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CHAPTER 1

Hannah stepped out of the taxi into the warm Miami sun. The Campbell’s old neighbourhood was exactly how she’d imagined it. The long row of colourful villas with pink tiled rooves under a bright blue sky, and the palm trees that lined the pavement. She found some shade under a tree as her mum hopped out of the other door.

‘Excited?’

Hannah grinned. ‘SO excited!’ She pulled up the handle of her suitcase and looked for the house where Maria and her family were staying. ‘Number one hundred and thirty-seven…’ She rested the case against her leg so she could grab her phone from her pocket and look at the note she’d made.


The yellow house on the corner. Next to the Pink coffee shop.



Hannah looked up and set off towards the end of the street.

Her mum wheeled another suitcase behind her. ‘Slow down!’ She laughed. ‘I’m almost running to keep up.’

The taxi driver waved goodbye and sped away with a honk of the horn. Hannah waved back and smiled.

‘I’m finally here! I feel like I’ve been waiting forever.’ She made her way past the Brazilian-inspired coffee shop and listened to the lively music spilling out onto the street. A swarm of kids rushed through the door and darted along the pavement. The last one clipped Hannah’s suitcase as he ran and it fell to the ground with a thud.

‘Lo siento!’ He spun round and propped it back up with a smile.

‘Ah!’ Hannah racked her brain for the Spanish word for thank you. Maria had told her it was spoken by seventy per cent of the people in Miami. ‘Gracias!’ Hannah remembered and gave the boy a little nod.

Hannah’s mum eventually caught up and placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I bet you’re glad you learnt some Spanish before we got here.’

They both turned to the pastel yellow door ahead of them. It was decorated with swirls of white paint and a small plaque with the number 137.

‘Is this the one?’ Hannah’s mum asked.

‘It must be.’ Hannah dragged her bag up the steps and knocked on the door. On the other side she could hear a series of shrieks. Through the frosted glass, she saw Maria come flying down the stairs.

‘I think she’s as excited as you are!’ Her mum laughed.

The door swung open and Hannah stood face to face with Maria for the first time in a year.

‘I can’t believe it’s you!’ Hannah beamed.

‘It’s so awesome to see you!’ Maria looked a little taller than she had been in Tokyo. She was now almost a whole head above Hannah – which Hannah guessed helped her to long-jump further.

‘Come here!’ She gave Hannah a big hug. ‘And let me take your suitcase.’

‘Are you sure? I have a lot of stuff…’

Maria laughed. ‘I’m your hostess and, besides, carrying it is helpful, like weight training.’ She wandered inside with the suitcase and Hannah followed her into the hallway. ‘Welcome to our family friends’ house.’ Maria cast out her hand. ‘They’re on vacation, so we have the place to ourselves during the Football Cup.’

‘I can’t believe we got tickets to some of the matches!’ Hannah beamed, scanning the pictures along the walls. She studies each family photo after the next. School picture day, family holidays, Christmas – and Maria made an appearance in most of them.

She disappeared into another room and called out, ‘Do you two want a drink?’

Hannah’s mum closed the front door. ‘Ooh that’s kind of you to offer. What do you have?’

Maria poked her head back into the hallway. ‘Coffee, coconut water… we even have tea for you!’

Hannah’s mum nodded. ‘A tea would be lovely, thanks.’

Hannah slipped off her pumps and tucked them between several pairs of trainers on a shoe rack.

The Walkers followed Maria into the kitchen: a small sky-blue room with mosaics all up the wall. Hannah was instantly met with the smell of sweet and smoky spices. In the corner of the room, Maria’s mum set a lid atop the pot on the stove and hurried towards them.

‘Hello, hello!’ Carmella said and gave each of the Walkers a hug. ‘It’s so good to see you! How was the flight from London?’

Hannah’s mum rolled her eyes. ‘Hannah’s flight was all right. She slept for eight hours!’

‘Young people,’ Carmella sighed. ‘They can sleep anywhere.’

Hannah stole a glance through the kitchen into the spotless cream living room. The TV was showing a recap of all the Football Cup matches so far. She craned her neck round the door to see if anyone was watching it, but the sofa was empty. ‘Where’s Isabella?’ Hannah asked Maria as their mums started to chat.

Maria looked at the clock hanging above the dining table. ‘Probably still playing cricket in the yard with Seb. He was teaching her how to play this morning.’

‘Seb’s here already?’ Hannah spun round and tried to look through the kitchen window.

‘Yeah.’ Maria pointed into the distance. ‘They set up at the bottom of the yard by the trampoline.’

Hannah tiptoed to watch Isabella smack the ball over the garden fence. ‘Ha, she’s great!’ Hannah laughed.

‘We found the bat in the shed,’ Maria said, ‘and I’ve wanted to play ever since we saw those South Africans playing cricket in Tokyo.’

Over by the stove, Carmella turned to the girls. ‘Maria, I thought you were making drinks.’

‘Oops!’ She brought her hand to her mouth. ‘I forgot.’

‘I knew you would!’ Carmella chuckled. ‘I’ll do them. Why don’t you head upstairs so Hannah can unpack and then you can join the others.’

Maria looked at Hannah and nodded towards the hallway. ‘Come on. I’ll show you our room.’

‘We’re in together?’ Hannah beamed.

‘Me, you and Seb, yeah!’

They ran up the stairs, with Maria making particularly light work of the staircase, like usual. She led Hannah to the door at the end of the landing. ‘This is my friend Karina’s bedroom.’ She pushed it open and the girls stepped inside. The room was decked out, from top to bottom, in World Cup merchandise. It seemed that Maria had had time to decorate. A string of Brazilian flags hung across each wall above posters, magazine covers, and even someone’s signed shirt!

Maria gestured to the corner. ‘My friend’s bed usually goes there, but we’ve moved it into the playroom for Isabella.’ She shrugged. ‘I hope that’s okay.’

Hannah looked at the three fold-out beds in the middle of the room. ‘Okay? This is so cool!’ She spotted a white German football shirt strewn across the bed on the right. That must be Seb’s, she thought. Hannah turned to Maria. ‘Where do I sleep?’

Maria pointed to the bed on the left with the green covers. ‘This one here okay?’

‘Of course!’ Hannah took her suitcase and plonked it down on the floor. She quickly opened it up and tossed her pyjamas onto the pillow.

‘You can unpack later if you want!’ Maria laughed.

‘I like to feel at home.’ Hannah laid out her wash bag, diary and phone charger, before standing up with a nod. ‘Mmm, now I can relax.’

‘Trust me.’ Maria waved her over. ‘Miami will feel like home in no time. It doesn’t feel like I ever left!’

Hannah followed her back down the stairs and into the kitchen. As Maria reached the door to the garden, Hannah’s mum called out behind them. ‘Before you two head out…’ Hannah spun round and her mum gave her a hug. ‘I’m going to head off. Are you settled in okay?’

Hannah nodded. Although, the truth was that she always felt a few butterflies when her mum said goodbye.

‘Hey.’ Carmella placed a hand on Hannah’s back. ‘Remember this week, you’re a Campbell. We’ll look after you.’

Hannah looked up and smiled. ‘Thank you. I—’ Before she could finish, the back door flew open.

‘I thought I saw you!’ Seb rested an arm on Hannah’s shoulder. ‘We’re all back together again!’

Isabella wrapped her arms round Hannah’s waist. ‘I saw you, too!’

Hannah looked up at her mum and winked. ‘Yeah, I reckon I’ll be all right.’

Her mum gave Hannah a kiss goodbye. ‘I’ll see you in ten days.’

‘See ya.’

Carmella showed Hannah’s mum to the door and left the four of them in the kitchen.

Still hanging onto Hannah, Isabella grinned. ‘This is going to be the best sleepover ever!’

Maria prised her sister away and whispered, ‘I promised Bella that she can sit with us before she goes to bed.’

‘Aww.’ Hannah watched as Isabella played with the zip on her top. She liked having someone who looked up to her. It made her want a little sister of her own. Hannah smiled. ‘It’ll be great fun,’ she said to Isabella.

‘Speaking of fun’, said Seb. ‘How was the Japanese Grand Prix? Machi got you tickets after Tokyo, right?’

‘Yeah! It was amazing!’ Hannah pulled up a photo on her phone showing her favourite driver. ‘I managed to get this.’

‘That’s Mick Hammerschmidt!’

‘Huh,’ Maria chuckled. ‘I actually know that one.’

Hannah stashed her phone back into her pocket. ‘You kind of have to. He’s won seven world titles!’

Carmella returned to the kitchen and shook her head. ‘Look at you. Still in here. You should be outside!’ She turned to Maria. ‘Why don’t you take Hannah and Seb on a tour of the neighbourhood? Show them around a little.’

‘You wanna go to the soccer pitch?’ Maria asked them, then corrected herself. ‘Sorry, football pitch?’

‘What, for practice?’ Seb joked. ‘Are you planning on being last-minute drafted into the Women’s team?’

‘Mmm, yeah.’ Maria grinned and picked up her trainers from under the kitchen table. ‘Brazil or the US… whoever needs me.’ She wedged her feet into each shoe and nodded. ‘Ready to go?’

Hannah felt inside the pockets of her linen shorts. Phone, mini sun cream and a handful of US Dollars. She nodded. ‘Yep, after I put my shoes on.’

Carmella set three water bottles down on the table. ‘Take one each and make sure you drink them.’

‘Thank you,’ Hannah said, grabbing a bottle.

‘Now go have fun!’

Maria led Hannah and Seb through the hall. Hannah quickly slipped her shoes on and they stepped out onto the street. Hannah had forgotten how warm it was outside until she was met with a wave of heat. She took off her mini straw boater and fanned her neck. ‘Woah, it’s boiling!’

Maria laughed. ‘Look at you, looking like a movie star.’

‘I wish!’

They set off past the cafe and Hannah turned to Seb.

‘That reminds me! How is acting school?’ She’d messaged Seb a few times, but it was really hard to chat with the time difference between London and LA.

‘It’s amazing.’ Seb gave a huge grin. ‘Screen acting is what I like best.’ He spoke up over the cafe’s music. ‘I hate theatre. Mainly because I can’t sing.’

Hannah chuckled. ‘Can’t be good at everything.’

‘Good at everything?’ Hannah heard someone say behind them. ‘What’s that about me?’

She turned round to see a tall, older boy in a yellow Brazilian football shirt.

‘Lucas! Hey!’ Maria nodded towards the end of the street. ‘We’re going to the soccer pitch – wanna come?’

‘That’s where I was heading.’ The boy scraped back his long dark hair into a bun. ‘Your mom texted saying you’d left and suggested I should join you, especially as we’re going to be hanging out a lot these next few days.’

‘Oh, awesome.’ Maria turned to Hannah and Seb. ‘This is my cousin, Lucas. He’s going to be taking us to the Brazil–Sweden match tomorrow.’

Hannah gave Lucas a little wave. ‘I’m Hannah’. She smiled. ‘Maria’s friend from Tokyo.’

‘Ah, cool.’ He pointed to the final member of the trio. ‘Which means you must be Seb.’

Seb chuckled. ‘Good guess.’

The four of them carried on and Lucas slotted himself between Hannah and Seb. ‘Is this the first time you’ve seen Maria since Tokyo?’

‘Yeah.’ Hannah looked up at him and smiled. ‘But it feels like we’ve been friends for ages.’ She turned to Seb and laughed. ‘Or is it just me?’

‘Pfft.’ Seb shook his head. ‘Definitely just you.’

Hannah saw the smirk in the corner of his mouth. ‘I can tell when you’re lying!’ she teased. ‘Call yourself an actor.’

‘You got me! I can’t lie to my friends.’

They turned left and crossed the road. Maria led them between a gap in the trees and down a small set of stairs. As they curved round, Hannah could hear children shouting to each other in Spanish.

‘Wow, it sounds busy!’

‘You bet it is,’ said Lucas. ‘The biggest soccer tournament in the world is happening in our very city!’
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CHAPTER 2

Hannah surveyed the grassy pitch marked out in white paint. It was encircled by tall trees running parallel to a metal fence which stretched right the way around. All secluded, it felt like the perfect hide-out for Hannah and any of her friends.

Lucas pointed to around twenty people running from end to end. ‘This is how I spent my whole childhood.’

They reached the bottom step and Maria pushed open the gate. ‘That’s why he’s really good.’

Seb shot up his hand. ‘I’m on Lucas’s team, then.’

‘Ah!’ Hannah gave him a playful shove. ‘Not fair!’

They walked up to the side of the pitch and Maria laughed. She shouted over a loud cheer from one of the teams, ‘I knew Hannah was competitive, but now you too, Seb?’

He shrugged. ‘Nah, it just means that I don’t have to do as much. You know… let Lucas carry the team.’

‘In that case…’ Lucas brought his fingers to his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. Everybody on the pitch stopped and turned to face him. He shouted out something in what Hannah assumed must be Spanish and all the players came running over and lined up on the sideline.

Hannah whispered to Maria, ‘What did he say?’

‘We’re making one big match with all of us,’ she explained. ‘We usually speak in Spanish when we play soccer as all the kids here are Latino.’

The players all pointed to Maria and shouted something, waving her closer.

‘They want me and Lucas to be captains,’ she translated to Hannah and Seb. ‘Seeing as we’re cousins.’ Maria made her way over to her cousin and brought her fingers to her lips.

‘Hmm, who to pick…’

Lucas shook his head. ‘Too slow. I choose Hannah.’

Hannah gasped and felt herself blush. ‘Me?’ She placed her hat and water bottle by the fence and ran over.

Lucas gave her a high-five and turned to Maria. ‘Your turn.’

She looked at Seb. ‘If I choose you, you’re won’t make me carry the team, will you?’

He gasped theatrically. ‘I would never!’

Maria rolled her eyes. ‘Get over here,’ she chuckled.

As Seb chucked his water to the side, Hannah suggested, ‘Why don’t the others stay in the teams that were before? You and Seb can join one and Lucas and I can join the other.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ Maria shouted, over the chatter. She turned to the other children and waved her hand in the air. ‘Ei!’

They fell quiet and Maria translated Hannah’s idea. Within seconds, the two teams spread themselves out on either side of the pitch.

Hannah remained by the side line. Where should she go? Would she be a good striker? Defender? She looked over at Maria, who was swinging from the crossbar. She definitely couldn’t be a goalie.

Lucas came running over from the centre of the pitch. ‘All okay?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘I’ve never played football properly, so I don’t know what I’m good at. Where do you think I should go?’

Lucas stopped on the halfway line. ‘We can be forwards.’ He picked up the ball and set it down on the centre spot.

‘Okay… So you want to set up the goals and I’ll finish them?’

‘Sure,’ he chuckled. ‘Although you seem to know a lot about tactics. I’m thinking we should make you manager.’

At the other side of the halfway line, Seb nodded. ‘Hannah’s good at giving orders.’

Hannah smiled. ‘How about this one? Eat my dust.’

‘Hey!’ Maria yelled from the goal. ‘We playing or what?’

Hannah scanned the pitch. The teams were all set.

Lucas gave a thumbs up. ‘One, two, three… go!’

He passed the ball to a girl on his left and Hannah ran up the pitch. Over her shoulder, she could see Seb running behind her. ‘Agh, are you marking me?’

‘Yup.’

Hannah tried to shake him off, but he stuck to her like glue.

She looked across the field and saw Lucas storming up the left-hand side with the ball. She and Seb darted into the box and Hannah waved her arm.

‘Here!’

As Lucas looped the ball over, Hannah saw what looked like an army charging towards her. She stopped the ball with her foot and turned her back on Seb. He lunged towards her and Hannah swerved to the right, narrowly missing him. She recollected the ball and began to close in on the goal. Maria spread out her arms and Hannah kicked the ball as hard as she could. She looked up and watched it fly through the air. Maria launched herself across the goal, but it was too late. The ball fired into the bottom corner.

‘Haha!’ Hannah jumped up and down. ‘I scored a goal!’

Lucas and the team came running over yelling, ‘GOOOOOOOOAAALLL!’

She gave them all a high-five and grinned. ‘That was awesome!’

‘Bien hecho!’ A boy with dark curly hair patted her on the shoulder. ‘It means “well done”,’ he added.

‘Ohhh.’ Hannah smiled. ‘Gracias!’

Lucas rounded up the team and headed back to the centre of the pitch. ‘Vamos!’

Seb kicked-off for Maria’s team and the game got underway again. Hannah ran around for what felt like ages. Chasing down Seb, charging towards the goal and even slide-tackling one of Maria’s friends – though she begrudgingly conceded a free kick for that.

After about half an hour the score was 1–1 and Maria called her players in for a team talk.

Wiping down her dirt-stained shorts, Hannah fetched her bottle of water and turned to Lucas. ‘What’s happening now?’

‘We’re going to penalties.’ He gathered everybody round and Hannah slotted herself between two other girls.

Lucas began to speak to the group in Portuguese and Hannah tried to guess what he was saying. She managed to understand ‘goal’, ‘best’ and ‘everyone’, but before she could decipher the rest, people were starting to put their hands up.

Hannah looked around as Lucas pointed to each of them.

‘Carlos, Sophie, José, Ryan…’ He pointed to Hannah. ‘What about you?’

She felt everybody’s eyes on her. ‘Me? Do what?’

‘Take a penalty,’ he said. ‘We know you can hit the target. You scored a goal.’

The curly-haired boy took her by the shoulders. ‘Yeah, do it!’

Hannah took a sip of water. ‘Go on, then.’

‘All right!’ Lucas clapped his hands. ‘Let’s go.’

The boy called out, ‘Let’s go!’ in his attempt at a British accent, and Hannah laughed.

Lucas led the team over to Maria at the other end of the pitch. The rest of the two sides stood on the halfway line while Lucas carried the ball into the box. He positioned it on the spot and waved Sofie over.

As Sofie sprinted towards it, Hannah’s teammates let out a loud cheer. A little further down, the players on Maria’s team started up a chant.

Hannah felt bad. Maria was her friend, but she had to back her own team. Besides, cheering for Sophie gave Hannah the best chance of winning and, deep down, she always wanted to win.

She watched on as Sophie took a few paces back from the ball.

Everyone on the pitch had fallen so quiet that Hannah could hear the cars drive past on the road behind them. She held her breath as Sophie blasted her shot towards the goal. Maria dived to her right, but the ball was just out of reach as it hit the top corner of the net.

Hannah felt a wave of relief, as the team let out a loud cheer. She made a space for Sophie in the line and gave her a high-five. ‘Bien hecho!’

‘Thank you.’

Hannah watched nervously as each of the chosen players took their penalties. By the time Hannah’s turn came around, the score was 2–3. Maria had pulled off two amazing saves and if Hannah didn’t score, it was game over.

She drew a deep breath through her nose and walked up to the spot. Lucas handed her the ball and Hannah felt her stomach twist.

‘You okay?’ he asked.

‘Yeah.’ She quickly put the ball down and nodded. ‘It’s just a game, right? A bit of fun.’

‘It’s okay to care.’ Lucas put a hand on her shoulder. ‘That’s why I picked you. I could tell you would take the game seriously.’

He stepped aside and Hannah looked up at the goal. She couldn’t help but laugh as Maria stood in the middle waving her arms around.

‘What are you doing?’ Hannah asked.

‘Covering every option.’ Maria winked, pushing up her glasses.

Hannah took a few steps back and looked at the ball.

From the halfway line, her teammates yelled out with a clap of their hands, ‘Let’s go, Hannah, let’s go!’

Down the middle, Hannah thought to herself. No one’s done that yet.

She took her run up and struck the ball dead-on with the top of her instep. It looped up and just over Maria’s fingertips. She’d done it! But there was a clatter as the ball hit the crossbar and shot back in Hannah’s direction. No! She ducked with her head in her hand. As she hit the ground her heart sank. Cheers rang out from the other team as they ran over to celebrate with Maria. Meanwhile, Hannah buried her head into the grass.

Behind her, a voice sighed. ‘Unlucky, that.’ Seb held out a hand.

‘It was pretty close.’ She let Seb pull her to her feet and tried to shake off the disappointment.

‘Hey!’ Maria joined them and gave Hannah a hug. ‘I gotta say, I thought you had me!’

‘Next time,’ Hannah smiled.

‘You want a re-match?’

Hannah nodded. ‘For sure. We’re definitely doing that again.’





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

Hannah followed Maria and Seb through the front door, and heard Carmella shout down from upstairs. ‘Which drawer?’

Maria’s dad emerged into the hallway with an apron round his waist. ‘The one with—’ He spotted the trio. ‘Oh, hey!’

Seb kicked off his shoes. ‘Hi, Lenny.’

‘How was the soccer game?’

‘Awesome! Lucas was so good – and Maria!’ Seb gave Hannah a nudge. ‘This one wasn’t bad either.’

She gave Lenny a wave. ‘Hello.’

‘Hey, Hannah.’ Maria’s dad wiped his hands on his apron. ‘How was the flight?’

‘Good, thanks. I watched a pretty cool film.’ She slotted her pumps into the shoe rack. ‘But I can’t remember what it’s called.’

Maria laughed. ‘What was it about?’

‘It was a Charlie Chaplin film.’

‘Modern Times?’ Lenny asked.

‘That’s it!’ Hannah nodded. ‘I’ve wanted to watch it for ages.’

‘That’s good!’ Lenny wiped his hands on his apron. ‘Because I don’t know any others.’ There was a beep from the kitchen and he shot a glance through the door. ‘Oh, that’s my cue.’

Hannah heard footsteps thunder down the stairs. ‘Leonard!’ Carmella darted through the hall and into the kitchen. ‘Leave the final cooking prep to me.’ She held out her hand. ‘Maria, set the table. Bella, turn that TV off!’

Maria trudged through the hall. ‘Okayyy.’

Hannah followed Maria into the kitchen. ‘Let me give you a hand.’

‘Ha, thanks.’ She pulled out a set of bowls from the cupboard. ‘How many can you take?’

‘Let’s see.’ Hannah cradled the stack in her arm as Maria piled them up. ‘Is that everything?’

‘Yup.’ Maria closed the cupboard and beckoned Seb closer. ‘You want to take cutlery?’

‘Sure.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘But then there’s nothing left for you to do.’

Maria winked. ‘Hmm, I suppose not.’

As Hannah spread the bowls across the white tablecloth, Isabella leapt into her seat. ‘I’m sitting next to Hannah!’

‘Okay, everyone!’ Carmella lifted the pot off the stove. ‘Dinner’s ready.’

Seb whipped round and dished out the cutlery. ‘Ooh, what is it?’

‘Feijoada.’

He took a seat next to Hannah. ‘It smells so good.’

‘It’s my favourite,’ Carmella said, setting the pot on the table. ‘It’s a traditional Brazilian stew with black beans. Reminds me of when I was a girl – we’d eat it every week.’

‘Hey, Maria,’ Hannah said to her across the table, ‘which do you prefer: American or Brazilian food?’

She took a seat between her parents and grimaced. ‘Oh, that’s a tough one.’

‘It’s all right.’ Lenny smiled. ‘You can choose Brazilian to keep the peace.’

‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’ Carmella laughed.

‘I just know you’re very proud of your home country,’ Lenny said, ‘and I have to admit, I love it, too.’

Carmella rolled her eyes. ‘Nice save.’

‘Brazil’s very proud of its football, right?’ said Seb, taking a spoonful of feijoada. He passed the ladle to Hannah and Lenny nodded.

‘I’m loving it too, and I’ve only been watching “football” for a year!’

Hannah heaped a serving onto each of her and Isabella’s plates. ‘Who do you think’s going to win the cup?’

Seb helped himself to a side of bread. ‘I think England will win the Women’s tournament.’

‘What about the men?’

‘Brazil!’ Isabella blurted.

Hannah rested the ladle back in the pot. ‘You heard it here first, ladies and gentlemen.’

‘Oh, it’ll be tricky.’ Maria piled up her plate. ‘Did you see the men in the group stages?’

Hannah tried to remember the scores from when she’d been filling in her official tournament journal. ‘Didn’t they finish top of their group?’

‘That was an easy group. If Brazil wins anything, it’ll be with the Women.’

‘You think?’

‘It’s what my gut says.’

‘You’re definitely the sport expert, here.’ Hannah did a quick scan of the table to check that everyone had their food. It was time to dig in.

She took a mouthful of feijoada and savoured the rich, smoky taste on her tongue. ‘Ah… this is proper comfort food.’

Carmella smiled. ‘You like it?’

‘It’s one of those dinners that makes you feel all homely.’

‘Aw, thanks.’ Carmella wafted her fork in Hannah’s direction. ‘I told you we’d make you feel at home.’

‘I’ve barely been here three hours and I’ve already made new friends,’ Hannah chuckled. ‘Everyone was so friendly in the football game, even when it went to penalties.’

Seb took a swill of lemonade. ‘I liked Lucas. He was really quick.’

‘That’s because his family are from Brazil.’ Maria laughed. ‘We’ve got the best players in the world!’

‘Which ones?’ asked Hannah.

‘The best is Helena Figueiredo Valle – the women’s goalkeeper. She’s only nineteen.’

Seb puffed out his cheeks. ‘That’s only seven years older than me.’

‘What makes her so good?’ Hannah chuckled. ‘Is she tall?’

Maria pushed up her glasses. ‘Yeah, that’s always gonna help, but she’s also super alert.’

‘Are there any videos of her?’ Seb asked, placing his hand on the feijoada ladel. He looked up at Carmella who gave him a subtle nod.

‘Help yourself to some more.’ She smiled.

As Seb piled another serving onto his plate, Maria turned to her dad. ‘Can I show Hannah and Seb a video of Helena?’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘I don’t usually allow screens at the dinner table… but I’ll make an exception.’

‘Thanks, Lenny. You want to search for her?’ Seb asked Maria, passing her his phone.

Maria typed something and turned the phone round to show the others a video. ‘These are her top ten best saves.’

Hannah didn’t know loads about football, but she knew enough to realise very quickly that Helena was special. She watched as the keeper stretched across the goal and punched away a shot drilled towards the top corner.

‘Is she playing at the game we’re going to tomorrow?’ Seb asked.

‘Against Sweden?’ Hannah finished her mouthful. ‘She must be. Right, Maria?’

Maria was busy scraping her plate clean. ‘One hundred per cent. There’s a press conference tonight on TV.’ She shot a glance at the clock. ‘Actually, it’s on in ten minutes!’

Hannah quickly loaded up her fork with food. ‘If we eat fast, we’ll still catch it.’

‘Don’t need to tell me twice.’ Seb looked inside the stew pot. ‘We can easily finish that.’

Carmella laughed. ‘And here I was, thinking I’d made too much!’

The six of them polished off the feijoada within five minutes and began to clear their bowls from the table.

As Hannah loaded the dishwasher, she called out to the others. ‘I don’t mind clearing up, if someone doesn’t mind putting the TV on.’

‘I will!’ Isabella ran into the living room. ‘What channel is it on?’

Carmella hurried in to help her. ‘It’ll be on NBC. I’ll find it for you.’

‘Oi, Seb.’ Hannah held out her hand. ‘Pass us your plate.’

‘Hold on…’ Seb was still cramming the last of the dinner into his mouth. ‘There… go,’ he mumbled.

‘Ha, thanks.’ Hannah shut the dishwasher and joined the Campbells in the living room.

Maria hit the centre button on the TV remote. ‘Should be starting now.’

‘Look at that.’ Seb smiled as he walked in with his lemonade. ‘Perfect timing.’

The theme tune began to play and Hannah turned to the Campbells. ‘So, who’s being interviewed now?’

‘The Women’s team playing tomorrow,’ said Lenny.

Maria rolled her eyes. ‘She knows that!’

Admittedly, Hannah had figured that out, but she didn’t want to be rude.

‘It’ll probably be the coach and Castilho, the captain. Then a few others, like Helena, Souza and Fontes.’

‘Ah, okay.’ Hannah whispered to Seb, ‘Is a coach the same as a manager?’

He shrugged. ‘I thought football teams had both.’

‘You’re the one who lives in America.’

‘I go to an international school!’

The TV showed a shot of the conference room and Maria clapped. ‘Ooh, it’s on!’

As the camera zoomed in, Hannah tried to work out who everyone was. She looked for Helena’s long blonde hair, but the only blonde on the panel was a woman in her thirties.

‘Which one’s Helena?’ Hannah asked.

Maria pushed up her glasses and squinted. ‘I can’t see her…’ She turned to Hannah. ‘That’s weird – she always does interviews.’

A member of the press put up their hand and asked, ‘I noticed that Figueiredo Valle is missing. Is she okay?’

The blonde woman lowered her microphone and whispered to the others on the panel. They all nodded and she returned to the reporter. ‘We don’t have a problem to report.’

Hannah pulled a face – with that reaction, she wasn’t convinced. She assumed the woman was the team manager – so what was going on?

Nor were the reporters, as their hands all shot up. This time an English man spoke. ‘Will Helena be absent from the match against Sweden tomorrow?’

The manager promptly replied. ‘I told you. We have nothing to report about Figueiredo Valle.’

The reporters’ hands remained firmly raised and the moderator pointed to a woman at the front.

‘You don’t seem very confident about the game,’ the woman said in what Hannah guessed was a Swedish accent. ‘What are you telling your players about the semi-final?’

The Brazilian players on the panel shared a worried glance.

Hannah looked away from the TV, frowning. ‘Something’s going on… and I don’t think the players even know what.’

Carmella turned the volume down on the TV. ‘The coach is definitely hiding something.’

Hannah looked up at Seb. ‘Is your dad at the press conference?’

‘Probably.’ He pulled out his phone. ‘I’ll text him.’

He typed quickly and pressed the send button.

‘It hasn’t even delivered,’ said Seb.

Lenny sat up straight. ‘He’s probably trying to find out what’s going on.’

Hannah felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. ‘It must be something big, if nobody’s saying anything.’

‘Is Helena okay?’ asked Isabella.

‘I hope so.’ Hannah grimaced.

Seb held up his phone. ‘My dad just replied.’ He read out the message. ‘Not sure what’s going on. Wouldn’t be able to tell you, even if I was allowed.’

‘What does that mean?’ Maria jumped down from the arm of the sofa and had a look at Seb’s phone. ‘Oh yeah, I forgot – it’s in German.’

‘Whatever it is,’ said Hannah. ‘It’s top secret, and that doesn’t sound good.’ She turned to the TV, where all the reporters were packing away. ‘It can’t be finished already!’

‘They must have called it off early.’ Carmella sighed.

Hannah picked at her nail. ‘It’s so weird. I guess we’ll find out more tomorrow.’

Maria nodded. ‘I just hope she’s playing – I’ve been waiting to see her in a match forever!’



Hannah struggled to fall asleep that night. She always felt a little nervous on the first night of staying somewhere new and the news about Helena didn’t make it any easier. It’d been about an hour after the press conference that an official announcement had been released from the Brazilian Women’s team:


‘We regret to announce that Brazil’s Women’s Goalkeeper, Helena Figueiredo Valle, has been missing since lunchtime today. The event organisers and the police are committed to ensuring her safe return, for Helena and for the Football community.’



Hannah lifted up her eye mask and turned to face Maria, trying to see whether she was still awake, but it was too dark to tell. The only slither of light came through a gap in curtains, shining on the logo on Seb’s football shirt. Hannah peeled back the sheet and sat on the edge of her bed. The house was silent and she could feel her heart beating in her chest.

On the other side of Maria came a rustle from Seb’s bed. Hannah leant closer, but it seemed like he’d settled back into sleep.

‘Oh my god!’ someone gasped.

Hannah shot back. ‘Who was that?’

The lamp by Maria’s bed flicked on. ‘Me.’ She sat up and put on her glasses. ‘What were you doing?’

Hannah felt a stab of guilt. ‘I couldn’t sleep… I was checking to see if you were still awake.’

‘… Mmm…’ Seb kicked back his sheet. ‘What… what’s going on?’

‘Neither of us could sleep,’ Maria whispered.

He chuckled. ‘You couldn’t either?’

‘Looks like none of us could.’ Hannah rested her elbow on her pillow. ‘Have you been thinking about Helena, too?’

‘I just can’t believe she’s gone missing.’ Maria sighed.

As Seb rummaged around in his suitcase, Hannah thought back to the Official Team Statement they’d read on her phone. ‘How does someone go missing at a Cup?’ she asked.

‘Particularly with so much security,’ Maria added. ‘From the stuff I’ve seen on the news, the hotels and stadiums are surrounded.’

Seb poked his head out from his suitcase. ‘Well, we snuck into the Athlete Village in Tokyo.’

The girls looked at each other.

‘He has a point.’ Hannah shrugged.

‘Yeah.’ Maria lay back against her pillow. ‘You think Helena was kidnapped, then?’

‘Or she…’ There was a loud rustle as the smell of caramel drifted across the room.

Hannah looked over at Seb’s bed. ‘Is that popcorn?’

‘Not just any popcorn. It’s my favourite American popcorn.’ He held out the packet. ‘Wanna try some?’

‘Go on, then…’ Hannah jumped onto Maria’s bed and Seb poured her a handful. She perched herself on the edge and continued. ‘The only other explanation for Helena’s disappearance is if she ran away.’

‘It’d be a bit odd though, wouldn’t it?’ Seb said.

Maria stole a piece of popcorn from Hannah’s hand. ‘Has anyone ever run away from a competition before?’

Seb shrugged. ‘Dunno, but there’s a first time for everything.’

‘What are the press saying?’ Hannah asked. ‘Does your dad know any more?’

Seb looked at his phone. ‘Eleven o’clock is a bit late for me to be messaging him. But I can search for any updates from the media.’

As Seb began to type, Hannah heard footsteps on the landing. She shot across the bed and signalled to Maria. ‘I think I hear someone,’ she whispered.

Maria reached for her lamp and the three friends dived under the covers.

Hannah stuck out an ear and listened. The door grazed the carpet and she closed her eyes. She could sense the door was still open, so she stayed as quiet as she could. Hannah slowly opened one eye and searched through the darkness. A small silhouette stood in the doorway and Hannah let out a chuckle.

‘Isabella, what are you doing?’ she whispered.

Maria’s sister tip-toed over to Hannah’s bed. ‘I thought I heard you.’

‘You must’ve been dreaming.’ Hannah squeezed her hand. ‘Go back to bed and I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Okay…’

Isabella crept out onto the landing and closed the door behind her.

Maria rolled onto her back and waited a few seconds. ‘Has she gone?’

‘I think so.’

Maria switched on her lamp and sat up. ‘I thought we were in trouble then.’

A crinkle from the popcorn bag told the girls that Seb was still awake.

‘So…’ Hannah jumped back onto Maria’s bed. ‘I was thinking.’

‘You wanna try to find Helena?’

Hannah took another piece of popcorn. ‘I don’t know about that. I was just thinking we could help.’

‘C’mon.’ Maria shook her head. ‘The police will never let us help. We’re better off investigating ourselves.’

Hannah shuffled further up her bed. ‘But this isn’t like Jesse’s medal. A missing person is really serious.’

‘Which is why we gotta do something.’

‘And take on a kidnapper?’ Hannah whispered. ‘What if they kidnap us too?’

Seb showed the girls his phone. ‘The media are saying that Helena ran away.’ He clicked on a newspaper article and pointed to a quote from the tournament’s CEO. ‘Most people agree, apparently.’

Hannah took a closer look at the article. ‘In that case, does Helena even want to be found?’
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