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  PROLOGUE




  4 JANUARY




  Noah Murphy, twelve years old and skinny as

  a greyhound, had been dreading this moment ever since he’d

  first heard the news two months ago. Bad things weren’t

  supposed to happen during the holidays. Yet here they were,

  happening.




  He squeezed his way across the living room, pushing past

  neighbours and relations, apologizing as he stood on toes and

  accidentally poked an elbow into Mr McFadden’s ribs. A fire

  burned fiercely in the grate, the heating was cranked up high and

  Noah was hot, uncomfortable and in a very bad mood.




  He swung open a window, letting in a cooling gust of crisp

  January air. It was a relief from the stifling heat.




  The moment he opened the window, there were grumbles.




  ‘Close it immediately, Noah. We’ll catch our death

  of cold!’ Aunt Margaret said.




  Cold? Noah thought. There were rooms in hell that

  weren’t as hot as this. But he closed the window anyway.

  He’d been terrified of Aunt Margaret ever since he was four

  years old and had broken a vase at her house. She’d spent

  ten minutes shouting at him about how clumsy he was, and

  he’d never forgotten it.




  Noah took another look around. He hadn’t been to many

  parties in his life, but this was still the worst by far. A group

  of old people squashed into his home, supposedly to say goodbye

  to his father, but more likely just to scoff the free food. They

  stood around in clammy groups, chatting about the weather and

  their various ailments, spilling drinks and cake crumbs, and

  flaking cigarette ash on to the thin, worn carpet. Pot-bellied

  men checked their watches to see whether it was time to leave.

  Noah’s grandmother, nearly ninety now, sat by the fire,

  shrunken into her armchair. She’d never got over the death

  of his mum, her daughter. She stared, watery-eyed, at the framed

  photo of her on the mantelpiece, ignoring everyone else.




  Noah sighed loudly, and was rewarded by a disapproving look

  from snobby Aunt Margaret. Then she went back to scowling at the

  rest of the guests, looking at them as if she expected one of

  them to steal her purse at any moment.




  Noah heard his father’s deep voice above the hum of

  conversations.




  ‘Boondoggle Bend. No, I’d never heard of it

  either. It’s a little mining town in the Northern

  Territory,’ he said. ‘About a thousand miles from

  anywhere. I’ll be living in a camp. It’s no place for

  children, unfortunately, which is why they’re staying

  here.’




  Noah still couldn’t believe he and his sister were being

  left behind while their dad went abroad for work. They’d

  spent most of the last two months arguing about it and even now,

  when his father was only two days away from travelling to the

  other side of the world, Noah realized he was still angry with

  him. He understood that his father needed a job. He understood

  that he owed a lot of money that needed to be paid off if they

  weren’t going to lose their home. He even understood that

  working on the mines was the best-paying work someone his

  father’s age could hope to find. What he couldn’t

  understand was why he couldn’t take Noah and his sister

  with him.




  His dad had tried to put him off. He’d told him he

  wouldn’t like it in Australia. That Boondoggle Bend was in

  the middle of nowhere and the camp he’d be living in

  didn’t allow children. So what, Noah had said. They could

  live a couple of hours away and still get to see him once a

  month, which was better than seeing him once every eight months.

  It’s dangerous, his dad had said. There are crocodiles and

  huntsman spiders. Noah had wanted to jump on the plane right

  there and then. That sounded far more exciting than life in his

  dreary hometown of Carraig Cruach in the west of Ireland. But, no

  matter what he said, he couldn’t persuade his father to

  change his mind. He wanted them to stay at home with friends and

  family.




  Though it’s not like I have many friends anyway, Noah

  thought, and most of the family are a two-hour drive away. It

  isn’t fair.




  ‘It’s only eighteen months, two years at most,

  Noah,’ his dad had said. ‘Then we’ll be in the

  clear and everything can go back to normal.’




  ‘Noah, put the kettle on for your grandmother,’

  Aunt Margaret snapped.




  At least he wasn’t going to have to stay with her.

  She’d offered to take them in because she thought it was

  the right thing to do, and Aunt Margaret was always someone who

  did the right thing, but she really didn’t want to and when

  his father said no, the relief on her face was clear, even to

  someone like Noah, who wasn’t very good at reading

  people.




  He made his way into the kitchen. Two men, former workmates of

  his dad’s, were so wrapped up in their conversation they

  didn’t even notice his arrival.




  ‘I couldn’t do it. Go to Australia for a couple of

  years and leave my family behind like that? I wouldn’t care

  how much debt I was in. Two kids and the poor mother dead.

  It’s not right,’ the chubbier of the two said,

  slurping his coffee.




  ‘Isn’t there anyone else who could take care of

  the boy?’ the skinnier one said, pretending to be concerned

  about the fate of Noah’s family. ‘I know the

  sister’s supposed to mind him, but she’s only

  nineteen or twenty. She’s still a kid herself.’




  ‘Joe’s brother is in America, so he’s no

  good, and the grandparents that are still alive are in a nursing

  home . . .’




  The chubby man suddenly became aware that his conversation was

  being overheard. He had the good grace to look embarrassed.




  ‘Oh, Noah, hello. We were just . . . erm . . . Still

  playing the football?’ He turned to his colleague.

  ‘Young Noah’s a brilliant footballer. The Messi of

  the West, his dad calls him.’




  Noah ignored the man. He stalked across the kitchen and

  grabbed the kettle in a fury, knocking it against the edge of the

  cooker and leaving a deep scratch in the black plastic. How dare

  they talk about his family like that? They didn’t know

  anything. He turned on the kitchen tap and let the water gush

  into the kettle. And football? His dad was leaving and the man

  was asking him about football?




  He stared out of the kitchen window into the back garden. The

  grass was long even though it was the middle of winter. A couple

  of years ago, it would never have needed cutting. Noah would have

  had all the grass worn away from playing football on it for a

  couple of hours a day. He’d loved the game then. The moment

  he’d finished school, he’d have been out there

  playing against imaginary opponents.




  ‘Forgot how to boil the kettle?’ Simone said,

  appearing beside him.




  People said that his sister looked like their mam had when she

  was young, but Noah couldn’t see the resemblance. His

  mother had never dyed pink stripes into her hair or had a silver

  stud in her nose, a ring in her lip and eyebrow, or a row of

  earrings in both ears. That was all Simone.




  ‘They’ll all be gone in a few minutes,’ she

  said.




  ‘Even Aunt Margaret?’




  ‘She just said it’s a long way back to Athlone.

  That’s her cue. Then it’ll just be the three of us

  again.’




  ‘Not for long,’ Noah said.




  Simone glanced towards the kitchen door. The two men had

  departed. It was just her and her brother.




  ‘This is hard for us, Noah. But it’s going to be

  extra tough for Dad. I know you think he’s abandoning you,

  but things are serious. He wouldn’t leave if there was any

  other option.’




  ‘But why couldn’t he just get a job in Cork or

  Dublin or Galway like everybody else?’




  ‘We’ve been over this again and again. This mining

  job pays well. Far better than anything he could get here. We

  have two days left, Noah. Can you do your best to be cheerful?

  For Dad’s sake. Don’t make it harder for

  him.’




  He knew she was right. She usually was. People in school

  always complained about their sisters, but Simone wasn’t

  that bad. And now, instead of going to university like she should

  have been, she was staying home to look after him and working two

  jobs to help support them.




  Dad stuck his head round the door. ‘There you are. Her

  Royal Highness is leaving.’




  Noah grinned. That’s what Dad used to call Margaret just

  to annoy their mam. It always worked too.




  ‘Hey, Dad, want to have a kickabout tomorrow?’




  They hadn’t played together in a couple of years.




  ‘Sure,’ Dad said, and beamed. ‘I’d

  love to.’




  ‘And don’t let me win easily this time. I’m

  not a kid any more.’




  ‘Noah, I stopped letting you win when you were seven.

  Every match we’ve played since then, you’ve won fair

  and square.’




  The next two days went by far too quickly. One minute they

  were laughing and joking and eating toasted cheese sandwiches

  together, the next Simone – the traitor – was helping

  their dad put his bags in Mr McFadden’s car for the trip to

  the airport. They stayed until the plane had taken off and then

  Mr McFadden had driven them back home in silence.




  Noah lay in his bed that night, unable to sleep. His stomach

  was cold and clenched in knots. He tossed and turned for hours.

  The house felt different now, emptier, and he hated it. He got

  dressed and went downstairs. Dawn was breaking when he sat down

  at the kitchen table. He sat there for the next hour, thinking

  and watching the sun rise. There had to be something he

  hadn’t thought of, some way to bring his family back

  together. If only he could get some money himself and pay off

  what his father owed, then Dad wouldn’t have to stay in

  Australia. But where was he going to get the money? He could win

  the lottery, but they wouldn’t sell him a ticket until he

  was eighteen. Getting a job wasn’t very likely either, not

  at his age. He wished he was smart. Then he could probably invent

  a game or an app and make a fortune. But he wasn’t very

  smart, and wishing he was wouldn’t change anything. There

  was very little he was good at, only one thing really. And then

  he remembered the flyer.
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  The one Stevie had given him.




  The one about the tournament.
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  ARE YOU FOURTEEN OR UNDER?




  DO YOU LOVE FOOTBALL?




  DO YOU WANT TO PLAY IN THE SCHOOLS’ WORLD

  CUP?




  YES, THE WORLD CUP!




  Qualification Competition in Dublin – June 12 to

  16




  The winning school will represent their country in the

  Schools’ World Cup in Paris in October.


  All expenses paid!




  Scouts from major clubs will be in attendance so, even

  if your team doesn’t win, YOU could get a trial with a

  professional club in Europe, the US, South America or an even

  more far-flung part of the world.




  We will also have:




  • Training and football skills camps for younger

  children




  • Professional footballers giving tips and tricks

  of the trade




  • Penalty competitions




  • Interactive video game – Soccer Blaster X




  • Pop-up football shops




  • Music, food and lots and lots more




  Have you got what it takes to be the new star of world

  football?




  Neymar Jr, James, Sterling, Götze …

  YOU?




  Entries must be made through your school. All details

  on our website. Finalized squad list must be forwarded to us by 5

  p.m., Friday 29 April. Any entries or amendments after that date

  will not be considered without a doctor’s

  certificate.
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  CHAPTER ONE




  25 APRIL




  

    

      

        

          ‘If you’re in the

          penalty area and you don’t know what to do with the

          ball, put it in the net and we’ll discuss the

          options later’




          Bob Paisley


        


      


    


  




  There were only four people standing on the

  sidelines watching the football match, and Noah knew three of

  them. The fourth was a stranger. He was a broad-faced man with

  narrow eyes who had arrived early in the second half. Noah hoped

  he was a scout, but football scouts rarely came to this isolated

  part of Ireland. In fact people rarely came to this part

  of Ireland. If they did, they usually acknowledged their mistake,

  made their excuses and left as swiftly as they could.




  It was permanently windy in the town of Carraig Cruach. And

  most days were cold. When it wasn’t cold it was raining,

  although there were months on end when it was all three at once:

  cold and wet and windy. Arthur Slugsley, the man on the sideline,

  made another note as he tried his best to shield his clipboard

  from the lashing rain, which seemed to be pounding him from at

  least three different angles. Despite his jet-black, supposedly

  one-hundred-per-cent-waterproof poncho, and the umbrella that was

  almost whipped from his hand with every sudden gust of wind, he

  was sopping wet. Down in the dumps, but grimly determined to

  finish his work, Arthur managed to write:




  

    

      

        

          GOOD GAME

          INTELLIGENCE. SOMETIMES FRUSTRATED BY INABILITY OF

          TEAMMATES TO BE ON THE SAME WAVELENGTH. WOULD THRIVE IN A

          BETTER TEAM


        


      


    


  




  This was in addition to some of the other

  things he’d already written about Noah Murphy. These

  included:




  

    

      

        

          VERY QUICK

          AND AGILE




          HAS GREAT

          SKILL AND CONTROL




          UNSELFISH

          – WILL PASS RATHER THAN

          SHOWBOAT


        


      


    


  




  Noah was out on the left wing now, moving

  into space, just as he always did. Most people thought football

  was about skill and effort and it was about those

  things, but mainly it was about space and decisions. Finding

  space on the pitch in which to receive the ball and then making

  the right decision – when to pass, when to dribble, when to

  shoot.




  Now he controlled a ball from Bestie and shimmied free of the

  man closest to him. It wasn’t difficult for Noah to get

  away. Ever since the fourth goal had gone in, putting

  Noah’s team, St Killian’s, 4–0 up against

  Clydeabbey, the opposition had given up. It was almost as if they

  didn’t want to be out there watching the goals

  flying in on this cold, wet, extremely miserable day.




  Noah nutmegged the centre-back and faked a pass to the winger

  who was bombing into the area, before slamming the ball into the

  top corner himself to make it 5–0.




  The goalkeeper fished the ball out of the back of the net with

  a heartfelt sigh. He was imagining being warm and dry in double

  Maths. The thought of being lulled to sleep by the steady drone

  of his teacher’s voice was far more appealing than being

  stuck where he was right now.




  Noah didn’t celebrate the goal, his second of the

  game.




  ‘You’ve won the match already. Why do you have to

  keep scoring? Are you trying to humiliate us?’ the

  goalkeeper grumbled.




  ‘It’s nothing personal. That’s just his way.

  He never stops,’ Shieldsy, the tallest of Noah’s

  teammates, replied. ‘He’s like the Terminator. If the

  Terminator played schools’ football.’




  ‘Can’t you have a word with him? Tell him to take

  it easy or something.’




  ‘He wouldn’t listen. He just does his own

  thing.’




  As he jogged back to his own half, Noah stole a glance at the

  sideline. The scout, if that’s what he was, was making

  another note on his rain-soaked pad. Noah hoped it was a good

  one. He really needed it to be a good one, but, as Clydeabbey

  took their sixth kick-off of the day, his heart almost skipped a

  beat.




  Oh no, he thought, not now.




  A small figure was sidling up to Arthur Slugsley. A small

  figure Noah knew very well indeed. Unlike Noah, and every other

  person in the vicinity, Little Stevie, also known as IQ, was bone

  dry and almost cosy, buried as he was under layer after layer of

  oilskins. A wide-brimmed hat kept the rain off his face.




  Noah’s best friend in the world, his only friend, had

  been filming the match from the far side of the pitch, but

  he’d spent the last ten minutes edging nearer and nearer to

  the scout. Slugsley looked down at the young teenager encroaching

  on his personal space. Even through the lashing rain, Noah could

  make out the look on the man’s face. It was an unhappy

  mixture of confusion and annoyance.




  With the World Cup qualifiers less than two months away, Noah

  knew that he had to impress the man on the sideline and he

  didn’t need anyone messing things up by saying the wrong

  thing. And if anyone was going to say the wrong thing it was

  going to be Little Stevie Treacy.




  Noah’s jersey was stuck to him. The two ones that formed

  the number eleven on his back had begun to peel off and his navy

  socks sagged under the weight of water, exposing the tops of his

  shin pads.




  ‘Wake up, Murphy,’ came the shout from Liam

  O’Sullivan, the bullish left-back, as he slid the ball up

  the line.




  Noah swore to himself. He’d lost concentration. That was

  stupid. O’Sullivan’s pass was good, especially in

  these miserable conditions, and Noah took a touch, knocking the

  ball forward over the wet and muddy ground. He looked up,

  checking his options, as the huge defender, his face a furious

  red, thundered towards him. He’d had it in for Noah since

  the fourth minute of the game when Noah had turned him inside out

  twice in thirty seconds, before scoring the first goal. The

  defender was big and strong and fast, but he had no skill –

  though what he lacked in skill he made up for in intimidation

  – he was built like a son of the Hulk.




  Noah caressed the ball with the outside of his right boot,

  sending it on a gentle parabola. It curled round the outstretched

  foot of the full-back and into the space between the two central

  defenders. Jim Reynolds, the lightning-fast striker, had seen his

  teammate play a through ball like this before. Even though they

  disliked each other in real life, on the pitch they had a great

  understanding. Reynolds had started his run as soon as he’d

  seen Noah look up.
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  The centre-backs were slow to turn and Jim already had a

  couple of metres on them when the ball landed ahead of him, just

  in the right spot to take it in his stride. He cushioned it with

  his instep. Jim was in the penalty area with only the keeper to

  beat when Noah felt studs crunch into his ankle. There was a

  flash of nerve-shredding pain as his leg went from under him. For

  a second he was airborne and had a moment to consider the ugly,

  cold darkness of the sky, before he returned to earth with a

  splash as he landed in a puddle of dirty, icy-cold water. He

  heard the cheers of his teammates as Jim took the ball round the

  keeper and tapped it into the empty net.




  ‘Get up. I barely touched you.’




  Noah pulled down his sock and glanced at the six red stud

  marks on his ankle before turning his attention to his assailant.

  The defender was even more intimidating close up. He stood above

  Noah, leaning forward until Noah could clearly see the white

  pimple on the end of his square chin. The rest of his face

  appeared to have reddened up a notch, as if it was going to

  explode at any moment.




  ‘Did you hear me? I told you to get up, you diving,

  whingeing, mammy’s boy.’




  Noah was used to being targeted in matches. He was one of the

  danger players, one to watch, which meant he spent half his time

  on the pitch getting kicked black and blue. He usually responded

  by partaking in some sneaky revenge when the ref wasn’t

  looking – a little kick here, a sly dig there. He

  wasn’t going to do anything now though, no matter how much

  he was provoked. There was too much at stake.




  ‘I won’t tell you a third time, you

  sh—’




  ‘Take it easy,’ Noah said.




  ‘What did you call me?’




  The alarm bells went off in Noah’s head. He hadn’t

  called him anything. The big bruiser was looking for a fight.




  ‘If I wanted to call you something, I would have, but I

  didn’t, so back off,’ Noah said.




  ‘Get him, Brick,’ someone shouted.




  ‘Your name is Brick?’




  ‘Yeah, what’s it to you?’




  ‘Nothing, but your friends must really hate you if they

  call you Brick. It rhymes with too many things,’ Noah

  said.




  ‘Like what?’




  Noah struggled to his feet as the referee

  peep-peep-peeped on his whistle. Brick must have figured

  out one of the rhymes because the next thing Noah saw was his

  opponent’s fleshy fist hurtling towards him. And then all

  hell broke loose.
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    Name: Noah Murphy




    Nickname: None really.

    Sometimes people call me Moses. You can probably figure out

    why.




    Age: 12




    Position: Central midfield,

    but as long as I get a game I don’t mind where I

    play.




    Team you play for: St

    Killian’s is my school team. I used to play for CC

    United, which was the only football club in town, but it closed

    down last year so now it’s schools’ football or

    nothing.




    Training schedule: St

    Killian’s train on Wednesday evenings, but I do a lot of

    extra training myself. For the last few months, I’ve been

    getting up at 6 a.m. on school mornings to practise shooting

    with both feet and to improve my touch. I usually do that for

    an hour or two. I do a few exercises as well to improve my

    speed and spring. I don’t eat sweets or any sugary stuff,

    and I make sure I eat plenty of fruit and drink lots of water.

    Three times a week I go jogging around the local football

    pitch. When I get the chance to use the internet, I go on

    YouTube and watch a lot of football videos to learn new

    skills.




    Player you’re most

    like: Fàbregas, I think.




    Favourite player: Arjen

    Robben. He’s outstanding.




    Favourite goal:

    Zlatan’s goal against FC Breda. Look it up on YouTube.

    It’s amazing.




    Messi or Ronaldo: Messi
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          ‘The Baggio brothers, of

          course, are not related’




          George Hamilton


        


      


    


  




  ‘Wow, that eye’s going to look

  fantastic tomorrow,’ Stevie said chirpily.




  Noah’s left eye had swelled up. A ragged fingernail

  scratch ran down one cheek and even though he’d had a

  shower after the match there was still a smear of caked blood

  beneath his nose.




  ‘It’s already turned into quite a shiner,’

  Stevie continued, ‘and that mark on your face looks pretty

  sore too.’




  Noah had left the dressing room to find Stevie waiting for him

  outside, just as he’d expected. The rain had eased off to a

  drizzle, but his friend was still in his oil slickers and hat.

  His mother had told him not to get wet, and unlike most of their

  classmates Stevie usually did what he was told.




  ‘I’m fine,’ Noah said, sounding a little

  more surly than he meant to.




  He was still annoyed at having been sent off. It wasn’t

  like he’d done anything wrong, but the referee

  wouldn’t listen. There had been seven punches thrown and

  he’d been on the receiving end of each of them.

  They’d hurt too. Brick might not be much of a footballer,

  but he could certainly throw a solid right-hander.




  They strolled out of the changing rooms, which were tucked in

  beside the football pitch at the back of the school grounds, then

  walked past the school itself and down the long driveway that led

  to the front gates. There was no one else around. Most people

  didn’t need a second invitation to go home once the school

  day was over.




  ‘I’ve got some fantastic footage of the fight.

  Want to see it?’ Stevie asked.




  ‘Much as I’d love to see myself getting beaten up,

  I think I’ll wait till later to have a look. What did you

  say to that man?’




  ‘The scout?’




  Upon hearing the word ‘scout’, Noah felt a flutter

  in his stomach. It was a mixture of nerves and excitement.




  ‘He told me to go away and stop annoying him, but

  everybody says I annoy them so I wasn’t going to let that

  hold me back,’ Stevie said. He anticipated Noah’s

  next question. ‘He didn’t actually say he was a

  scout, but he definitely was. No doubt about it. He was writing

  stuff about you and it’s not like we get journalists

  covering our matches.’




  ‘Did you see what he wrote?’




  ‘I barely came up to his elbow so I couldn’t

  really make too much of it out, but I definitely saw your shirt

  number and the letters EXC were right beside it.’




  ‘EXC? What does that mean?’




  ‘It means he was writing something good about you. A

  word beginning with EXC has to be good news. I mean what are the

  options? Excellent. Exciting. Exceptional?’ Stevie

  grinned.




  As hard as he tried, Noah couldn’t think of any other

  words.




  ‘There is excruciating, of course,’ Stevie said,

  his grin fading. ‘Like excruciatingly bad, but it’s

  highly unlikely he wrote that down. And there’s a word that

  means poop, but surely he wouldn’t . . .’ Stevie

  blushed.




  ‘I hope he doesn’t blame me for that stupid fight

  like the referee did. If he tells his club I’m a

  troublemaker they’ll never give me a trial,’ Noah

  said.




  They walked along in silence for a couple of minutes before

  Noah spoke again.




  ‘Thanks for the effort, Stevie, but you shouldn’t

  have gone up to him. Your mum probably wouldn’t like it if

  she knew you’d been talking to a stranger.’




  ‘Wouldn’t like it? Hello? Have you met my parents?

  They only warn me about the dangers of the world fifty times a

  day. Don’t talk to strangers, Stevie. Don’t drink

  milk after the best-before date, Stevie. Last week they said:

  Don’t go out without sunscreen, Stevie. Sunscreen? It was

  raining.’




  Noah smiled. Poor Stevie had the strictest parents ever.

  Still, he wouldn’t have minded that. He wouldn’t have

  minded at all. Sometimes Stevie didn’t realize how lucky he

  was.




  ‘Anyway, you don’t need to worry about me,’

  Stevie said. ‘I took a picture of the car he came in, wrote

  down the car registration then took a secret photo of him on my

  tablet and emailed all the details to my own account so that if I

  do go missing the authorities will know who to look

  for.’




  The littered streets were still slick with rain when Noah took

  a turn Stevie hadn’t expected. They usually carried on

  until the end of Shoulders’ Lane where Stevie went left and

  on towards his estate, which was by far the nicest one in

  town.




  ‘Hey, you’re going the wrong way,’ he

  called.




  ‘I’m meeting Simone. Today’s shopping

  day,’ Noah said. ‘See you tomorrow.’




  Stevie gave him the thumbs up. ‘I’ll have all the

  match stats ready for you,’ he shouted after him.




  There was a solitary girl standing by the

  gates of St Mary’s school, but it wasn’t Noah’s

  sister. He’d never seen this particular girl before. She

  looked a little lost. She had fair hair and a nose that was

  slightly too long for her face. He would hardly have noticed her

  at all if she hadn’t been wearing a replica football shirt

  over her green school uniform. Noah knew his football jerseys,

  but it still took him a few moments to recognize the team because

  it was such an unusual one to see around these parts. It was from

  MLS, the American league. Columbus Crew. Yellow with some black

  stripes.




  The girl caught him staring at her. She seemed to take it as a

  challenge and stared back.




  ‘Nice jersey,’ Noah said.




  ‘Nice black eye,’ the girl replied.




  A sleek maroon car approached, pulling up to the kerb with a

  whoosh. The passenger door opened and the girl jumped in. As the

  car took off, Noah found himself waving goodbye. He didn’t

  know why he did it and he knew it looked odd, especially when he

  saw the girl shake her head at him as if she felt sorry for

  someone who was so obviously pathetic.




  He made his way into the school and strode down the empty

  corridor checking each classroom in turn for his sister until he

  heard voices coming from the last room on the left.




  Simone was dressed in her cleaner’s uniform of baggy

  overalls, and when Noah reached the door she was on her hands and

  knees scrubbing the linoleum floor, doing her best to remove an

  ink stain that had proven to be extremely stubborn.




  Before the hello had left his lips, Noah saw two final-year

  girls approach her from the back of the otherwise empty class.

  One, with red hair, had a wastepaper basket clasped between her

  freckled fingers. The other, taller girl, was blonde and tanned,

  and carried herself with an astonishing degree of

  self-importance. She was Jacinta Hegarty, Noah’s school

  principal’s daughter. Noah didn’t know her very well,

  but he’d seen enough to know she wasn’t a nice

  person.




  ‘You know, I really admire you, Simone. I don’t

  think I’d be able to your job,’ Jacinta said in a

  voice that sounded sweet but was filled with nastiness.

  ‘Not that I ever would, of course. I mean, cleaning up

  someone else’s mess? That’s got to be

  humiliating.’




  She turned to her companion and knocked the wastepaper basket

  from her hand. The contents – a tuna sandwich, some

  crumpled copybook pages and a half-finished pink Slurpee drink

  – fell to the floor. The thick Slurpee spread slowly across

  the surface of the lino.




  ‘Ah, Fiona, look what you’ve done now,’

  Jacinta said reproachfully. ‘And just after Simone had done

  such a good job cleaning the floors.’




  Noah couldn’t hold back. ‘You did that

  deliberately,’ he cried. ‘Clean it up

  yourself.’




  ‘It’s OK, Noah,’ Simone said evenly.

  ‘I’ve got it.’




  Jacinta Hegarty turned her gaze on Noah. She looked him up and

  down, and from the unpleasant expression on her face Noah guessed

  she didn’t approve of what she saw. He didn’t care

  what she thought. No one treated his sister like that.




  ‘You’ve brought your own little pet bodyguard.

  Isn’t that sweet?’ Jacinta said. She sniffed the air.

  ‘Whoa, he stinks. If you’re too poor to buy soap and

  groom him, Simone, you could at least tell him to wash himself

  with some of those detergents on your cleaning cart. I

  won’t tell Mrs Power you’re taking them for your

  personal use. It’ll be our little

  secret.’




  Noah’s face was almost purple with rage. If Hegarty had

  been a boy, he was certain he’d have punched her on the

  nose by now.




  ‘Jacinta Hegarty and Fiona Quigley! What are you two

  still doing here at this hour? You don’t come in on time in

  the morning and you won’t go home in the evening. Clear out

  now or I’ll give you some work that’ll keep you here

  until ten o’clock tonight.’




  The woman who had appeared at the door was the St Mary’s

  principal, Mrs Power, a stick-thin woman with long, black hair.

  Her words had an immediate effect and the two girls grabbed their

  schoolbags and scarpered from the classroom as quickly as they

  could.




  Mrs Power sighed and turned to Simone. ‘That girl is

  turning out to be just as bad as her father. The last thing this

  town needs is another Hega—’




  She stopped mid-sentence when she saw Noah. He was still

  annoyed, but his rage was slowly subsiding.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked him.




  ‘That’s my brother, Noah,’ Simone said,

  getting to her feet. ‘I asked him to meet me

  here.’




  ‘What happened to your face?’ Mrs Power asked.




  ‘Oh. It’s nothing,’ he mumbled. ‘I

  fell.’




  ‘It must have been a spectacular fall. What class are

  you in, Noah?’




  Mrs Power spat the question at him. She was being nice, but

  she had a sharp way of being nice, and it unnerved him. He felt

  as if he was being interrogated and a wave of guilt washed over

  him even though he hadn’t committed any crime.




  ‘Mr Moran’s class,’ he said.




  ‘Getting top marks like your sister always did, I

  hope.’




  ‘Not always,’ Noah mumbled. Never was a

  more accurate answer. He was a solid C student.




  ‘Well, study harder, then,’ she said.




  After he’d answered enough questions to satisfy her

  curiosity, Mrs Power strode back to her office in double-quick

  time, moving with the speed of someone with one hundred things to

  do, but only enough time to complete ninety-nine of them.




  Noah spent the next few minutes helping Simone clean up the

  spilled Slurpee. Once she’d finished her work, they left

  the school and went to the supermarket at the end of town, only a

  couple of hundred metres from the terraced house they called

  home.




  Shopping was the least favourite of Noah’s chores

  because it meant he got to see shelves of delicious and tempting

  food they couldn’t really afford. Noah had been lost in

  thought on the walk to the supermarket. Simone was the sort of

  person who always stood up for herself. He’d never imagined

  that she’d let someone talk to her the way that Hegarty

  girl had. He wasn’t planning on saying anything, but

  suddenly found himself blurting out the words as Simone was

  trying to choose between two different brands of tomato

  ketchup.




  ‘Why did you let her away with it?’




  ‘I need the job, Noah,’ she said.




  ‘But—’




  ‘No buts. I need the job. I can’t afford to have

  any complaints made against me so I’m going to keep my

  mouth shut and just keep working.’ She placed the cheaper

  bottle of ketchup in her basket and turned to her brother.

  ‘Are you going to tell me what happened to your face this

  time?’




  ‘I got in a fight.’




  ‘What did I tell you about fighting?’ she

  continued.




  ‘That it’s fun and I should do more of

  it.’




  She gave him a withering look.




  ‘It’s not that bad,’ he said. ‘Anyway,

  you should see the other guy.’




  ‘What did you do to him?’




  ‘Nothing. He hasn’t got a scratch on him. I took

  your advice. I didn’t react at all. That’s not easy,

  you know.’




  ‘You really didn’t lay a finger on him?’ she

  asked. Her voice was filled with suspicion.




  ‘I’m telling you, Simone, he looks better now than

  he did before. Punching my face gave him a really good workout.

  He had a very healthy glow afterwards.’




  She grabbed him by the chin and twisted his head left and

  right to assess the damage. One or two of the nosier shoppers

  began to look in their direction. Noah tried to break free,

  embarrassed by the attention, but his sister had a grip like a

  steel clamp.




  ‘So, who was it this time? Another argument with Jim

  Reynolds?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘One of the McCooleys?’




  ‘If I’d fought a McCooley, I’d be in a body

  bag right now.’




  ‘Who was it, then?’ Simone asked.




  ‘A guy called Brick,’ Noah said.




  ‘Fighting people isn’t enough for you, huh? Now

  you’ve moved on to inanimate objects.’




  The outside of the Murphy home had seen

  better days and those better days had been quite some time ago.

  The house was in need of several coats of paint and the tiny

  front garden had more weeds than lawn. Dad was the one

  who’d always kept it tidy.




  As the dull grey of the afternoon transformed into the

  slightly duller grey of the evening, Noah sat in his small and,

  it has to be said, messy bedroom. The posters on the walls were

  of footballers from a variety of different clubs. Unlike almost

  every other football fan in the world, Noah didn’t follow

  any team in particular. He loved the game, not the clubs.




  He was still annoyed by the fight with Brick, but

  more annoyed by the way in which that Hegarty girl had

  treated his sister. He got to his feet and lifted the mattress

  with his left hand, reaching underneath it with his right,

  fingers moving along the bed springs until they located what he

  was looking for.




  Technically, it wasn’t even Noah’s notebook. It

  had belonged to his mother. He had found it when they were

  clearing out an old wardrobe a few months after she’d died.

  There were pictures of the 1980s pop stars Duran Duran on the

  cover. He opened it up and flicked past the pages she’d

  filled in over the years – names of songs she liked, phone

  numbers of friends in college, a glued-in picture of Simone as a

  baby and then a small sketch she’d done of Noah playing

  football in the back garden when he was only five or six.

  Underneath she’d written the words My Mighty

  Dynamo. He ran his fingers across the page, but then, just

  as the image of her face popped into his head, he thumbed through

  a few more pages until he found the one he was looking for.




  He’d written the words the day his father left for

  Australia. He read them again now, as he did every week.
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  Beneath that he’d written the things he

  would do when he started earning lots of money.
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  Stevie was the only one who actually knew

  about Noah’s ambition to be a professional footballer, but

  Noah had never told him the reasons why. It wasn’t because

  Stevie couldn’t keep a secret, he could, he was the most

  loyal friend in the world, but for some reason Noah found it

  impossible to talk to him about this.




  The rest of the notebook’s pages were filled with the

  names of football clubs from all over the world. Noah was in the

  process of writing to every single one of them, telling them

  about his skills and talent and asking for a trial.




  He was still waiting for an invitation, but he’d only

  written to one hundred and fifteen clubs so far. There were

  thousands left. He knew the chances of getting a trial this way

  were slim, but he wasn’t despondent. Even if the scout

  who’d watched him today decided against recommending him,

  he knew there was a great chance of being spotted at the World

  Cup qualifying tournament. In just over six weeks’ time, he

  could be signing a contract with a professional club. Then things

  would be the way they were meant to be. He’d have enough

  money so Dad could quit his mining job and come home and Simone

  could tell Jacinta Hegarty where to shove it. The idea of it all

  working out made him excited.




  Which is why he was so upset when everything went badly wrong

  the next day.




  





  CHAPTER THREE
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          ‘I didn’t really want

          to be involved in a normal football club’




          Eric Cantona


        


      


    


  




  The tired and mostly miserable pupils of St

  Killian’s Boys were arriving for another day of school and

  the corridor had begun to hum with the sound of one hundred and

  fifty different conversations. Noah, who’d been up at dawn

  to practise with his weaker left foot, was in the middle of a

  huge yawn when Stevie ran up to him, wheezing a little.




  ‘I got the analysis done,’ Stevie said, as someone

  barged past, knocking him into a locker. ‘Sorry.’




  ‘Don’t apologize – he bumped into

  you,’ Noah said. ‘What analysis?’




  ‘On yesterday’s match,’ Stevie said

  brightly.




  ‘Great.’ Noah smiled. His best friend was the only

  person who thought about football more than Noah did, and he

  didn’t even play the game.




  Stevie took the tablet from his school bag and switched it on

  just as a sudden hush fell over the crowd of students. It takes a

  lot to get a couple of hundred teenagers to shut up all at once,

  but that’s what happened. They all froze for a moment,

  unsure of what to do, until someone made a move and the rest

  parted like a shoal of fish that had spotted a great white

  heading in its direction. The sense of fear was palpable.




  ‘McCooley,’ Little Stevie whispered.




  Kevin McCooley was the toughest person anyone in the school

  had ever had the misfortune to encounter. He was the youngest of

  three brothers and, by reputation, the meanest of the lot. His

  older siblings, a set of twins, had left St Killian’s the

  previous June, just months before Noah had started in the school.

  There was a rumour that there’d been a party in the staff

  room to celebrate their departure and it had only come to a halt

  when one of the teachers remembered that another McCooley was

  starting at the school the following September.




  ‘He shouldn’t be called Kevin. It’s too

  misleading. Kevins are nice, normal people. Not like him,’

  Stevie had said the first day they’d seen him in

  school.




  It was almost impossible to believe that McCooley was the same

  age as Noah and Stevie. He looked a lot older. His hair was wild

  and stuck out from his head in seven separate clumps. His face

  was permanently set in a scowl and he exuded a sense of menace

  that made every last pupil and teacher nervous of him.




  ‘It was like being trapped in a room with a psychotic

  lion,’ Mr Moran had been overheard saying when he’d

  spent an hour after school giving Kevin McCooley detention. It

  was a mistake no teacher would ever make again.




  Most people weren’t foolish enough to mess with the

  McCooleys, not with their reputation. There had been a report in

  the local newspaper about Kevin’s mother being sentenced to

  six months in jail for beating up two of her neighbours when they

  complained about the loud rap music she was playing at four in

  the morning. One of them had been forced to give up his career in

  the army after the assault.




  ‘It’s the twenty-first century and we’re

  still scared of bullies. It’s ridiculous,’ Stevie

  whispered.




  Kevin McCooley slowed his swagger and his head swivelled in

  their direction. His eyes narrowed to black beads and he growled.

  A low rumble at the back of his throat. It wasn’t very

  loud, but it was definitely a growl.




  Noah focused on his shoelaces as if they were the most

  important things in the world. McCooley stared at him. Noah

  couldn’t see him staring, but he could feel it. The

  wild-haired teenager’s eyes were burning into him with a

  laser-like intensity. McCooley muttered something to himself,

  then walked on.




  ‘Imagine what he’d be like if we’d actually

  done something to annoy him,’ Stevie said, his voice a

  little squeakier than it had been a few moments earlier.




  ‘There’s something seriously wrong with

  him,’ Noah said as he watched McCooley shove a little kid

  out of the way.




  The contents of the younger boy’s bag spilled all over

  the corridor’s floor, but nobody dared move a muscle to

  help him. As McCooley disappeared round a corner, the bell rang,

  calling them into class.




  ‘I’ll show this to you after school,’ Stevie

  said, putting his tablet into his bag. ‘Those punches you

  wanted to see have been captured perfectly. When the blood gushes

  from your nose you can put the video on slow motion and

  it’s like watching one of those BBC nature programmes. The

  red is really deep and rich.’




  ‘You know when I said yesterday that I’d watch it

  later, Stevie? I actually meant I’d never watch

  it.’




  ‘Oh, right, well, not to worry. The stats are good. Your

  passing percentages were by far the highest. Over ninety which is

  excellent on a wet, muddy pitch.’




  ‘Great. How long did it take you to do all

  that?’




  ‘Oh, not that long. Between the analysis, creating the

  database and reading the data from the monitor I’d put on

  your arm it was only about three or four hours.’




  ‘Three or four hours? You’re mad. If you spent

  that long studying . . .’




  ‘I’d be top of the class? I am top of the class,

  Noah. I always am. And I spent three hours studying last night.

  See you at lunch.’




  Noah headed into his classroom, two doors down from

  Stevie’s. He took his usual seat just in front of Michael

  Griffin. An hour later and Noah was struggling to keep his eyes

  open during a Geography class when a voice crackled over the

  ancient PA system.




  ‘Can Noah Murphy make his way to the principal’s

  office at once.’




  His first thought was that it was a family emergency and his

  heart began to thump wildly. He couldn’t face that again.

  But then he remembered that the principal came to the door in

  person for emergencies. No, a call on the PA meant one thing:

  Noah was in some kind of trouble. He just couldn’t figure

  out what it was that he was supposed to have done.




  The office wasn’t huge anyway, but Mr Hegarty’s

  bulk made it look even smaller. He was a big man, far too big to

  be healthy, and the chair creaked beneath his weight, the sides

  of his bottom slipping over its edges like silly putty. Mr

  Hegarty fought back the urge to belch, scratched his nose instead

  and pretended to read a file on his cluttered desk. He set the

  file down and opened a bright red packet of Grudz, a

  sweet that Noah had never seen anywhere other than in his

  headmaster’s hand – they certainly weren’t

  stocked in any of the local shops. He popped three of the

  brightly coloured sweets into his mouth before he glanced at

  Noah.
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  ‘Mr Murphy,’ he said between chews that turned his

  lips a pinkish red. ‘You know why you’re here, of

  course?’




  ‘No, sir.’




  Hegarty sighed. ‘I have a report on yesterday’s

  match. What have you got to say for yourself?’




  ‘About what, sir?’




  ‘About the fight you started.’




  ‘The fight I started?’ Noah was astonished.

  ‘I didn’t start anything. I was the one who was

  attacked. Look at my face.’




  He pointed to the blue-black bruise and the scratch on his

  cheek. Hegarty shifted in his seat trying, and failing, to get

  comfortable.




  ‘That doesn’t prove anything,’ he said.

  ‘It may suggest that you’d be a terrible boxer, but

  being beaten up doesn’t mean you didn’t throw the

  first punch.’




  ‘Anyone who was there will tell you that I wasn’t

  the one who started it. Ask them, sir.’




  ‘I’ve spoken to the people I need to speak to and

  I’ve made my decision. You dragged the school’s good

  name through the mud.’




  ‘But, that’s not right, I—’




  ‘Are you questioning my authority, Mr Murphy?’




  ‘No, sir,’ Noah said.




  ‘Good. Now, I can’t have my pupils going around

  attacking others whenever they feel like it. We’re not

  animals, after all. There are consequences to your actions and in

  this case the consequence is a punishment. Since you disgraced

  yourself playing football, I’ve decided that the punishment

  should be football related.’




  That didn’t sound good. That didn’t sound good at

  all. Noah was trying to think of some form of protest, something

  he could say to change his principal’s mind. Detention he

  could handle, extra homework he could handle, but a

  football-related punishment?




  ‘You’re banned from playing for the school team

  until the beginning of the next school year,’ Mr Hegarty

  said.




  Noah’s world collapsed in a single moment. His heart

  sank to his stomach with a great whoosh, then continued its

  descent until it hit the floor. Noah was so shocked that he

  wasn’t even sure if he’d heard his principal

  correctly.




  ‘W-w-what?’ he stuttered.




  He didn’t hear Mr Hegarty’s reply. He saw the

  man’s lips move, but the sound that came out made no sense

  to him. It was like listening to someone speak while you’re

  underwater.




  Noah grew light-headed. He felt extremely odd. As if all this

  was happening to someone else, as if it wasn’t real. He

  shut his eyes. For a moment, he thought he was having an

  out-of-body experience.




  He opened his eyes again and everything came back into

  focus.




  ‘. . . It gives me no pleasure to do this to you,’

  Mr Hegarty was saying with a smile. ‘But your behaviour

  hasn’t given me any other option. When you wear the St

  Killian’s crest on your jersey, you’re not only

  representing yourself, you’re representing every pupil and

  all this school holds dear. Attacking Clydeabbey players does not

  form part of our core values and furthermore . . .’




  Banned from the school team for something I didn’t do,

  Noah thought.




  It was so unjust it couldn’t be true. All that extra

  training, everything he’d sacrificed had been for one

  reason: to get to the World Cup qualification tournament.




  And now Mr Hegarty was going to take his chance away. Just

  like that. Because he’d decided he could. Noah

  couldn’t let it happen. He wouldn’t let it

  happen. He found his voice again.




  ‘That’s not fair,’ he said, just about

  holding back the urge to shout the words.




  ‘I never said it was fair. I said that it was a

  punishment,’ Hegarty said.




  ‘Well, give me some other punishment.’




  ‘Sir,’ Hegarty sneered.




  The way he said it reminded Noah of Jacinta, Hegarty’s

  daughter, the previous evening.




  ‘Give me some other punishment, sir. Please.

  One that hasn’t got anything to do with football. I need to

  play in that tournament. I just . . . could you change it to

  something else? Anything else?’




  ‘Of course I could,’ Mr Hegarty said, ‘I

  just don’t want to.’




  It was an enormous effort for Noah to remain polite. The shock

  had worn off completely now and it had been replaced by

  blood-boiling anger. He wanted to pick something up and smash it

  into little pieces.




  ‘But . . . but, you can’t ban me,’ he

  spluttered. ‘I’ve told you I didn’t start the

  fight.’




  This has to be some kind of pathetic joke, he thought.




  ‘My report says that you did and my decision is

  final.’
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