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7
            Chapter 1

         

         Aoife Power tried for what felt like the tenth time to turn the key in the tiny lock on her school locker. Why won’t this work? she thought. Beads of sweat were starting to appear on her forehead as her twin brother Aidan appeared beside her.

         ‘Is that lock sticking again?’ Aidan took the key from Aoife and tried to turn it.

         ‘Hey, Twin Power, the bell’s gone, you’re going to be late for class,’ called their friend John.

         ‘Not helpful, John!’ Aoife shot him a stern look before turning back to her brother as he continued to work on the lock.

         ‘My lock does that too,’ their other friend Billy piped up. ‘You need to turn it a tiny bit to the left and then turn it to the right quickly,’ he advised. 8

         ‘Thanks, Billy,’ Aoife said sadly. ‘We’ve tried that. Just leave it, Aidan, I’ll share my books with someone and go and talk to the secretary about it later.’

         ‘The maths teacher won’t like that,’ John whistled.

         ‘Well, better to turn up to class on time than late and with no books,’ Aoife snapped back, quickly gathering her school bag.

         ‘Hang on,’ came a loud voice.

         Aoife turned and looked up at the tall sixth-year boy who had stopped next to them. He looked familiar; Aoife thought he might play for the Droichead Beag GAA minor team.

         Aoife, Aidan, Billy and John all froze, certain they were in trouble.

         With one quick movement, the tall sixth year banged the locker with his fist, then quickly turned the key and to Aoife’s amazement it sprang open.

         ‘Those locks jam,’ he said in his deep voice. ‘Sometimes a quick bang like that works. But you should go and ask for a new locker later,’ he advised. ‘That one is dodgy.’

         ‘Thanks,’ Aoife managed to stutter as he strode off. She quickly grabbed her books and sprinted towards 9the maths classroom with Aidan, Billy and John.

         ‘I think that’s Dáithí Keane,’ Aidan whispered as they ran.

         ‘The Droichead minor full back?’ Aoife asked.

         ‘Yeah, that’s him,’ Billy nodded. ‘My cousin is friends with him. He’s an absolute rock at full back.’

         ‘See, Droichead people stick together,’ John said sagely. ‘Even when we’re in school in Carrick.’

         The Droichead gang as they were known – twins Aoife and Aidan Power and their friends Billy, Tina, Sara and John – were first-year pupils at Carrick Community College. Their home village of Droichead Beag where they had gone to primary school was just five kilometres away. The gang had started at Carrick Community College in September. It was now March and, dodgy locker aside, Aoife felt like they were getting into the swing of things in secondary school. The days, however, still felt very long, and Aoife was often exhausted in the evenings.

         Later that day, once the bell had rung to signal the end of school, Aoife made the short run in the rain from the school door to the bus shelter with her friend Sara. Aoife stood and picked absentmindedly 10at a thread on the sleeve of her grey, woolly school jumper.

         ‘I think it might stop raining soon,’ Sara muttered optimistically.

         ‘No, it won’t,’ Aoife replied sadly. ‘It’s been raining forever.’

         ‘I think that’s just the way it’s going to be now,’ Aidan laughed. ‘We live in a country where it rains all the time.’

         ‘Climate change,’ John stated firmly.

         ‘What do you mean, climate change?’ Billy asked incredulously. ‘Isn’t that supposed to make it warmer?’

         ‘We could do with a bit of warmth,’ Tina grinned. ‘Pity it’s only March and so cold and wet.’

         ‘Where is the bus?’ Aoife wondered. ‘I’m so tired. Secondary school days are long.’

         ‘What are you Droichead lot moaning about?’ asked a loud voice.

         ‘Ugh, Tommy Doyle,’ Aoife groaned.

         Tommy Doyle from Droichead’s neighbouring and rival club Gorman was fast approaching the bus stop, followed by Darragh, Ellie and Maeve, all also from Gorman. The four of them had their hoods up 11and were jogging to escape the rain.

         ‘Climate change, Tommy,’ Aidan told him, as the Gorman gang squeezed into the already packed bus shelter. ‘All this rain, it’s getting us down.’

         ‘Well, we agree on something for once,’ Tommy grinned. ‘The rain is making pitches unplayable. I’m worried about the county league.’

         ‘You should be worried with the state of that Gorman pitch,’ Billy said.

         ‘Your Droichead pitch isn’t much better!’ Darragh laughed. ‘Pure bog.’

         Aoife smiled to herself as she watched the interaction between her oldest friends and former sworn enemies, the Gorman gang. So much had changed in the past two years, and while she wouldn’t exactly call Tommy Doyle or Ellie Ryan her friends, they certainly weren’t her enemies anymore. When Aoife, Aidan, Billy, Tina, Sara and John had been in primary school in Droichead Beag, they had competed in a schools’ football competition called Star Schools against Gorman school where Tommy, Darragh, Ellie and Maeve were pupils. The ancient club rivalry between Droichead Beag GAA and Gorman GAA 12had spilled over into the schools’ football and had even continued off the pitch. Aoife shuddered when she thought of those days. So much had changed. Now she played football on the same team as Maeve and Ellie, on the combined Droichead/Gorman ladies’ football under-14s team. Darragh and Maeve were good friends of the Droichead gang now. Since they had all started going to Carrick Community College, the old parish rivalries between the gangs started to change. They still wanted to beat Gorman more than anything else when they were on the pitch, but off the pitch, things were different now.

         ‘It’s brilliant that the county league has started, though, isn’t it?’ Billy began.

         ‘We’re in the big leagues now, boys,’ John grinned. ‘Under 14 football. When’s our next game?’ he wondered aloud.

         ‘I think it’s next week,’ Aidan answered. ‘I’ll check with my dad.’ The twins’ dad, Pat Power, was a coach on the Droichead Beag under-14s boys’ Gaelic football team. ‘But Tommy is right,’ Aidan added. ‘The rain is going to be a problem; matches could be can-celled because pitches are unplayable.’ 13

         ‘We did all right the last day against Ballymore, good to keep our winning streak going anyway,’ Billy smirked, looking in Tommy’s direction.

         ‘Don’t go there, Billy,’ Tommy frowned. ‘I don’t hate you anymore, but don’t mention that match.’

         Billy and Tommy were talking about the under 12s championship final the previous autumn. It had been an epic battle with Droichead and Gorman both playing the best football of their lives. It had been bittersweet as it was the last match that Aoife, Tina, Sara, Ellie and Maeve could play for their respective GAA clubs. Aoife, Sara and Tina had played for Droichead Beag GAA and Ellie and Maeve for Gorman GAA. In a final for the ages, that even went to extra time before the sides could be separated, Droichead Beag had come out on top as the winners. This was thanks in no small part to the combined skill of Aoife and Aidan Power, known to their friends as Twin Power. No one could remember when Aoife and Aidan had first been called that, but it was a nickname that had stuck firmly. When they played football together, they had a kind of twin telepathy going on. They both just seemed to know where the other would 14be and they instinctively knew what the other was going to do. It worked like a charm and Twin Power on the pitch were a POWERful sight to behold.

         Sadly, now that all the gang were playing at under-14s age grade, boys and girls could no longer play together; after under-12s age grade, the girls had to play football on ladies’ Gaelic football teams (LGFA teams). So Twin Power was no more. Well, at official matches; Aoife, Aidan and their friends still loved a kickaround on the green in Amber Fields, the housing estate where they lived. It was ideally located as far as the twins were concerned. It was a small horseshoe-shaped estate with just four houses. In those houses lived Billy Donovan, Tina O’Shea, Sara Novak and the Powers. Their other friend John lived on a farm a kilometre outside Droichead Beag village. Ellie, Maeve, Darragh and Tommy lived in Gorman. Further on again was the bigger town of Carrick where they all attended secondary school.

         ‘The bus is here,’ Darragh shouted. ‘Phew, no more talk of the final that all of us Gorman players want to forget,’ he grinned.

         Aidan smiled back. 15

         ‘We won’t ever let you forget,’ he laughed.

         ‘Never,’ Billy roared. ‘Droichead abú!’

         ‘I’m out of here,’ Tommy announced, shoving his way to the front of the line as the door of the Gorman bus opened slowly. ‘I’m not listening to this Droichead rubbish anymore. With any luck, the Droichead bus has broken down and you’ll be stuck in this wet bus shelter for ages.’

         ‘Ah, poor Tommy,’ John laughed, waving as Tommy made his way down the back of the Gorman bus. ‘Can’t take the heat.’

         ‘Leave him alone, John,’Tina admonished.

         ‘Ah, we’re only messing, Tina,’ John retorted. ‘We’re all friends now.’

         ‘I’m not sure I’d go that far,’ Aoife said warily. ‘Tommy’s all right, but …’ She trailed off.

         ‘But he’s still from Gorman?’ Billy suggested. ‘I know what you mean.’

         ‘No, not that really,’ Aoife replied. ‘Maeve and Darragh are fine. He’s just Tommy. He’s grand, but I’m not sure I’d call him a friend.’

         ‘Ah, I was only joking,’ John said. ‘No need to go analysing everything I say, Aoife.’ 16

         ‘I think we’re all a bit tired and grumpy,’ Aidan, the peacemaker as always, jumped in.

         ‘It’s this rain,’ Sara said, waving at Maeve on the Gorman bus as it pulled away from the bus stop. ‘It’s putting us all in bad moods. My mam says it’s because we can’t go outside and burn off our energy.’

         ‘She’s right,’ Aoife said moodily. ‘I’m sick of all the pitches being pure mud.’

         ‘Here’s our bus at last!’ Tina pointed at the large white bus trundling along the road.

         As the Droichead gang rushed onto the bus, Sheila the bus driver greeted them warmly.

         ‘How’s all my gang today? Hold your horses, now. I don’t want anyone slipping. Take your time.’

         The Droichead bus filled up quickly, with everyone eager to get home after the long day in secondary school. Sheila gave a quick look around, checking that everyone had gotten on the bus, frowned and looked out the window.

         ‘Where’s Dayo?’ she asked.

         ‘Oh yeah, he wasn’t at the bus stop,’ Aidan commented. 17

         ‘I saw him talking to Mr Henderson on the way out of school,’ Billy added.

         ‘He must be in trouble.’ John rubbed his hands together.

         Mr Henderson was the vice principal, and everyone stood up a bit straighter when he was around.

         ‘Dayo never gets in trouble,’ Aoife scoffed. ‘Not like you, John,’ she laughed.

         ‘Look, here is he now.’Tina pointed to where Dayo was jogging effortlessly through the rain towards the bus.

         Not even out of breath, Dayo hopped up the steps of the bus and greeted Sheila with a big grin. ‘So sorry to have kept you waiting, Sheila,’ he smiled. ‘Mr Henderson wanted to talk to me.’

         Sheila beamed at Dayo, who everyone reckoned was her absolute favourite pupil on the bus.

         ‘No bother at all, love,’ Sheila said affectionately. ‘I was late meself. Sit down there now and we’ll be off. Is your seatbelt on, Billy Donovan?’ She frowned as Dayo threw himself down next to Billy.

         ‘It is now,’ Billy replied. ‘Wow, she loves you and hates me,’ he whispered as Sheila put her foot on 18the accelerator and they were off, heading towards Droichead.

         Dayo grinned. ‘Ah, you only think that, Billy. I’m nice to her, that’s all.’

         ‘Are you saying I’m not?’ Billy asked.

         ‘You’re not really a morning person, Billy,’ Aoife said from across the bus. ‘You barely grunt at Sheila most mornings when you get on the bus and then you fall asleep.’

         ‘Yeah, we have to wake you every morning when the bus gets to school,’ Aidan said, laughing at his best friend.

         ‘The early starts are killing me,’ Billy groaned.

         ‘Dayo smiles and says hello to Sheila every morning so of course she likes him,’ Aoife told Billy.

         ‘So do we, Aoif,’ Aidan added. ‘But she really does still prefer Dayo.’

         ‘What can I say, guys?’ Dayo held up his hands in front of him.

         ‘You should try it sometime, Billy,’ Tina said loudly from the back of the bus.

         ‘Yeah, you could learn a few things from Dayo,’ Sara chimed in. 19

         ‘Ah now, leave Billy alone, girls,’ Dayo said good-naturedly as the bus picked up speed on the outskirts of Carrick, heading for Droichead.

         ‘I think I’ll grab another nap,’ Billy muttered.
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            Chapter 2

         

         The rain had stopped as the gang stepped off the bus at Amber Fields. John lived on a farm on the outskirts of Droichead, but today he was coming over to Billy’s house after school as the boys had football training in Droichead at 6.30pm. Truth be told, John took any opportunity he could to get away from the farm, especially in the springtime when calving season was in full swing and the farm was busy. John was a reluctant farmer, preferring to spend time with his friends playing football or having a laugh. John was always the joker of the group; he had a natural wit that always made his friends laugh.

         Amber Fields was right next to the GAA pitch. On the other side of the pitch, close to the centre of the village, was the cottage where Dayo lived. It had 21been a derelict ruined cottage, but Dayo’s family had bought it and turned it into the most beautiful house that Aoife had ever seen. Aoife’s twin passions were football and art. When the restoration of the cottage had been taking place, Aoife found herself drawn to it. She loved seeing the changes happening and the stonework being cleaned up.

         When Dayo’s family finally moved in, Aoife was thrilled to be invited in to see the house. It was everything she had imagined it would be and more. It was warm, inviting and so cosy. Aoife was in awe of Dayo’s mam, Adanna. She was an architect and had overseen the cottage renovation. Dayo’s mam and dad were originally from Nigeria, but they had moved to Dublin fifteen years ago. Dayo and his younger brother were born in Dublin and the family had lived there until last year when they had decided that a move to the countryside was in order.

         They had moved in the previous August, just before the gang all started in secondary school. On the day they arrived, Dayo had stepped out of the car, noticed the gang playing football in the green in 22the middle of Amber Fields and had casually walked over to them.

         ‘Can I join in?’ he’d asked.

         ‘Sure,’ Aidan had grinned.

         ‘Can you play football?’ Clare, the twins’ younger sister, had shouted (quite rudely in Aidan’s opinion).

         Clare was seven now, but Aidan and Aoife both still thought that she was an absolute pain.

         ‘I’ve played a bit,’ Dayo had replied, grinning.

         Turned out that Dayo had played a lot in his club in Dublin. He had even been picked that summer for the primary school games team that played at half time in a county final match. Quicker than you can say ‘county league’, Aoife and Aidan had introduced Dayo to their dad who coached Droichead Beag GAA. The football season had just finished for the under 12s in Droichead, but that didn’t stop Dayo from playing with the gang on the green and from playing football in school. He was a brilliant fielder of the ball, a very talented all-round player.

         Dayo fitted in with the Droichead gang straight away. He was calm and pleasant, and everyone liked him. He had officially transferred from his club in 23Dublin and was now a Droichead GAA player. Since Christmas, Aidan had been chomping at the bit for the under-14s county league to start. He had been worried about losing Aoife, Tina and Sara from the team. Aidan was a worrier; he thought a lot about things. He had learned to lean on his friends and talk to them about what was bothering him, especially after the debacle with the lost cup the previous summer.

         So he talked to them about what the under-14s team was going to do without the girls. Everyone agreed that Aoife especially was a huge loss as a mid-fielder or centre forward player. Sara was a brilliant scoring forward and Tina was usually a rock in the defence. How would they replace them? And so it was that Aidan was both relieved and delighted when he saw how strong and powerful Dayo was on the pitch. At thirteen, Dayo was almost six feet tall and his fielding of the ball, being able to catch it in the air, was better than anyone Aidan had ever seen.

         Right now, Dayo threw his heavy school bag on his shoulder and started off in the direction of his house. 24

         ‘Are you coming over to the pitch later, Dayo?’ Aidan called after him. ‘We’re going to bring a few balls and practise kicking and stuff before training starts. At around 5.30.’

         ‘Sounds good,’ Dayo smiled. ‘Who’s going?’

         ‘Myself, John, Billy, Aoife and Sara I think,’ Aidan replied.

         ‘I can’t go,’ Tina said. ‘I have to walk Max.’

         Max was Tina’s beautiful golden retriever.

         ‘See you then.’ Dayo waved, and he was gone.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Hi, Dad,’ the twins chorused as they threw their bags down inside the door of their house, number 1 Amber Fields.

         ‘Hi, you two,’ their dad replied, coming down the stairs. ‘There’s stew in the slow cooker and potatoes on the hob. Can you two sort yourselves out? I have a Zoom meeting. Give some to Clare as well, please.’

         The twins’ dad, Pat Power, was a graphic designer who worked for himself from his home office in 25their house. He was a brilliant cook and Aidan practically ran towards the stew.

         ‘I’m starving,’ he announced, flinging plates and cutlery around. ‘Call Clare, Aoife.’

         ‘CLARE!’ Aoife roared from where she was standing.

         ‘I could have done that myself,’ Aidan laughed. ‘I meant go and get her.’

         ‘Where’s Mam?’ Clare moaned, walking into the kitchen. ‘Why are you always shouting, Aoife?’

         ‘I’m not,’ Aoife replied indignantly, handing her plate to Aidan. ‘Lots of mash, Aidan, please, only a small bit of actual stew,’ she said, wrinkling her nose. ‘Ugh, not a fan.’

         ‘You’re not a fan of anything,’ Clare retorted.

         ‘I like chicken goujons,’ Aoife grinned. ‘Mam is still at school,’ she continued. ‘She’s training the fifth-year basketball team this evening, I think.’

         The twins’ mam was a PE and geography teacher in Carrick Community College. She often stayed on after school to coach basketball or football teams, so the twins mostly got the bus home from school. They got the bus to school most mornings too as 26they didn’t really want to be seen arriving at school with a teacher, plus the bus was good craic.

         Aidan devoured a massive plate of stew and mashed potato.

         ‘Right, I’m getting changed and heading over to the pitch,’ he announced. ‘You coming, Aoif?’

         ‘Yup,’ Aoife replied, busily putting her plate into the dishwasher.

         ‘Can I come?’ Clare asked.

         ‘No, this is for secondary school people only,’ Aoife told her sister sternly.

         ‘Another time, Clare,’ Aidan said, dashing off before she could ask any more questions.
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