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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
   

         

         The countdown to FC Mezzi’s first match had begun. With three hours to go, I checked my football bag for the third time. We were meeting at Kingo and Nick’s house two hours before kick-off. Then, we had to drive for 35 minutes to get to Paddock Field.

         We were not in the best league, but the second-best league. If we won this league, we would proceed to the best league and play against our old team. The best league has never had a mixed team, but Ursula and Anne were great. They were both fast and could often run away from being tackled.

         The sun was shining, and the weather was perfect for playing football.

         Dad wanted to drive me and watch the match. I took my bag and went to the kitchen. Mum was on Facebook on the laptop and dad was reading the paper and drinking his coffee. It had to be at least the third cup for him today.

         “Okay, the Mill in Newbury has been sold,” Mum said.

         “Really?” Dad looked up from the paper. “Finally. To whom?”

         “A Croatian family, apparently. I’ve heard they have two teenage girls and a boy around Jake’s age.”

         “A Croatian boy? Does he play football?” I asked.

         “Unfortunately, I don’t know,” Mum laughed.

         “Oh, I thought you could find anything on Facebook,” Dad teased. He refused to set up a profile.

         “Are you ready, Dad?”

         He looked at his watch.

         “Okay, let’s go.”

         Mum walked us to the door.

         “First match. Isn’t it exciting, Jake? I hope it’ll be fun.”

         “It will be. And I think we’re going to win.”

         There were already three cars parked in front of Nick’s house. I high fived my best friends, Nick and Peter first. But I remembered what Mum said about everyone on a team being good friends, and it was a dumb idea to have cliques on a team. So, I high fived the rest of my teammates as well, as soon as they entered the house. I high fived the girls especially hard.

         “Ouch,” Anne said. “Don’t injure me before the match.” She blew air on her little finger.

         “Luckily, you’re not our goalie,” I laughed.

         “But that’s her tennis hand, you clown,” Ursula said.

         “Tennis? What’s that? I only know one sport, and that’s football,” I laughed.

         “We girls know how to multitask,” Ursula said. “We can play both tennis and football.”

         “Yeah, boys only have one braincell,” Anne said. “And they often forget how to use it.

         “Maybe we do only have one braincell,” Peter said. “But it has football written all over it.”

         Everyone was there on time. Christian could not go because of a family birthday, so we were ten players. Exactly as many as we could be. We drove there in a line. Kingo was in the front. Nick, Peter, and I were in the backseat in our car, right behind Kingo.

         “Do you think Paddock Field is a good team?” Peter asked.

         “Last year, they were number five out of eight.”

         “But we have a mixed team,” Peter said.

         “So, what? Just keep our goal clean. Nick and I will score a goal each.”

         “Exactly,” Nick said. “2-0.”

         “Like the time when Denmark won against Germany in the European Championship final in 1992,” Peter said.

         “Who scored that goal?” I asked. “Was it Michael Laudrup?”

         “No, he wasn’t even in the match. Brian Laudrup was, but it was Faxe and Vilfort who scored.”

         “Exactly,” my dad said, behind the wheel. “I’ll never forget Faxe’s goal. 1-0. He hit the ball right in the ass, that’s what he said after the match.”

         “Right in the ass?!” Nick laughed.

         My dad was always so embarrassing!

         We arrived before the other team. A leader with a big stomach and track suit locked up the changing room with the number 8 on the door.

         “We have two girls on the team, as well,” Kingo said.

         “Girls… okay!” The leader looked surprised. “They can get dressed in number 1 with our female teams,” the leader said.

         “Come in here when you’ve changed,” Kingo said and handed Anne and Ursula their uniforms.

         Now it was time for the big moment. We were going to put on our team kit for the first time. We drew lots to choose the numbers, well, everyone except for Peter did. He was our goalie, so his jersey was number 1. I drew number 7. Before we drew lots, we had agreed to keep our numbers the entire season. Nick had gotten the number 10.

         “Just call me Messi,” he laughed.

         Putting on the new socks was a nice feeling. My parents had given me new shin pads. They were red, and you had to tape them around your socks under the shins.

         “Damn, we look like Barcelona,” Nick said.

         “MiniBarca,” Peter said. “We have to play well in these outfits, otherwise we’ll be laughed off the field.”

         “You look amazing,” Kingo said. “And it looks like the clothes fit well, right?”

         There was a knock at the door. It was the girls.

         Wow, they looked good in their outfits. Especially Ursula. I felt a rush in my stomach, and the entire changing room went quiet for a second.

         “Our parents want to take a team photo,” Anne said.

         “Of course,” Kingo said. “But it’ll have to be later. First, we have to talk strategy. That means I’ll remind you of what we talked about during training.”

         We had to play after a system. He called it 1-2-1-2-1. Seven.

         First, the goalie, Peter. Then, two defenders, Matt and Mike. And then one to tie together the defence and attack; that was me - the player who had to run the most. And finally, two midfielders, Ursula on the right and Anne on the left. Anne was left-handed and that also translated to her legs. Nick had to stay in front and never run back. And then, three players on the bench.

         That was our starting positions today, but probably not the next time. Everyone was going to start in at some point.

         “Jake is the captain today. He’s in the middle of the field, so he’ll have the best overview.”

         Peter helped me fasten the captain’s armband. I felt a fluttering in my stomach. I could not believe I was the captain!

         “I’ll be substituting quite a bit, especially in the middle of the field,” Kingo continued. “That’s where there’s most running. I’ll only substitute you guys in the back if one of you gets injured or if we’re in the lead. So, if you want a lot of playing time, ask to be a defender. But I know most of you just want to score,” he laughed.

         “Everyone will get to play at least a half. When you’re out, you’ll follow the game and try to figure out the opponents’ weaknesses. Be focused and get ready to play. Use your bodies in close combat, but don’t play too rough. Football is first and foremost about enjoying yourselves. Go out and have some fun.”

         We were photographed outside. While the photo was taken, Paddock Field’s team ran by us.

         “They have girls on their team,” I heard one of them say.

         “No, they’re probably just sissies,” someone else said.

         “Let’s warm up! 30 minutes left before the game starts!” Kingo yelled. “Everyone get a ball.”

         One of the team leaders had put up pins. One by one we slalomed through them with our balls. First slowly, then faster and faster. My stomach was full of butterflies. I was finally going to play a real match and in an important position no less. I was chosen because I was fast and could run like the wind, Kingo had said.




OEBPS/images/9788711872284_cover_epub.jpg
"A Fight to
the Finish






