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For anyone who has ever been told their dreams are silly, or unrealistic, or unreachable.


We are living proof that the people who say those kinds of things are wrong.










CHAPTER 1: THE WINNER TAKES IT ALL



Despite the sun shining overhead, Leah wasn’t feeling particularly sunny as she trudged across the football field. Her teammates followed behind her, their faces equally glum.


‘I can’t believe we lost again,’ Mimi grumbled. ‘That’s the fifth game in a row.’


‘Face it,’ William said, glowering. He kicked at a clump of grass. ‘We’re rubbish now.’


‘That’s not true!’ Leah protested weakly as they reached the changing rooms. She held the door open for the others, looking back across the field to where their opponents were still celebrating their victory. On the sideline behind them she could see George, his curly-haired head bent over his camera as he flicked through the match photos he’d taken. ‘We’re just . . . a little off-form.’


‘A little?’ Mimi shook her head. ‘This is our worst season yet!’


Leah grimaced, unsure what to say. Mimi was right – they hadn’t had this many back-to-back losses in a long time and it was taking its toll. It felt like every time the team stepped onto a pitch lately, their confidence disappeared. No matter what they did, they couldn’t seem to stop the losses from coming. And even worse, it felt like they were starting to expect it.


William vanished into the boys’ changing room whilst Leah, Mimi and Ayo went into the girls’. The grey wall tiles shone dully in the light coming through the windows. Leah found her school uniform where she’d left it, folded in a neat pile on one of the benches.


‘They were a really good team,’ Ayo offered as she undid her football boots.


‘But we’re a really good team, too!’ Mimi answered.


And that, Leah realized, was the most frustrating part. Regardless of what William had said, Crickle End High had played their socks off all season. They’d trained hard and they’d worked together to make sure they were acting as a team. But it still hadn’t been enough. Each time they’d played a match, the other side had been just that bit better. Leah didn’t know what more they could do.


‘We are a good team,’ said Miss Kaur as she pushed into the changing room. Their coach stood with her hands on her hips, her mouth set in a determined line. ‘Don’t let today’s game make you think otherwise.’
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‘But what about all the other matches?’ Leah replied. ‘It would be different if it were just one game, miss, but we’re losing all of them!’


‘I know,’ Miss Kaur nodded. ‘And that’s hard . . . but we’re not the only team to have a tricky season. We just have to keep showing up and doing our best. We’ll come out the other side and the victory will feel more special because we know what it’s like to lose.’


Leah let her coach’s words sink in. She knew that her teacher was right, but it didn’t help her feel any better.


‘So . . . you’re saying we just have to keep losing until we win?’ Mimi said, aghast. ‘That’s impossible!’


Miss Kaur chuckled. ‘Well, no,’ she said. ‘You still have to try, but we need to be kind to ourselves, too. It’s great that you all have such high standards, but you’re only human. You have to accept that life won’t always go your way.’


‘Ugh,’ Mimi grumbled, catching Leah’s eye. ‘I like it when everything goes my way.’


Miss Kaur gave another laugh and shrugged. The whistle hanging around her neck glinted. ‘Me too, Mimi. But I think the world would be a bit boring if we were guaranteed to win every time. Come on, get yourselves changed and ready for the afternoon. Tomorrow is a new day!’ Their coach flashed them a smile, and then left.


‘I know Miss Kaur was only trying to make us feel better,’ Mimi said, slipping on her shoes. ‘But what’s the point of playing football in the first place if all we do is lose?’


‘Maybe William’s right.’ Leah sighed. ‘Maybe we’ve lost our touch.’


‘So, how do we get it back?’ Mimi asked.


Leah didn’t know. She tried to think about what her footballing heroes did when they were going through a rough patch . . . but she quickly realized that she’d never actually seen them lose quite as much as Crickle End High were. They were all too good. Kelly Smith, Jill Scott, Thierry Henry – they were her heroes precisely because she’d never seen them have an off day. They were all so composed and completely in control on the pitch. All the things Leah wanted to be.


As if she were thinking the same thing, Mimi suddenly gave a big sigh and slumped down onto the bench. ‘Can you imagine if Brandi Chastain had been on a losing streak like us in 1991?’


Mimi was talking about the first Women’s World Cup. The final had taken place on 30 November 1991 at the Tianhe Stadium, China, and, although Leah hadn’t been born then, she’d watched a video of the United States beating Norway online many times. In particular, she’d watched Brandi Chastain score the goal that had secured victory for the USA. Not for the first time, she wished she’d been there to see it in person, to hear the roars of the crowd as the ball had gone sailing into the back of the net.


Leah shook her head. ‘Well, we’re obviously just not as good as Brandi Chastain, are we?’


Judging by Crickle End’s recent track record, Leah wasn’t convinced that they ever would be, either.










CHAPTER 2: THE WATCH STRIKES AGAIN



That weekend, Leah had agreed to meet Mimi, George and William at the library in town to make a head start on the history project Mr Cross had set them. On Saturday morning, Leah’s mum dropped her off outside and Leah headed through the glass doors.


Inside the library, the smell of paper and wood filled the air. Leah breathed it in and found it comforting, especially after the week she’d had. The match they’d lost had bothered her like a paper cut, and it seemed that no matter how hard she tried, what-ifs filled her mind, turning her mood gloomy and sour.


Still, she realized there was nothing she could do about it now, so with a wave at the librarians behind the reception desk, she forced it to the back of her mind for the moment and weaved between the bookshelves towards the computer room. She pushed through the door to find that Mimi and George were already there, and Leah gave them a smile as she pulled a chair over and settled down. ‘Where’s William?’ Mimi asked, looking over Leah’s shoulder to see if he was following behind.


Leah shrugged. ‘I’m not sure. He must be running late. Should we wait?’


George shook his head, the motion sending the camera hanging around his neck swinging. ‘Nah. He can catch up with us when he’s ready. It’s almost twelve o’clock and I want to try and get most of this project done today.’


‘Me too,’ Mimi agreed. She turned the computer on and the screen lit up. ‘What event are you going to pick, L?’


Mr Cross had asked them to pick a significant historical event from the twentieth century to do a presentation on. It could be anything they wanted, but it must also have some personal significance. Usually Leah and Mr Cross didn’t get on, but this time she had to grudgingly accept that she was actually looking forward to diving into the research.


‘I’m going to do the 1991 Women’s World Cup,’ she announced. When Mr Cross had initially told them about the project, Leah hadn’t been sure which event she would focus on, but hearing Mimi talk about Brandi Chastain in the school changing rooms yesterday had given her an idea. Plus, Leah reasoned, surely researching such an amazing sporting event might help her get her mojo back. What could be more inspirational than the women who had paved the way for all the great female footballers Leah admired today?


‘Oh, that’s a great idea!’ Mimi said, looking a little jealous. ‘I wish I’d thought of that.’


‘Don’t you know what you’re going to do then, Meems?’ George asked, tipping his head to the side.


‘Well, I had a few ideas,’ Mimi replied. ‘But I’m not sure. I really want to do it on some kind of warrior queen or something.’


‘Warrior queen?’ George said. ‘You do know what the “twentieth century” means, don’t you?’


‘Yes!’ Mimi shot back. ‘It’s all the years in between the beginning of 1901 and the end of 2000. What’s your point?’


‘My point,’ George replied slowly, ‘is that I don’t think there were any warrior queens in that time. Those all belonged to the ancient civilizations like the Egyptians and the Mayans.’


‘Oh,’ said Mimi, her shoulders sinking like a deflated balloon. ‘Right.’


‘But just because there aren’t any warrior queens to choose from, that doesn’t mean you can’t pick someone equally as fierce,’ George said quickly, eager to make Mimi feel better.


‘Yes,’ Mimi countered. ‘But I wanted it to be an event to do with an inspirational woman.’


‘Well, that’s perfect!’ George said brightly, setting his camera next to the keyboard. ‘We’ve met loads of impressive women in history. Why don’t you do your presentation on something like the space race? You could write about Cindy and Nancy! Plus, you wouldn’t even have to do that much research, because the watch already took us there – you know exactly what happened!’ Mimi’s face turned thoughtful as she pondered George’s words.


Leah, however, gave a start at the mention of the watch and pulled her backpack onto her lap. She’d been so disappointed with the loss of the football match yesterday that she’d completely forgotten that it had been handover day. Now she dug around inside her bag, moving aside books and pencils until she found the metal box sitting at the bottom. Without taking it out, she flipped the lid, revealing the treasure trove of items inside.


When they’d first found the box, hidden beneath the uprooted oak tree in the park, it had contained only one thing: a beautiful silver watch with the power to send them spiralling back through time. However, as their list of adventures had grown, so too had the items in the box, each one appearing mysteriously at the end of their adventures. Now, alongside the watch, there were three other magical artefacts: the compass which transported them all over the world, the magnifying glass which revealed a trail of golden dust leading them to clues, and, most recently, the key which was able to fit into any lock. To share the responsibility of owning such special objects, Leah, Mimi and George took it in turns to look after the box.


She ignored the other items for now, pulling just the watch out. It glinted in the light, its silver chain coiling in Leah’s hand like a metallic snake. The two black hands were frozen, both still pointing upright, towards the number twelve, from when it had last plunged the three of them into the past.


‘This project would be much easier if this thing would just send us back to whatever events we choose,’ Leah said wistfully, but George shuddered.


‘Oh, yeah,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘Because the watch is notorious for taking us into situations that are completely safe.’


‘Hey,’ Mimi said. ‘At least there weren’t any snakes or poachers last time.’


‘No,’ George agreed. ‘But there was an evil astrophysicist who tried to kidnap us and send our friend’s mum into space.’


‘Okay, so that wasn’t great,’ Leah said. ‘But we escaped, didn’t we?’


‘Barely!’ George shook his head. ‘Honestly, you two. I think you actually like it when the watch almost kills us.’


Leah and Mimi looked at each other, and then Mimi shrugged. ‘Makes things interesting, doesn’t it?’


George’s eyes bulged and Leah laughed.


‘No, but seriously,’ she said. ‘You’re telling me it wouldn’t be amazing if we went back to the 1991 World Cup? How incredible would it be to watch the final and see Brandi Chastain score that goal?’ Besides, Leah thought to herself privately, wouldn’t a journey back to one of the most exciting historical events in women’s football be a great distraction from her own football team’s problems?


‘That would be really cool,’ Mimi said wistfully. ‘And probably not dangerous at all.’


George was silent for a moment, but then he grudgingly nodded. ‘Yeah I suppose you’re right.’ He ran a finger over his camera. ‘Imagine the pictures I’d be able to get!’


Leah opened her mouth to say something, but at that moment the handle to the computer room twisted and the door began to open. As the door opened wider, she scrambled to shove the watch back into her bag. In her rush, though, the watch slipped between her fingers, plunging towards the floor.


She wasn’t sure exactly how it happened. One moment she, Mimi and George were all in their seats, and then the next they were lungeing for the watch. Their bodies tangled together, and Leah couldn’t say for sure which one of them pressed the watch’s crown twice, but as her fingers closed over its cool body, she felt time slow around them, just as the lunch bell rang. The sound of the bell stretched out like the bellow of a great beast and Leah’s stomach plummeted as the air around her became thick and heavy, as though gravity were trying to suck her down. Around her, the familiar sight of computer screens disintegrated and with a sickening twist, she and her friends were, once more, pulled off their feet and thrust into the violent eddy and swirl of time’s tornado.


[image: Leah, George and Mimi float through swirling lines. Mimi smiles and reaches forward towards a clock. Leah stretches her arms out behind George who has wide eyes and an open mouth.]










CHAPTER 3: A FAMILIAR FACE



‘You’ve got to be kidding me!’


George’s exclamation was the first thing Leah registered as her vision steadied and her stomach settled.


‘Ugh,’ Mimi said, rubbing her eyes. ‘Where are we?’


‘Well, we’re not in the library any more, that’s for sure!’ George moaned.


Leah looked around and could see that George was right. The three of them were standing in the shadow of a large object, and a hot wind blew over her, the pungent, oily smell of petrol filling her nose. The source of the smell became clear as she spotted several small planes dotted around the tarmac that stretched before her in every direction. Their wings gleamed in the sunlight and a suspicion formed in Leah’s mind. She tipped her head backwards, looking up at a smooth white underbelly. On either side, two tapered fins shot outwards, each with a round, barrel-like engine planted on top of them. They were standing underneath one of the planes, she realized. She looked to the left and saw a long pole stretching down from the body of the machine, ending in an enormous wheel, like the claw of a bird of prey. Even from a distance, the tyre smelled strongly of rubber.


‘It’s an airport!’ Leah said, surprised. Why had the watch brought them to an airport?


‘A pretty busy airport,’ Mimi said, and Leah looked over at her friend, only to find that she was pointing the opposite way. Leah spun round to see six planes arranged in a semi-circle, with an impressively large crowd in front of them, all cheering and waving their arms. Lights flashed as cameras went off.


‘What’s going on?’ George asked.


Leah shrugged. ‘I’ve got no idea, but if I had to guess, I’d say someone really important is about to arrive.’


‘We should go and check it out,’ Mimi said. ‘Someone could spot us at any minute, and we’ve got a better chance of blending in if we’re with that lot.’


Leah nodded her agreement, and with a furtive look the three of them darted out from beneath the shadow of the plane. Leah was still clutching the watch in her hand, and she held it close to her chest as blazing sunshine drenched them. She squinted as she looked up at a cloudless blue sky. She expected to start sweating immediately, but a light breeze ruffled the ends of her ponytail. It was surprisingly refreshing.


‘With a sky like that, I thought it might be hotter, like the jungle,’ George said, sounding surprised. When they’d travelled to the Tanzanian rainforest, the heat had been heavy, wet and impossible to escape.


‘I have a feeling the temperature might have something to do with those,’ Mimi said, and Leah saw she was pointing at some huge hills in the distance. ‘The higher up you are, the cooler the weather is, even if the sun is on full-power mode.’


They reached the back of the crowd but the spectators barely spared them a look. There were men and women, and lots of them wore shirts and trousers, the ends flared out like trumpets. They were all speaking to each other in a language Leah didn’t understand.


‘I think that’s Spanish,’ George said, frowning as he tried to listen.


‘What’s going on up there?’ Mimi asked, frustrated. She pushed up onto her tiptoes, looking towards the planes, but she was too short to see much.


Leah did the same, trying to peer over the shoulders of the adults. She could see the closest plane, with a long staircase positioned in front of the still-closed door. Her eyes danced across the crowd and she realized that they needn’t have worried about being out of place: there were a few children dotted amongst the grown-ups. One boy at the front even had a brilliantly coloured parrot balanced on his shoulder.


Leah was about to report this back to George and Mimi when an enormous cheer went up and she realized that the plane door was opening. It swung wide and there was a pause before a woman appeared. Her dark hair fell to her chin and she stared out at the crowd, her expression a mask of shock. She recovered quickly, though, and gave a little wave. The spectators roared louder as she stepped forward onto the stairs. All around Leah, cameras flashed.


They could see the new arrivals clearly now and watched as more women appeared and began to descend the staircase towards the tarmac. Each one wore the exact same outfit, like a uniform: a white blouse tucked into a knee-length skirt, with a red-and-white-checked blazer over the top.


‘I think they might be some kind of team,’ Leah said, frowning. But a team for what? Leah wasn’t sure, and she was distracted as the final figure exited the plane, snagging her attention.


It was another woman, much older than the rest of them. If Leah had to guess, she might have said she was around sixty. She wasn’t wearing the uniform, instead opting for a long dark dress-coat. Her hair was cropped close to her head and, in the sunlight, it glowed the same silver as the pocket watch. There was something vaguely familiar about her, but Leah couldn’t put her finger on what it was.
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‘Come on!’ Mimi said suddenly, tugging on Leah’s arm. ‘We need to get closer!’


Her friend ducked, dodging her way around the adults as she hauled Leah through the crowd. Leah just managed to grab George with the hand that wasn’t gripping the watch and the three of them battled their way through the sea of bodies. A few people grunted and gave them disapproving looks, but no one tried to stop them. In a few seconds they’d made it to the front, just in time to see the suited figure reach the tarmac. The others gathered around her, their faces transformed by bemused smiles. Leah was close enough to see one of them turn to another and say in an excited voice, ‘Can you believe this?’ She sounded like she was from Newcastle.


Leah was just about to tell Mimi and George this when the older woman suddenly turned and caught her eye. Leah froze, recognition and understanding shooting through her like a lightning bolt. She gasped.


‘What?’ George said, panic immediately filling his voice. ‘Are you okay, L?’


But Leah could barely speak. She was rooted to the spot. The woman was staring back at her, her warm brown eyes wide – and so familiar to Leah that she would have recognized them anywhere. Leah was thrown back to 1921, when she, Mimi and George had helped an eleven-year-old fight off a group of cruel bullies.


‘Leah!’ Mimi shook her. ‘You’re scaring me!’


Finally, Leah snapped out of it. Her heart was pounding with elation and her mouth stretched into a wide grin and she pointed towards the woman. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘It’s Dot.’










CHAPTER 4: ONCE UPON A TIME IN MEXICO



‘Dot?’ George exclaimed in astonishment. His eyes darted to the older woman, who was now striding towards them.


‘It can’t be!’ Mimi protested.


But it was. The closer she came, the more sure Leah was. Her hair was no longer the same dark brown it had once been, and her skin was creased by a few wrinkles, but beneath all of that, Leah could see her friend clearly.


Dot came to a stop, her eyes tracing over them as if she couldn’t quite believe what she was seeing. On either side of them, the crowd continued cheering, oblivious to the reunion that was happening in the midst of their excitement.


‘Leah,’ Dot finally said, and her voice was rougher than it had been in 1921. ‘Is that you?’


Leah grinned fiercely. ‘You bet it is,’ she said. ‘It’s so good to see you, Dot!’


Dot let out a bark of laughter. ‘Goodness, it’s been a long time since anyone’s used that nickname. This lot all call me “Dorothy”!’ She leaned forward, her eyes twinkling. ‘It’s my grown-up, professional name.’


‘But what are you doing here?’ Mimi exclaimed. She was dancing from foot to foot as if she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to stay still or fling herself at their old friend.


‘Me?’ Dot said, raising an eyebrow. ‘What are you all doing here?’


Leah didn’t say anything. Instead, she just lifted the watch up. It spun in the light, twinkling mischievously.


Dot shook her head. ‘You don’t know how many times I’ve thought about that pocket watch over the years,’ she told them, reaching out and running a finger over its casing. ‘So many times I convinced myself I’d imagined it all, but now, here you are . . .’ Dot’s eyes were suddenly bright and she was blinking a lot.


‘Speaking of here . . .’ George said, trailing off and gesturing around them. ‘Where exactly are we?’


‘Yeah, and what’s going on with all these planes?’ Mimi added.


Dot opened her mouth to answer, but someone called her name. She looked over her shoulder to see that the women from the plane were looking their way, their expressions bemused.


‘Come on,’ Dot said, turning back to them. ‘You’d better come with me, and I can explain everything.’


Without another word, she turned on her heel, obviously expecting Leah, Mimi and George to go with her. Leah looked at her friends, gave a shrug and followed Dot.


A few of the women gave them puzzled looks, but no one questioned them as Dot led the group across the tarmac to a small convoy of buses. The door of the first bus swung open with a hydraulic hiss and Dot clomped up the steps, ushering the children to the back.


‘Just go and sit up there,’ she told them. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’


The other women filed on as Dot said something to the bus driver. Then she ambled up the bus towards them and took a seat as the door closed and the bus’s engine started up with a ponderous rumble. The bus gave a shudder and a jerk, then pulled away, leaving the planes and the still-cheering crowd behind them.


Leah watched it all recede in the distance, growing smaller and smaller as the bus trundled towards a couple of buildings that Leah assumed made up the airport. Behind them, a city clustered in the shadowy spectres of giant, undulating, tree-covered hills. It was quite breathtaking, and Leah found herself wishing that George had his camera with him so that he could capture the sight. Unfortunately, it hadn’t been round his neck when the watch had taken them back in time, and Leah assumed it was still sitting on the computer desk back in Crickle End.


‘Dot, where are we?’ she asked, finally ripping her eyes away from the landscape. Her backpack was on her shoulder and she slipped it onto her lap, replacing the watch inside the silver box. There wasn’t any air conditioning on the bus so the air was a bit sticky. All of the windows were open, though, and a warm breeze blew down the central aisle, cooling the sweat on Leah’s skin.


Dot settled back into the lumpy cushion of the bus seat. ‘We’re in Mexico City.’


Leah let this sink in as she exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Mimi and George. She’d never been to Mexico before. ‘And why are you in Mexico City?’


‘Well, for the Women’s World Cup, of course!’ Dot told them. She paused, and then continued. ‘The first Women’s World Cup ever to be held.’ She couldn’t quite contain the glint of excitement lighting up her eyes.


Leah frowned, confused. ‘But . . . no, that can’t be right.’ She was certain that the first Women’s World Cup was held in China. ‘What year is it?’


‘It’s 1971,’ she replied.


Leah’s confusion only increased. She knew that the ban on women’s football had been lifted in England in 1971, but she’d never heard of there being a World Cup tournament to go with it.


‘And these women . . .’ Mimi said, surveying the other bus passengers. They were all eagerly looking out of the window, pointing and laughing. Leah could see how excited they were. ‘They are . . . ?’


‘They’re the England women’s football team,’ Dot said with a smile. Then she sat up straighter, looking proud. ‘And I’m their manager.’


‘Dot!’ Mimi exclaimed. ‘That’s amazing. Congratulations!’


Leah nodded with what she hoped was enthusiastic agreement, but she was really only half focused on the conversation. She was happy for Dot, but there was a heaviness in her stomach that she couldn’t shift. Why had no one ever spoken about this World Cup? Miss Kaur often mentioned the tournament in 1991, but she’d never even hinted that there had been one before it.


‘There are six countries involved, all travelling from across the world to play football,’ Dot was telling Mimi and George. ‘They’re calling it the Copa del Mundo and you just wait until you see the stadiums. I’ve heard they’re enormous.’ She was leaning forward in her excitement and she looked more like the girl they’d once known than ever before.


‘It sounds incredible, Dot,’ Leah said. ‘I just . . . I can’t believe I didn’t know about this.’


Dot shrugged and gave her a knowing look. ‘Perhaps this is why the watch has brought you here, so you can learn about the first Women’s World Cup.’ From the front of the bus, one of the players called Dot’s name and waved her over. ‘Excuse me a second, will you?’ Dot pushed herself up and headed down the aisle, swaying with the movement of the bus.


‘What’s wrong, L?’ Mimi said, studying her. ‘You’re acting . . . weird. Aren’t you happy to see Dot?’


‘Of course, I am!’ Leah exclaimed. ‘But something about this just doesn’t feel right. Maybe the watch has brought us back so we can experience the first Women’s World Cup, just like Dot said, but usually when we go back in time . . .’ She trailed off.


‘It’s because something’s going to go wrong and there’s a problem we need to solve,’ George finished for her. His eyes were solemn.


‘Exactly!’ Leah said. ‘I don’t want to ruin Dot’s excitement, but I think the three of us should be on our guard. There’s something else going on here, I’m sure of it.’


George nodded but Mimi looked faintly annoyed. ‘Maybe you’re overreacting,’ she said. ‘Is it so strange to think that the watch might just want to reunite us with our friend?’


Leah and George looked at each other. ‘Yes.’


Mimi rolled her eyes and opened her mouth to argue, but whatever she was going to say was lost as the bus turned a corner and the roar of hundreds of cheering people filled the bus.


As the bus had left the airport, it had puttered down sparsely populated roads, but as their journey had taken them further into the city, the buildings had increased in number and size, and now they towered on either side of them. Not only that, but the pavements had gradually filled with curious onlookers and a mob of cheering, smiling fans spilled onto the tarmac, howling and waving their hands as the bus slowed to a crawl.


‘Is . . . is this all for us?’ said one of the players, her eyes wide as she stared out of the window. The bus inched its way along the road, and Leah was sure it was practically shaking from the noise surrounding them.


Suddenly something came shooting through the window, heading straight for Dot. Leah gasped, expecting the projectile to hit her friend, but Dot’s goalkeeping reflexes were as quick as ever, and her hands shot up, catching the item in mid-air. Leah stood up, trying to see exactly what it was, and was shocked to find Dot holding a football. On one side, written in pen, were the words ‘¡Buena suerte!’.
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‘I think that means good luck,’ George told Leah and Mimi. When they glanced at him in surprise, he shrugged defensively. ‘I might not be fluent, but my mum is from Argentina. I know how to speak Spanish!’


Suddenly there was a thump, and when Leah looked up, she could see that gifts were being pushed through the open windows. More footballs, flags, flowers . . . The England players did their best to catch them, laughing in delight as the fans outside the bus began to chant ‘¡Bienvenidos Inglaterra!’.


‘Whoa,’ said Mimi, grinning. ‘This must be what it feels like to be a proper celebrity.’


The bus suddenly ground to a halt and Leah saw that they’d pulled up in front of a hotel.


‘Come on,’ Dot called to them from where she was standing at the front of the bus, still holding the football underneath her arm. ‘This is our stop!’


The players began to filter off the bus, and Leah, Mimi and George hurried to follow them, eager not to be left behind.


Outside, a pleasant breeze blew through the buildings, giving a bit of relief after the heat of the bus. Something that hadn’t lessened, though, was the crowd. If anything, there were even more fans clustered around the hotel entrance, their cries lively as they welcomed the English team. The noise was thunderous.


‘I can’t believe it!’ one of the players cried. ‘We certainly don’t get this kind of reception at home!’


‘You can say that again,’ said the player who’d stepped off the plane first. She smiled and waved enthusiastically. ‘We’d best make the most of it!’


Leah and her friends were equally stunned, and for a second, when Leah stepped off the bus, she let herself imagine that the throng of people were there to see her. She forced herself to forget her own team’s losing streak and embraced the fantasy that she was one of the players, newly arrived in Mexico to play football and represent her country on the pitch. Elation crackled through her body, and she vowed that one day that wouldn’t just be a dream. It would be a reality.
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