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Chapter 1


Daydreamer


‘Declan Kirby!’ Ms Murphy roared. ‘What are you doing?


‘Huh?’ he muttered. ‘Sorry, miss?’


‘That paper!’ she barked. ‘Give me that right now!’


Declan’s best friend, Stewy, caught his eye and gave him a sympathetic look. He knew Declan was done for.


Standing at six foot two, with a voice of thunder, Ms Murphy could terrify even the toughest of students. No one dared talk back to her. She could make kids shrink to about two feet with one belt of her acidic tongue. There were rumours that she was once an army officer. Some said she used to be a garda sergeant down in Cork. One boy claimed she was nearly cast as a guest wrestler in WWE!


Declan slowly plodded up to Ms Murphy’s desk and reluctantly handed her the paper. He didn’t want to get too near, as she wore a ridiculous amount of perfume. The scent was so powerful, it could make your eyes water if you got too close. She also had a blistering boil in the dead centre of her forehead. It was really hard to look at her without staring at it.


She snatched the paper with her clammy hand and stood up to inspect what he had written. Declan could see her squinting a little as if she couldn’t understand what she was reading.


‘What are these little squiggles?’ she asked.


He felt embarrassed answering the question, but he knew Ms Murphy wouldn’t let it go until he did. He might as well get it over with. ‘Miss, I’m … uh …’


‘Speak up!’ she barked.


‘I’m … uh … practising … my autograph, miss.’


He could see from her expression that she was ready to blow her top. As her face turned bright red, it looked like her boil was about to pop. ‘Practising your autograph!’ she bellowed. ‘A student … in my class … writing their autograph! Who do you think you are? A movie star?’


If any other teacher said that, a couple of students would start sniggering. However, Ms Murphy’s comment was met with pure silence. Every student knew if they giggled or sniggered the tiniest bit, Ms Murphy would redirect all her rage towards them.


‘I asked you a question, Declan!’ she said, staring at him.


‘N-no, Ms Murphy.’ She had eyes that pierced like daggers, so he was doing his best not to look at her. If he made direct eye contact, he knew he would crumble.


‘Do you think you can come in here and do what you like? Is that it?’


‘No, Ms Murphy.’


She looked at him sternly. ‘Declan Kirby, what do you want to be when you grow up?’


‘W-well, I don’t really mind, Ms Murphy. So long as I play county football, I’ll be happy.’


‘PLAY COUNTY FOOTBALL!’ Although Ms Murphy had a booming voice, this was the first time Declan had ever heard her shriek, which freaked him out more than usual.


‘If you play county football, you’ll still have to work, young man,’ she said. ‘Stick to the books, Declan. Sit down, and no more of these silly autographs!’


He timidly walked to his desk at the back of the class. Stewy looked up at him, trying to keep a straight face, but any hint of a smile faded quickly at the thought of the wrath of Ms Murphy.


Declan knew he should focus in class, especially after Ms Murphy’s having a go at him. But because it was Friday, he couldn’t get the thoughts of that weekend’s match out of his head. He visualised what he was going to do. He imagined flying down the wing, evading one tackle, then another, and smashing the ball into the top corner of the net for the winning goal …


‘Stop daydreaming, Declan Kirby!’ Ms Murphy yelled. ‘I only spoke to you a minute ago yet you are once again fantasising about being a football star! This is a classroom, not a GAA pitch! It is a place of learning, and if you can’t concentrate on your work for five minutes, I’ll have to speak to your mother and perhaps you can do some extra work on Saturday to catch up. Is that what you want?’


‘N-no, Ms Murphy.’


Before she could continue tearing Declan apart, the bell rang to let them know school was finished. He breathed a sigh of relief. The phrase ‘saved by the bell’ had never felt more fitting.
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Chapter 2


Football’s a Funny Game


As Declan made his way to the car park to meet his mum, Stewy ran up beside him. ‘Tough day in class, Dec,’ he said, grinning. ‘You’ll probably be flying against O’Rahillys tomorrow seeing as you’re thinking about the match so much!’


‘You daydream about football as much as me,’ Declan said. ‘You just don’t seem to get caught!’


‘Time and a place for that, Dec. You’re asking for trouble doing that in Ms Murphy’s class. Hey, my dad told me last night that St Saran’s are on the other side of the draw, so if we make it to the county final, we could be playing them if they win all their matches.’


‘County final?’ Declan repeated. ‘Stew, we’ve never won a championship game, let alone got to the final! On top of that, we’re playing St Brendan’s in the first match. If they get a run on us, we’re done!’


‘Yeah, but football is a funny game sometimes. You never know,’ said Stewy.


‘Yeah, I suppose. Talking about St Saran’s, I saw Jim and Tommy Culbert last week at the shop. When I came out, Jim tripped me up and then cycled off, laughing like an idiot. They’re just as bad when they’re playing.’


‘How could I forget? They hammered us in more ways than one in the league game. Since Jim and Tommy joined Saran’s, they’ve got much better. They’re not just our local rivals now: they’re serious contenders.’


‘I know. It’s horrible to think a team like that could win the championship. I don’t mind losing – I just don’t want them to win. They bully everyone because they think they’re the best. Can you imagine how much worse they’ll be if they win?’


Stewy usually had some smart comment ready whenever anyone tried to make a serious point. This time, he said nothing. It looked like Declan’s words had hit him hard. Just then Declan spotted his mum at the gate. He ran over to the car and waved goodbye to Stewy as he got in. His mum was trying to break up a squabble between his brother and sister. As he fastened his seat belt, he tried to defuse the situation. ‘Hey, Daniel. How was your day?’


‘Ah, same old, same old.’


‘What about you, Louise? What did you do today?’


‘Oh, eh, I can’t remember.’


‘You just finished five seconds ago!’ Daniel yelled. ‘How could you forget?’


‘Shut up!’ she snapped.


‘Quiet, the pair of you!’ Declan’s mum said. ‘Let me concentrate so I can get out of here. How was your day, pet?’


‘Pretty good, I suppose. Stewy was telling me that St Saran’s are on the other side of the draw. We could be playing them if we get to the county final.’


‘Really?’ Daniel said. ‘No way.’


‘Do you ever talk about anything except football?’ Louise said.


‘Shush!’ Declan’s mum said.


Although Louise’s question annoyed Declan, she had a point. Football was all he thought about.


He didn’t have many people to chat to about football because his school was on Brunhill Street, which was more of a soccer area than a GAA stronghold. Declan liked soccer but he’d been mad about Gaelic football since he watched his first All-Ireland Final. His mum and dad had drilled the importance of school and education into him for as long as he could remember. And he did try his best in class – but football was usually on his mind. He’d been to Croke Park loads of times in the past few years. His dream was to play there one day.


When Declan first started playing for Smithgreen, he was usually a sub. But even when he wasn’t making the team, he continued to practise every day: left foot, right foot, throwing the ball against the wall and catching it. After begging his mum and dad for months for a set of football goalposts, they’d finally caved and got them. They were only a small set, since they only had a little garden, but that was good enough for Declan. Within seconds, he’d torn the box open and was outside practising his shooting. Anytime his teammates, like Bushy, Big Mike or Stewy, came over, they would leg it to the back garden and try and get the ball off one another.


Eventually Declan got good enough to make the Smithgreen starting team. The club had only been founded five years earlier. Numbers had grown in the club in the last few years and they now had an Under-12 and an Under-13 team. Declan played for the Under-12s. They weren’t a great team but they had improved recently and were starting to show their true potential.


Declan figured that one way he could be at the top of his game was to have the best gear possible. But even though his dad worked long hours for Irish Rail and his mum worked in a local restaurant, money was scarce. So he helped out his uncle on Saturdays in the local garage, mainly handing him tools and cleaning up. He didn’t get paid much, but he was able to save up for some new boots. He wanted to have the proper kit because the biggest game of the season was fast approaching: a championship game against one of the best teams in the county, St Brendan’s.


The team Declan dreaded playing most was St Saran’s. They were the roughest team around but they were on the other side of the draw. Smithgreen wouldn’t meet them unless they both managed to make it to the county final, which was unlikely. But, as Stewy said, football is a funny game. You never know what might happen.
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Chapter 3


Game Day


That Saturday, Declan was woken up by the blinding sun piercing through the window. Although this would usually annoy him, he couldn’t help but smile. It would be the first time this year he’d be playing a match where it wasn’t cold, windy or wet. It was just right. There’s nothing worse than playing football in slushy mud or bitter cold. He saw the beaming sun as a sign that they would have a good game.


As he made his way to the GAA field, his teammates seemed pumped to take on O’Rahillys. The extra practice he was putting in during the week looked like it was paying off. He’d managed to kick a goal and a few points in the last training session. What was especially satisfying was that he’d got a point with his left foot. He’d been working on that a lot recently, after listening to his grandfather’s advice. ‘Do it so you won’t have many weaknesses, Declan,’ his grandfather would say. ‘If the back knows you’ll kick it off your right foot every time, you’ll become predictable and he’ll be ready to block you.’


The Smithgreen coach, Sam O’Neill, greeted Declan at the entrance to the dressing room. Sam was Stewy’s dad, and he and Declan always got on. He’d been coaching them since Under-8s. Declan and Stewy were the two wing-forwards on the team. Stewy didn’t score much but was lightning fast and usually created a lot of chances.


‘Well, Declan,’ Sam said, giving him a reassuring nod. ‘If you play half as well as you did in training, the O’Rahillys wing-back will be in trouble.’


‘We’ll see, Sam,’ he replied, trying not to sound cocky.


He was lucky that his best mate and so many of his closest friends were on the team.


Their goalkeeper, Bushy, got his name from his bushy hair. He was a cool guy and always managed to make it to training and matches despite having to occasionally help out in his parents’ shop.


Michael ‘Big Mike’ Kennedy was their protector. He was also captain of the team. With his towering height, broad shoulders and stocky build, Mike looked more like a 16-year-old. You would never guess he was really 12. He could’ve used his size to show off and push them around, but he never did. He was a clever lad who relied on reading the game rather than on his bulk. They used to call him the Colossus but changed his nickname to Big Mike because it was easier to spell.


Midfielder Brian Bohan was always cracking jokes. He made everyone laugh at the most inappropriate times without fail. They got in so much trouble in class countless times because of him. He was also a massive geek and loved his PlayStation more than anything.


After a quick warm-up on the pitch, Sam gathered the team together. ‘Remember, lads. Get the ball up to the forwards as quickly as possible. I want quick, direct ball delivered into the full-forward line. Don’t just balloon it in. Try to give them a good pass into the chest or kick the ball into a space near them so they can run on to it. If you’re fouled in the back line, take a quick free. Put them under pressure every time they have the ball. I’m not just saying that to the backs but to the forwards as well. Force them to make mistakes. This is good preparation for our championship match against St Brendan’s, and a win will give us a bit of momentum going into that game. Now go out there and give it 100 per cent!’
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Chapter 4


Nobody’s Bigger Than the Team


Declan jogged over to his position at wing-forward. As the O’Rahillys wing-back came over to mark him, he noticed how determined he looked. Declan knew him. Muhaney: really fast, one of the best players on the team. It was clear Declan was going to have his work cut out for him. As Muhaney approached, he put out his hand and shook Declan’s.


‘Good luck,’ Muhaney said.


‘Uh, you too,’ Declan said uncertainly.


Because their teams were rivals, people assumed they were bitter enemies. But most teams weren’t hostile or nasty. They just wanted the same thing: to win.


Declan looked to the middle of the pitch where he noticed that one of the O’Rahillys midfielders was huge. He must have been touching six foot. How did he get that big so young? Declan thought. Who was his dad – Hagrid?


Once all the players took their positions, the referee threw in the ball. The burly midfielder attempted to catch it, but Brian Bohan got a powerful fist on the ball, sending it down Declan’s wing. Muhaney anticipated the breaking ball a split-second before him, scooping it up and hand-passing to the O’Rahillys wing-forward before Declan could block him.
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