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         Jake: Jake loves to play ball. It is more important to him than anything else. He is good at reading the game, he is fast, and he is a good runner. He does not like to be tackled. He dreams of being a professional at FC Barcelona – like Messi.

          
   

         Peter: Peter is an amazing goalkeeper. He has saved many difficult goals. He knows everything about football, knows every team, and knows their tactics. His only problem is that he hates to run and quickly gets out of breath.

          
   

         Nick: Nick practices with his ball in the garden very often, and has a mean left kick. He is always optimistic and fun to be around. He is really strong, has lots of energy and he is the younger brother of the top player, Kingo.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1
   

         

         “Come on, Mum, we’re late.”

         “I’m coming, Jake. I just have to… Let me see… do we have everything?”

         “Yes. Bag, sleeping bag and something to sleep on.”

         “Let’s go, Jake.”

         I grabbed the key and went to the car with my things. My football bag was so stuffed I could barely close the zipper. I had football clothes, extra clothes, and swimming trunks. There was a pool close to the school we were going to be staying at.

         I had trouble falling asleep last night. I knew there was something called homesickness, but what about something called holiday-sickness?

         It was very early and foggy, and my breath was visible. It looked like I was smoking. The sound of walking on the rubble in our driveway was loud in the silence. The automatic lock sounded like a pistol. I put my things in the back of the car.

         Finally, my mum came out. On the way to the station we saw no people or cars, but the parking lot in front of the station was not empty today. FC Mezzi was going to Barcelona. I ran around and said hi to everyone. Peter yawned.

         “It’s the middle of the night, man,” he said again and again.

         Nick and Zlatan threw a tennis ball against the wall of the station. I yelled hi.

         “Do you want to play?” Nick yelled. “And did you bring your swimming trucks?”

         “Coming. I just have to be signed in.” I went to Kingo to be signed in and hand in my health insurance card and my passport.

         Kingo was wearing a cap and a new Barcelona-shirt.

         “Nice, right?” He twirled around. It said head coach on the stomach of the shirt, and on the back, it had FC Mezzi and the number ten.

         “Cool,” I said.

         Mum started to talk to Ursula’s mum. I could not see Ursula, but she was probably there if her mum was. Eleven out of Twelve players from FC Mezzi were going. James was in Australia with his family, so he could not go. It was a long trip, which had been planned for some time. Eleven players, Kingo, and Ursula’s mum. Thirteen people. Peter had joked about it being an unlucky number.

         Kingo gathered us all. He looked serious. What now?

         “Yeah, I have some sad news. As some of you may have noticed, Mike and Matt aren’t here.”

         Embarrassing. I had not even noticed. I hoped nothing had happened to them. Everyone stopped breathing.

         “Their dad called last night,” Kingo continued. “His dad, Matt and Mike’s grandfather, died unexpectedly yesterday. The entire family was very shocked and sad.”

         FC Mezzi all sighed simultaneously. We were relieved and shaken all at once.

         Relieved nothing had happened to Matt or Mike… but we all felt really bad about what happened to their grandfather.

         “Yeah, it’s sad.” Kingo continued. “The funeral is while we’re in Barcelona, and yeah…understandably, Matt and Mike chose to stay home.”

         I started thinking about my own grandfather. If he had died…I would have stayed home too.

         We took the train towards Copenhagen Central Station. I sat next to Nick. We played Temple Run. He broke my record of 4.3 million. He got 100,000 points more. Peter came over holding his iPad.

         “Check out this YouTube video,” he said. “It’s a compilation of all the goals Messi scored this year.”

         We moved our heads together while Messi scored over and over again. With the left foot, the right foot, and even one with his head. Zlatan came to watch it too.

         “That goal…that goal is the craziest goal ever,” he said. “Show it again, Peter.”

         Messi feinted the ball between the legs of two of his opponents. Juggled the ball in the air and shot it right into the corner of the coal.

         “Cool,” I said.

         “Almost as good as your scissors kick,” Nick said.

         “Oh that…” Zlatan blushed. Luckily, Nick and Zlatan were friends again. “It’ll be hard to play with only nine players,” he said. “Especially if it’s very hot.”

         “Yeah,” I said. “But we can’t change that.”

         Ursula and Anne entered our compartment.

         “Want to see something crazy?” Nick asked.

         They looked at each other.

         “As long as it’s not… gross?” Anne hesitated.

         “It’s just Messi scoring a lot of goals,” I said. “What did you think it was?”

         Everyone laughed, and we made room for the girls. Ursula was almost on my lap. I squeezed her arm without anyone seeing it.

         At the Central Station, we changed for a train to Kastrup Airport. You just got off the train, took the stairs from the platform, and you were directly in the arrival hall of the airport. It was super easy!

         Three hours later, we were in Barcelona. The walk from the plane to the airport bus was only 80 metres. Yet, I started sweating under my long pants and sweater. It was truly summer in Barcelona.

         When we got to the airport, two people were waiting for us. A tall man with a grey beard, and a large boy who I knew was called Marco, and who was about our age. He was holding a sign.

         It said FC Messi, with s’s instead of z’s. Kingo went to say hi to the man. He was the father of Kingo’s friend Anton and Marco too. Anton was in Kingo’s class many years ago, when he went to our school. His dad had married a Spanish woman and they had Marco, who was Anton’s half-brother.

         “Marco, like Marco Van Basten,” Peter whispered to me. “One of Holland’s all -time best players.”

         “Hi and hola!” Marco looked curiously at us. He spoke both Danish and Spanish, and he did not seem shy.

         We took the train from the airport. Henrik showed us the way. It only took twenty minutes and then we had to walk for a bit to get to the school where we would stay.

         Kingo split us up. The girls and Ursula’s mum shared a room. Kingo had his own room. The boys were sorted into two large rooms, each with two bunk beds. I got a room with Zlatan and Nick.

         Nick wanted a top bunk, and Zlatan wanted that too.

         “Fine by me,” I said. “I’m afraid of heights.”

         “Yeah right,” Nick laughed.

         But, where should I put my things. Below Nick’s bunk or Zlatan’s? Maybe Zlatan would feel like an outsider if I…I lay down under his bunk.

         “This way I’ll be closer to the bathroom,” I said.

         “Oh yeah,” Nick said. “I forgot you pee your pants at night.”

         Zlatan looked questioningly at me.

         “Nick is just being funny,” I said. Zlatan nodded and giggled. In a moment, we would have lunch and then we would go to the pool. Nick punched my shoulder and I punched his back. This was so awesome. The perfect way to use your autumn break.
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