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Chapter 1


Big News


‘I can’t believe this is really happening!’ Declan said, walking around the room in excitement.


‘Will you relax?’ Daniel asked. ‘If you keep spinning around like that, you’re gonna burn a hole in my rug. Mum just bought that.’


‘I know, sorry,’ Declan said, calming down. ‘It’s just … it’s a lot to take in.’


‘Why are you surprised?’ Daniel asked. ‘Sam mentioned it in our last training session.’


‘I know, but it still feels really weird. I’ve been waiting for this for absolutely ages. It’s crazy that we’re finally going!’


‘Does Sam’s text say anything else?’ Daniel asked, making his way to his closet. ‘If not, I’m gonna start packing right now.’


‘We’re not going for a week, Daniel! And you’re acting like I’m the one who’s overexcited.’


‘Seriously, though. Did he mention anything else?’


Declan looked down at his phone to double-check the message he had just received from their coach.




Lads, make sure your passports are in order. Check what is allowed and not allowed through security. Before you come to the airport, ensure you have your boarding passes ready and obviously DO NOT FORGET TO BRING


YOUR FOOTBALL GEAR!





‘I think we’re all sorted,’ Declan said. ‘Another few days and we’ll be playing at the GAA World Games in Madrid.’


‘I know,’ Daniel said, suddenly taking on a more serious tone. ‘It … eh … it should be great.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘I just realised … we have a problem.’


‘Oh, really? What is it?’


‘Well, most of the team should be fine in Madrid. But … I’m not sure how Stewy is gonna cope.’


Declan hadn’t a clue where Daniel was going with this. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You know what he’s like, Dec,’ Daniel said, doing his best not to crack a smile. ‘It’s only June, and Stewy’s already got sunburnt. How is he gonna survive in Spain?’


‘Ha! I thought you were actually serious for a second.’


Daniel gave him a defensive look. ‘I am serious. Stewy would get sunburnt if it was snowing. The second he steps off that plane, he’s gonna melt!’


‘Good point,’ Declan chuckled. ‘I’ll remind him to pack nothing but sun cream.’


‘Boys, your dinner’s ready,’ their mother shouted from below.


Declan and Daniel made their way downstairs. As soon as they entered the dining room, they could see their sister, Louise, was already there, texting away.


‘I can hear you guys up there, you know,’ she pointed out. ‘You two are giggling like kids!’


‘Hey, you would be the same if you were heading to Spain,’ Declan said.


In the past, Louise would have made some smart comment like ‘I’m happy that I’m getting away from you guys’ or words to that effect. But over the last couple of months, Louise didn’t tease her brothers as much as she used to. Since she’d seen them play together, she’d grown to admire and respect their love for the game. ‘I am gonna miss you guys,’ she said. ‘The place won’t be the same without you.’


‘Here we go,’ their mother said, dishing pasta onto their plates. ‘Plenty of carbohydrates to keep your energy levels up. You’ll need as much energy as possible while you’re away.’


‘We know, Mum,’ Daniel said.


‘Speaking of which, Caoimhe and I can’t wait for the trip,’ their mum said. ‘I haven’t been to Spain since you were kids.’


‘We’re still kids,’ Louise pointed out.


‘Yeah, but … littler kids.’


‘She knows what you mean, Mum,’ Daniel pointed out. ‘Louise is just being … Louise.’


‘We were lucky Sam needed a couple of volunteers,’ their mother continued. ‘It would’ve been a big job for him to keep an eye on 20 boys all by himself.’


‘It’s great that you’re coming, Mum,’ Declan said. ‘So long as you don’t embarrass us.’


‘Why would I do a thing like that? I’m just going to make sure everybody is safe and accounted for while enjoying the matches. I’ve been reading all about it. Did you know that there’s about 400 GAA clubs outside of Ireland?’


‘Wait, really?’ Declan said. ‘That’s crazy. I wonder how they got started up?’


‘I’m not sure. Quite a few people left Ireland years ago. They might’ve got a bit lonely or homesick and set up a GAA club to meet other Irish people.’


‘Yeah, well that idea seems to have worked pretty well.’


‘Yes, it sure did. There’s even GAA clubs now in South Africa and Argentina!’


‘Seriously? That’s amazing,’ Daniel said.


‘Why don’t you know all this?’ Louise asked. ‘You’re meant to be the football expert! Mum knows more than you do!’


‘I only just read about it, dear,’ their mum said. ‘I’m still learning. Actually, I just found out that some children and adults are playing GAA, even though they don’t have an Irish connection.’


‘That’s so cool,’ Daniel said.


‘I know! Now, remember, boys. There is to be no lie-in this Saturday. We’re heading to the clubhouse at 8 a.m. to make sure everyone and everything is accounted for. Then we’re off to the airport for an 11 a.m. take-off.’


‘The first match is throwing in at 6 p.m.,’ Daniel reminded Declan.


‘I know. It’s mad how we’re arriving in a different country, and we have to play two matches on the same day.’


‘With the time difference, it should be around 2 p.m. when we land,’ Daniel said. ‘There will be an opening ceremony first, but we should still have plenty of time.’


‘Where are we staying again?’ Declan asked.


‘The games are going to take place on a college campus in Madrid, and we’re staying in the dormitories. They’re about a ten-minute walk away from the pitches.’


‘Why don’t you know this, Dec?’ Louise asked. ‘You don’t talk about anything except football and yet you’re the only one who doesn’t know what’s going on.’


‘You’re just jealous because you’re not going,’ Declan teased.


‘Shut up!’ she said defensively. ‘Well … maybe a little.’




[image: common]


Chapter 2


The Golden Oldies vs the Young Guns


The following day, Declan and Daniel headed to the Smithgreen pitch for their training session. Declan could tell by the way the other players were talking that they were all buzzing about the trip to Spain. As the Kirby brothers made their way towards the rest of the team, Stewy gave Declan a wave.


‘Hey, guys,’ Stewy said. ‘Are you excited about going to Madrid?’


‘Nah, not really,’ Declan joked. ‘In fact, I think I might just hang back and let you guys head on.’


‘Yeah right,’ Stewy said, pointing to Sam. ‘Even Dad is over the moon. Not just about playing but about going to Spain. We’ve never been there! I’m trying to learn as much as possible about the place, you know? Like, the history and stuff. That reminds me, did you know you can’t fold a newspaper there? And jeans are illegal?’


Declan gave him an awkward look. ‘Em … that’s definitely not true.’


‘Wait, really?’ Stewy asked disappointedly.


‘Why would folding a newspaper be against the law?’ Daniel asked. ‘How would the police stop people from doing that?’


‘Well, that’s what Dereck told me,’ Stewy said, getting defensive.


Declan couldn’t help smiling. ‘Pretty sure he was just having a laugh.’


‘I should’ve known,’ Stewy said, turning red. ‘He also said there are no Wednesdays in Spain. Should’ve known he was just messing.’


‘Gather around, lads,’ Sam said, motioning to the group. Even though Sam always tried to keep his feelings to himself, Declan could see a slight smile on his face. Although he was doing his best to maintain his composure, Sam was clearly just as eager about heading off to Spain as anybody else.


‘It’s an amazing thing, the GAA World Games,’ Sam said. ‘There will be teams coming from all over the world and we are one of them. Since this will be the first underage competition in the GAA World Games, I can’t stress enough how much of a big deal this is. There will be around 5,000 people there between players, team officials, administrators, families and supporters.’


Declan’s eyes grew wide with excitement. Even though he had played in some pretty big games, including in Croke Park, Smithgreen’s matches had only ever attracted a few hundred spectators. These matches in Madrid would be the first time Declan or any of his teammates had ever played in front of such a large crowd.


‘We’re going to have a short and sharp training session tonight, boys,’ Sam explained. ‘Since our first game in Madrid will take place this Saturday, we’re not going to overdo it today.’


When the session began, it was obvious each player wasn’t giving 100 per cent. The last thing anyone wanted was to get injured before the big trip, so all the players were taking it easy.


When the training ended, the boys got ready to attend the annual charity match. Every year, some of the past players from the area and up-and-coming minors played against each other in a seven-a-side game called ‘The Golden Oldies versus the Young Guns’.


Although it was meant to be a light-hearted match, Declan could see both teams were taking it very seriously before the first whistle was blown. The Golden Oldies wanted to show that they weren’t over the hill just yet and the younger players wanted to prove themselves.


Even though the Smithgreen team were happy that all the money raised would go to a local charity, there was another reason they were stoked about the match. Sam would be participating, and it would be the first time Declan would see his coach playing football. Sam had been quite a good player back in the day, so Declan was excited to see what he was like on the field.


As soon as the game started, the ball was delivered to Sam and he kicked a good point. Over the next 20 minutes, the boys were impressed with his ability to kick points. He always seemed to make the right decision when he got the ball. Sam and the older players were composed and had great timing when making their runs.


However, the Young Guns were full of energy and enthusiasm, with their players flying around the pitch, which didn’t make things easy for their opponents.


Just before half-time, one of the speedy forwards for the Young Guns tried to get past Sam, twisting one way, then the other.


However, Sam’s standing leg didn’t turn with him when the forward moved in the opposite direction.


‘ARRRGH!’ he roared.


Based on the way Sam shouted, Declan knew this wasn’t a minor thing. Something was really wrong with his coach. As soon as Sam went down, the referee blew the whistle to stop the game.


The physiotherapist and Stewy sped onto the field as quickly as they could. Luckily, an ambulance was there. A stretcher came out and Sam was lifted in with the help of a couple of players.


As the final whistle blew shortly after, Declan overheard someone shouting that the Young Guns had won by four points. But the news barely registered since Declan had more pressing concerns.


What will happen now? he thought. Will Sam be able to come with us to Madrid? Will the trip be cancelled?







OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
MICHAEL EGAN






OEBPS/images/common.jpg











