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PROLOGUE





… with three seconds remaining in the Super Bowl, it falls to the New York Giants’ place-kicker, Shaun Reedy. He’s sprinting on to the field now and all of America is watching. If he can convert this forty-two yard field goal, he will win his team the world championship. Calm as you like, he’s swinging that trusty right foot back and forth as he warms up. His team is trailing by two points. He’s got the chance to kick three. He looks very composed and why wouldn’t he? He hasn’t missed a field goal from any distance in over a year…The ball is snapped … He’s kicked it … It has the height … It looks good … but no, it’s gone left and wide. A matter of inches. But wide … oh so wide … Reedy has collapsed on the field … Not a single team-mate has even walked to console him … He’s just lying there with his face in his hands … wondering where it all went wrong.



















CHAPTER ONE





Peter O’Connor knew every car in the village. Not only the make. He knew most of the licence plates too. The rest of the kids often wondered whether he had a notebook where he jotted all this information down. But no, it was in his head. That was his thing.


Inevitably then, he was the first one to spot the strange car pulling up outside the fence during training that Saturday morning. The rest were too obsessed with a game of backs and forwards to notice anything. Not Peter though. Just at the time he was supposed to be marking Johnny Delaney, he was walking towards the fence to get a better look.


He came back – after Johnny had been allowed to kick a nice point untouched – to break the news to the others.


‘It’s a stranger in a Ford Focus,’ he said to no-one in particular. ‘Never saw him before. 2008 D reg. Probably a rental car.’


Most of them half-turned to check out the visitor. Dinny Murphy, the long-serving manager of the Dromtarry Gaelic Football Club Under-11s, a man known to everybody in the village as Murph, just shook his head.


‘Thanks for the update Peter,’ he said. ‘You’ll make a great guard someday. Now, can you get back to corner-back and try to remember you’re supposed to be marking Johnny?’


With a week to go before the first match of the season, the last thing Murph needed was any distraction like this. After four long, sometimes very long, decades training kids, he knew it only took the slightest thing to take their minds completely off the game.


‘I wonder who this fella is though, and why is he watching our training?’ asked Davey McCarthy. Centre-fielder. The tallest player on the team. The best player on the team. Usually the most-focused player at training too.


‘He might be a tourist, just taking in the show we put on here at training,’ said Peter, loving the fact his best friend Davey had got involved in the distraction.


‘My Dad says we don’t get tourists here unless they’re lost,’ reckoned Johnny Delaney. ‘I think he might be a scout from Kilturk, sent over to see if we are any good.’


‘Can you ignore that car now please?’ pleaded Murph.


They couldn’t. Their concentration had been broken. Even Charlie Morrissey had walked out from the goal to see if he was missing anything important.


By then, Peter was offering a more detailed description of the car and trying to convince the others that the driver had just waved at him.


‘Ah lads, please, can we forget about the car?’ asked Murph again. He was squeezing a battered O’Neill’s ball so hard between his knotted hands it looked like it might burst. ‘Is it any wonder my hair is grey with this kind of carry-on?’


‘But you’ve always been grey, Murph,’ chipped in Johnny Delaney, a cheeky corner-forward with or without the ball in his hands.


‘Yeah,’ said Davey, ‘my Dad says you were grey when you coached him and that was twenty-five years ago.’


This brought them on to one of their favourite subjects.


‘How old are you anyway, Murph?’ asked Peter. A question always guaranteed to get Murph annoyed and to make everybody else laugh.


‘Is it true you’re the oldest fella in charge of a team in Ireland?’ asked Peter, loving the laughter the first question had brought.


‘I’m older than God and twice as powerful,’ he replied. ‘Now Peter, you can lead the whole team on a lap of the field there to try and get your brains back into focus.’


Off they trotted. They hadn’t gone twenty metres when the Ford Focus revved up at the far end of the fence and headed out of town and up a hill known as Baker’s Lane. Peter saw this, pressed on his own brakes and brought the whole squad to a halt.


‘Murph, did you see where the car went?’ Peter shouted back to Murph.


‘Yes I did, Peter, I also see you stopped running,’ said the long-suffering manager.


‘There’s nothing up that hill only the old Reedy house and nobody’s lived there for years.’


‘Donkey’s years,’ said Murph who all of a sudden didn’t seem as annoyed at the interruption.


‘They say it’s haunted you know,’ said Peter.


‘They do say that,’ said Murph. He paused and looked off in the direction in which the car had gone. ‘But that’s not true. That’s a load of old rubbish. Now, would you ever please get back to the running and do a lap of this field for me?’


Slowly, Peter and the rest of the players began to jog again.



















CHAPTER TWO





On the way to school that Monday morning, Peter O’Connor and Davey McCarthy had just turned on to the Main Street when they saw the very same Ford Focus. It was parked outside the Spar. Too good a chance to pass up.


They just had to wait to see if the stranger would emerge.


‘We’re going to be late,’ said Davey after they’d been standing two minutes by the crooked signpost for which Dromtarry was famous.


‘No, we’re not,’ replied Peter. ‘We’ve loads of time yet.’


‘We still look like right fools just standing around here.’


‘Sssh, here he comes.’


A man had indeed come out of the shop. A fit-looking man with a couple of bulging plastic bags in both hands. Peter grew all excited at the sight.


‘He’s an American, has to be,’ he said.


‘Why?’ asked Davey.


‘He’s wearing a baseball cap for starters.’


‘Loads of people wear baseball caps,’ said Davey, growing increasingly worried that this spying episode was going to make him late for school for the first time in his life.


‘Nah, that’s a real one, like the one my aunt brought me back when she went shopping in New York last year,’ said Peter, already moving across the street as the car pulled away. ‘There’s only one way to settle this one. We’ll go in and ask Paudie.’


Paudie Sweeney ran the Spar, owned the garage at the top of the town, and sponsored the jerseys for the Dromtarry Under-11s. He also loved nothing more than kids coming into the shop asking him questions. The moment he saw the pair of schoolboys before him his eyes lit up.


‘Well, if it isn’t the men. What can I get ye, boys?’


‘Eh, nothing really, Paudie, we just want to know something.’ Peter was doing the talking. Davey was just standing there, looking at his watch, half-embarrassed that he’d been dragged into his friend’s new obsession.


‘Go on.’


‘Who was that fella who was just in here?’ asked Peter.


‘What fella?’ Paudie was making fun of them. They knew that much because he turned around as he said it, pretending to fix something on the wall behind him. Peter played along.


‘You know … tall …wearing a baseball cap?


‘Oh, that fella. A strange character alright.’


Paudie was adjusting his cash register now, wearing a smirk and looking over the boys’ heads at the doorway.


‘An American chap. Gave his name as Wayne, John Wayne. Says he’s in town for a while on his way out west.’


He was sniggering as he spoke. Peter and Davey could see that, but they couldn’t figure out why. They had left the shop and were hurrying towards the school gates when Davey finally got the joke. He stopped walking and started smacking himself on the forehead.


‘I know exactly who John Wayne is,’ he said. ‘He’s an actor. He always plays cowboys in black and white films. My granddad makes me watch them on Sunday afternoons if he comes over to our house.’


‘You mean that’s not the fella’s real name?’ said Peter.


‘Well, obviously, unless he’s his son! That was just Paudie having a bit of fun off us.’


The school bell rang in the yard and a hundred kids suddenly began to pour from all corners towards the front doors.


‘We’re no nearer to solving the mystery then,’ said Peter. ‘We do know he’s an American though and he’s staying somewhere around here. Maybe he’ll turn up to watch training again this Saturday.’


Peter turned to see what Davey thought of that idea but he was talking to fresh air by then.His friend was already sprinting across the now-empty tarmac towards school.



















CHAPTER THREE





In the dressing-room before training, the talk was always the same. Who had been put out in the corridor for messing in school? Who got the most homework? Who had the toughest teacher? And, who, just who, was responsible for the awful smell of toe-jam that had been there since the first time any of them had walked in the door to tog off. This particular Saturday, the pong seemed milder than usual. That may have been because everybody was too excited to notice. The first match of the year was just twenty-four hours away.


After three weeks of endless games of backs and forwards, the real thing was drawing near. They could all sense it in Murph’s voice when he rang around the houses earlier in the week to remind them to be on time for what he called ‘the dress-rehearsal’.


Still, Charlie Morrissey was just sauntering in the door when Peter and Davey were walking out onto the field, already togged out.


‘Your pal is here,’ said Charlie, gesturing over his shoulder with his gear bag.


‘What pal?’


‘The Yank.’


Charlie was right. There he was, baseball cap and all, standing deep in conversation with Murph by one of the goalposts.


In the five days since the incident outside Paudie Sweeney’s shop, Peter hadn’t even thought about the stranger. Well, apart from that time during computer lab when he asked Davey whether he should Google John Wayne just to be sure it really was an actor’s name.


Now the international man of mystery was laughing and joking with Murph. They were slapping each other on the arms. Shaking their heads the way adults do when they think something is too funny. It was like they were best friends all of a sudden.


That was the last thought to go through Peter’s mind when everything went black.


Boosh!!!


He’d been so taken with the sight of the stranger that he’d wandered right into the goalmouth. Deaf to the cries of his team-mates, he’d taken a Johnny Delaney pile-driver right to the side of the head. Then he’d crumpled in a heap.


‘He’s not out cold,’ announced Murph who’d raced to his side. ‘He’s just a little groggy.’


Not too groggy. He still noticed who was standing in the crowd hovering over him as he lay on the dewy grass.


‘You …You’re … you’re the Am … American.’


Everybody laughed. Even the American.


‘Yes I am,’ replied the man in the baseball cap. ‘Guilty as charged.’


As was the ritual, once it became apparent the injury wasn’t serious, the rest of the team became more amused than concerned.


‘I thought there’d be birds flying around his heads like in the cartoons,’ said Davey as he watched Murph tend to his injured friend.


‘The sound-effects weren’t exactly WWE-standard either,’ remarked Charlie Morrissey, Cork’s number one wrestling fan.


‘It might help if you guys moved back to give him some air,’ said the American. He was standing amongst them now and they noticed a couple of things. He spoke like every television character they knew and he had the thickest legs they’d ever seen in shorts.


Maybe it was the accent. Perhaps it was the size of the legs. But they moved back quickly and gave Murph room to bring Peter back to the land of the living.


At a safe distance, of course, they began to gossip.


‘He has legs like tree trunks. Did ya see them?’


‘He reminds me of John Cena.’


‘What about the accent? He talks like something off the television. Maybe he’s from Nickelodeon?’


‘Sorry guys, that’s the only accent I have.’


The American was suddenly standing in amongst them now, bouncing a ball and smiling at their comments. He had the whitest teeth they’d ever seen. One more thing they’d all talk about later.


‘So, you guys ready for the Balleer Bryckery boys tomorrow?’ His mangled pronounciation of the name of their first opponents drew a few muffled laughs and swapped glances.


‘They’re called Ballybricker actually,’ said Davey, his head down as he spoke.


By then, nobody was listening anyway. The American had begun rolling the ball on his pointer finger, basketball-style. Every high-speed turn mesmerised the boys more and more.


‘I see you’re putting on some entertainment for the troops,’ said Murph, flicking the ball back into his own hands to the delight of his team.


‘I am,’ replied the American.


‘Well, I think it’s about time I introduced you. Lads, I’d like you all to meet Shaun Reedy.’


The American made an elaborate bow in their direction at the mention of his name.


‘Shaun is the son of a very old friend of mine. Shaun’s father left Dromtarry for America a long time ago and he’s back to stay in the town for a few weeks.’


If Peter O’Connor’s eyes lit up as he downloaded all that information, they were positively bulging at what came next.


‘Shaun has played a bit of sport over in New York and, if it’s alright with ye boys, he’s going to help me out with the team for a few weeks.’


‘Is he going to be your assistant?’ asked Johnny Delaney.


‘Exactly,’ said Murph. ‘That’s what he is. My assistant. And after forty-odd years, it’s about time they gave me one.’



















CHAPTER FOUR





By half-time in the Ballybricker game, Dromtarry were already losing by four points to one. Not the best start to the season. The shell-shocked players stood in a circle around Murph as he punched his right fist in his hand. His usual way of emphasising every statement he made.


‘Ye’ll have to work that bit harder.’ Smack.


‘Ye’ll have to get rid of the ball faster.’ Smack.


‘Ye’ll have to stop waiting for the ball to come to ye.’ Smack.


‘Remember now, ye have the wind behind ye in this half.’ Slightly less of a smack.


Every one of his players was listening intently, while sucking on the sliced-up oranges being passed around by Charlie Morrissey’s mother. Charlie was embarrassed at the way his mum was fussing over his team-mates. Most of them were too worried about the scoreline to notice.


Through all of Murph’s speech, Shaun Reedy stood off to the side with a ball in his hand and a very serious look on his face.


‘Shaun, do you have anything to add?’ asked Murph at the end.


‘Just one thing, Murph. If you don’t mind.’ His accent still drew sniggers from some of the squad. ‘I’d like to talk to Davey over here for a second.’


Davey McCarthy walked nervously toward him but the American was already signalling for him to follow farther down the field. Away from the crowd. Once they were out of earshot, he squatted down to talk.


‘Okay Davey, what’s happening with the free shots?’ he asked.


‘Do you mean free-kicks?’ asked Davey. He was the team’s free-taker from all distances.


‘Yeah, yeah, I do.’


‘I don’t know. They just keep going that way.’


He gestured to the right where three of his first-half frees had tailed off at the last second. Three points that would have made all the difference.


‘Okay, here’s what I want you to do.’ Shaun Reedy was standing up now and had placed a ball on the ground in between the pair of them. ‘I want you to kick this but pretend you are doing it in slow-motion.’


‘Slow-motion?’ Davey didn’t like the sound of that. He wondered if the others were watching. It was bad enough being the tallest kid on the field without being the centre of attention during half-time too. He hoped his friends couldn’t see what was going on.


‘I’m not sure about this,’ he said, his head down as he spoke.


‘Just give it a try. Please. Just once.’ The American accent was stronger than ever.


Davey shrugged his shoulders in agreement, took three slow steps back and half-heartedly began his run-up, in slow motion, as requested. As Davey reached the ball, Reedy suddenly whisked it away to the side. Then he placed his hand on Davey’s head.


‘Don’t move. Here’s the problem, Davey, you keep lifting your head at point of impact.’


‘Point of…?’


‘Point of impact. When you are just about to kick the ball, your eyes are already looking toward goal. They should be looking at the ball.’


‘Really?’


Davey wasn’t convinced. He was also worried. He could see Peter and Charlie and all the rest of them now staring downfield. He was right where he hated to be. In the spotlight. Luckily for him, the referee started to call the teams back on.


‘Eyes down every time.’ The American voice was the last thing he heard as he jogged towards centre-field for the throw-in. ‘Just remember that.’


It was going to be hard to forget. Every time Dromtarry won a free near the Ballybricker goal in that second half, Shaun Reedy suddenly appeared on that part of the sideline.


‘Davey, eyes down.’


‘Davey, remember the eyes.’


‘Eyes, Davey, eyes.’


Davey went red every time he heard his name delivered in that strange accent which seemed to be getting louder and louder as the half wore on. He was so embarrassed in fact that he barely noticed the advice starting to work.


His first free split the posts from all of twenty metres out. A second from closer in yielded the same result. So did a third. With a minute to go, Dromtarry had drawn level and Davey McCarthy’s cheeks were no longer so red.


That was when Johnny Delaney won a loose ball out on the wing, put his head down and started soloing for goal. He’d lost one defender and was closing in on the target when another came across and pulled him down. A free. Twenty metres out. Within scoring distance for Davey.


As he placed the ball, he could hear the familiar sound.


‘Eyes, Davey, eyes.’


The American had his cap off now and was squatting behind the goal. There was no need for the extra reminder. Davey knew what was required by then. So much so that he still had his eyes on the ground when he could hear the cheers of his team-mates signalling the ball had gone sailing over the bar.


The Ballybricker goalie took a kick-out, but time was up. Dromtarry had won their first game. As they walked off the field, Peter O’Connor came running up from corner-back towards his best friend. Everybody else was congratulating him on the fantastic free-taking. But Peter had only one thing on his mind.


‘What did that American say to you?’
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