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To Carlos Alberto Torres, a sheer delightful human being.









‘I hope that my truth pleases you, because there are many truths, many truths. It’s up to you to decide which is the true truth’ – Ronaldo Luís Nazário de Lima, talking to Congress about his convulsion on the day of the 1998 World Cup final









CHAPTER 1


THE STAR SIGNING


Carlos Kaiser wasn’t in the mood to play football. The journey from Rio de Janeiro to Corsica had taken the best part of twenty-four hours, during which the only thing in danger of going to sleep were his squashed legs. This was just a fleeting visit, a chance to survey his new kingdom before he introduced himself to his hotel bed. He hadn’t expected a welcome like this. The Stade Mezzavia, home of Gazélec Ajaccio FC, was heaving with anticipation. Hundreds of fans had congregated on the austere concrete terrace behind one of the goals, keen to see the unveiling of the club’s new Brazilian forward.


Word had spread around Corsica about Kaiser’s CV. He’d played for Botafogo, Flamengo and Fluminense, three of the biggest clubs in Brazil, and been world champion with Independiente of Argentina. Kaiser stifled a yawn and waved to the supporters. ‘I bet,’ he thought to himself, ‘they didn’t get this excited when Napoleon came home.’


At twenty-four, Kaiser was approaching his peak. He’d been recommended to Ajaccio by his friend Fabinho, who had joined the club a year earlier. And though Kaiser had been struggling with a succession of niggling injuries for a couple of years, an explosive video of his goals suggested he was well worth the gamble – especially for a mid-table Ligue 2 side. In their seventy-seven-year history, Ajaccio had never signed a player of this stature.


Kaiser decided that, as everyone had made such an effort to greet him, he should put on a bit of a show.


‘Fabinho, get me a bunch of flowers,’ he said.


‘Kaiser, this is a football stadium in the middle of nowhere. Where am I going to get flowers?’


‘I’ve been here five minutes and you’re asking me where to get flowers? Use your initiative.’


Fabinho tutted and set off on his errand. When he returned ten minutes later with a handful of roses, procured from the secretary’s office, Kaiser took them and ran towards the touchline. He jumped over the advertising boards, clambered up the cheap seats and ostentatiously presented the flowers to the wife of the club president. Kaiser dispensed hugs and kisses to anyone in sight before returning to the field, where he grabbed a Corsican flag and used it as a cape. He had been told that Corsicans, like Basques in Spain, were fiercely independent.


Kaiser’s internal monologue celebrated a triumphant unveiling. The serious business – the actual football – was still to come. He noted that a surprising proportion of the crowd were female, and his mind started to wander. Kaiser had an image of Corsica in his head. He saw a bohemian, enlightened milieu, populated by brunettes in pastel-coloured, roll-neck jumpers, smoking pencil-thin cigarettes and teaching him about the Impressionists before seducing him behind sheer linen curtains that billowed in the breeze. He was starting to lose himself when, in his peripheral vision, he noticed a squat old man dragging out a bag of footballs. Kaiser, using Fabinho as a translator, asked what was happening. The answer distressed him. The owners wanted Kaiser to show off his exotic skills to the crowd.


Kaiser was interested in keeping up appearances, not doing keepy-uppies. He started moaning to nobody in particular, still speaking in Portuguese. ‘I flew in on a fucking sardine can and have hardly got any feeling in my legs. Can’t we do this tomorrow?’ As Kaiser harrumphed, a series of balls were lined up on the edge of the penalty area.


‘Fabinho,’ he said, ‘could you go and get my sunglasses? They’re in the Mizuno bag in the dressing room. Thanks, man.’


When Fabinho departed, Kaiser jogged towards the line of footballs and hoofed one into the crowd. ‘A souvenir,’ he explained in Portuguese, calculating that nobody else spoke the language. While everyone tried to work out what Kaiser was saying, he hammered ball after ball into the crowd.


‘I got a standing ovation,’ says Kaiser thirty years later. ‘It was intentional, so that I didn’t have to train. The kit guy kept one ball because he said there was going to be a training session. I grabbed that off him and belted it into the crowd as well. The fans all left with their souvenirs and there were no balls left.’


With none of the supporters wanting to give back their expensive souvenir, the management team decided to call it a day. Kaiser raised both hands above his head and clenched his fists triumphantly before walking towards the dressing room, his work done. He hadn’t been in the mood to play football. What he knew, and what nobody at Ajaccio could ever know, was that their star signing was never in the mood to play football.









CHAPTER 2


THE ALTER EGO


Carlos Kaiser was born at the age of ten. Until then he was a chubby, football-mad kid called Carlos Henrique Raposo, who came into the world kicking and scheming on 2 July 1963. ‘Carlos Henrique is a man,’ he says. ‘Carlos Kaiser is a character. I created that alter ego when I went to play for Botafogo. I promised myself I was going to be somebody. I wanted to show that a kid who came from a tough upbringing could be respected by society.’


A tough upbringing, and a bizarre one. Kaiser was born in Porto Alegre, in the south of Brazil, and was barely a week old when he was adopted – though that’s a generous term for what actually happened. His biological mother asked a stranger to look after her baby for five minutes while she dealt with an emergency. She never returned. The stranger, desperate for a child of her own, was in Porto Alegre visiting family. They suggested it was a sign from above and that, rather than go to the police, she should keep the child. A few days later she made the 1600km journey home to Rio de Janeiro with her newfound baby.


As he grew up Kaiser wondered why he was white, like his father, when his mum was black. His parents eventually explained his backstory. He later heard from some of his extended family that his biological father was a famous politician who had an affair with a maid, and that he was discarded so that their relationship remained a secret. Another version is that Kaiser was stolen from his biological mother in Porto Alegre. With Kaiser, there are usually a few sides to every story.


Kaiser didn’t care too much about the past. He had enough on his plate sorting out the future. His childhood was a gradual realisation of the desperate need to escape poverty by any means possible. In 1970s Brazil that was especially tricky – according to different studies, somewhere between 40 and 70 per cent of the population were classified as living in poverty. There wasn’t a gap between rich and poor; it was more of a chasm.


The unique landscape of Rio offered a visual demonstration of that inequality. The backdrop to luxury beachside residences was provided by a giant, sloping maze of poverty. Favelas, the overpopulated shanty towns later introduced to the world in the film City of God, expanded enormously in the 1970s in response to a rural exodus across the country.


Although Kaiser did not live in a favela, his lifestyle was essentially that of a favelado. He grew up on Mena Barreto Street in an area called Cabeça de Porco (‘Pig’s Head’) that was located between two favelas.


‘It was a really poor neighbourhood,’ says Kaiser. ‘Rundown houses, surrounded by favelas. Violence everywhere. There were a lot of black people in my family who wouldn’t back away from a fight. I learned Muay Thai [Thai boxing], so I could hold my own. You become used to living with that kind of violence, with that struggle for survival. I was always involved with the mischievous kids in a good and bad sense.’


The young Kaiser had simple hobbies. He played marbles, flew kites, dodged traffic to win bets and, for his Sunday afternoon treat, sneaked into the cinema without paying. Most of all, he played football. The matches were umpteen-a-side, played on any space the kids could find: long, grassless patches of earth, steep hills, unpaved streets. The fact the matches were such chaotic free-for-alls forced players to develop fast feet and even faster brains to find and exploit any space. It’s no wonder Brazilian players made football look so easy when they had the luxury of playing eleven-a-side games on grass. ‘Brazil is an inexhaustible factory of amazing talent,’ said Carlos Alberto Torres, the captain of the 1970 World Cup winners. ‘It used to be the case even more. We would be churning out players every day.’


Only a few of the local boys owned a football, so much of the time there was a need to improvise. Anything vaguely spherical could be used as a ball, from rolled-up socks to mouldy fruit. Most of the kids played barefoot and topless, as if to advertise the naked talent on display. The most difficult opponents were often the rocks and potholes that caused nasty injuries, and blisters and glass splinters were an inevitable hazard. Kaiser played every day until his feet stung with pleasure.


***


It was compulsory for a Brazilian child to be obsessed with football. They were the undisputed kings of the game, having won three out of four World Cups between 1958 and 1970. Those victories redefined the country – helping it shed what the playwright, journalist and novelist Nelson Rodrigues called the ‘mongrel-dog complex’ – and also the sport. Brazilian football is the cover version that surpassed the original, a pulsing samba remix of a game invented in Britain.


Football became a vital part of Brazil’s national identity, even more so when a military dictatorship ruled the country from 1964 to 1985. In that time, the 1970 team won the World Cup in Mexico with a style of football that looks contemporary almost fifty years later. They played the game with industrial quantities of ginga: an indefinable and almost mystical quality of movement and attitude possessed by Brazilians. It’s in the way they walk, talk, dance and, yes, play football.


‘Brazilian football is like an art form,’ says Bebeto, the waspish forward who starred in Brazil’s World Cup win in 1994. ‘It’s technically brilliant. The creativity and skill of Brazilian players is indisputable. Everybody plays with joy and love.’ A bit of lust, too. At its best the Brazilian game is a euphoric fusion of sport, dance, art and sex. And everyone’s at it.


The lack of expensive equipment made it the most democratic of games, and one of the few areas of Brazilian life in which everyone was equal. Football in Brazil may have started as an upper-class sport but it was soon claimed by the masses. It became a kind of natural lottery – if you were born with talent, you could escape the favela or wherever you grew up. That dream sustained millions of children around the country, and Kaiser was no exception.


His escape began during a kickabout one Sunday in December 1973. ‘There were two men watching the game,’ he remembers, ‘and they asked my dad who the kid with big hair was. He said, “That’s my son.” They were scouts from Botafogo and told him to bring me to the training ground at 7 a.m. the following day for a trial. I didn’t even have boots. They gave me boots that were too big.’


He would never again be too small for his boots. The trial with Botafogo helped spawn an alter ego with an excess of arrogance and swagger. The name of this new character was inspired by Franz Beckenbauer, the elegant West German sweeper who seemed to play international football with a resting heart rate. His imperious demeanour was such that he was known as Der Kaiser. He had been a star of the 1966 and 1970 World Cups and, though they were not televised in Brazil, young football fans had seen Beckenbauer in the greatest theatre of all: the imagination.


‘The kids in the kickabout compared me to Beckenbauer,’ says Kaiser. ‘Being ignorant, they couldn’t pronounce his name but they found out his nickname was Kaiser. They, not me, thought the way I played resembled him. Kaiser, the king of German football. The Pelé of German football. I didn’t give myself the Kaiser mantle. But I’m proud. Who wouldn’t be when compared to Beckenbauer? I never heard of anybody else in football called Kaiser.’


The nickname gave Kaiser instant respect. A black and white-striped shirt gave him even more. It was the official property of Botafogo FR, who had provided the core of the Brazil teams that won those World Cups in 1958 and 1962. Five Botafogo players started the 3-1 win over Czechoslovakia in the 1962 final: Garrincha, Didi, Nilton Santos, Amarildo and Mario Zagallo.


Botafogo are the smallest of Rio’s big four – Flamengo, Fluminense and Vasco da Gama are the others – but their part in Brazil’s emergence as a football nation gave them a prestige that will never fade. And they were the club of Garrincha, the tragic genius of world football. If Garrincha was a right-winger, then the club are also associated with left-wingers. They are the most romantic club in Rio, beloved of many artists and intellectuals.


Kaiser, like his father, was already a fan of the club, not least because his uncle had played for Botafogo alongside Garrincha and Nilton Santos. His hero was Jairzinho, the muscular forward who scored in every round of the 1970 World Cup.


Kaiser impressed during his trial at Botafogo and was asked to stay at the club on an informal basis. Within a week he had gone from the street to the holy ground: the iconic Maracanã Stadium. Kaiser played in the prestigious Father Christmas game, a junior’s match that was part of a citywide festive celebration that included floats, fireworks and a circus. Botafogo beat Flamengo, with Kaiser scoring the winning goal from the penalty spot. The game was watched by over 200,000 people.


A couple of weeks later, Kaiser could not believe his luck when he saw Jairzinho at the Botafogo training ground. He spent a couple of minutes chatting to him and boasted about it at school, as any excitable fanboy would. The response was not what he expected.


‘Kaiser, man, shouting at him from a hundred yards away doesn’t count as a conversation!’


Kaiser discreetly ground his teeth into his bottom lip. On the way home from school he stole a camera from a local shop and put it in his Botafogo kitbag. When he next saw Jairzinho, Kaiser asked if he could get a picture of them together. When the camera film was eventually developed, Kaiser put the picture in the pocket of his school trousers and strutted into school as he had never strutted before.


‘Lads, I had another chat with Jairzinho last week. He even said I was a natural goalscorer.’


‘Kaiser! Give it up, man. Was Pelé there as well? Have you been out flying kites with Tostão? Or playing marbles with Clodoaldo?’


Kaiser produced the photo of him with his arm round one of Brazil’s greatest footballers. The reaction of his classmates was somewhere between shock and awe. Over the next few weeks, Kaiser noticed how his association with Jairzinho had improved his status with both the boys and the girls at school. He had been popular enough before but now everyone wanted to talk to him about life at Botafogo. Of all the lessons he learned at school, this would be the most important.









CHAPTER 3


THE MALANDRO


Kaiser’s story could only have happened in one place. He is an extreme personification of the roguish charm of one of the most vibrant, vivid places on earth. Rio de Janeiro is a unique microclimate of mischief, passion and optimism; a sensory overload of noise and colour that is powered by the highest voltage of social electricity.


That’s the bit that’s in the brochure, anyway. Rio is a city of two faces. There are severe levels of poverty, violence, misogyny and corruption, much of it in the favelas. But while they may not be out of sight, they are generally out of mind for those who consider themselves the social elite.


Yet even in the grimmest favela there is a buoyancy and zest for life that is typical of Cariocas, the name given to residents of Rio. Cariocas are tactical and unfettered; they talk with their hands, eyes and hips as well as their mouths. Emotionally and physically they live in a permanent state of semi-nakedness. Rio is not a place for the shy or the body-conscious. When a teenage Kaiser started to discover the beaches of Rio, he was like a kid in a sweet shop – one stocked with wall-to-wall eye candy.


The inequality of Rio, and the overwhelming allure of its good side, makes it a kind of holiday destination even for those who live there. The mundane or miserable parts of life disappear at the touch of a toe on sand. At its best, Rio is the kind of place that makes you think you’ve died and gone to utopia. The endless beaches, full of blissful white sand, are surrounded by awesome granite mountains and tropical forests. Overlooking everything is Cristo Redentor – Christ the Redeemer, the 125-foot statue of Jesus with his arms outstretched that stands on top of Corcovado Mountain.


Cristo is in the eye of the beholder. To some it’s a simple symbol of Catholicism or Christianity; to others, his open arms reflect Rio’s welcoming nature. It is the high point in a city that has more iconic landmarks than some continents. The list includes Sugarloaf Mountain, the Botanical Gardens – and the Maracanã, the home of football. And there is beach weather all year round. No wonder it is known as Cidade Maravilhosa, the Marvellous City.


The environment has shaped a culture that is informal, laid back and unhurried. Promptness is as much a vice as a virtue; a rigid work ethic is almost an affront to an environment that could have been custom-designed for hedonism.


Joel Santana knows about life in Rio. As a coach he has won the Campeonato Carioca, the state championship, with the four biggest clubs: Botafogo, Flamengo, Fluminense and Vasco da Gama. ‘Rio de Janeiro is a special state,’ he says ‘Cariocas are more free, relaxed, fun. Everybody gets on with their lives. The environment is conducive to it: a lot of beach, a lot of samba, a lot of drums. A good Carioca is somebody who knows how to live life. It’s different from other states. That’s why other people end up criticising us. In Rio, you get into the groove without knowing it. People naturally turn into Cariocas. Put some Havaianas flip flops and sunglasses on and you’re sorted.’


If you are to survive in Rio, never mind thrive, you need to have a very good instinct, and also to trust it implicitly. Most Cariocas believe in instant pleasure and living exclusively in the moment – not so much mindfulness as soulfulness. Kaiser certainly didn’t worry about tomorrow. He rarely worried about later today. ‘Kaiser is a typical Carioca – a chancer,’ says his friend Júnior Negão, the beach footballer who won a record nine World Cups between 1995 and 2004. ‘He’s the kind of guy who wakes up not knowing whether he’s going to eat in the best restaurant in town or go hungry. One day he won’t have any shoes and the next he’ll be dressed up to the nines at a fancy event.’ In Rio, the default setting is hedonism, and everyone is having an all-life party.


***


Kaiser signed his first youth contract with Botafogo a few months after his goal in the Father Christmas game at the Maracanã. His mum put two and two together and made 175, planning a future for the whole family on the assumption that Kaiser would become a superstar. She was a functioning alcoholic, and for years he had been forced to deliver homemade lunchboxes to earn extra money for her. He winces as he recalls soup and beans scalding his bare legs, and his mother beating him if he returned home with any of the money missing. ‘She had suffered in life and she took it out on me,’ he says. ‘I’m not angry with her. She was just trying to get by.’


Kaiser adored his father almost as much as he feared his mother. ‘He was super cool: intelligent, educated, classy, cultured, studious. He put a lot of value on culture. My mum was the complete opposite.’ Kaiser’s dad worked long hours as the manager of an elevator company and was oblivious to the fraught relationship between his wife and son. Kaiser concluded that, if his mum beat him up over a few missing cruzeiros, it probably wasn’t safe to reveal her abuse and alcoholism.


Like many in those days, Kaiser’s mother was uneducated; in 1970, according to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, a third of Brazilians aged fifteen and over were classified as illiterate. Her constant nagging wore Kaiser down and started to drain his love of football. At one stage she demanded to know why he hadn’t made it into the first team. He was eleven years old.


There was another reason for Kaiser’s increasing apathy towards football: he had discovered girls.


***


Kaiser was getting impatient. Most of his classmates had lost their virginity, and they wouldn’t shut up about it. Kaiser was content that his reciprocal lies were convincing – nobody queried his stories after the Jairzinho picture – but he was still desperate to have sex. After all, he was nearly twelve years old.


The opportunity came during a party at a neighbouring favela. The girl who first made a man of Carlos Kaiser was a fifteen-year-old called Elisa, the niece of a family friend. The setting was not the stuff of Hollywood: it was ten o’clock in the morning when Kaiser and Elisa sneaked outside to find somewhere more intimate. Elisa led Kaiser by the hand until they found an alcove that was partially covered by a large sheet of corrugated metal. It would suffice.


For most of his first sexual experience, Kaiser was distracted by the cold kiss of concrete on his bare backside. It was initially an unwelcome intrusion – and then actually quite helpful, because it delayed the inevitable. At that stage Kaiser was, by his own admission, a workmanlike lover. ‘The experience was practical and objective,’ he says. ‘I wanted to lose my virginity and move on to the next one. It’s not something I’m particularly proud of. This all comes from the culture in which I was raised. When you come from a poor background in Brazil, you start trying to display your masculinity very early.’


***


Even before he was a teenager Kaiser reached the conclusion that there were two types of people in this world: him and everybody else. Kaiser’s circumstances made him self-sufficient and resourceful. Before he joined Botafogo, he earned pocket money by selling flowers at the gates of local cemeteries. Kaiser’s angelic face and enterprising spirit pierced those undertaking a solemn ritual, and they were usually happy to pay a bit extra for a bunch of flowers. Kaiser even had a decent variety and could cater for different tastes.


There was a reason for that: he’d lifted them all from around the cemetery at the crack of dawn.


The scam was an early example of Kaiser’s unusual initiative – and his love of sacanagem, a Portuguese word that broadly means mischief but can refer to anything from mickey-taking to depraved orgies. When Kaiser was younger, it often referred to his behaviour at school. He enjoyed some classes and had a particular interest in reading about health and fitness. But if the subject didn’t interest him, he could be monumentally lazy.


In December 1975, Kaiser’s mum gave him a backhanded incentive. If he didn’t pass all his end-of-year exams his Christmas would be cancelled. No presents, no turkey, not even a cracker.


The thought of hours of extra studying revolted Kaiser on a practical and philosophical level. He did his exams but knew he had probably failed a couple. On the morning of the last day of term, when the results were due, Kaiser enlisted his friend Gustavo for a bit of the old sacanagem. They broke into the school at 5 a.m. and left a letter in the headmaster’s office saying a bomb would go off at lunchtime. A few hours later, on the way to school, Kaiser found an orelhão, the name given to the outdoor public telephones that looked like gigantic motorcycle helmets. He called the local police station, dropped his voice as much as pre-puberty would allow, and calmly asserted that a bomb would go off at Pingo Guimaraes school later that day.


Kaiser walked to school as normal, and faked shock when he was told why everyone was being sent home. By the time the results came through in January, Kaiser had already had his Christmas and eaten it.


Later that year Kaiser was struggling in physics. He had a poor relationship with his teacher, Mr Fernandes, and could not have cared less about how to measure liquid density or the difference between diffraction and refraction. The long game – studying hard, sucking up to his teacher – had its drawbacks, so Kaiser devised a shortcut. He asked around and found out that Mr Fernandes was rumoured to be sleeping with one of his students. A few days later, Kaiser arranged a meeting after class.


‘Carlos,’ the teacher began, ‘thanks for coming to see me. I really admire your initiative and I’m glad you’ve recognised the need to improve your grades. I’m sure we can sort somethi—’


‘Shut up.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I said shut up. Listen, I know what subjects you’ve been teaching Isabel after school and the last time I checked they weren’t on the syllabus. If my grades don’t improve straight away – and stay at a high level – you are going to lose your wife, your house and your job.’


His grades improved accordingly. Long before Kaiser graduated from school, he had a PhD in street life. ‘In Rio, you had to be streetwise,’ says Kaiser. ‘You have to deal with so many things that you either become a scammer or a sucker. You eat or get eaten. I became very cunning and survived through guile and willpower. I had to fend for myself. You either become what I became or you become a loser.’


Kaiser grew up in a world where the end justified most means. Jeitinho Brasileiro, the little Brazilian way, has become a guiding principle for the disadvantaged majority in particular. It is a form of social vigilantism, which involves circumnavigating obstacles – poverty, bureaucracy, values – and finding a way of getting things done. The little Brazilian way ranges from the ingeniously creative to the indefensibly criminal. In a country of contradictions, it is usually a source of both pride and shame.


***


When the Brazilian Ronaldo joined Internazionale of Milan from Barcelona for a world-record fee in 1997, it was inevitable he would take the symbolic No. 9 shirt. It had previously belonged to the Chilean striker Iván Zamorano, who found a way to maintain some ownership of his old shirt. He took the No. 18 shirt, but placed a small plus sign between the 1 and the 8. In his head, he was still No. 9.


Kaiser, who wore No. 9 for much of his career, might have employed a similar trick by having 1+7+1 on his back. One-seven-one is the number in the Brazilian penal code for forgers and scammers and has become part of the language: the full spectrum of conmen and rogues are known as 171s. And as with cops and bacteria, there are good 171s and bad 171s.


The endless philosophical debate over the line between good and bad was accidentally symbolised by the footballer Gerson. He famously smoked sixty cigarettes a day, a lifestyle that did not impinge upon his ability to score a belter in the later stages of the 1970 World Cup final. Later he became known for promoting Vila Rica cigarettes. Gerson celebrated the fact that they were cheaper than other brands and, in an advert that all but sent rancid smoke coming out of the TV, uttered a phrase that would become notorious: ‘I like to get an advantage in everything.’


This became known as Gerson’s Law, and was soon used to advocate and celebrate unethical behaviour. ‘Gerson hates this story,’ says the football journalist Martha Esteves, who had the dubious honour of being the only woman to write about the game during the 1980s. ‘He doesn’t like talking about this because it had a negative impact on his career and his life. Gerson – a nice, honest guy – had his name associated with misdemeanours and craftiness. The vast majority of us skip queues, jump red lights, give the policeman a little bribe, but I’m talking about the bad craftiness of Brazilians.’


The character of the loveable rogue has been entrenched in Brazilian folklore since the eighteenth century, when the indigenous peoples of the south passed round the story about Saci Pererê. Saci is a one-legged black man who smokes a pipe and wears a magic red cap that allows him to disappear whenever he wants – usually after wreaking all kinds of havoc. Saci drops flies in soup, turns loose nails so that they face upwards, sets animals loose and burns all the food. Though he can be seen as anything from mischievous to malicious, Saci is generally perceived as an adorable prankster. In the 1960s he was the lead character in a famous comic called Turma do Pererê. He even has his own annual celebration: 31 October is Saci Day.


Saci Pererê is a personification of malandragem, an extension of Jeitinho Brasileiro. The malandro is the antihero of Brazilian culture: he is work-shy, lazy, thinks only of instant pleasure, has little interest in long-term relationships and is an expert in deception. Without realising, Kaiser was being drawn towards the life of the malandro. Especially when, at the age of thirteen, both his parents died.









CHAPTER 4


THE ORPHAN


Kaiser’s mother died from cirrhosis of the liver, the result of decades of alcoholism. Three months later, his father suffered a fatal heart attack. These days, Kaiser talks about the experience of losing both parents at the age of thirteen as if it was just another rite of passage. ‘It was very painful for me, the death of my dad.’


He lived at the Botafogo training camp for a while before moving in with a couple of aunts. They worked as maids; the humble economy of their existence hardened Kaiser’s resolve to build a better life. ‘I wanted to be a footballer to make money,’ he says, ‘and eventually to get out of the dump that I lived in.’


Brazilian kids have always been desperate to reshape their life through football. Gonçalves, a tall, gregarious centre-back who played for Brazil in the 1998 World Cup, founded a football school in Rio during his playing days. ‘It’s tough to become a professional footballer in Brazil because there’s so much competition,’ he says. ‘The disadvantaged classes view football as a way to change their whole family’s life for the better. At the school I take in a lot of lads from the local favelas. The parents bring them along when they’re seven or eight, already planning a career for these kids. The reality is that only twenty per cent of all professional players earn over double the minimum wage. But the media shows the luxury lifestyle of Neymar and the national team players and everyone falls for that.’


The journalist Martha Esteves estimates around 2 per cent of Brazilian footballers come from a middle-class background. The majority grow up in poverty, a list that includes all-time greats like Pelé, Ronaldo and Romário. Sometimes the route from poverty to stardom can be particularly circuitous. Dadá Maravilha, who was part of Brazil’s 1970 World Cup-winning squad, had never played in an eleven-a-side match until he went to prison, where an officer persuaded him to use his prodigious leap – hitherto reserved for scaling walls – on the field. When he was released Dadá committed one last crime, robbing somebody so that he could buy a football, and went clean. He scored almost 600 goals in his career.


Dadá was one of thousands who changed their life through football. Bebeto grew up in Salvador with nine siblings; the first thing he did when he joined Flamengo was to buy a house for his mother. Not everyone deals with the change so well. Brazilian football is full of tragic stories of players who come from poverty and return there as soon as their careers are over. The most poignant tale is of the great Garrincha, who died a penniless alcoholic at the age of forty-nine.


‘A lot of those players don’t have anywhere to go in life nowadays,’ says Kaiser. ‘Football is different from the NBA where they have great players who also have degrees. Why can’t it be the same in football? Where the players have another vocation? No. They think they’re going to be footballers forever.’


Gonçalves nags those at his football school to study off the field. ‘Many athletes reach a high social status during their careers,’ he says. ‘But they don’t prepare for after their careers. And because most of the players don’t progress very far academically they end up falling a long way in terms of the social status that they’d reached. They attain a certain standard of living which they’re gradually forced to diminish because they have no academic qualifications or the possibility of finding another well-paid job which would allow them to maintain their current lifestyle. That’s a philosophy that the clubs should instil right from the under-10s.’


***


Kaiser was released by Botafogo at sixteen. He was forced out by the club president Charles Bole, who was gunning for him after a fallout earlier in the year. Macalezinho, the star player of the youth team and Kaiser’s best friend at the club apart from Jairzinho, had been released because of personal problems. Kaiser told Bole what he thought of the decision, using language that did not entirely demonstrate the traditional deference shown by youth team players towards the club president. From that moment, his card was marked.


Kaiser was surprised by his reaction to the rejection. For reasons he couldn’t entirely fathom, he’d been finding football increasingly unstimulating. His main concern was not about the damage to his football career but to his earning power. Football was still preferable to – and more lucrative than – real life.


At school he was friends with the sons of Dida, the youth team coach at Flamengo. Kaiser asked if they could arrange a trial for him. Flamengo were the biggest club in South America, perhaps the world. Like any self-respecting Botafogo fan, Kaiser hated them, but he wasn’t going to go hungry for his principles.


***


Flamengo was founded in 1895, originally as a rowing club, with a view to attracting well-to-do females. It was not until 1911 that they branched out into football, when a number of unhappy players broke away from Fluminense. They won their first Campeonato Carioca three years later and eventually became recognised as the people’s club, with huge fanbases all over Brazil.


Those who have played for Flamengo talk about the experience with a reverence that is almost eerie. ‘The only way to get a real idea of what Flamengo represents is to experience it,’ says Júnior, the great full-back and midfielder who has played more games for the club than anybody. ‘It’s an institution that raised me as a man and a professional. As a player and coach I spent almost half my life in it.’


The da Silva family can see Júnior’s half a life and raise it. ‘Flamengo,’ says Wallace, ‘is our life story.’ He and his brother Valtinho started their careers at the club; their father Silva, who was part of Brazil’s 1966 World Cup squad, top-scored in three of his four seasons with Flamengo. All three are now employed by the club as coaches, while other relatives have taken part in rowing, athletics, judo and basketball. It gives new meaning to the idea of a family club.


Silva is in his late seventies, and his eyes come alive when he is asked what it’s like to wear the shirt. ‘Kid, you don’t even know. Not even the Brazilian national shirt has the same effect as the Flamengo one. That’s why people say it’s the “holy robe”. I can’t find the words to explain how huge Flamengo is.’


There may be no words, but there is a number. ‘We represent forty million fans,’ said the goalkeeper Diego Alves in 2017. Flamengo have more supporters than any other club in the world. That widely cited figure of forty million is a fifth of the population of Brazil and more than the entire population of Argentina. The fact they have generally played their home games at the Maracanã, the temple of world football, adds to the sense of Flamengo as a religious experience. The holy robe, their famous red and black shirt, is the most iconic in Brazilian club football.


Kaiser joined Flamengo just as they were about to enjoy the greatest period in their history. Between 1980 and 1983 they won three national titles, the first in the club’s history, as well as a state championship, the Copa Libertadores and the Intercontinental Cup. That included a magical twenty-day period at the end of 1981 when they became, in chronological order, the champions of South America, the champions of Rio and finally the champions of the world. ‘The best football team I’ve ever seen play was Flamengo in 1981,’ says the veteran journalist Renato Maurício Prado. ‘I would go as far to say that if that Flamengo team played the great Barcelona side of Xavi, Iniesta and Messi, I don’t know who’d win.’


The team was built around the J–Z axis. Nobody has played more games for Flamengo than Júnior; nobody has scored more goals for them than Zico. The exact totals are not easy to verify – Brazilian football has never had a particularly anal culture – but the official club site says Júnior played 876 games and Zico scored 508 goals. Júnior was a left-back for most of his career, though that position was just a basis for negotiation: he might be the first defender in world football to have had a free role.


Flamengo’s triumph in the Copa Libertadores, the South American equivalent of the European Cup, included one notorious, chaotic match. They finished level with another Brazilian team, Atlético Mineiro, in the first group stage, which meant a playoff in Goiânia to see who would qualify. The match was played on a pitch that had been cut in a bizarre pattern, a two-tone mess of ovals inside rectangles that looked like the dance floor in a theme nightclub.


The referee José Roberto Wright – who would later become famous for booking England’s Paul Gascoigne in the semi-final of Italia 90 – sent off four Mineiro players in the first thirty-three minutes for a range of offences, some pretty minor. The match was suspended for half an hour after a pitch invasion from fans and officials. When it resumed, the Mineiro keeper Leite went down with an injury. Wright told him to leave the field for treatment. Leite wouldn’t, so Wright sent him off ‘to put an end to all the clowning’. The game was abandoned, because Mineiro were down to six men, and Flamengo went through.


Flamengo eventually reached the two-legged final against Cobreloa of Chile. That finished level, and Flamengo won another playoff 2-1. There were five red cards in that, too: a couple for Flamengo and three for Cobreloa. The roll call of dismissed players included the Flamengo substitute Anselmo, who it seemed was specifically brought on to be sent off. His brief was to take out Soto, the Cobreloa player who had been scraping a sharp stone against the Flamengo players. Anselmo chinned Soto off the ball and ran. Soto chased him around the field until he was able to reciprocate the gesture. Both were sent off.


Flamengo won the Campeonato Carioca a fortnight later, and then went straight to Tokyo to play Liverpool, the champions of Europe. They won emphatically, 3-0, with all the goals in the first half. Each was created by Zico, who passed Liverpool to death.


Football was almost a different sport in the eighties – pitches were bumpy and GBH was usually only a yellow-card offence. It shouldn’t have been possible for someone like Zico, who was 5ft 6ins and skinny, to succeed. ‘I played against him several times for Liverpool, Sampdoria and Scotland but never laid a finger on him,’ said the Liverpool midfielder Graeme Souness, who was one of the toughest players in the world. ‘He’s the only player I never actually managed to make physical contact with. He was far too bright and saw it coming.’


Zico is remembered as a playmaker of rare genius, yet his goal record was also spectacular: he scored over 500 for Flamengo and 48 for Brazil. ‘Being the bow and the arrow came naturally to me,’ he said. The arrow struck a record 333 times at the Maracanã Stadium. ‘The Maracanã is magical,’ he says. ‘I became a symbol of the Maracanã and I’ll carry that with me for the rest of my life. The press in other states in Brazil even made fun of me, saying I only played in the Maracanã. As if I was upset by that!’


Zico was the idol of millions, including a goofy kid called Ronaldo, Roberto Baggio and another up-and-coming attacker called Renato Gaúcho. He was Brazil’s first great No. 10, an unusual player in a country best known for its explosive attackers or deeper playmakers like Gerson and Didi. Diego Maradona called him ‘a director of games’. In style, he was more Dutch than Brazilian, an architect obsessed with the creation and exploitation of space; a schemer who solved puzzles before most players even recognised them. ‘Have you been to the Maracanã?’ says Edgar Pereira, a defender who played for Fluminense in the eighties. ‘Have you been right in the top tier? You have a perfect panoramic view of the whole field. Well, Zico played like he had that view. He saw everything.’


***


Kaiser was daydreaming during a youth team game when a violent tackle from one of his team-mates led to a free-for-all involving players on both sides. The teams did not have shirt numbers on their backs, and all the referee could see were a load of mullets and Flamengo shirts. He waved the red card at Kaiser, whose pleas that the wrong mullet had been fingered fell on deaf ears. Dida, the youth coach, made Kaiser apologise to the whole team the following day; Kaiser refused, pointing out that he hadn’t committed the foul in the first place. After a week-long standoff, Kaiser was thrown out of Flamengo. He went on Radio Globo, the audio arm of Latin America’s largest media group, to apologise to Júnior, who had been influential in bringing him to the club in the first place.


Although Kaiser was embarrassed and livid, there was an upside to the incident. It made him acutely aware of the power – and potential – of mistaken identity.
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