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            Chapter 1

            Olympic Dreams

         

         Ayeisha could not sleep. The sound of the rain rattling on the window was keeping her awake.

         Lying in her comfy king size bed in the Sandymount Hotel, she stared up at the ceiling. She had gone to bed early, wanting to be rested for Ireland’s second match against Canada. The first match, earlier that evening, had finished scoreless.

         Ayeisha was still in awe of the 6,000 Irish supporters who had braved the wet, cold November weather to cheer on the Green Army – it had been the biggest turnout ever for an Irish hockey match.

         Energia Park in Donnybrook, once the home of Leinster Rugby, had been fully transformed to host the two-day hockey Olympic qualifier between Ireland and Canada. A blue ‘pop-up’ carpet had been cleverly placed over the rugby field, transforming it into a hockey pitch.

         Ayeisha closed her eyes and prayed that tomorrow would bring a win for Ireland, and better weather! With a win against Canada, they would be off to Tokyo, to play against the best hockey teams in the world at the Olympic games.

         She woke early with great excitement. After stretching and showering, she joined her Irish teammates for breakfast. There was a sea of green shirts in the hotel dining room.

         ‘Today is the day, Ayeisha,’ Róisín Upton whispered, appearing beside the Irish goalkeeper.

         ‘I’ll be ready once I have my porridge, Róis,’ Ayeisha winked.

         The coach trip to Energia Park was a short one, but that didn’t stop the team from singing. ‘Go Green Army, Go Green Army,’ they roared as the team bus turned into the grounds.

         The mood was altogether different in the dressing room. The team listened intently as Coach Sean Dancer delivered his final instructions. Ayeisha did her usual pre-match kit check, ensuring that all her goalkeeping equipment was in her bag.

         Stepping onto the blue pitch, the team received the best of welcomes again from the screaming Irish supporters.

         ‘This is amazing,’ Chloe Watkins said, turning to look at Ayeisha with an astonished look on her face.

         ‘It’s unbelievable, Chloe,’ Ayeisha agreed, dragging her large goalkeeper’s bag behind her.

         Standing on the pitch for ‘Ireland’s Call’, Ayeisha thought of her mum, and of how much she missed her. She knew her mum would be proud of her, especially on a day like this.

         The match started. In the first quarter, Ayeisha found herself under attack from the black-shirted Canadian forwards.

         During a Canadian short corner, with her Captain, Katie Mullan, and Elena Tice helping to protect the goal, Ayeisha carefully crept two steps out from the goal line. Growing big, she planted her feet and raised her arms high to block the charging forwards. Running alongside her, Katie pounced, captured the ball and hit it away safely.

         ‘Good play, Ireland,’ Ayeisha called out.

         Moments later, Ayeisha was shadowing another Canadian forward, who had run into the circle unmarked. Diving along the ground, she cleared the shot. Huge cheers erupted around Energia Park.

         The second quarter was far quieter for the Irish keeper – that is, until the last few minutes.

         Peering through her helmet, Ayeisha saw a Canadian forward strike the ball from just outside the circle. Travelling fast, it tipped an Irish player’s foot and went into the goal. Still on the ground after diving to attempt to stop the shot, Ayeisha looked up at the umpire.

         ‘No goal,’ the umpire said, signalling for a short corner. Ayeisha let out a sigh of relief.

         That was the last time in the game that the ball found itself in the back of either goal. When the fulltime whistle blew, Ayeisha knew what was coming. When Ireland tried to qualify for the last Olympics, in Rio in 2016, they had lost to China in a penalty shoot-out.

         ‘You know what to do, Ayeisha. We’ve studied the players together,’ Nigel said reassuringly. Nigel Henderson, or Nidge to the team, was Ayeisha’s goalkeeping coach.

         ‘We believe in you, now go out there and show everyone why you are the best goalkeeper in the world,’ he said, resting a hand on her shoulder.

         ‘I’ll do my best, Nidge,’ she replied.

         Crossing the pitch to her goal for the first penalty shot, a feeling of loneliness came over Ayeisha. She had always understood that goalkeepers were different to the rest of the team. Glancing back at her team, Ayeisha knew right away what she needed to do.

         ‘Focus. This is what I do,’ she told herself softly.

         Stephanie Norlander of Canada was first up, and she was lightning quick. Ayeisha ran out from the goal, arriving at Stephanie’s feet just as she was turning to show the Irish keeper her back. Ayeisha dived, but the ball flew over her stick and into the back of the goal. 1-0 to Canada.

         Ayeisha stood at the side of the pitch to watch the first Irish penalty against the Canadian goalkeeper. She could watch the action better from here, and it was a short walk back into the goal when it was her turn again.

         Gill Pinder was up first for Ireland. With each player having only eight seconds to score, Ayeisha knew that when Gill’s shot hit off the goalie’s leg guards, it was too late for Gill to score.

         ‘Walk out slowly, Ayeisha,’ Ayeisha chanted to herself.

         She remembered from her notes to walk out just a few steps from her goal, as Amanda Woodcroft, the Canadian midfielder, had a habit of taking shots from far out. Seeing the Irish goalkeeper wasn’t running, Woodcroft dashed at Ayeisha and tapped the ball between her legs. Ayeisha tried desperately to swivel around to reach it, but it was too late. The ball had dribbled into the goal. The scoreboard flickered. 2-0.

         Ayeisha walked away, trying not to look up at the crowd. ‘I can do this,’ she told herself. Suddenly, the Irish fans were up on their feet – Ireland’s number 22, Nicci Daly, had fired a shot past the Canadian keeper. 2-1.

         Ayeisha’s third penalty left her face-down on the ground after colliding with the Canadian Captain – she had fouled the player. Canada were awarded a chance to score from the penalty spot, with Ayeisha having to remain on her goal line until the shot was taken. As she dived to her right, the ball was pushed to the opposite side of the goal. 3-1 to Canada.

         It stayed 3-1 after Ireland’s Róisín Upton took longer than the eight seconds allowed to score. A horn blew to let her know that the countdown had ended.

         Looking at her team all huddled together, Ayeisha felt the pressure building up inside of her. Another goal for Canada and Ireland’s dream of going to the Olympics would be over.

         Ayeisha saw Canada’s number 23, Brie Stairs, arching over the ball. Brie liked to shoot near the goal. Racing fast out of the goals, she was toe-to-toe with Brie within seconds. Hand pads up, she covered the player like a blanket, forcing her to take the shot early. A roar went up from the stands as the ball went wide. The Green Army was not yet finished.

         Ayeisha was kneeling down to adjust her leg guards when Beth Barr belted a shot under the diving Canadian keeper. 3-2. The noise in Energia Park was deafening.

         Recognising the black sleeves of Shanlee Johnston, Ayeisha prepared herself for a high shot from the Canadian player. Johnston swung her stick high overhead, and her shot skyrocketed over Ayeisha, missing the goal completely.

         ‘We can do this, we can do this,’ Ayeisha repeated as she left the goal area.

         Ayeisha watched from the sideline as Chloe Watkins danced with the Canadian keeper. The dance suddenly ended when Chloe hit a spectacular reverse shot that found the goal with ease. The Irish supporters could not be silenced. 3-3.

         It was sudden death. The team that failed to score next would not be going to the Olympics.

         The atmosphere was tense as Róisín volunteered to take the first shot for Ireland, hoping to find the goal within the allotted eight seconds. Ayeisha could not look as Róisín battled hard with the Canadian keeper. Just before the horn blew, she shot the ball across the goal, hitting the post and scoring. Róisín punched the air as the Irish supporters sang ‘Go Green Army’. 4-3 to Ireland.

         It was up to Ayeisha now. If she could stop Canada from scoring, Ireland would be on their way to Tokyo.

         A tense silence fell over the pitch as Amanda Woodcroft stepped out to take the penalty for Canada. Woodcroft had been successful in scoring against Ayeisha earlier.

         She ran out, and Ayeisha started counting down the eight seconds. Woodcroft spun around, nearly knocking Ayeisha off her feet. With only seconds to go, Woodcroft lifted her stick to shoot, but it only clipped the ball. Ayeisha dropped down into a split to block. In a desperate attempt to score, Woodcroft went around her and shot the ball up into the net.

         But the horn had blown before the shot was even taken. It had taken longer than the eight seconds, and the Irish supporters were already celebrating.

         The energy in the Energia Park was electric as the Irish team bounded across the pitch to embrace Ayeisha. They had done it – they had made history by becoming the first Irish female team to qualify for the Olympics.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Larne Days

         

         ‘Race you to the top of Teletubby Hill,’ Ayeisha yelled, running out of the house and leaping over Busker. Busker, the family dog, was far too busy drinking out of his favourite bowl to notice. It was another hot summer’s day in Larne and the ice-cold water was so refreshing.

         ‘That’s not fair, you had a head start,’ Seanna shouted.

         Seanna, who lived next door, was Ayeisha’s closest friend.

         Ayeisha could still remember meeting Seanna for the first time, when Seanna’s family had moved to Larne from Belfast. It was in Seanna’s front garden and Ayeisha was holding her mum’s hand.

         ‘This is Seanna, say hi,’ Ayeisha’s mum said, tugging gently on Ayeisha’s small hand.

         ‘Hi Seanna, I’m Ayeisha,’ she blurted out.

         ‘Hi Esha,’ Seanna timidly replied, staring down at the ground.

         ‘No, silly-billy, it’s: eye-ee-sha!’ Ayeisha said very slowly.

         ‘Sorry,’ Seanna mumbled beginning to feel her face go red.

         ‘That’s okay; it takes a little bit of getting used to.

         Do you want to see my brother’s gerbils?’ Ayeisha asked, grabbing Seanna’s sleeve and pulling her away from the safety of the talking mums.

         If Ayeisha was the chalk, then Seanna was the cheese.

         Ayeisha could not sit still for one minute. ‘An excitable chatterbox,’ her teachers would say. She was forever dreaming up the next great big adventure for the two friends to go on – even if it meant getting them into trouble!

         Seanna was quiet and shy, the sensible one of the two, and never wished to be the centre of attention. She was the type of best friend who would say: ‘We can’t do that,’ or, ‘It’s late, we should go home.’

         Across the road from where the McFerrans lived was Teletubby Hill, the meeting place for all the kids in the neighbourhood. On the top of the hill stood a single, towering tree. On a sunny day it was a welcome resting place to cool off underneath. At the far side of the hill stood a wall of great oak trees. Beyond this the hill suddenly gave way to a cliff, dropping down to the sea.

         ‘Hang on, Ayeisha,’ called Seanna as Ayeisha sped past.

         ‘Hi, Seanna. You’ll catch her if you go through Maguire’s garden,’ Reece, Ayeisha’s brother said, kneeling on the step and oiling the chain on his BMX.

         Ayeisha had two brothers, Reece and Shea, and an older sister called Tamara.

         Reece, the older of the two brothers, liked nothing better than fixing things. He also loved taking things apart to see how they worked, or if he could make them work better! Their mum would be heard shouting about the house: ‘Reece, what have you done now?’ when the washing machine door would suddenly fly open and foamy suds would spill out onto the floor.

         Shea, the youngest of the McFerran children, loved the outdoors. He was at home in the garden, jumping about in his bright yellow wellies. The garden shed was Shea’s favourite place in the world. Its shelves were neatly stacked with pots; seeds in labelled bags hung from hooks; and shovels and rakes stood to attention in the corner. Shea took pride in ensuring ‘his’ shed was kept tidy.

         Tamara, the eldest, was also the shyest in the family. Being the eldest, Tamara was seen as the responsible sibling. Tamara loved to read, and when she wasn’t reading she would be up in her room studying for an important test. Their mum relied on Tamara to keep control when she was at work. This was mostly an easy task, as the boys would usually keep themselves busy, but Ayeisha? Well, Ayeisha’s adventures could take her anywhere.

         Seanna arrived at the top of Teletubby Hill to find a group of the neighbourhood kids stretched out in the dark shadows of the tree. Some of the older ones were sunbathing outside of the shade. Seanna could see that they were starting to turn a pinkish colour that they might regret later.

         ‘Jodie, did you see Ayeisha?’ Seanna asked.

         Jodie lived a couple of doors down from Ayeisha and went to the same school.

         ‘I sure did, she nearly stood on my head going up,’ Jodie said, squinting out from between her fingers, the sun too bright for her to see who was standing over her.

         ‘Up here, up here!’ Ayeisha called out.

         ‘I can’t see you, Ayeisha,’ Seanna said.

         ‘Seanna, Seanna, I’m over here,’ Ayeisha teased, realising her best friend still couldn’t see her.

         Twisting her head to hear where the voice was coming from, Seanna spotted Ayeisha’s legs dangling high above.

         ‘Be careful, you’ll fall down,’ Seanna said worriedly.

         ‘I can see Scotland,’ Ayeisha shouted, ignoring her friend’s plea, and the faces of the sunbathers and shade-grabbers that were now staring up at her.

         Ayeisha liked sitting alone in the tree. She knew it was too dangerous for any of the other kids to climb up into. From her perch, she watched the monstrous container ships criss-cross the Port of Larne. She wondered where they were going, and what faraway places they had been to.

         Ayeisha had never been outside of Northern Ireland. She dreamed that someday she would go on a plane and visit distant places where people spoke different languages.

         Other kids in her class would return after the summer holidays tanned, with bright bracelets up their arms. They would stand at the top of the class and tell tales of swimming in pools the size of car parks, or of golden beaches that stretched for miles. Some of her classmates had travelled to countries like America. Ayeisha was in awe of this. She had seen the Statue of Liberty and the Empire State building on TV and was amazed at how tall they were.

         ‘Ayeisha, we’re all leaving to play soccer,’ Seanna called, beginning to get annoyed with her best friend.

         Soccer was Seanna’s only way to entice Ayeisha down.

         ‘Last one there goes in goals,’ Jodie screamed.

         Seanna remained behind as the others ran away.

         ‘Coming down right away, Seanna,’ Ayeisha yelled, as she dropped from branch to branch like an acrobat.

         Landing on the ground beside Seanna with a thump, Ayeisha beamed.

         ‘Don’t worry, Seanna, I’ll go in goals,’ she said.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Hooked

         

         Ayeisha’s mum, Sandra, was parking the car when a lady carrying a bunch of leaflets approached her window. Ayeisha, sitting in the back of the car was busy tying the football boots she had borrowed, without permission, from her brother’s bedroom.

         It was Sunday morning soccer at Moyle Primary.

         Ayeisha enjoyed playing soccer. It didn’t bother her that she was the only girl, as she was often picked first by the captain to play in a match.

         ‘Hello, Sandra, how have you been?’ the leaflet lady said cheerily, sticking her head into the open window of the car.

         ‘Oh, I’m good thanks, Alice,’ Sandra replied, startled.

         ‘Sandra, we are hosting a free hockey practice this afternoon at Larne Ladies. It’s for under-9s; I was wondering if Ayeisha would like to come along?’ she asked, passing in a leaflet to Ayeisha.

         ‘Can I go, Mum, please?’ Ayeisha begged, staring at the colourful pictures on the leaflet. ‘Look at the girls wearing the pretty red hockey skirts,’ Ayeisha said eagerly, thrusting the leaflet into her mum’s face.

         ‘They are actually hockey skorts, Ayeisha. Underneath those skirts are shorts,’ the leaflet lady said. Ayeisha giggled, having never heard of a ‘skort’ before.

         ‘Okay, Ayeisha. I’ll collect you after soccer and we’ll go straight there,’ her mum replied, glaring at her for laughing. ‘Now, you’d better run along or you’ll be late for soccer.’ Ayeisha leaped out of the car. ‘Thanks, Mum. Thank you, leaflet lady.’

         ‘It’s Mrs Kirby, Ayeisha,’ her mum called after her.

         Standing on the soccer pitch, Ayeisha wondered what hockey was all about. Ayeisha loved every type of sport – it didn’t matter what it was, she was always up for trying it.
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