record of his that his son had never managed to beat.

Costa spent eight months playing friendlies and one under-17 tournament for Itajubá. According to the Yuracan president, Amauri Graciani, Costa “was already emerging as a special player. We used him in the box as a centre-forward although he instinctively

preferred to move about more and go down the pitch to get the ball. He was always looking for a goal, but he also caused a lot of trouble.”

Having returned to Ibiúna, the youngster was about to play the game that would change the course of his life.

“[Costa’s agent] Jorge Mendes tells me that he spotted him in the Taça de São Paulo, a tournament they play in January down there,” says Jesús García Pitarch, the man responsible for later bringing Costa to Atlético in his role as the Madrid club’s director of football. “It is an under-18 tournament and the final is always played in the Pacaembú [Corinthians’ stadium]. It’s a huge event and a big party for the whole city. Scouts and coaches from the big clubs always come to the final, but even in the early stages you see unbelievable players and there are a lot of clubs who do very well out of it. Even though Diego managed to get himself sent off in the first match – remarkable! – he had already caught someone’s eye.”

“I remember that I shouldn’t even have been playing that match because I had already been suspended for four months for slapping an opponent and then giving the referee a bit of lip when he showed me the red card,” recalls Costa. “I’ve no idea if someone had been pulling strings behind the scenes, but I ended up playing anyway.”

After the final whistle, a representative of Mendes

approached Costa and talked about the possibility of playing in Europe.

“The minute I came off I talked to Mendes’ representative and they signed me up to go to Sporting de Braga. I didn’t hesitate for a moment because I knew that Jorge was behind the offer and that he was pretty much the best in the world.”

The idea was less well received at home. “When I signed for Braga, my dad and uncle took the contract to São Caetano, who offered the same deal for me to stay. My dad was worried that I would end up like the boys who are offered the chance to play in Europe only to be let down at the last minute. But I had given my word and in the end he started to believe that the Braga offer was genuine.”

It was a bittersweet prospect for the family, but Costa was firm. “If you don’t let me go, I’ll run away anyway,” he told his mother, who understood that her youngest son was realising a dream long cherished by the whole family. “My mum cried a lot when I left,” recalls Costa.

His brother Jair also had hopes of turning professional. He had trained with Diego and had had a three-month trial with Sociedad Deportiva Salvatierra, a small club based in Álava, without success. Today he recognises that “I just wasn’t as committed as my brother”. Prefeitinho goes further. “Jair was probably better than Diego, but he was more relaxed about things. He didn’t have the same level of focus. He still

plays, but he’s always lacked the persistence you need. They played in the same team and were always rowing. One of them would have to be taken off so that things didn’t get out of hand. Jair was a better player, he was slender and fast on his feet. Diego was a powerhouse though.”

The same indomitable Costa set out from Lagarto. “When you play street football you learn to be smarter than the rest,” he explained. “I made no attempt to control myself and was always ready for a bit of aggro. My mates and I would often end the game in tears.”

Looking back, he remembers street games in which he would often be up against boys who were “at least as good or even better” than him.

Those who knew him at the time remember him fondly. Prefeitinho says: “He’s a brilliant guy and he hasn’t changed a bit since those days. He’s always been shy and likes to be on good terms with everyone. He was never the kind of kid to hang about on the streets causing trouble. Not because he was deliberately keeping his head down, it’s just the way he is naturally. He’s a down-to-earth kind of person who is reserved and a bit shy. Even when he was a little kid he always picked the right kind of mates and made good choices. And he has never forgotten where he’s come from. Nunes, who was also from Sergipe and who played for Brazil in the 80s, used to say he was from Bahia [a neighbouring state]. Not Diego. He always says that he’s from Lagarto

and tries to visit his soccer school whenever they invite him. He’s very sociable whenever he’s home and makes a point of visiting people who are sick.”

Costa has said he will retire to Lagarto, and would like to end his career playing in Brazil, probably at Palmeiras, the club he supports. Whether or not that is how it plays out, and despite the many stops on his road to greatness, this is a footballer who is unlikely to forget his roots. When he returns, to his family or the school he funds, and sees the statue of the giant stone lizard that greets visitors to the city, he is reminded of where his extraordinary journey began.
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THE LEAGUE OF HONOUR

‘If we wish to fight, we can force the enemy to fight even if he is protected by a high wall and a deep moat’

Sun Tzu, The Art of War

A NEW CONTINENT, a new style of football, a new life.

“Sure, I cried a bit but I always told my mum, who can be a bit emotional, that everything was great. I was very young and because all the documentation took a while to sort out, I was only training for the first six months. After that I got to play matches.”

Although he had family members with him for the first eight months, 17-year-old Diego Costa was soon left alone to cope with the daunting experience of his new life in Portugal with Sporting Braga. The telephone and internet became important allies in the fight against homesickness.

Although there was no language barrier, Costa did not take to the cold weather and unfamiliar cuisine in Portugal. The discipline demanded of young players also proved to be an obstacle and at times he was sorely tempted to give up. On one occasion he phoned his dad back in Lagarto to discuss his doubts but ended the call agreeing to fight on. “He promised not to give

up. I think he didn’t want to let me down,” remembers Zeinha.

The then Penafiel coach, Rui Bento, a playing contemporary of Portugal’s Golden Generation of Figo, Rui Costa and company, gave Costa his first break.

“A few of my former team-mates mentioned him to me so I went to watch him play,” Bento told the Spanish paper As. “I could see that he was something special immediately, a rough diamond. I needed quality players at Penafiel, so I decided to take him.”

Bento’s friend, the football agent Nuno Patrao, explains: “In those days Mendes took everyone to Braga, but they didn’t have a youth programme at the time and so the youngsters had to find an alternative.”

Costa spent the first half of the 2006-2007 season in Penafiel, cutting his teeth in the rough and ready Portuguese second division, nicknamed the Liga de Honra (League of Honour). However, within weeks of his arrival, the youngster had already been spotted by representatives of the club which was to propel him into the highest levels of football: Atlético Madrid.

“I heard about Diego Costa from a few different sources,” explains Jesús García Pitarch (Suso) the then director of football for Los Colchoneros (Atlético are nicknamed ‘the Mattress-Makers’). “Jorge Mendes had brought us [Giourkas] Seitaridis, Maniche and Costinha and just before the start of the season he told me about a kid who had ended up in Braga and then

on loan to Penafiel. It was Diego, of course. ‘Take a look at him and tell me what you think,’ Mendes told me.

“Later I was in another meeting and the technical secretary told me that they had heard good things about a Brazilian lad playing at Penafiel.”

Javier Hernández, a scout for Atlético, was also alerted to the young player’s raw talent. “I was at a match in Braga and at half-time we were enjoying the VIP buffet. I happened to overhear someone in the corridor chatting about some kid from Brazil who was 1.9m tall, just 17 and good with the ball. It was Nuno Patrao, who represented [Atlético defender] Zé Castro at the time, talking to Rui Bento. Nuno had actually brought me there to see Rolando, who was playing at Os Belenenses at the time, but he kept going on about this other boy. So I decided to go and watch him play in a Chaves-Penafiel game the next day and that’s where I got my first sight of Diego Costa. It was a tiny stadium with just the one stand and very similar to the kind of football grounds you get in the third division in Spain. I wanted to go incognito, so I didn’t ask for accreditation or team sheets. I just paid my money like everyone else. I remember the poor lad was knocked about all over the park that day by the older players who obviously saw him as some little kid. And he suffered all this as the lone striker which, for me, he shouldn’t be. He’s not a pure No.9, more of a second striker who needs to receive the ball, turn and run at goal.”


Hernández talks about that first sighting of Costa as if it were yesterday. “I saw a technically gifted big lad who was still a bit uncoordinated. I could tell that he wasn’t following any kind of healthy diet because he was a bit overweight. He obviously still needed a lot of work, but the boy was running all over the pitch, taking on all-comers with a kind of ferocity I had never seen before, bringing the ball down nicely, going one-on-one with defenders, looking to use the ball well, getting his head to it when necessary – I remember thinking, ‘I can’t believe this is a 17-year-old kid’. They were all going in hard on him and not once did he back down. Watching him that day I knew instinctively that this guy was special.”

For his part, Rui Bento was convinced that Costa had potential and he made it his business to look after the youngster from the outset.

“Rui told me that the kid was a phenomenon,” recalls Nuno Patrao. “Rui had worked with Cristiano Ronaldo and had also seen his debut. He told me that the young Brazilian reminded him of Ronaldo. He said the boy had it all. And Rui doesn’t say that about just anybody.”

Bento himself likes to tell the tale of the day he sent Costa, already physically out of the ordinary for a kid of his age, to a medical centre so that they could calibrate the physical potential of his quad muscles. According to Bento the specialist who examined this burgeoning

Brazilian was astonished at his physique. He had never seen anything like it.

Atlético’s interest in the player was growing. “Julián Muñoz told me how good he was, despite the fact that he was still in the second division,” says Nuno Patrao. “I remember the pair of us saw him training in torrential rain one day. We opted to stay in the car and watch from there! Then Jesús came to see him at a Varzim-Penafiel game.”

García Pitarch takes up the story. “Julián Muñoz, the club’s technical secretary, and I decided to go and see him play one Sunday morning. It had been raining all night and the pitch was so muddy they could hardly play the game. It was the first time I had set eyes on Costa in the flesh. There were a couple of Levante people there too and I remember both Julián and I were struck by his strength, his intense absorption in the game and the sheer grit he displayed, despite the fact that the pitch made running almost impossible. l went back to watch him a couple of times and then told Jorge Mendes that I wanted to meet the lad.

“So, it’s all arranged and we meet met up at the Mendes’ house in Oporto, all of us enjoying the lunch made by Sandra, Jorge’s wife
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“Every setback, every fight, every goal.
This is Costa uncovered” — Graham Hunter
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