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Chapter 1


The Phone Call


Ever since Declan Kirby started playing Gaelic football with Smithgreen, he’d dreamed of winning a county final. Now his team had defeated St Saran’s and were showing the cup on stage in Smithgreen square in front of the locals. His dream had become a reality.


They would never have won if it hadn’t been for their coach, Sam. Declan wanted to thank him for all his hard work, but he barely had time to breathe with all the people coming up nonstop to shake hands and congratulate them.


‘Hey, Declan!’ He turned to see his best friend, Stewy, waving at him. ‘I was just showing off the cup to my neighbours, but I had to stop. It’s so heavy!’


‘It weighs more than you’d think, doesn’t it?’ Declan said. ‘It all happened so fast I didn’t get a chance to say well done to you after the match – you played brilliantly, Stew.’


‘You’re one to talk! You scored the winning goal. You’re the reason we’re champions.’


‘Ah, sure, everyone played well. Everyone deserves credit,’ Declan said, blushing. ‘Speaking of which, where’s your dad? I want to thank him for everything.’ Sam, their coach, was Stewy’s dad. Declan knew they wouldn’t be here without him.


‘Busy doing coach business!’ Stewy said. He pointed behind him. ‘He’s been talking to that guy for a while now.’


Declan looked at where Stewy was pointing. He saw Sam speaking to a man he didn’t recognise. The square was quite loud, as everyone was feeling hyper, so Sam was leaning in to listen to what the other man was saying. Sam had his arms crossed and an intense look on his face. It was clearly a very important conversation. When Sam saw Declan looking at him, he turned to shake the man’s hand and waved him goodbye before walking towards Declan and Stewy. ‘Hiya, lads. You having a good time?’


‘Yeah,’ Declan said. ‘The best!’


Sam whipped out his phone and glanced at the screen. ‘Hey, Stewy, we need to make tracks. Get your coat and we’ll take off.’


‘Already?’ Stewy said, confused.


‘Don’t worry. You’ll see your friends again soon.’


‘Sam, have you seen Harry?’ Declan asked. Harry Buksa was one of their best players, but he was going back to Poland soon, and Declan wanted to make sure he got to say goodbye properly.


Sam gave him a funny look. He was clearly thrown by the question. ‘No. See you soon.’


Just then, Declan’s dad appeared from the crowd in front of him. ‘I think it’s a good time for us to go too.’


‘Oh, OK,’ Declan said, deflated. He’d felt on top of the world a few minutes ago, but now it seemed the celebration was already coming to an end.


‘Oh, that reminds me,’ Sam said, turning back to him. ‘If you’re heading home, Dec, you should take the trophy with you.’


He was speechless. ‘What? Seriously?’


‘Well, somebody has to take it. And you scored the winning goal.’


‘Thanks, Sam,’ his dad said. ‘I’ll pick it up and put it in the car. You get your bag, Dec, and I’ll meet you in a minute.’


* * *


The next morning, while he was eating breakfast, Declan’s mum ran in excitedly with her phone in her hand.


‘It’s Sam,’ she said, pointing to the phone. ‘Sounds like he has something important to tell you.’


‘Oh, OK,’ he said. ‘We just saw him yesterday. I wonder why he’s calling so early?’


He took her phone and put it to his ear. ‘Hey, Sam. What’s up?’


‘Declan, I want to talk to you about something important. I didn’t want to tell you and the lads this news during the celebrations. I wanted to tell each of you separately.’


Sam always tried to sound professional when talking about football, but Declan could hear the excitement in his voice. ‘This year, Galway are hosting the inaugural Under-12 All-Ireland competition.’


‘Oh, OK,’ Declan said, unsure where this was going.


‘It will be a knock-out competition, with all county teams involved,’ Sam continued. ‘At the end of the final, Brendan Kelly came over to me. I don’t know if you know who he is? He was the trainer of the county minors for the last two years. Anyway, he’s been appointed manager of the county Under-12 team for this year. He’s asked for you to go for trials for it, as well as Stewy, Bushy, Big Mike and Brian Bohan. The trials are tomorrow at 10 a.m. It’s fantastic news because they are holding an Under-13 competition next month and none of the Smithgreen Under-13 players have been asked to attend trials for it.’


Declan was blown away. They’d only won the cup the day before! He knew he had to make a decision fast, as Brendan Kelly was a big deal. Opportunities like this came once in a lifetime. As he tried to collect his thoughts, his excitement turned to concern. ‘That’s great, Sam … but what about Dereck? Or Harry?’


‘Sorry, Dec. The X-ray shows that Dereck has broken his ankle. And Harry has already flown back to Warsaw.’


‘Really?’ It was a shame. Dereck and Harry were their best players.


‘The competition is going to be played off over the week of the Ocean Race festival,’ Sam explained. ‘But it’s only being held in Galway up until the semi-finals. The final is going to be in Croke Park.’


Declan’s eyes lit up. Croke Park was the biggest stadium in all of Ireland. It was his dream … no, it was the dream of every young player to play there.


‘I’ll give it my best shot, Sam,’ he replied.


‘I know you will,’ he said.


As soon as he hung up, Declan ran over to his mum and started to explain everything to her. He was so hyper, she could only understand every other word, but she heard enough to understand what the phone call was about. ‘That’s wonderful, darling,’ she said, hugging him tightly.


‘Imagine!’ He sighed. ‘Actually playing for the county.’


Declan’s mum always tried to be a positive role model for her son, and she encouraged him in every aspect of his life. Although she believed he had it in him to be a truly great player, she’d never realised the day would come so early. This was a big opportunity, but she knew it was going to be tough too. She had more than a passing interest in football and knew enough to know Brendan Kelly ran a tight ship and only a handful of players passed his trials. She didn’t want Declan to put all his hopes into this county run, knowing the chances of passing were slim. Then again, she’d never thought Smithgreen would win the county final, so perhaps she would be surprised again.


‘Well, you know how difficult it is to do that. Just do your best and see what happens. Try to enjoy the experience.’


‘Mum, we just won the championship! I scored the winning goal! What could possibly go wrong?’
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Chapter 2


Trials


The next morning, Declan’s mum gave him a lift out to the county grounds. They arrived at 9.30, which gave him half an hour to get ready and catch up with Stewy and the others. As soon as they entered, he saw a man he didn’t recognise at the gate. He was about 20 years old and looked really athletic. He waved to them as they approached.


‘Hi, I’m Tim,’ he said. ‘You must be the guys from Smithgreen. Congratulations on winning the final! Come this way.’


As they walked towards the dressing room, Declan counted over 40 players already there. He’d thought he would be one of the first, since he’d arrived so early, but it looked like he was one of the last. He noticed David Jenkins from St Saran’s. It was weird to see him again so soon after they’d played against him in the final. As Declan gazed around, he saw no sign of St Saran’s most notorious players, Tommy and Jim Culbert. He hoped they weren’t coming. Those guys had been a nightmare during that match. They had no decency or honour. They would do anything to win.


When the Smithgreen boys got to the dressing room, they saw different-coloured bibs on the benches. As they put the bibs and the rest of their gear on, a man walked in. At first, Declan thought it was the same guy they’d seen outside, but this man had a T-shirt that read ‘Bainisteoir’. It was the man he’d seen speaking to Sam yesterday. Seeing him up close was weird. He looked like a totally ordinary person. Didn’t stand out at all. But in his head, Declan was in the presence of a legend.


‘Good morning, everybody,’ he said. The dressing room went silent. ‘My name’s Brendan Kelly. The first thing I would like to say is congratulations to all of you on being selected for the trials. You are all fine footballers but, unfortunately, out of the 45 of you here today only 20 can be selected to represent the Development Squad against some of Ireland’s best teams. As you can see, there are four different-coloured bibs. You’re going to play two games and then get some lunch while we deliberate. At 4 p.m. this afternoon, the 20 for the panel will be announced.’


Whoa. Declan was starting to get a little anxious. He was so excited about being there that he’d forgotten he mightn’t even make the top 20. By four o’clock, his dream of playing in Croke Park could be over. He could feel his nerves acting up and realised he had to shake it off. Panicking wasn’t going to help. He had to focus. Do what his mum had said: enjoy it and try his best. They’d just won the championship. He could do this.


Since Declan had a blue bib, he followed the rest of the blue-bib players onto the first pitch. Stewy had an orange bib on, so he would be playing on the second pitch. Since the first two matches would be played at the same time, Declan knew he wouldn’t get another chance to speak to him. ‘Yo, Stewy!’ he shouted.


He spun around. ‘Yeah?’


‘Best of luck, man,’ Declan said. ‘Let’s show them what we’re made of. You can do it!’


‘Yeah,’ Stewy said with a nod. ‘Deffo.’


In the first match, Declan felt he played quite well. He managed to score a goal and a point. He also set up a goal for one of the others. Only one other player on his team scored more, so he felt like he had a chance as long as he could keep up that pace.


In the second match, he scored two points. This time they were up against the team wearing yellow bibs – and Declan was playing against Smithgreen’s own Brian Bohan, who played excellently at midfield.


Declan nearly scored a goal but got tackled – unfairly, he felt – just before he took the shot. It was clear in the second match that some of the players were playing more desperately. They didn’t want to be sent home and were relying on cheap tackles to get the ball. Declan felt like Brendan wasn’t going to take on players who played unfairly, even when they showed promise. The All-Ireland competition would have really high standards, and he knew they wouldn’t put up with that sort of behaviour. He looked over at Brendan and could see him shaking his head. Although the player got the ball off Declan, it was clear Brendan didn’t like how he’d done it.


The referee blew the whistle to signal the end of the game and the players were called to gather around Brendan.


‘Hey, guys,’ he said. ‘You all played really well today. I have a lot to think about for the next hour while you go and get something to eat. At four o’clock sharp, make your way to Room 8 where we’ll make the announcement.’


The boys walked back towards the dressing room and Stewy gave Declan a high five. ‘All we can do now is wait.’


As they made their way to the canteen, Declan could feel his tummy rumbling. And yet, he was so nervous he could barely eat. He imagined most of the players felt the same way.


Stewy gave him a reassuring nudge on the shoulder. ‘You played really well – I’m sure you’ll make it.’


‘Not sure, Stew. Let’s see what happens.’


‘Hey, a lot of players should feel worried. But not you. I was watching you. You proved that winning goal in the final wasn’t a fluke. You have something special.’


‘Thanks, Stew. You played really well yourself. I had a look at one of your games when we had a break for a few minutes. Hey, any idea where Hector Hernandez is for these trials? He’d be a sure thing to make this team.’


‘Dad said he’s visiting some relations in Spain with his family.’


‘Well, the team would be much stronger with him on it, but I suppose that leaves an extra space for somebody else.’


As they finished their meals, Tim came in. Although everyone was in the middle of a chat, the whole room fell silent as soon as they saw him. He looked around, making eye contact with all of them. ‘Alright, guys. This is the big moment. Follow me.’
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Chapter 3


The Announcement


The players followed Tim, and Declan could feel the butterflies in his stomach going crazy. They walked into the room to see Brendan sitting by a table.


As they got settled, Brendan stood up and began to speak. ‘Whether you are chosen or not, you’ve all already had the honour of being selected as the best players for your age in the county. You did yourselves proud with the effort and commitment you gave in the games today. However, as you know, this is a very high standard, and, if chosen today, you will be playing against some of the very best county teams where the standard will be even higher. Some of you will not get the chance this time, but that doesn’t mean you should stop trying. Just keep practising and you will get better. And without further ado …’


He picked up his notepad and started flicking through the pages. In no particular order, Brendan started naming off the players who’d made the panel. ‘Michael Kennedy, Billy Graham, David Jenkins, Brian Bohan, Paul Lynch, Stewart O’ Neill …’
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