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            Chapter 1

         

         Aidan Power jumped out of bed just before 8 o’clock on a Monday morning in February. He was always up early. He quickly washed, dressed and ran downstairs, humming as he did so. He made his bowl of porridge, adding a little bit of honey. He made a second bowl with bananas and a drop of maple syrup for Aoife, his twin sister. Aoife was not a morning person; she was still asleep.

         ‘Aoife, wake up, we need to get going or we’ll be late for school,’ Aidan shouted up the stairs. ‘Your porridge is ready,’ he added. ‘It’ll get cold if you don’t hurry up.’

         ‘Ok, ok,’ came the muffled response.

         Thankfully, Aidan heard footsteps a few seconds later so he knew that Aoife was out of bed at least. Aidan finished eating his porridge and went out to the hall to double check that he had his football boots and mouthguard in his boot bag.

         At 8.30am, Aoife finally appeared in the kitchen, yawning and with her hair not even brushed.

         ‘Thanks for making my porridge, Aidan,’ she grinned as she devoured her breakfast.

         ‘You won’t always have your brother to look after you,’ her mam said to her as Aidan rolled his eyes good-humouredly.

         ‘You were slower than usual this morning,’ Aidan grumbled a few minutes later as the twins ran quickly along the short winding path that led from their house to their school.

         They lived very close to the school, but still managed to be late most mornings. This was always Aoife’s fault. They were now in real danger of being late this morning and that would not go down well with Ms Kelly, their teacher. Aidan really did not want to be late today because their class had football training first thing this morning in school.

         Aidan loved sport and he adored playing football. His dream in life was to play football for his county. He enjoyed soccer also, and it kept him going in the winter when football training was not on, but Gaelic football was what he really loved.

         Aoife and Aidan lived in a small village called ‘Droichead Beag’, which literally translated as ‘little bridge’. It was a pretty village that was always winning awards in the ‘Tidy Towns’ competitions and for growing flowers and things like that. Aidan wasn’t particularly interested in all that. Aoife loved helping out with the plants. She loved drawing pictures of the bridge, the flowers and all the scenic areas. She was a really good artist.

         The twins were eleven years old and lived with their mam, dad and younger sister, Clare, in a little estate in the village with just four houses in it called Amber Fields. Right next to their estate was the football pitch and next to that was their school. They really had no excuse for being late!

         Aoife trailed along behind Aidan. She was tired. She had been up late drawing. Mam and Dad were always telling her to turn off her light and get some sleep, but she often got really good ideas for drawing when it was bedtime. Last night, she had started sketching a picture of Jenny McCarthy. Jenny was a football player for their county; she was an absolute superstar and Aoife was delighted with how the sketch was turning out.

         Aoife loved football almost as much as Aidan did. Playing football matches with the kids in the estate was one of the most fun things to do. Aidan played for Droichead Beag GAA, the club close to their house. Aoife used to train with the club too, but then that match happened and well, that was the end of that. She didn’t like to think about that match ever.

         ‘C’mon Aoife,’ Aidan grumbled, ‘we’re going to get in trouble with Ms Kelly.’

         ‘It’ll be fine,’ Aoife said. ‘Calm down, we have football first thing anyway, so she won’t notice.’

         ‘Did you bring your boots?’ Aidan asked.

         ‘Of course,’ Aoife grinned.

         Aidan laughed. Aoife was always forgetting her boots.

         ‘I hope we play a match today at the end of training,’ Aidan said.

         ‘Me too,’ said Aoife. ‘But I hope they put us on the same team, I don’t want to be against you.’

         ‘Why, because I’m so good?’ Aidan joked.

         ‘So that I don’t show you up!’ Aoife joked back.

         The truth was that they were both incredibly talented footballers and Aoife could more than hold her own on a team of boys or girls. It drove Aidan mad that she wouldn’t play with their club, Droichead Beag GAA. There was no ladies’ football club nearby, but girls could play with GAA teams up to under-12 level. Aoife and Aidan would be moving up to under 12s this year, so Aoife could still play for another two years for Droichead Beag GAA. But ever since that match when they were nine, she absolutely refused to go back or even talk about it. Aidan hadn’t given up trying to convince her.

         ‘Training is starting back in the club next week,’ he said now. ‘I can’t wait to be playing under 12s and having proper competitions.’

         ‘Hmm,’ Aoife murmured, but said nothing.

         ‘You know, you could give it a try again,’ Aidan said. ‘Not everyone is like him, most people are sound.’

         ‘You know I don’t want to go back training there Aidan,’ Aoife said. ‘Just leave it, please.’

         ‘Aoife, Aidan, get a move on, please,’ Ms Kelly shouted. ‘Football is about to start.’

         The twins had arrived at the school gates in the middle of their chat. Time to play football, Aidan thought with a grin.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         ‘Did you remember your boots, Aoife?’ Tina shouted over to her friend. Tina was running towards Aoife, her long blonde plaits flying out behind her. Behind her came Sara, whose blonde curls were neatly tied up especially for football in school.

         ‘Did you remember your mouthguard?’ Sara added with a laugh.

         Tina and Sara were Aoife’s best friends. Their love for football was something that they had in common. They had other interests too. Aoife loved art, Tina was more into reading and Sara was a maths whizz. Aoife admired her two friends’ neat plaits. She had left it too late getting out of bed to ask her mam to plait her hair, so her long brown hair was tied up in a high ponytail.

         ‘I remembered them all today!’ Aoife grinned.

         Her friends, along with her brother, were very used to her forgetfulness. Tina was a very organised person who couldn’t understand how Aoife was always late to everything!

         ‘I have designed a brilliant football game for us to play this evening,’ Tina said.

         She was always doing this. She loved football and she loved organising people. Everyone said that Tina would make a brilliant intercounty coach someday, when she had finished a successful playing career, of course.

         Most afternoons after school, when their homework was done, Aoife, Tina and Sara, along with Aidan and their other friends Billy and John, as well as some more children from the village, played football in the green in the estate.

         ‘What’s the game?’ Sara asked.

         ‘It’s stuck in the mud,’ said Tina, ‘except with handpassing!’ She was beaming in delight at this game that she had designed.

         ‘What are you chatting about, girls?’ Ms Kelly asked. She had seemingly appeared from thin air and was standing next to them.

         ‘Tina has come up with a brilliant football drill Miss,’ Aoife said.

         ‘Let’s hear it, Tina,’ said Ms Kelly. Ms Kelly was great at organising football training with her class in school. She had been an All-Star intercounty player herself and was still an excellent footballer. She loved training the children.

         ‘It’s stuck in the mud, but you have to handpass to free someone,’ Tina said.

         ‘Ok,’ said Ms Kelly ‘I haven’t heard this before Tina, tell me more.’

         ‘Firstly, we mark out a big square,’ said Tina. ‘Then, say two people are on. They have no balls. Everyone else has a ball. They are all running around the square hopping and soloing the ball. If they are caught, they have to stop where they were caught and put their ball on the ground. To free them, someone else needs to handpass them the ball. Then that person picks up the other ball off the ground. So, we get to practise handpassing, picking up off the ground, soloing and hopping. And we are running and getting warmed up.’

         ‘Tina,’ said Ms Kelly slowly, ‘This is a genius idea! It brings in nearly every skill in football except kicking and it’s energetic too! Let’s give it a try this morning.’

         ‘Really?’ said Tina. She was absolutely delighted that Ms Kelly approved of her idea.

         Ms Kelly quickly explained the game to the class.

         ‘Does everyone know the proper way to handpass?’ she asked before the game began.

         A few of the children shook their heads.

         ‘Ok, so the hand pass is used to pass the ball over short distances in a match.’ Ms Kelly began, as she held the ball in her hands to demonstrate the skill. ‘Aoife, stand over there to receive the pass,’ she directed.

         ‘You need to support the ball in one hand and strike it with the open free hand. Make sure you support the ball on the palm of one hand in front of the body. Swing back and extend the striking arm. Keep your eyes on the ball. Lean forward and strike through the middle of the ball with the open hand. Make sure you use a nice swinging motion and follow through. Is that clear?’ Ms Kelly asked as she completed a perfect hand pass to Aoife.

         ‘Yes, Miss,’ came a chorus of voices.

         The game was set up and ready to go in a matter of minutes and they were off. Tina and Billy were the first two players to be ‘on’. It was fast-paced and ferocious from the off.

         ‘Proper handpassing,’ Ms Kelly shouted. ‘No throwing the ball!’ In their eagerness to free their friends, some people were just throwing the ball and forgetting about proper handpassing techniques. This was important, as often in a match, you must handpass under pressure, so this was good training in remembering to do it correctly when in a hurry. Before long, everyone was puffing and panting.

         ‘Let’s swap around the two people who are on,’ Ms Kelly said. ‘This time, it’s going to be Aoife and Aidan.’

         The whole class groaned. Aoife and Aidan were both really fast sprinters, and this was going to be tough.

         ‘They’re too fast, Miss,’ John moaned.

         ‘It’ll get you well warmed up, John!’ Ms Kelly grinned.

         Off they went again. True to form, Aoife and Aidan were off like a shot, catching people all over the place. By the third round of the game, children were almost letting themselves get caught, just for a rest.

         ‘Tina, how could you have made up this game?’ they groaned. ‘And first thing in the morning too!’

         Ms Kelly called a halt after three rounds. ‘I think you are all warm enough now,’ she laughed. ‘Let’s do some kicking practice.’ Kicking practice was a lot easier as there wasn’t much running. Everyone had some energy back for the last part of training which was, as usual, a match.

         Ms Kelly selected the teams and went around handing out bibs. ‘Aoife, you are on the green team,’ she said, ‘playing midfield. Tina, red team, forward. Aidan, green team, forward. Billy red team, back.’ She continued naming players and positions until they were ready to play. There were twenty in their class, so it was ten against ten. Aidan liked that number on a team. He wasn’t too happy about being a forward, he preferred midfield, but he was happier that he was a forward than a back. He hated being a back, having to defend. Aoife was a natural midfielder too. Both twins loved midfield, but liked being able to go forward and score goals and points. Half forward was probably Aidan’s most natural position, and now that he was moving up to under 12s, he was hoping that they would play him in that position. At under 10 and younger, it was just backs, forwards, midfield players and the goalie, without the half back and half forward line. Aidan couldn’t wait to get into proper positions and proper county competitions at under-12 level.

         The match started and Aoife went in for the throw in. She won it, against Derval and David, the midfielders on the other team. Off she went, hopping and soloing up the pitch. She was very fast.

         ‘One hop, one solo’ Ms Kelly shouted, reminding them of the rules at their age group. ‘You need to pass, Aoife,’ she said.

         Aoife looked up, as two red-bib players ran towards her to try to block the pass. Aidan appeared, as he often tended to do in matches. The twins seemed to instinctively know where the other would be. He didn’t even have to call her name. Aoife sensed his arrival and delivered a perfect hand pass to her brother. He turned and ran, one hop, one solo, and kicked the ball over the bar between the posts. Point to the green team.

         Ms Kelly watched their almost telepathic communication on the pitch and thought to herself, as she did most days, that she had to figure out a way to get Aoife back playing for Droichead Beag GAA. The twins combined would be a huge asset to the Droichead Beag Under-12 team. Now that the new season was fast approaching, Ms Kelly resolved once and for all, to get to the bottom of Aoife’s issue with playing for her club.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         The newly blossomed daffodils stood sentry on each side of the winding footpath as the twins and their friends walked home after school. The six children, Aoife, Aidan, Billy, John, Tina and Sara, had been friends since they were toddlers. They all had very different personalities and didn’t always see eye to eye. However, they were fiercely loyal to each other. They all had one thing in common, a near obsession with Gaelic football.

         It was coming towards the end of February, and it was still a bit chilly. This February, the sun seemed to shine most days; as Aoife and Aidan’s dad said a LOT, ‘there was a fine stretch in the evenings’. It was bright now until 6pm and the gang’s after-school football matches were more frequent as they had more daylight and less wind and rain.

         ‘I’m wrecked tired after football this morning,’ John groaned. ‘That game you made up was cruel, Tina.’

         ‘Ah, John,’ Aoife laughed, ‘it was great fun.’

         ‘Its fine for you, you’re super-fast,’ John continued. ‘I’ve never been a fast runner, plus I’m working hard at home with all the calving.’ John was the only member of the gang who didn’t live in Amber Fields. He lived on a farm about two miles outside of Droichead Beag. Most days, he went to Aoife and Aidan’s house after school. Mr Power looked after John until his mam finished work in the local secondary school and picked him up on the way home. This suited John perfectly as it meant he got to join in with the football or soccer games.

         ‘Do you think your dad will make us one of his famous hot chocolates today with extra marshmallows?’ John asked Aoife and Aidan with a grin.

         ‘I doubt it, John,’ Aidan replied. ‘He usually saves those for the really wet and cold days when we are stuck inside.’

         ‘Those hot chocolates are so yummy,’ Sara said dreamily. ‘What exactly does your dad do, Aoife? Is he some sort of artist or designer or something? I’ve seen some of his drawings and they are class!’

         ‘He’s a graphic designer,’ Aoife replied. ‘He designs posters and logos and stuff for companies. But he loves to draw and paint for fun too, just like me.’

         ‘He’s really good at football as well,’ John said. ‘It’s great that he’s our football coach for the under 12s with Droichead GAA.’

         ‘Yeah, it’s so funny when he joins in with our matches on the green sometimes,’ Billy laughed, ‘he’s still really good!’

         ‘Sure, he still lines out for the junior team sometimes for Droichead,’ Aidan said proudly. ‘He was a brilliant senior player when he was younger, he has loads of medals.’

         ‘Your mam is a good footballer too,’ Tina said.

         ‘Yeah, and she has such a cool job!’ John said grumpily, ‘not like my mam. It’s so unfair,’ he continued. ‘Mrs Power is the PE and geography teacher in the secondary school and my mam teaches Irish and maths. I hate Irish and maths,’ John finished with a flourish.

         ‘Ah, John, maths isn’t that bad,’ Sara retorted, ‘I love maths.’

         ‘John is right though about one thing,’ Tina added, ‘Mrs Power’s job is really cool. Learning all about maps and stuff and teaching PE. She is still such a good footballer. She’s a fast runner too. Remember when she managed to dispossess John last week when she ran onto our match when she came home!’

         ‘That never happened,’ John laughed good-naturedly.

         ‘Are we meeting for a match today?’ Billy asked, as they reached his house, which was the first on the way into Amber Fields.

         ‘For sure,’ Aoife grinned.

         ‘See you all at four?’ Sara asked.

         ‘If I can get all my homework done by then,’ Tina groaned.

         ‘We’ll all try and do our homework fast and be back by four,’ Aidan declared. Aidan was the natural leader of the group. Organised, smart and fair, he was the voice of reason, when emotions ran high. The others often looked to him to make decisions and when Aidan said that they would meet at four, it was decided. With his bright blue eyes, the exact same colour as his twin sister’s, Aidan exuded calm and confidence.
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