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Strike is an action-packed football book about chasing your dreams and standing up for what you believe in.


Place the ball. Pick your spot.


Three steps back.


Breathe.


Owen is closer than ever to achieving his dream: becoming a professional footballer. All he has to do is stay focused. No distractions. Just football.


But when a hidden note tucked inside his new boots reveals a cry for help from the factory workers who made them, Owen discovers the beautiful game might be hiding some ugly secrets. Suddenly, chasing his dream doesn't feel so important. It's time to decide which path he really wants to take.


A story about taking your shot and being brave enough to change the game, from the best-selling author of Kick.
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To Harrie, with love from me to you
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Place the ball. Pick your spot. Three steps back.


Breathe.


I feel my chest rise and fall. A cool breeze ripples the red material of my shirt. Off to one side, the corner flag twitches and flutters.


Breathe.


The goalkeeper yells at the players in front of him. He wants an extra man in the wall – a fifth. He’s panicking. The free kick is in the best possible position for me, which is the worst possible position for him: far enough out to get the ball up and over the wall, but close enough that he will see it late. Very late. Too late.


Breathe.


Teddy stands a few paces to my right. He runs a hand through his shock of ginger hair, judging the distance to goal. But he’s a decoy. He’ll take one step and stop, which is when I’ll whip the ball over the wall and into the top corner. Just like we practised. Over and over and over again.


Breathe.


I hear someone clap from the sideline and I know, even before he speaks, that it’s Dad.


“You’ve got this, Owen.”


He almost manages to keep the tension out of his voice. Almost. But I know he must be nervous. He’s the coach, after all, and we’re one-nil down in the Youth Cup final with seconds left on the clock. This free kick will be the last kick of the game.


Unless I score.


Breathe.


I listen as the referee tells the wall to move back, but my eyes are fixed on the ball. I don’t look at the goal. I know where the goal is. The goal never moves. I don’t look at the keeper either. He’ll be dead centre. He has to be, if he wants to cover both sides. And I don’t look at the other touchline, the one opposite Dad and all the other parents, where two men stand apart from each other.


The scouts. The actual scouts: one from Liverpool and one from Everton, which explains the unfriendly distance between them – and the reason my heart is hammering in my chest.


Breathe.


“You’ve got this, Owen,” Dad says again, as though reading my mind. “Eight days a week.”


That makes me smile. It’s a joke: I’m so obsessed with football Mum used to say I play eight days a week. I hum a line from the Beatles song of the same name quietly under my breath.


Breathe.


I visualize the flight of the ball, imagine the satisfying sound of it hitting the back of the net. Teddy is the one I’ll turn to first to celebrate with, just like I always have. We’ve been playing together for so long that he’s something else I don’t have to look at; I know where he’ll be instinctively. But I look at him now and he gives me a tight, determined nod.


Breathe.


The five-man wall is set. The referee takes up his position and blows the whistle. A sudden hush descends on the pitch. I can feel every pair of eyes on me.


This is it.


Teddy takes a step towards the ball and stops. That’s my cue. I run up and swing my right leg, wrapping the inside of my boot around the ball. The connection is beautiful, and I know even before the ball leaves my boot that it’s good. The defenders jump in a desperate attempt to block the shot but the ball arcs over their heads and immediately dips towards the top corner. Through the wall of bodies, I glimpse the goalkeeper take a step to the right and stop short, his face turned to the sky. Like everyone else, he is powerless now, a spectator.


Time seems to slow. I hear someone on the touchline let out a tormented shriek as the ball glides towards the goal. I notice the corner flag snap to attention as a sudden gust whips across the pitch. I feel my heart beat once.


I lose sight of the ball as it dips behind the wall. I wait for the sound – that soft purr as the ball rolls across the squares of the net. I hold my breath.


And then the sound comes – only it isn’t the sound I’m expecting. Instead of that satisfying purr, what I hear is a loud, clanging rattle as the ball cracks against the crossbar. It flies high into the air and I’m already moving towards the box in case it drops in front of the goal. But then I stop. It’s dropping behind, out of play, into touch.


And then I hear another sound, startlingly close and deafeningly loud: two short toots on a whistle, followed by a long blast.


And then I hear a third sound. Cheering. From the touchline but mostly from right in front of me. The wall has become a huddle, bouncing up and down as more players pile in to join the celebrations.


I squat down on my heels and run a hand across my forehead.


I missed.


We lost.


I missed.


I feel Teddy’s hand ruffle the hair on the back of my head.


“I thought that was going in, mate,” he says.


So did I.


But I missed.


“Next time.” He reaches a hand under my arm and hauls me to my feet.


I can’t face him or any of my teammates. Most of them are lying scattered around the penalty area like casualties on a battlefield. I’ve let them all down. Even worse, I’ve let Dad down. He’s poured so much time and energy into me and this team, and it’s all been for nothing.


Because of me.


The thought of seeing his disappointment is so unbearable that I turn the other way, towards the opposite touchline, then really wish I hadn’t.


The scouts – the ones I’d dreamed of impressing and being signed by at the full-time whistle – are walking away. I watch them pass the clubhouse, where the Youth Cup trophy and medals are arranged on a table. I watch them enter the car park. I watch them climb into their cars and drive away, taking my dreams with them.


They don’t look back.
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I shuffle around the pitch after the game, shaking hands with the other players. Then I stand in a circle with my teammates and listen to Dad deliver a team talk. I don’t hear a word of it. I watch numbly as the other team is presented with the trophy. Their trophy. I clap for as long as I can manage, then I go and sit on the touchline.


We’re pretty much the last ones to leave, what with Dad being the coach. I want to go to bed and crawl under the covers and never emerge again, but instead I have to hang around, getting colder as the wind picks up. Teddy comes over and drapes a jacket around my shoulders. He sits beside me while Dad stuffs bibs and cones into a big holdall. Teddy doesn’t say anything – just sits there. We watch the car park empty. Then we watch Dad take the nets down.


Eventually, he’s ready to go. We help Dad carry one of the bags and dump it in the boot, before flopping onto the back seat. Dad gets in but doesn’t start the car. He sits with his hands resting on the steering wheel.


“Want to talk about it?” he says, looking at us in the rear-view mirror. “Five-minute rule?”


The “five-minute rule” means we can talk about a match for five minutes, but then we have to move on. It’s a way of making sure we don’t sulk over defeats or get too carried away with a win. Today, it’s obviously about sulk-avoidance.


Normally I’m happy to dissect a game, even the ones we lose. But there isn’t usually as much at stake as there was today. And it’s usually not my fault. I can tell Teddy doesn’t want to talk either. He keeps his eyes down, pulling at a loose thread on the hem of his shorts. I shake my head.


“I see,” Dad says. “It must be serious. How about a song?”


Neither of us respond, which Dad obviously takes as a yes. He taps his phone screen and a few seconds later, the opening bars of “Hey Jude” play through the car’s speakers.


“I don’t want to feel better,” I mutter, looking out at the white frames of the empty goals.


Surprisingly, Dad hears me. “I know how you feel,” he says.


And he does know.


But now isn’t the time for that conversation.


He starts the car and drives us home.


By the time we drop Teddy back at his house, I do feel slightly better. But also sadder, because the music reminds me of Mum.


Music is weird like that.


When we get home, the car makes an angry screeching noise as Dad reverses into a tight space by the kerb. It’s been making that sound for a while. Dad kills the engine and we sit in silence, listening to the car settle. Then he twists round to face me properly. I can sense a team talk coming, whether I want it or not. I keep my eyes on our narrow house, squashed in between all the others.


“I know you’re upset, Owen, but you just played one of the best matches I’ve ever seen you play. We lost by a single goal to a very good team. There’s a lot to be proud of.”


I know he’s right. I also know that spinach is good for you. Doesn’t mean I want it.


“I missed,” I say, hating how small my voice sounds.


“You mean that free kick? Owen, it was almost perfect.”


“Almost wasn’t good enough. I should have scored. You would have scored. The team was counting on me.” I see my scowl deepen, reflected in the glass. “I let them down.”


“Ha!” Dad says, so loudly and unexpectedly that it makes me jump.


“What?” I say, frowning at him. “What’s so funny?”


Dad looks at me – properly looks at me – and his eyes are wet and kind and full of something so honest it makes me squirm a little: love, or pride, or hope.


“Owen, the only way to let your teammates down is to give up, to not try. There is no other way. You tried your best, and no one can ask for more than that.” He reaches back and tilts my face so that our eyes are level. “Chin up, son.”


“But the scouts…” I say.


“Don’t worry about them. One of them was from Everton anyway.” He grimaces. “Can you imagine?”


I smile even though I’m not done sulking. Dad supports Liverpool: Mum supported Everton. The battle for my allegiance began the moment I was born, which is why in some baby photos I’m wearing tiny Liverpool kits, and in others I’m wearing tiny Everton ones. Dad swears the reason I love ketchup so much is because he used to put it with every meal, so that there would always be red on my plate.


But in the end, I shocked them both by picking Tranmere Rovers – the undisputed third best team on Merseyside. I just couldn’t pick between Liverpool and Everton: it felt too much like choosing one parent over the other. I could tell they were both disappointed, but they were also relieved. I remember Mum turning to Dad and saying, “I thought he was going to say the ‘M word’.”


The “M word” is Manchester. It pretty much counts as swearing in our house.


“Maybe I’ll get spotted by Tranmere,” I say now, deciding to play along.


“Hey,” Dad says, smiling. “You didn’t play that badly.”


“Tranmere Rovers are on the up!”


“You’re probably right about that,” he says. “After all, it’s not like they can go much further down.” He winks. “And you’re right about something else too.”


“What’s that?” I ask.


“I probably would have scored that free kick.”


“In your dreams!”
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I go straight into the garden to practise my free kicks.


We live in a terraced house, so the garden is really narrow – about half as wide as a goal – and it ends in a whitewashed brick wall that is the back of someone’s garage. I drag two wheelie bins into position to form a wall and prop their lids open. When everything is set up, I fetch the bag of footballs from the boot, place one on the patchy lawn and take a deep breath. I listen to the sounds of my neighbourhood: a dog barking, a distant argument, the wail of a police siren. I try to clear my mind until it’s just me, the ball and the wall.


Dad has stencilled boxes on the brickwork for me to aim at, and the first shot hits the one in the top left corner with a boom. I take a second shot, watching as it whips over the bins and hits the mark again. My third one is a replica of the first two, bouncing off the target with a loud slap.


Right on cue, Mrs Lindsey, our next-door neighbour, leans out of an upstairs window. She’s wearing bright yellow rubber gloves and a bandana that keeps most of her steely hair out of her face. Mrs Lindsey is mostly nice but a little unpredictable, a bit like a cat. Which perhaps isn’t a coincidence as she lives with three of them.


“Are you planning to keep that up all afternoon, Master Sharp?”


“Not all afternoon, Mrs Lindsey, no.”


“Good, because I want to do some gardening later and I want to do it in peace.”


“I understand, Mrs Lindsey. I’ll stop soon.”


She disappears back inside, closing the window. I place another football on the grass, but I’ve hardly taken a step back when I hear the window swing open again.


“I hope you’re going to compensate me for all this disturbance.”


I turn around. “What’s that, Mrs Lindsey?”


“Compensation. For all that I’ve put up with over the years.”


For a moment, I think she’s talking about all the help she’s given us – still gives us – but Mrs Lindsey isn’t like that. I look around our little garden, confused.


“Not now,” she says, as though that’s obvious. “I don’t want compensation now. I want compensation when you’re a professional footballer and can buy me a nice house in the country. Somewhere I can get a bit of peace and quiet.”


“It’s not that bad round here, Mrs Lindsey.”


A police siren blares past, interrupting our conversation. She raises her eyebrows.


“A big house in the countryside, understand? One of those posh villages in Cheshire would do nicely. And I want it in writing.”


Then she’s gone again. Mrs Lindsey is all right, really. Better than all right. She brought round big cottage pies and pasta bakes and trifles, back when Mum… Back when it was still new and bewildering, instead of just bewildering.


I take one last shot, kicking the ball much harder than I need to, before heading back inside. Dad sits on the sofa with a mug of tea. He nods at the TV, where a group of pundits stand beside an immaculate football pitch. Behind them, sprinklers arc back and forth, the water sparkling in the sunlight.


“They’re building up to the Harrowfield game,” Dad says. “Sounds like there’s no end to the injury woes.”


There’s no joy in Dad’s voice. He may be a massive Liverpool fan, but he’s never glad to see someone get injured. Because the thing with Dad is that he could have been a professional. He was a bit of a superstar: team captain, top scorer, playing for a top-flight academy with interest from half a dozen more. He was all set for the big time until a defender put in a heavy tackle to prove a point early in a match. The point that defender proved is that if you hurt someone’s knee badly enough, they’ll never play football competitively again. And that was the end of Dad’s dream.


He doesn’t talk about it much, but I can see him thinking about it at moments like this, as he absent-mindedly massages his left knee.


Sometimes I wonder how different our life would be if that hadn’t happened. How we’d live in a much bigger house. How we’d never have to worry about money. How I’d get to go to football matches every week. So far this season I’ve been to one match, and that was at Tranmere because there’s no way we could afford a game at Liverpool. Having a TV package that lets us watch live football is as close as I’m going to get, and I know Dad has to do overtime at the warehouse to make sure we can keep it.


But then I remember – if it hadn’t been for Dad’s injury, I wouldn’t even be here. Dad had years of surgery and physio and hospital appointments to strengthen his knee, and at one of them he was helped by someone training to be a nurse. That person was Mum. So in a way I know I should be grateful that Dad got injured, but how can you be happy about something so sad?


It’s why I have to make it as a pro. The only way to make things balance out is to realize Dad’s dream and give us the life we should have had.


Dad tuts quietly, shaking his head. He’s still massaging his knee. I follow his gaze and see a list of names superimposed beside one of the pundits – the bald one. He was a natural goalscorer, back in the day. I’ve watched countless videos, ones from a time before HD, when he still had hair.


“It’s a really shocking run of bad luck,” he says into his microphone. “They’ve lost Adeyemi, Wallace, Le Blanc and Fernando to injury in the space of a month. Those players have scored sixty goals between them this season. I don’t actually know who they’ll play up front for the last few games; they’re almost at the point of using kids from the reserve team! It’s especially cruel as they’ve been so strong all season.”


“And let’s not forget where Harrowfield were just a few years ago,” says a pundit with a long ponytail. “Languishing in a lower league, facing bankruptcy: a complete shambles on and off the pitch. What Augustus Sinclair has achieved here is nothing short of miraculous. Yes, he’s pumped in a lot of money to get them to where they are, but that’s the modern game: that’s football.”


“You get the impression that he loves this club, don’t you?” the host asks.


“You really do,” the bald pundit says. “He attends every match; he’s hands-on behind the scenes. He believes in this club. When Harrowfield got promoted last season and Augustus Sinclair claimed they were title contenders, plenty of people laughed. No one was laughing when they finished second. This season, they’ve got themselves in a position to win the treble: they’ve got Bayern Munich in the European semi-final midweek, a cup final to look forward to, and a title race that will go down to the wire. That’s why these injuries are so unfortunate. Squad depth is crucial at this point in the season, and that’s the one thing they don’t have any more.”


“I think I’m going to head upstairs,” I say to Dad.


He looks at me, slightly concerned, but then relaxes. He stops massaging his knee. “You sure? It’s not long till kick-off.”


I smile. It takes a lot of effort. “I think I’ve had enough football for one day. Besides, I should probably get a shower.”


Dad wrinkles his nose. “Oh, is that smell coming from you? I thought one of Mrs Lindsey’s cats had got in and left us a gift.”


“That is hilarious,” I say. “Truly hilarious. It’s not too late to become a comedian, you know.”


“I don’t think the world is ready for my dad jokes.”


I start to climb the stairs. “You might be right about that,” I call back.


I head into the bathroom, get undressed, and step into the shower. I let the hot water pour over me. I close my eyes but all I can see is that free kick – the ball rising, curling, dipping – then pinging off the crossbar, high into the air, out of play. My teammates lying on the pitch, dejected. The other team celebrating. The scouts walking away.


I missed.


I failed.


When the big moment came, I choked.


I turn off the shower and grab my towel from the rail. I get dressed in my room and then lie on my bed. The shelf above the headboard is crowded with trophies and awards, but now I can’t look at them without imagining the one that’s missing. I take a deep breath and try to remember what Dad said: how the only way to fail is to not try.


I must have dozed off, because the next thing I know Dad is calling me from the bottom of the stairs.


“Owen!” he calls again. He sounds scared – no, excited. I sit up quickly. “Owen!”


“What?” I say, climbing off my bed. “What is it?”


“You’ve got to see this! Come on.”


I rush downstairs and join Dad on the sofa. The Harrowfield match has started, and even though it’s still nil-nil the fans are making a real racket.


“What is it?” I ask, still a little groggy. “What am I looking at?”


“Not what,” Dad says, a smile lifting the corners of his mouth. “Who.” He points at the screen. “Him.”


A player I’ve never seen before receives the ball, takes a touch, passes it to a teammate and darts away before the closing defender can get within five yards of him. He’s small but incredibly fast. When he receives the ball again, he’s in a completely different position, out wide in acres of space. The right-back rushes to close him down but he’s already got rid of the ball. Five seconds later, he’s somehow on the other wing, causing problems for the left back.


“He never takes more than two or three touches,” Dad says. There’s something in his voice, like he’s witnessing a real-life magic trick, that makes me turn to look at him. He’s transfixed, mesmerized, beaming. “And he’s everywhere.”


It’s true. When I look back, the player is drifting into the space between defence and midfield. He takes a touch, passes, moves. Takes a touch, passes, moves. Takes a touch, passes, moves.


And then he receives the ball in the box.


Takes a touch.


Shoots.


Scores!


Harrowfield Park erupts.


“This guy is something else,” Dad says.


The player is lost in the middle of a red-and-white-striped huddle. The camera cuts up to the stands where Augustus Sinclair pumps the hand of the suited man beside him. When the camera cuts back to the pitch the huddle is breaking apart, until finally it’s just the player and the jubilant crowd. He puts his fingers and thumbs together in the shape of a heart and lifts them high above his head.


“Who is he?” I ask.


And then the player turns. I see the name printed on his back and my question is answered.


“Budi.”
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At half-time, they can only talk about one player.


“He’s everywhere,” the bald pundit says. “The energy, the movement, the goal. I’ve never seen a player run so much!”


“I’m tired just watching him,” says the one with the ponytail. “It’ll be interesting to see whether he can keep up that level of intensity for another forty-five minutes.”


“There’ll certainly be a few defenders who hope not,” the host says with a smile. “Surely he has to ease off, doesn’t he?”


But Budi doesn’t ease off. If anything, he attacks the second half with even more energy. I never see him take more than three touches before passing the ball or shooting. He gets his second goal five minutes after the restart, his third just as the game is heading into stoppage time. In the second half he switches up his celebration. Instead of making the heart shape, he places both of his hands over his mouth.


At the full-time whistle, he gets a standing ovation – from the home fans, at least – and the referee hands him the match ball as a reward for his hat-trick.


“Have you heard of Budi before?” I ask Dad.


He shakes his head, which surprises me. Dad knows pretty much everything about football. He could tell you which team won the FA Cup in 1988 and who scored and what the manager ate for breakfast. He picks up his phone.


“He’s originally from Indonesia,” Dad says while he scrolls. “Looks like he’s been passed from team to team in Europe without any real game time. It says he moved from Dortmund last summer. Part of a deal with Harris-Locke, apparently. I suppose Harris-Locke stole all the headlines. Hard not to, with diamond earrings the size of sprouts.” Dad smiles. “I bet Augustus Sinclair can’t believe his luck.”


I watch as a group of photographers form a line in front of Budi, trying to get a picture of him with the match ball.


“What’s he doing?” I ask.


“Huh?” Dad says, his face turned towards his phone again.


“Look.”


On the screen, Budi is displaying the strangest post-match behaviour I’ve ever seen. First, he removes his boots and carefully places them off to one side. Then he hugs the ball to his chest with one hand so that it covers the logo on his shirt. Only then does he smile for the cameras.


“Weird,” Dad says. “Although it’s not unusual for sportspeople to have strange rituals.”


I know footballers can be superstitious, but normally that involves stepping onto the pitch with a certain foot, or plucking a handful of grass, or always getting dressed in the same order. What Budi is doing just seems odd.


“Maybe he’s a bit unconventional,” Dad says. “He does play with his first name on the back of his shirt, after all.”


“Not this again,” I say, putting a hand over my face.


“What? All I’m saying is that you didn’t get that back in my day, and I’m not sure how I feel about it now.”


“You know you sound so old when you say things like that.”


He holds up a hand. “Hey, I’m not old; I’m old school. There’s a difference.”


“If you say so.”


He makes a peace sign with his fingers. “Chill, man.”


“Please stop. You are not John Lennon.”


I turn my attention back to the screen, ignoring Dad’s chuckle. While the photographers are snapping away an advertising board is carried onto the pitch, followed by the TV host we saw earlier. But when Budi is called over for an interview he stands beside the wall of logos, not in front of it. The TV host tries to guide him over, but Budi either doesn’t understand or doesn’t want to. The people who carried it on try to position it behind him instead, but Budi simply takes a step to the side. It’s almost comical, and eventually they give up.


“I don’t think he knows what he’s doing,” Dad says.


But I’m not so sure. I think he knows exactly what he’s doing. We just don’t know what it is. The ball is still tucked under his right arm, in front of his chest.


“Budi,” the host says. “Your first appearance and you score a hat-trick in front of the Harrowfield Park faithful. It doesn’t get much better than that. Tell us how you’re feeling.”


Budi beams like a little kid with an ice cream. His black hair is shiny with sweat but somehow he doesn’t seem at all out of breath, despite running for ninety minutes.


“Good. I’m feeling good. I’ve been waiting for my chance for a long time and today it finally came. I got the goals but my teammates created the opportunities, so I am grateful to them.”


“Some people speculated that the dream of the treble was over when Le Blanc picked up an injury last week. Can the fans start to believe again?”


“I am a big believer in belief,” Budi says, his smile widening. “I will do my best. I will try. That is all I can do.”


I remember what Dad said in the car, and glance over at him. He raises his eyebrows as if to say, “See?”


I nod.


“There’s a chance Harrowfield could meet Real Madrid in the European final in a month’s time,” the host says, “and I couldn’t help noticing that your celebration after the first goal was reminiscent of a certain Madrid legend: Kieran Wakefield.”


“He is a hero of mine,” Budi says. “He inspired me as a child and that was my way of saying thank you.”


“And what about your celebration in the second half, when you covered your mouth with your hands?”


Budi takes a deep breath and gazes round the stadium. He runs a hand through his hair and looks down at the ground, reminding me that he isn’t wearing his boots. For a moment it doesn’t seem like he’s going to answer, but then he looks up at the host. The happy smile is gone.


“There is a lot in football that needs to be fixed. It is supposed to be the beautiful game, but I see a lot that is ugly. So I put my hands over my mouth to show that nobody is saying these things that need to be said. I have my own reasons – my own history – but it is not about me. It is about the people you cannot see: the people who make the kit we wear, the boots on our feet. They need our help.”


The host hesitates, unsure what to say, and the silence opens up like a sinkhole in the middle of the pristine pitch. It feels like it reaches all the way to our front room. The host touches a finger to his ear and quickly thanks Budi, congratulating him again on his hat-trick.


“And now we can speak to the owner,” he says, moving towards the advertising board where Augustus Sinclair waits with a smile as bright and brilliant as his crisp white shirt. “Augustus, you must be very pleased with the way Budi slotted into the team today?”


Augustus Sinclair opens his mouth to respond but we don’t hear what he says, because right at that moment there’s a knock on the door.


Dad and I glance at each other.


“Who’s that?” I ask.


“Let me just engage my psychic powers,” Dad says, closing his eyes. “The oracle hath spoken. It is an envoy from an international retail conglomerate, here to bestow gifts upon this house.”


“You mean it’s a delivery driver?”


He opens his eyes and shrugs. “Probably.”


I nudge him in the ribs. “I suppose I’ll answer it then.”


I get up and walk along the narrow hallway. But when I open the front door, the man outside doesn’t have a parcel. There’s just a slim folder tucked under his arm.


“Um, hello?” I say.


He smiles, his face creasing in a friendly, well-worn way.


“Hello, Owen. My name is Paul. Are either of your parents at home?”


“I—” I stop. There is only ever a maximum of one parent at home. “Wait. How do you know my name?”


“It’s my business to know your name,” Paul says.


I start to feel uneasy. I angle the door so that I can slam it shut if I need to. “You’re not from round here,” I say, detecting his accent.


“No,” Paul says. “I’m not.”


“Who is it?” Dad asks, appearing in the hall behind me.


The stranger looks at Dad. “You must be Owen’s father. My name is Paul Oakley. Do you think I could come in for a chat?”


“You’re not from round here,” Dad says, and if it weren’t for the strange atmosphere, I’d have to smile at that. Two peas in a pod, that’s what Mum used to say about us. Dad places a hand on my shoulder. “Hang on, didn’t I see you at the game this afternoon? Weren’t you with the other team’s supporters?”


“In a manner of speaking,” Paul says. “I was standing with them, but I wasn’t there to support their team.”


“Then why were you there?” I ask, my heart beginning to race. “And why are you here?”


Paul’s smile grows wider. “I was there to watch you, Owen. And I’m here to talk to you about your future.”


He takes the folder from under his arm and shows me the badge on the front.


The same badge that is known and feared the world over.


The same badge that was on Budi’s shirt.


“How would you like to play football for Harrowfield?” Paul says.


Dad’s fingers tighten on my shoulder.


“I think you’d better come in,” he says.
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“Why weren’t you standing with the other scouts?” I ask. There are a hundred questions zipping around my brain, but for some reason this is the one I blurt out first, as soon as I’m sitting with Paul at the small table in our kitchen. Dad brings over a mug of milky tea and Paul adds about fifteen spoonfuls of sugar. He stirs and takes a sip before responding.


“I didn’t want them to know we were interested in you as well. Makes my life harder. I don’t suppose they’ve been round already, have they?”


Dad shakes his head and sits down.


“Too bad for them,” Paul says, grinning. He clears his throat. “I just wanted to start by saying that I think you’re a very promising footballer, Owen. I was very impressed by your performance this afternoon.”


I feel my cheeks go hot. “Ta,” I mumble.


“You’re welcome, but don’t go thanking me just yet. You see, you’re good, but you could be better. A lot better.”


“Oh,” I say, in a voice so small it’s hardly a noise at all.


That makes Paul laugh – a big echoey chuckle that bounces off the walls.


“In all my years as a scout, I’ve never encountered a different reaction to that statement. Don’t worry, though. I’d say the same if you were Kieran Wakefield with half a dozen Ballon d’Or trophies in your downstairs loo. It’s knowing they could always be better that makes players like Wakefield the best in the world.”


“So, what are you trying to say?” Dad asks.
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