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The first book in the Football Fever series in collaboration with the CommBank Matildas and the Socceroos.


It’s a new season for the Under 11s Merridale Fever! Kyra’s the star striker and can’t wait to meet the team’s new recruit, Sam – all the way from England. But Sam has a secret – he’s never played on a mixed team, and it’s shaking his confidence.


Will advice from some very special football superstars help Kyra and Sam join forces so the team can kick off the season with a bang, or will it end in disaster before it even begins?
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CHAPTER 1




‘We’re back, Diego!’

Butterflies flapped double-time in Kyra’s stomach as she hung the Merridale Football Club banner in its special spot above the door of the creek house.

‘The Merridale Fever Under 11s. I’m so excited I could burst.’

Diego’s reply was loud and enthusiastic. ‘Woof!’ Wag. ‘Woof!’ Wag. ‘Woof!’ Wag.

Kyra gave Diego a scratch between his eyes, and his long tongue lolled out the side of his mouth. She laughed. ‘You’re such a goofball, but you’re also the best ball dog in all of Merridale. Probably the best in Australia.’

Diego rested his head against Kyra’s hand as she looked up to the posters of the CommBank Matildas and Socceroos stuck firmly to the clubhouse wall.

‘I’m going to work hard, Diego,’ Kyra said, stroking his soft white fur. ‘Harder than ever. You might be the best ball dog, but I’m going to be the best striker. Imagine, Diego: me, one day, playing for Australia. Scoring goals like Mary Fowler and Sam Kerr.’

Playing for the Matildas had been Kyra’s dream for as long as she could remember. From the first kick of the first ball in her first game for the Merridale U6s, she knew football was all she wanted to do. When she played, she felt confident and alive. It was being everywhere else that got hard sometimes.

Diego nudged Kyra’s hand.

‘Oh, sorry, did I stop patting you?’ She gave him another scratch between the eyes, then went back to setting everything up. The team always came here to the Fever Creek House after their first training session, to hang out and plan for the season ahead.

‘Woof!’

‘Absolutely right, Diego,’ Kyra said as she emptied lollies into a bowl and set out paper cups for the red cordial her mum had bought for a team treat. ‘It has to be perfect. We’re going to have an awesome season.’

Diego lay down beside her, head between his paws.


Kyra tucked a few strands of dark blonde hair behind her ear and checked her new watch. Footballs were splashed all over the band. It was all she’d wanted for her birthday, but her parents had also surprised her with a new football and tickets for her whole football-mad family to see the CommBank Matildas play. It had been the coolest birthday ever. She couldn’t wait to show her best friend Meili, as well as Crabbie and the rest of the team.

The time ticked over to 3.30 pm. Only half an hour until the start of training. The butterflies started flapping harder.

Kyra stood at the door and looked around the creek house. She and Meili had stumbled across it during their third season, back when they were in the U8s. They’d been exploring in the bush behind Merridale Oval when they found the empty, abandoned-looking little building. It was on a sort-of island between two shallow creeks that ran past the oval. The building was cobbled together around a huge tree with random bits of wood. A couple of parents spoke to the local council and the Merridale Club Board to make sure they weren’t breaking any rules, and then the whole team pitched in to fix it up.

The end result was better than Kyra could have imagined. It still had a tree growing through the middle but it was big enough to fit a small table and twelve chairs inside. They’d put on a new door and painted it yellow and green, their team colours. The club had even given them the official banner that hung on the back wall.

Kyra looked at her watch again.


‘Come on, Diego,’ she said. ‘Ready to round up some balls?’

Kyra heard the familiar sounds of kids shouting to each other as she wound her way through the trees, Diego on her heels. As she reached the edge of the creek, Diego splashed straight through, but Kyra followed more carefully. Her mum would not be happy if she got her new boots wet before training even started. She was excited not only to see her teammates, but to meet the new player her mum had said was joining the team – someone to play up forward with Kyra. She hoped it was the boy she’d spotted at grading. He’d had an awesome kick and looked like perfect Fever material.
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Kyra scrambled up the other side of the creek bank and stood at the edge of Merridale Oval, Diego at her side. She saw kids arriving, pulling kitbags and footballs from the boots of cars. Coaches were dragging cones and goal nets out of the clubhouse. Kyra’s whole body tingled. Football season was here at last!

She spotted her mum waving her over.

‘This is going to be the best season ever, Diego,’ Kyra said, grinning so widely her cheeks hurt. ‘Race you!’











CHAPTER 2




I must be sick, Sam thought as he sat in his mum’s car and stared out at the football pitch. His heart was racing and his stomach felt twisted-up.

‘Isn’t this exciting, Sam?’

He looked at his mum and raised his eyebrows. Excited was not the word he would use. Sam’s mouth was dry. He swallowed, but it didn’t help. Sam let his head drop forward, his thick black fringe falling over his eyes. He didn’t want to look at all the kids flooding onto the oval. They were in yellow and green, Merridale’s club colours. Sam didn’t have his training shirt yet, so he wore the maroon-and-white-striped jersey from his old boarding-school team in England. It normally made him feel good, but not today.

Sam hated things being different, but since his family arrived in Australia two weeks ago, that’s how everything had been. First at school, and now at football. His mum was Australian but had spent the past twenty years living in England. Even coming back was a bit of a change for her.

‘Mum, can we just go?’ he said. ‘I’m really not feeling well.’

‘Samuel Elrick,’ his mum said firmly but gently. ‘Look at me. You aren’t sick.’

‘But my stomach –’


‘Is just full of nerves,’ she interrupted. ‘And that makes sense. Sam, I know all the changes are hard, but remember how much you love football. More than anything. Look.’ She pointed out the windscreen. ‘They’re all here because they love football too. What better way to make friends?’

He knew she was right, but the sick feeling wouldn’t go away. In fact, it was getting worse every minute. Sam looked up at the kids. All strangers. Boys and girls. He swallowed again.

‘But there are girls. I’ve never played football with girls before.’

‘So, it will be a fun, new experience,’ his mum said. ‘We’re meeting your coach inside. Let’s go.’ She opened the door and stepped out, ending the conversation.

Sam sighed. Football was his everything. Playing professionally was his dream, like his hero, Harry Kane. He bet Harry never got nervous like this.

I can do this, he told himself.

Sam climbed out of the car and followed his mum towards the clubhouse. She paused at the entrance and gestured at him to hurry, before disappearing inside.

As he stepped through the door, he could see his mum talking with a woman and two men.

Here we go.

‘. . . big fan,’ Sam heard his mum say. ‘Here he is now.’

One of the men looked really old and was wearing a club cap. But the other one –

Sam couldn’t believe it. Socceroos defender Joel King was standing right there, in front of him.

What?!


‘Hey Sam,’ Joel said. ‘I’m Joel. Nice to meet you.’

Sam looked from Joel King to his mum and back, eyes wide. Joel was new to the Socceroos, but Sam knew he was also a legend at Sydney FC. Was Joel King his coach? Sam’s mum loved the Sky Blues. How had she kept this a secret?

Sam swallowed. ‘Um, hey,’ he said. ‘You’re amazing.’

Joel laughed. ‘Thanks. From what your coach tells me, you’re pretty good too.’

‘Sam,’ his mum said, nodding towards the tall woman standing beside Joel. ‘This is Justine Williams, your coach.’

His cheeks felt hot as the words sank in. How could he have thought Joel King would be his coach? How ridiculous! But what was an Australian football star doing here, at some local club?


‘The kids just call me Coach,’ Coach said. She smiled. ‘Nice to meet you, Sam. Welcome to the Merridale Fever.’

Girls on his team and now a female coach! They’d had nothing like this back home. Sam shifted from one foot to the other. Suddenly his boots didn’t feel right, and his shin pads were digging in.

His mum cleared her throat. ‘Sam?’

‘Um, sorry. Hi,’ he said. ‘Thanks for having me, I mean choosing me.’

‘Sam’s a bit nervous,’ his mum explained. ‘He’s never played in a mixed team.’

Sam studied his boots, wishing the ground would crack open and swallow him up.

‘The girls are rascals, but they’re okay when you get to know them,’ the older man said. He had grey hair, and Sam saw now that he was also wearing a club apron. ‘I’m Noel. But all the kids call me Old Noel. I’ve no idea why.’ He gave Sam a smile and a wink. Sam managed a small smile back.

‘Maybe because you’ve been here since before most of us were born,’ Coach said with a laugh, then she looked at Sam. ‘Noel played for Merridale when he was a kid and he’s still hanging around. Coached me. He also did some sessions with Joel here.’

‘Best man to leave in charge of the barbecue too,’ Joel added and, this time, Sam gave a proper smile.

Old Noel shrugged. ‘Someone has to keep you lot fed and watered,’ he said. ‘Now, Sam, you wait here while I sort out your training jersey. We want you to feel comfortable, don’t we?’

‘Bye, sweetheart,’ his mum said and walked off towards their car before Sam could reply.


‘I need to get organised too,’ Coach said. ‘Come and join us when you’re ready, Sam.’

He nodded and watched her go.

‘You’ve got a great coach there,’ Joel said. ‘Justine was a star defender for the Young Matildas, but it’s coaching she’s most passionate about. They’re a football-mad family. Have you met her daughter, Kyra? She’s on your team. She’s a strong striker. What about you, Sam – what’s your position?’

Sam looked down. ‘Um, up front. I was mostly striker for my team back home. Um . . .’

Joel smiled at Sam as he hesitated.

Sam made himself continue. ‘Have you ever had girls on a team with you?’ he asked. ‘We didn’t at my old school. It’s just a bit . . . weird.’


‘I’ve got an older sister,’ Joel explained. ‘Her name’s Taren. She plays football too. We practised together as kids.’ Joel laughed. ‘She definitely didn’t go easy on me. She plays in the A-League Women with Canberra United now.’

Sam sighed.

‘Everyone has challenges, Sam. Maybe this is yours?’

‘So, what should I do?’ Sam asked.

‘Just keep it simple. Control the ball and keep your passes tight. And remember that you have to be able to rely on your teammates as much as they rely on you. I reckon you’ll be fine.’

Sam nodded. ‘Thanks,’ he said, trying to sound enthusiastic. ‘I’ll try.’

‘Here you go, mate.’ Old Noel stepped up beside Sam, Merridale shirt in hand.

‘Thanks,’ Sam said. He quickly pulled off his old shirt and swapped it for the yellow and green. He’d hoped it would feel right, but it didn’t.

‘It was nice to meet you, Sam,’ Joel King said. ‘I’ve got to run now, but I’m sure I’ll see you around. I like to check in on the club when I can. It’s a great place to be.’

‘Yeah. Thanks. I guess I better . . .’ Sam looked out the door to the oval.

He headed over towards his coach. He still couldn’t quite believe he’d just had a talk – a proper talk – with Joel King. If only his old football mates could have seen!

He’d made it halfway across the pitch when a tall girl with blonde hair came racing towards him.

‘Hi. You’re Sam, right?’ the girl said. ‘I’m Kyra. Mum – I mean Coach – just told me you’re on our team.’


‘Um, hey,’ Sam said.

She grinned. ‘Come on. Over here.’

Kyra led him towards a group of kids. Darting around nudging stray balls was a large, white shaggy golden retriever. The other kids were laughing and talking but stopped as Sam walked up. His mouth went dry again. The dog padded over. It leaned against Sam’s leg, nudging his hand with its head. Sam gave him a pat. He felt a bit calmer.

‘Merridale Fever, this is Sam,’ Kyra said. ‘Sam, this is Merridale Fever. Your new team.’











CHAPTER 3




Kyra watched the team crowd around Sam. He seemed a bit nervous, but she was sure he’d fit in once he got to know them.

‘Sam, this is Luka and Kat,’ Kyra said. ‘They’re twins. That’s Sasha, Hani, Harper, Crabbie, Meili, Finn, Ava and Charlie. That guy,’ she pointed to the dog at his feet, ‘is Diego. Australia’s best ball dog. Named after the legend himself, Diego Maradona, of course.’

‘Okay, Fever. Everyone over here,’ Coach called out, and Kyra joined the circle with the rest of her team. Diego stood in his regular place, leaning against her leg. ‘You know the drill. Gentle jog to the top cone and back to me, then the same thing backwards.’

‘Yes, Coach,’ they all said together and set off in a line.

As they headed around the cones, Kyra was towards the back, with Diego right beside her. She was sure he loved football season as much as she did. All her teammates looked happy. Even Sam seemed to be relaxing. He was running just behind Crabbie. Kyra chuckled. True to form, Crabbie was talking non-stop, moving more sideways than forward. Sam was smiling when Kyra caught his eye. She gave him a thumbs up, but he looked away quickly.


He’s probably just shy, she thought. She knew what that was like. Even though she was confident on the pitch, at school Kyra sometimes found it hard, especially during group projects when she was with girls she didn’t know very well. If they didn’t like football, she didn’t know what to say. But everyone here did love football. Sam would get to know them, and he would be fine.

Once they finished their laps, Coach had them sprint up and back. That put an end to Crabbie’s chatting. Then it was a lap criss-crossing their feet.

‘Kat, why are footwork drills like this important?’ Coach asked.

‘If we can move our feet fast, it makes us better at dribbling and changing direction and tackling. Everything, really,’ Kat said.


‘Very good,’ Coach said with a grin. ‘Off you go, then. Fast feet next.’

Everyone looks so funny, Kyra thought as she watched her teammates’ heads bob up and down as they took small, quick steps. But she knew it was super important. If she wanted to be a Matilda and play alongside Mary Fowler and Ellie Carpenter, she’d need the fastest feet she could get.

Fast like Mary, fast like Mary, she repeated in her head as she moved.

Next, they went up and back with high knees, then finished with a lap of walking lunges.

Strong like Ellie, strong like Ellie.

Kyra was super warm by the time they came back for a team huddle.

‘Right. What do we do next?’ Coach asked, looking around the circle. ‘Sam? What do you think?’


Kyra watched Sam shuffle his feet.

‘Um, we stretch?’ he said, his voice quiet.

‘We do indeed, Sam,’ Coach said, smiling. ‘Let’s start at the top.’

Diego always tried to join in when the team stretched. His favourite was when they balanced on one foot and rolled the other ankle – he always picked that exact moment to race through the group. Today it was Sasha’s turn to end up collapsed and laughing on the ground as Diego slobbered all over her.

‘Okay, shake it out, everyone,’ Coach said with a laugh. ‘Then grab a quick drink of water. It’s time for some ball drills.’











CHAPTER 4




Sam watched everyone collect their bottles from where they’d piled up their bags. He glanced at the car park. His mum was long gone, and his water bottle was in the car. The warm-up drills had been so familiar, he’d started to relax. Now his stomach was back in knots.

‘Here you go.’

Sam jumped at the sound of Kyra’s voice. She was standing next to him, holding out a water bottle.


‘Um, thanks,’ he said. ‘I left mine . . .’ His voice drifted off.

‘That’s okay. We always bring a spare.’ Kyra smiled at him again. Sam wasn’t sure why she kept doing that, but he figured he better smile back this time. Her grin got bigger as she turned and jogged away. Sam let out a breath.

He looked at the bottle. It was green with the words Merridale FC in yellow across a backdrop of a big tree, just like those all around the oval. Sam was pretty sure they were gum trees, like the ones koalas lived in at the wildlife sanctuary they’d visited. Sam took a sip.

‘England, huh? That’s so cool.’ The boy with bright red hair came to stand beside Sam, holding his own Merridale bottle. ‘Have you ever seen England’s goalkeeper Jordan Pickford play? He’s awesome.’


Sam nodded. ‘Yeah, he’s pretty good.’ Then he added, because it seemed the right thing to say, ‘Mat Ryan’s not bad either.’

The boy nodded. ‘I’m Crabbie.’

‘Hey,’ Sam replied.

‘My name’s actually Charles. Charles Cannon. But everyone calls me Crabbie. It’s because I’m a goalie. You know, all the sideways stuff.’

‘Nah, it’s because you’re always walking sideways so you don’t have to stop talking,’ Kyra said with a laugh. She was juggling a ball, tapping it lightly as she hopped from one foot to the other.

‘You can talk,’ Crabbie shot back grinning.

‘I sure can, Crabbie-boy. I can out-talk you any day.’ Kyra raced off, speed-dribbling the ball across the oval.


Sam was impressed with Kyra’s skill. He’d been the fastest on his old team but he was going to struggle to keep up with her.

‘Kyra’s our striker,’ Crabbie explained. ‘I like being goalkeeper. Crazy, I know. Where do you like to play?’

‘I’m a forward,’ Sam said. ‘That’s where I played the most back home.’

‘That’s awesome,’ Crabbie said, clearly even more excited. ‘We just lost our other goal scorer. This is perfect.’

Sam forced a smile onto his face. Crabbie didn’t seem to have any problem playing with girls.

Why can’t I be like that?

Crabbie ran off to put his water bottle away, and Sam stood watching his teammates, who were now mucking around with the balls. They were all really good, doing kick-ups, tackling each other, laughing. Sam couldn’t remember all their names. If he were back in England right now, he’d know everyone. His teammates had been his best friends. But he wasn’t in England, and he didn’t know anyone here. What he did know was that he loved football.

I’ve got to make this work.

Sam took a deep breath and headed towards the bags to put his bottle down.

‘. . . I’m sure he’s good, but . . . oh, I don’t know.’ Sam heard Kyra’s voice. She had her back to him while talking to a dark-haired girl. ‘What’s wrong with him?’











CHAPTER 5




‘What’s wrong with him?’ Kyra asked Meili. ‘He’s hardly talking to anyone.’

‘I don’t know,’ Meili replied. ‘Maybe he’s just shy.’ Then she winked. ‘He’ll get used to us.’

Kyra knew her friend was probably right, but it still bothered her.

Coach called them back together and set up the next drill.

‘Right, we’re going to pair up to practise dribbling, taking turns being attacker and defender. If you’re attacking, you need to get the ball from the starting cone to past the finishing cone while the defender tries to steal the ball. Then swap. Got it?’

Kyra tried to catch her mum’s eye to show she wanted to be paired with Sam. She was keen to see how she would go against him, and maybe Sam would relax a bit when he saw she could play. Instead, Coach matched him up with Luka. Kyra knew that Luka was an awesome defender, and Sam would have his work cut out for him. So would she – she was up against Luka’s sister, Kat, who was as awesome as her brother.

‘Everyone ready?’ Coach asked as they lined up at the starting cone.

‘Yes, Coach,’ they called out together.

‘Woof.’

They all laughed as Diego took up his position on the sideline, ready to round up any stray balls.

Coach blew her whistle, and they were off dribbling.

Of Kyra’s four attempts at attack, Kat only got the ball off her once. Then, Kat got past her once in defence, Kyra stole the ball back twice, and they ended up tripping over each other and falling on the grass laughing once too. Diego gave them plenty of licks before rounding up their ball and taking his place on the sideline, ready for more.

In between her drills, Kyra had snuck a look at what Sam and Luka were doing. Sam was awesome – fast in attack, but also good in defence. He gave Luka a high-five when Luka got past him and he seemed to be having fun.

Maybe Sam will be okay after all, Kyra thought.


‘Okay. Great work, everyone,’ Coach said, calling them back together. ‘Let’s mix it up now. Girls versus boys.’

This time Kyra was paired with Sam. Finally she would see first-hand what he could do.

‘Remember, watch your opponent. Everyone’s different and you can learn a lot by how they move the ball,’ Coach said. ‘Okay, go.’

Sam had the ball to start, but he’d barely dribbled a metre before Kyra spotted an opening, sidestepped and slipped the ball away from him. Kyra was surprised. It wasn’t even hard.

Maybe he’s just testing me? she thought.

They swapped roles. This time, in attack, she focused on keeping the ball in front but close to her feet, moving forward quickly to drive Sam back. When she was close, she used an outside foot turn, quickly changing direction, before turning back and racing past him to the end cone. It felt way too easy. She’d seen what Sam could do against Luka. He’d put up a good fight.

‘Sam, are you okay?’ Kyra asked as they moved towards the starting line to reset.

He shrugged. ‘Sure. Why?’

‘I don’t know, you just seem . . .’ Kyra’s voice trailed off. She smiled. ‘Don’t worry. Let’s give it another go.’ Kyra kicked the ball back to him. He’d give it a better shot this time. She was sure of it.

But he didn’t. In attack or defence. When Coach called another water break, Kyra followed Sam slowly, a frown replacing her usual smile.

It’s like he’s not even trying. She chewed her lip. But why?











CHAPTER 6




Sam could feel Kyra’s eyes on his back as he took a long drink from his water bottle. It’s not even my bottle, he thought and immediately felt annoyed. It’s Kyra’s spare. 

It had been fine playing against Luka. It had felt like his old training, and he’d taken Luka on like he would have done anyone back home. But he couldn’t go that hard against a girl.

Kyra hadn’t held back, though, and she was good. The way she used her outside foot to turn without slowing down showed real skill. He’d been so inspired by her footwork that on his next attacking run, he’d almost forgotten to hold back. He’d pulled himself up at the last minute. He knew it had made him look bad, like he couldn’t play, but what choice did he have? He was glad his dad wasn’t watching.

Sam had tried to see if the other boys were taking it easy against the girls, but it was hard to do that and concentrate on his drills. He didn’t want to ask Crabbie. It would be weird. The whole thing was weird. Normally he loved training, and it felt great to have a ball at his feet, but right now he really wanted to go home.

‘Okay, we’re going to play a little six-on-six, mixed teams, five-minute quarters,’ Coach said. She sorted them into two groups, and as Sam looked around his teammates, he thought about what Joel King had said. But how was he supposed to rely on the girls in his team when he was worried about playing against the girls on the opposition? He wasn’t ready.

As Coach handed out bibs to Sam’s team, she added, ‘Winners get vouchers for a slushie from Old Noel at the canteen.’

‘Old Noel makes the best slushies,’ Crabbie told Sam as they headed off to get the mini goals. ‘He even lets you mix the flavours.’

‘Cool,’ Sam replied, but he felt the opposite of cool.

‘Having fun?’ Crabbie asked as they reached the small net goals stacked up by the clubhouse.

‘Yeah, I guess,’ Sam replied. ‘I’ve never played on a team with girls before,’ he added quickly.


‘Really?’ Crabbie said. ‘I’ve never played on a team without girls.’

‘They seem nice,’ Sam said.

‘They’re super cool,’ Crabbie said as he stacked two of the mini goals together. They each took an end. ‘You’ve seen how good Kyra is. Just wait until you see Sasha juggle – she’s better at it than anyone. And Meili in goals is insane. Harper’s super-fast. Ava’s good everywhere but she’s mostly in defence with Kat.’

He made it sound so easy to play alongside them.

Coach set a small pitch with the mini goals. It reminded Sam of the little kids’ games he’d seen back home. His dad had wanted him to play rugby, so that’s what he’d done when he was younger. It wasn’t until he went to boarding school that Sam tried football, but he’d known straightaway it was the game he wanted to play. His dad said he was okay with it, but Sam knew he was disappointed – that’s why Sam couldn’t just be so-so at football. He had to be the best, to prove to his dad it was the right choice.

‘Now, why are we using the mini goals and a small pitch?’ Coach asked them. ‘What are we working on with this drill?’

No-one said anything.

There’s less space, so it’s going to be harder to get away from people, Sam thought. He tentatively raised his hand.

Coach beamed at him. ‘Yes, Sam?’

‘With less space it’s harder to get away from your opponent,’ he said quietly.

Coach nodded. ‘And?’ she said encouragingly.

‘Well, there’s also less room to make mistakes, so we have to keep better control of the ball and be more accurate when we pass or shoot for goal.’

‘Absolutely right, Sam,’ Coach said. ‘Okay, take your positions.’

Crabbie patted him on the back as they jogged to the mini pitch.

Coach blew the whistle to start the game.

Hani passed Sam the ball and Luka was on him straightaway. Sam dribbled forward, keeping the ball close to his feet. He gained some ground, but Luka was a tough defender. Sam faked to the left then cut to the right, just managing to dribble past him. He was close to the goal, but waiting for him, ready to take him on, was Harper, and Meili as goalkeeper. Sasha called to him from the other side of goal.

Sam hesitated. He was surrounded by girls. Should he pass to Sasha? What if he kicked too hard? If he shot for goal, he could hurt Meili.

Everyone was yelling his name. Suddenly, the ball was gone and Kyra was racing past him towards the other end. Sam turned just in time to see her pass to Charlie, who faked towards the goal, but then passed back to Kyra. Crabbie dived as she kicked. But tricked by Charlie’s fake, he didn’t quite make it. Kyra scored. The no-bibs were up 1–0.

Sam felt a hand on his shoulder. He spun around. It was Meili.

‘That was epic, Sam,’ she said. ‘I thought you had us there for sure. You’re so fast. Next time.’ She smiled and jogged past him. He watched as she gave Kyra a high-five.

Epic? he thought. No way. Sam had stuffed up. He knew it and he was sure everyone else did too. As he turned to move back to his starting position, he saw Kyra looking at him, but he looked away quickly.

The rest of the game didn’t go any better. The final score was 6–4. His team lost. He’d never been so happy to hear the final whistle blow, ending the game and training.

[image: image]

While the rest of the team – plus Diego – gathered the balls and cones, Sam helped Crabbie put the mini goals back.

‘Hey, don’t look so down,’ Crabbie said as they walked towards the clubhouse. ‘You did awesome today.’

Sam raised his eyebrows. He can’t be serious.

‘Seriously,’ Crabbie said. ‘It must be tough being new. Don’t worry, next training is Thursday. It’ll be easier then.’

‘I guess,’ Sam said.

He saw his dad waiting in the car park, so he quickly jogged back to Coach.

‘My dad’s here,’ he said, holding out the drink bottle. ‘Thanks.’


‘You keep it,’ Coach said. She smiled at him. ‘You did well, Sam. Just try to relax. You’re going to fit in great.’

He saw the rest of the team huddled together. Kyra was talking quietly. Crabbie looked quickly at Sam, then back to Kyra. He wasn’t smiling now.

Should I go and say goodbye? Sam glanced back towards the car park. His dad was gesturing at him, tapping his watch.

As Sam moved closer to the group, they stopped talking. A couple of the boys were shuffling their feet, looking at the ground.

They must have been talking about me.

‘Bye,’ he said, not able to look anyone in the eye. ‘Um, thanks.’

He got plenty of goodbyes and waves, but as Sam turned and walked towards his dad, he couldn’t get Crabbie’s frowning face out of his head.


There was no denying it: his first training session with the Merridale Fever had been a disaster.











CHAPTER 7




Kyra felt awful. She’d seen the look on Sam’s face as he’d walked over to his dad. Even Diego’s warm body leaning up beside her now, as she watched her teammates together in their Fever Creek House, wasn’t enough to lift her spirits.

She kept telling herself that she did the right thing, not inviting him. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to be on the team. But if that were true, why did she feel so bad?


Kyra saw Crabbie talking to Luka. They were both frowning. All her teammates were sitting or standing in little groups. No-one was drinking the red cordial, and the lollies she’d bought with her pocket money were mostly untouched. It all felt wrong. This was supposed to be fun. This was where they came together as a team. She felt a tightness in her chest and her face getting hot. She blinked quickly. I’m not going to cry, she told herself.

‘Um, would anyone like a drink?’ she said softly. A few sets of eyes turned to look her way. She saw Luka nod to Crabbie.

‘Kyra,’ he said. Everyone went quiet. ‘We’re kind of wondering why you didn’t invite Sam?’

‘Yeah, he’s on our team,’ Hani said. ‘I thought this was the Fever Creek House. For the whole team.’


‘It does feel kind of strange,’ Meili added. She looked down and pushed some dirt around with her foot.

Kyra’s chest felt even tighter. Even Meili wasn’t backing her up.

‘Didn’t you guys see him out there?’ Kyra said, her breath coming quickly. ‘He wasn’t even trying.’ She crossed her arms. She could feel her face was bright red. ‘If he doesn’t want to be on our team, why should he be invited?’

They were all looking at her like she was a terrible person. But they knew her. They were her friends. Why couldn’t they understand?

‘He did seem to have a bit of trouble,’ Harper said. Kyra was surprised. Harper didn’t speak up much. ‘But only with us girls. He was fine with the boys.’

‘And we’re all on the team,’ Kyra said, her eyes pleading with someone to understand. ‘If he doesn’t want to play with all of us, then . . . maybe he needs a different team,’ she finished quickly. She could see that no-one agreed.

‘Kyra, he’s never played with girls before,’ Crabbie said.

‘Of course he has. Everyone starts in mixed –’

‘He told me,’ Crabbie interrupted her. ‘In England. He was at a boys’ school. Maybe he was just nervous. Did you think about that?’ He was squeezing his lips together.

Kyra looked down. Crabbie had never been upset with her before.

‘Not inviting him isn’t like you, Kyra,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit . . . mean.’

‘I tried to include him.’ Kyra kept looking at her feet. Her face felt really hot now. ‘I went and got him. I introduced him. I gave him a water bottle. I encouraged him.’

No-one said anything. The buzz of a mobile phone made them jump.

‘Hi Mum,’ Kat said. ‘Yeah, be there in a sec.’ She hung up and put the phone back in her pocket. ‘Luka and I have to go,’ Kat said. ‘We aren’t saying you didn’t try, Kyra. But this feels wrong. Sorry. See you all Thursday.’

One by one the rest of her teammates followed the twins out. As each person said goodbye, it felt like someone was squeezing Kyra’s chest tighter and tighter. Meili was last to go. She gave Kyra a sad smile, then let the creek house door close behind her. Kyra was alone. A tear slid down her cheek.

‘Oh Diego. What have I done?’ she said, her voice cracking. Diego licked her hand, then rested his chin on her knee. He looked up at Kyra with big black eyes. ‘At least you aren’t angry with me.’ He gave her another lick.

She thought about what Crabbie had said. How could she have known Sam had never played with girls before? Why should it even matter?

Kyra sighed. Getting upset wasn’t going to help right now. Her team was mad with her, and she had to fix things. Fast. They had training again on Thursday and their first game on the weekend.

Kyra glanced at the posters on the wall.

‘What do you think Mary Fowler would do, Diego? We have to be a team by Saturday or . . .’ Her voice drifted off.

Kyra’s phone pinged. It was her mum. Time to go.

Kyra packed away the cordial and lollies she’d bought for her friends. It hurt that no-one had tried to see her side. All she could do now was try to sort out this mess.

Kyra glanced at the Merridale Club banner on the wall and decided: she would give Sam a second chance. They had training again in three days. She’d make an extra effort to help him feel comfortable. Her teammates would see it and forgive her. They would be the awesome Fever they’d always been.

‘It will all be okay,’ Kyra told Diego. As she locked the door of the creek house, she added a silent – I hope.











CHAPTER 8




Thursday. Training day. Sam was back in the Merridale Oval car park and feeling sick again. He knew his parents had been worried about him since training on Monday. He was glad they hadn’t hassled him for details, but his dad had pointed out a local rugby club nearby. Just in case, he’d said. Sam didn’t know how to tell them that the problem wasn’t football. The problem was that he didn’t know how to play football with girls. It sounded silly when he even thought it, so there was no way he could say it out loud.

‘Ready to go, kiddo?’ his dad said. They were standing together in front of the car.

Sam sighed.

‘Who are you and what did you do with my football-obsessed son?’ his dad asked. Sam rolled his eyes but couldn’t stop the slight twitch of his lips. His dad’s jokes were the worst.

‘Yeah, I’m ready,’ Sam said.

‘Hello there, young man.’ Sam turned to see Old Noel strolling across the car park. ‘How are you settling in?’ Noel’s face was smiling, but his eyes looked concerned. Had he seen how badly Sam played on Monday?

Sam shrugged. ‘It’s okay.’

‘I watched you a bit at training on Monday,’ Noel said, confirming Sam’s suspicions. ‘You’ve got some good feet there. Try not to let your head get in the way. Okay?’ Noel’s voice was quiet but kind.

How does he know?

Sam swallowed and nodded.

‘You’ve got a future football star here, I think,’ Noel said, turning to Sam’s dad.

‘We might do,’ his dad said, ruffling Sam’s hair.

‘I’ve got to get to training,’ Sam said, still a little unsettled by Old Noel’s words.

‘Hey Sam, wait up.’ Sam turned and saw Crabbie jogging across the car park.

Crabbie had found him at school the day after training. Sam had been excited when he realised his new friend – as well as Ava and the twins, Kat and Luka – went to Merridale Primary School. His other teammates went to nearby Stickford Primary School or the local private school, St Johns.


They were in different classes, but Sam had hung out with Crabbie and Luka at lunchtime. It had made school a bit easier. In England, school and football had been one. Sam’s teammates had been his classmates and he’d felt safe and happy. One plane ride to the other side of the world had taken all that away from him. Now that he knew Crabbie and Luka better, Sam had hoped this training session would be easier, but seeing the girls running around brought all the doubt back.

‘Dad, this is Crabbie,’ Sam said. ‘Crabbie, this is my dad, Jason Elrick.’

‘Nice to meet you, Mr E,’ Crabbie said, shaking Mr Elrick’s hand. ‘Hey Noel. Apron’s looking good today.’

‘Thanks for noticing, Master Crabbie,’ Noel said, with a slight bow. They all laughed.


‘It’s nice to meet you too, Crabbie,’ Mr Elrick said. ‘Sam has spoken very highly of you.’

Crabbie shrugged, his cheeks suddenly pinker than usual.

‘See ya, Dad,’ Sam said. His dad gave him a wink.

‘You’re going to love Thursday training,’ Crabbie said as they headed onto the oval. ‘Coach always comes up with an awesome drill based on something that happened in a Socceroos or Matildas game. We have to guess, and if we can figure out what it is, we get –’

‘Let me guess,’ Sam interrupted. ‘A slushie?’

‘You got it.’ Crabbie nudged Sam with his elbow. ‘But don’t expect to win. Hani always figures it out first. He’s obsessed with football facts. He usually gets so many vouchers he shouts us all a slushie at the end of the season.’

Sam saw Hani talking with Kat, Luka and Ava. Sasha was juggling and trying to dodge Diego, who looked determined to get the ball away from her. Kyra and Meili were warming up too, sending quick, short passes to each other. They stopped as they saw Sam and Crabbie. To Sam’s surprise, Kyra ran straight over.

‘Hi Sam,’ she said.

Crabbie stayed beside him. He had a strange look on his face.

‘Hi,’ Sam said.

Kyra’s face looked a bit pink, and she was chewing her lip.

‘I’m guessing that Monday was a bit hard for you,’ she said. ‘If you need any help with anything, just ask, okay?’

‘Um, okay. Thanks,’ he said.


‘Great,’ she replied and skipped back to Meili.

Sam looked at Crabbie, confused. But Crabbie just shrugged, scooped up a ball and kicked it Sam’s way.











CHAPTER 9




As she started kicking with Meili again, Kyra snuck a look at Sam. Charlie had joined him and Crabbie and they were practising a Cruyff turn, focusing on turning away from a defender super quickly. Kyra always thought it was a funny word. It sounded like croy with a ff on the end, named after the Dutch player who created it, Johan Cruyff. Kyra could see that Sam was brilliant at it.

‘Okay, everyone,’ Coach said, placing a cone at her feet, ‘time to get moving.’


The warm-up drills were mostly the same as at Monday’s training. As well as jogs and criss-crosses, this time Coach also had them do inchworms and tuck jumps, followed by their usual stretches.

As Kyra held Luka’s shoulder and rocked her leg back and forth for their leg swings, she felt a bit better. Her teammates were treating her normally, and Sam seemed more relaxed. He’d even paired up with Sasha for the leg swings.

After warm-up, Coach called them over to where she’d set up a full-size goal.

‘Just like last season, each Thursday I’m going to focus on game-play drills,’ Coach explained. Kyra saw Crabbie give Sam a thumbs up. ‘I’ll give you some clues. The first one to guess what the big football moment is wins –’


‘A slushie,’ they all called out together.

‘Woof!’

‘Perhaps you can have a dog biscuit instead, Diego,’ Coach said.

‘Woof!’ Diego spun around, his tongue flapping madly. They all laughed.

‘Right,’ Coach continued. ‘The first clue is our drill for the day. Sam, I expect you’ll know it. It’s called Lightning Football.’

As Coach explained the drill, Kyra’s brain started sifting through her favourite moments from watching the Matildas and Socceroos play.

‘We’ll have a player in goal and everyone else lined up to shoot, one at a time.’

Kyra immediately thought of the Matildas’ keeper, Lydia Williams, and Mat Ryan and Andrew Redmayne from the Socceroos.

‘First player runs forward and I’ll feed them the ball. If they miss or the keeper stops the ball, the player kicking replaces the keeper, who joins the line to have a kick. If the first player scores, the keeper is out and goes behind the net. They can get back into the game by catching a kicker’s ball before it hits the ground.’

Kyra stared at the goals, concentrating.

‘Can anyone guess?’ Coach asked. Kyra looked at Hani. He was biting his fingernail.

‘Okay. Second clue. It was an historic moment that involved seven Socceroos players,’ Coach said.

It must be about kicking a penalty, Kyra thought. But which game?

Kyra looked at Hani. She saw a grin on his face and his hand in the air. There were laughs and groans.

‘Hani?’ Coach asked.

‘It’s the penalty shootout that got Australia into the 2022 World Cup,’ he said.


Coach smiled. ‘Very good, Hani. What else do you know?’

‘It was against Peru. They subbed on Andrew Redmayne for the captain, Mat Ryan, in the last few minutes in case it went to a penalty shootout, because Redmayne’s known as the best keeper against penalties.’

‘Yeah, and he moves like a crab, just like me!’ Crabbie laughed and gave Hani a high-five.

‘And then,’ Hani went on, ‘Martin Boyle missed his first shot, but the others all made theirs.’ Hani chewed his fingernail again. ‘There was Mooy, then Goodwin, then Hrustic and Maclaren. But Peru scored too and it was 4-all after five shots, so it came down to sudden death. Mabil scored and then Redmayne saved that last penalty against Alex Valera and got us through.’


Diego gave them a loud Woof.

‘That’s right, Hani. There’s a slushie coming your way. But apart from being a huge win, what else made that moment so special?’ Coach asked.

Kyra put up her hand. ‘It was a team effort,’ she said. ‘First, they had to get to a draw. Then the players had to step up to go for a penalty. And the captain came off the pitch to give the team the best chance of winning in penalties.’

‘You’re right, Kyra,’ Coach said. ‘Even though Redmayne is remembered for saving the final penalty, he wouldn’t have had that chance if it hadn’t been for everything else the team had done.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘Enough talking. Let’s get kicking.’

Kyra was feeling great as she lined up, waiting for her turn. She looked behind her. Meili was there, followed by Sam and then Crabbie at the end.

I can’t wait to see how Sam kicks at goal, she thought.

Ava started as goalkeeper. She stopped Charlie’s kick, so he took her place. Kat scored, so she went to the back of the line, but Charlie was out. He ran behind the net, joining Diego who was ready to round up any stray balls. Luka was next in line. He was talking to Finn, so he was slow running in to take over as goalkeeper.
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‘Go, Harper. Go!’ Sasha called out. Harper raced in and scored.

Luka shrugged and laughed as he ran behind the net. ‘Nice one, Harper.’

Finn was faster making it into position as goalkeeper. He knocked the ball booted by Sasha away from the goal.


‘Woof!’ Diego raced to the side, nudging the ball back with his nose.

Sasha managed to stop Hani from scoring. She headed back to the line, while Hani took her place in goal, giving Sasha a thumbs up.

Then it was Kyra’s turn. She snuck a look at Sam. He was laughing and smiling at the chaos. She took a breath.

Pick a corner. Eye on the ball. Head down. 

Kyra ran forward and saw the ball racing towards her. It felt good as her boot connected. She directed the ball to the left corner.

Yes! The ball hit the back of the net.

Hani gave her a clap as he ran behind the goal. As Kyra jogged back to the end of the line, she saw Meili racing out to be goalkeeper. It was Sam’s turn to shoot.











CHAPTER 10




‘Let’s go, Sam,’ Coach said.

Amid the chaos, it took Sam a moment to realise it was his turn. He’d thought Meili was in front of him, but when he looked towards goal, there she was as goalkeeper. He suddenly stopped smiling. Everyone was watching him, waiting, but he couldn’t make his feet move. It felt like someone had put a whole packet of chewed bubblegum under his boots.


‘Go on, Sam,’ Crabbie said. ‘You’ve got this. Just like Mabil.’

Sam ran out as Coach fed him the ball. He could see the perfect shot. The perfect angle. He knew he should kick it hard and low, but as the ball connected with his boot he couldn’t make his leg swing. All Sam managed was a light tap with the inside of his boot. The ball didn’t even make it over the goal line.

Meili looked confused as she tipped the ball off to the side, where it was intercepted by Diego. No-one laughed. Sam looked over and saw Old Noel watching from the clubhouse. He felt a lump in his throat.

‘That’s okay, Sam,’ Coach said into the silence. ‘Next time.’

But there wouldn’t be a next time. Sam knew it, even if the Fever didn’t yet. He’d tell his parents after training. They’d have to find him an all-boys team, or maybe his dad would get his wish for Sam to play rugby after all.

The rest of training confirmed Sam’s decision to leave. Coach had them play another game of six-on-six. When Sam dribbled, he stumbled. His passes went wide. Nothing worked.

When Coach blew her whistle to end the session, Sam hurried over to his backpack.

‘He’s not even trying.’

Sam stayed very still at the sound of Kyra’s voice coming up behind him.

‘He obviously doesn’t want to be on our team. He either fluked it at grading or he just doesn’t care. I was right. He should do us all a favour and quit,’ Kyra finished.

Sam stood up slowly and turned around. Kyra, Sasha and Meili had reached their bags. By the shocked look on their faces, it was obvious they hadn’t seen him there.

He spotted his mum in the car park.

‘I gotta go,’ Sam said. He wanted to run, but he made himself walk normally all the way back to the car.

‘Mum,’ he said as he slipped into the front seat, ‘I have to tell you something.’
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‘Sure,’ she said. ‘But first you need to go back over there and grab Luka and Kat. We’re giving them a lift home.’

‘Why?’ Sam said. He didn’t want to go back. Ever.

‘Their parents are stuck at work. They put a message on the Fever team chat. It turns out we live a few streets away from them,’ she said. ‘I offered to help. They’ll get picked up from our place later.’

Sam’s head dropped forward.

‘What’s wrong, Sam?’ his mum asked. ‘What do you need to tell me?’

He could say it. Right now. He looked out the windscreen and saw Kat holding her phone. She was running towards them, Luka at her side.

‘Nothing,’ he said. Sam opened the door and waved. The twins piled in the back seat.


‘Hi guys,’ his mum said. ‘Did you have fun at training?’

‘Oh yeah,’ Luka replied. ‘We did a goal-shooting drill. It was so cool.’

‘You would have loved that, Sam,’ Mrs Elrick said. Sam wanted the seat to swallow him up. ‘Sam’s always loved goal kicking the best of all.’

An awkward silence followed. Sam’s face felt hot, but at least he was in the front seat where the twins couldn’t see.

Sam sat in silence as Kat, Luka and his mum chatted about the Matildas and Socceroos games they’d been to. They were still talking about the crowds at Stadium Australia when they pulled up in front of Sam’s house.

‘Cool set-up,’ Luka said.

Sam’s parents had bought him a football goal and cones for the front yard. He’d loved them. Now he didn’t know.


‘Why don’t you have a kick?’ Mrs Elrick said. ‘Your dad’s about thirty minutes away.’

‘Awesome,’ Kat said. She jumped out of the car and scooped up the football lying beside the goal. Luka ran over to join her.

Sam followed slowly. Luka he could play with, but Kat? Sam had thought training was bad, but this was even worse.











CHAPTER 11




Kyra watched Sam walk off the oval. She’d been so frustrated and disappointed during training, but now she just felt ashamed. Meili gave Kyra’s hand a squeeze before picking up her bag and heading to the car park. Kyra was grateful for her support, but it didn’t make her feel better.

‘Mum,’ Kyra said, trying to keep her voice calm, ‘do you mind if I head to the creek house for a bit?’

Her mum looked at her watch.


‘Sure, but be back by six. I’ve got a few things to sort out for the barbecue tomorrow anyway.’

‘Thanks,’ Kyra said.

She managed to hold it together until she was inside the creek house, but then even Diego’s head snuggled up on her lap couldn’t stop the tears falling.

‘It’s all going wrong, Diego,’ she said, burying her head in his fur.

Kyra had felt this bad only once before, when she’d broken her foot before an elite junior football camp back when she was nine. Ellie Carpenter and Rhyan Grant were guest coaches, and Kyra had been devastated to miss it. As a surprise to cheer her up, her mum had organised a special video message.

Kyra sat up and pulled out her phone. The video always made her feel better. She searched her library and clicked play.

‘Hi Kyra, I’m Ellie Carpenter, defender for the CommBank Matildas.’

‘And I’m Rhyan Grant, defender for the Socceroos.’

‘I know it’s tough to be injured,’ Ellie said, ‘but you’re going to heal fast, and hopefully we’ll get to meet you next time. I was fifteen when I played in my first Matildas tournament. That’s not much older than you. So, hang in there, remember to believe in yourself and have fun.’

‘Ellie’s right,’ Rhyan said. ‘I’ve had two big injuries, but I didn’t let them stop me and I’m sure you won’t let your broken foot stop you either. Ellie and I both started in clubs just like Merridale. It wasn’t always easy, but it’s how you bounce back when things are tough that shows how strong you are.’

‘So, don’t worry about missing camp,’ Ellie said. ‘Rest up. You’ll be back with your football family soon.’

Kyra switched off her phone screen.

Your football family.

That’s what the Fever were. Her family. Kyra sat up straighter. She couldn’t give up on Sam. If he wanted to be part of the team, she had to help make that happen. And she had two days to figure out how.











CHAPTER 12




Sam watched Luka and Kat battle over the ball on his front lawn. Kat was using the inside and outside of her foot, quickly changing direction, but Luka wasn’t making it easy. With each change of direction, he’d be back on his sister. No hesitation.

‘Come on, Sam,’ Luka said, puffing. ‘Help me out here.’

‘Two-on-one. That’s not fair,’ Kat shot back. ‘Then again, you are only boys.’ She was laughing as she used Sam’s favourite move, the Cruyff turn, to dart past Luka, sending the football into the net. Kat ran around the yard, arms held high.

‘Kat Horvat scores, and the crowd goes wild!’ she yelled.

Sam couldn’t help but laugh.

‘Okay, Sam,’ Kat said, kicking the ball in his direction. ‘Reckon you can level the score?’

Sam looked from Kat to Luka, his smile fading. He tried to hide his panic. He failed.

‘You okay, Sam?’ Luka asked.

‘I’m . . .’ Sam looked down. ‘I’m just tired,’ he said.

The twins looked at each other, then came and sat beside him on the steps.

‘Are you really tired, or is it because I’m a girl?’ Kat asked.

Sam stared at his feet.


‘Kyra thinks you’re not trying because you don’t want to be on our team,’ Kat added.

‘That’s not true,’ he said quietly.

‘We know. Crabbie told us you’ve never been on a mixed team before,’ Luka said. ‘So, he thinks . . .’

‘He thinks playing with girls is making you nervous,’ Kat finished for her brother.

Sam looked at Kat and Luka. They looked worried, not upset or angry.

‘I don’t know what to do,’ Sam said. ‘It’s probably better if I . . .’ His voice drifted off.

‘I knew it,’ Luka said. ‘I reckon I’d find it different too if I hadn’t had to deal with a twin sister every day since I was born.’

‘A twin sister you love soooo much, even if she is a better footballer than you,’ Kat said.


‘You wish,’ Luka replied.

Sam could tell they were trying to lighten the mood.

‘Up you get, then,’ Kat said, giving Sam’s shoulder a nudge with her own.

‘What?’ Sam was confused. ‘I just told you –’

‘– that you don’t feel comfortable playing with girls,’ Kat said. ‘We’re just people, you know. So, get up and have a go. How else are you going to learn?’

Kat stood up, grabbed the ball and moved to the middle of the yard.

Sam looked at Luka. Luka shrugged. Sam stood slowly and crossed to where Kat was waiting.

‘You attack,’ she said, rolling the ball to him. ‘Just like if I was Luka.’

‘But you’re a . . .’

‘Yes, I know I’m a girl.’ Kat sighed. ‘Look!’ she said suddenly, pointing at his roof. The second Sam’s eyes lifted she flicked the ball from under his foot. Spinning away from him, she dribbled a few metres before kicking another goal.

‘That’s two to me,’ she said, booting the ball back to Sam. ‘You guys better get moving or I’m going to have serious bragging rights next training.’

Sam looked at Kat as she bounced on her toes, smiling, egging him on.

Beep beep.

‘Quick, Sam,’ Kat said. ‘That’s our dad. We have to go.’

He couldn’t move.

‘You can do this, Sam,’ Kat said. ‘Please try. We really want you on our team.’

Sam’s mum appeared as the twins’ dad climbed out of his car.

‘Hey Dad,’ Kat said. ‘This is Sam.’


‘Hey Sam. Who’s winning? I hope you boys aren’t letting Kat score all the goals. We’ll never hear the end of it.’

‘It’s currently two–nil,’ Kat said.

‘Not for long,’ Mr Horvat said. ‘Kick it here, Sam.’

Sam watched in surprise as Kat’s dad ducked side to side, twisting and turning as Kat did her best to stop him.

‘My grandfather was born in Croatia,’ Luka said, coming to stand beside Sam. ‘His dad taught him football, so he taught my dad, and now Dad teaches us.’

Mr Horvat faked to the left, but Kat slipped, landing on the grass. Sam winced.

‘Goal!’ Luka called out, high-fiving his dad.

Sam was more interested in Kat. She was laughing as Mr Horvat pulled her up.


‘Impressive defence, Kat,’ Sam’s mum said. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised to see you in the official green-and-gold one day. Right, Sam?’

‘Yeah,’ he stuttered. ‘She’s awesome.’

‘See, Sam,’ Kat said, smiling. ‘You don’t need to worry about me.’

‘See you tomorrow night,’ Luka said to Sam as they headed to the car. ‘The MiniRoos barbecue,’ he added as Sam looked at him blankly.

‘You have to come,’ Kat said. ‘It’s so much fun. And it will make you officially part of our team.’

As Sam watched the twins and their dad drive away, his mum stood next to him.

‘Did you know about some barbecue at the football club?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Tomorrow night. I was going to tell you at dinner. Do you want to go?’

This was his chance. He could tell his mum he didn’t want to have anything to do with the club, that he didn’t want to play for the Fever anymore. It could all be over. He watched the Horvats’ car turn the corner.

‘Sure,’ Sam said. ‘I’ll go.’

His mum smiled. ‘Dinner in fifteen minutes,’ she said. ‘Dad’s cooking his massaman beef.’

Delicious smells wafted out the front door as something yellow and green caught his eye. It was his Fever game-day jersey hanging on the line. Sam didn’t know why he’d said yes to the barbecue. He just knew he wasn’t ready to give up on the Fever. Not yet.











CHAPTER 13




The crowd was building, and the smell of sizzling sausages was making Kyra’s mouth water. She waved at Old Noel tucked in behind the barbecue outside the clubhouse. He was wearing his faded club apron and turning the sausages one by one. He had them lined up in perfect rows. A pile of onion was stacked to one side. On the table next to the barbecue were bottles of tomato sauce, squeezy mustard and a huge pile of buttered white bread.


‘Excited for your first game, Miss Kyra?’ Noel said. ‘Under 11s now, right? I can remember when you were only this,’ he held his hand next to his ribcage, ‘big.’

Kyra loved Old Noel. She couldn’t imagine Merridale FC without him.

‘I can’t wait,’ she said, forcing a smile.

Kyra had replayed the end of the Fever’s last training session in her head so many times, but she still hadn’t figured out what to do.

‘Hey Kyra!’

It was Meili. Kyra took a deep breath before turning with a big smile, but she couldn’t fool her best friend.

‘What’s wrong?’ Meili asked.

‘I’m just nervous about tomorrow,’ Kyra said. It was half true. Meili raised one eyebrow. ‘Okay. I’m worried about seeing Sam,’ Kyra admitted. ‘You know. After . . .’


Meili smiled. ‘You can’t change what happened. Just what happens next.’ Meili pointed over Kyra’s shoulder.

Turning around, Kyra saw Sam, Crabbie, Luka and Kat walking across the grass towards the clubhouse.

‘Don’t look so scared,’ Meili whispered as she waved. ‘They’re your friends. It’ll be okay.’

Everyone did seem to be in a good mood. They all said hello, even Sam. Kyra gave him a small smile back. She didn’t know what to say. Luckily, the Club President, Tom, picked that exact moment to call them all in.

Kyra’s worry was replaced by excitement as she made her way to the front of the hall. Her other teammates were already inside, piled together on the floor.


‘Okay, everyone, quiet down,’ Tom said from the front. ‘Welcome back to another season at Merridale FC. It’s so good to see so many familiar faces and plenty of new families joining us this year.’

Kyra saw Crabbie elbow Sam. Sam smiled.

‘I’d like to invite former Young Matildas player and Merridale Fever coach Justine Williams up to get things going,’ Tom said.

‘Thanks, Tom,’ Coach said. ‘First, I’d like to share with you a special video message. But then we have another extra-special surprise.’ She grinned at the Fever kids sitting front and centre. ‘Okay, Noel, lights off, please.’

‘What’s the surprise?’ Meili whispered to Kyra.

‘No idea,’ Kyra replied.


The Football Australia logo appeared on the screen in front of them, then a face they all knew instantly, CommBank Matildas Captain Sam Kerr.

‘Hey Merridale,’ Sam said. ‘I hope you’re pumped for the new season of MiniRoos!’

Excited sounds filled the hall, followed by shushing.

‘I didn’t start playing football properly until I was twelve,’ Sam told them, ‘and I was lucky to be picked for the Matildas when I was fifteen. My first game was against Italy and I thought I’d be on the bench, but I was subbed in and got to play. I didn’t have my family there that day but they have supported me so much, taking me to training and helping me when I’ve been hurt. Thank you to all the football families there at Merridale FC. What you’re giving your kids is so special.’ Sam smiled. ‘To all of you kids out there, enjoy the journey. You never know where you might end up. Remember, we are all one in football.’

The screen dipped to black, and the Football Australia logo appeared again. After a moment of silence, clapping and excited voices filled the hall. Coach moved to stand at the front again.

‘Well, that was exciting,’ she said. ‘But now to my other big surprise. I want you all to turn around and welcome some very special guests. They don’t really need any introduction, but . . . please give a Merridale FC welcome to . . . Mary Fowler and Joel King!’

Kyra couldn’t breathe. Meili reached out and squeezed her hand. Mary Fowler. Her hero. CommBank Matildas number 17, walking into the Merridale FC clubhouse! And with Socceroos forward Joel King.

The room erupted in applause as Mary and Joel moved to the front of the hall, smiling and waving.

‘Okay, okay. Settle down,’ Coach said. She waited for quiet. ‘I know the past two years with lockdowns have been tough. I thought meeting some of Australian football’s most inspirational young stars might remind you why it’s all worth it.’

‘Thanks, Justine,’ Joel said. ‘We’re really excited to be here.’

‘It’s awesome,’ Mary said. ‘But you don’t need us to just stand up here and make a speech. We want to hang around and chat.’

Kyra was staring at Mary. Mary glanced down and smiled. Kyra smiled back, feeling like she might explode at any moment.


‘Plus, I can smell sausages,’ Joel added with a laugh. ‘And I know from experience that Noel’s sausage sandwiches are the best.’

Kyra couldn’t believe it. If she could make things right with her team, maybe tonight wouldn’t be so awful after all.











CHAPTER 14




We are all one in football.

Sam Kerr’s words played over and over in Sam’s head.

All one. Boys and girls.

Sam took a sip from his water bottle. After loading up on Old Noel’s awesome sausage sandwiches, most of his teammates had started kicking the ball on the oval. It was getting dark, so the club had put the floodlights on. It looked like Sasha, Ava and Harper were doing a juggling challenge. Finn was laughing with them. Charlie, Meili, Luka and Kat had started a game of two-on-two, while Crabbie and Hani were still chatting, half-eaten sausage sandwiches in their hands. Sam couldn’t see Kyra, but he did notice Crabbie waving at him. He was pointing to one side and giving the thumbs up. Sam turned. Joel King had just walked out of the clubhouse. He headed towards where Sam was standing next to the drinks table.

‘Hey Sam,’ Joel said. ‘Nice to see you again. Any spare water bottles? I’ve been doing a lot of talking.’

‘Sure,’ Sam said and handed him a bottle.

‘How did you go this week?’ Joel asked. ‘Big first game tomorrow.’

Sam shrugged.
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‘You don’t seem very excited,’ Joel said. ‘Merridale FC is great. A bunch of my mates from the Sydney FC Youth Academy came from this club.’

Sam shrugged again. ‘It’s just . . . different. I don’t think I’ve played my best so far.’

Joel nodded. ‘I remember going into my first Socceroos training camp. I was so nervous. Everyone else seemed way better than me, and I was so worried I’d stuff up. But it gets easier.’

‘Maybe,’ Sam said. ‘It’s just . . . the mixed bit is still tough.’

‘I hear you,’ Joel said. Sam looked up, surprised. ‘I told you about my sister Taren, remember? Believe me, I know the girls go hard.’

‘But what if I go too hard against them?’

Joel laughed. ‘I wouldn’t worry about that. Girls are great teammates. They’ll tell you. You saw the message from Sam Kerr earlier, didn’t you?’

‘Sure,’ said Sam. We’ve even got the same first name, he thought.

‘Did you know she’s now Australia’s greatest ever goal scorer?’

‘Isn’t that Tim Cahill?’ Sam asked.

Joel laughed. ‘Not anymore. She passed his record of fifty at the Asian Cup in 2022 and she’s still going. You know, she’s not just an incredible striker, she’s also one of the most inspirational people I know.’ Joel paused for a second, as if he wanted Sam to really think about it.

Sam was starting to realise why Kyra and Kat had been upset with him. He’d been so stuck in his head, he hadn’t given them a chance. He’d seen how skilled they were, what great footballers.

‘Thanks, Joel,’ Sam said.

‘No worries,’ Joel said. ‘Can I give you some advice?’

Sam nodded.

‘Being on a team is about trust. Everyone has to believe in each other and work together. You’re all on that team for a reason. Trust in that.’

Sam nodded. He saw a bunch of kids gathering off to one side, notebooks in hand. Joel saw them too.


‘I need to chat with some other kids now,’ Joel said. ‘But stick at it. We might see you in a national jersey one day.’

Sam smiled.

Wouldn’t that be something, he thought. But first, he had to show the Fever what he could really do.











CHAPTER 15




Kyra had waited and waited. Every time she’d tried to talk to Mary Fowler, someone had beaten her to it. Her teammates were all out on the oval now and Joel King had joined them for a kick. They looked like they were having fun, even Sam. 

‘Hello. Kyra, isn’t it? Cool watch.’

Kyra froze. Sitting down beside her, with a sausage sandwich, was Mary Fowler.

‘Um, hello,’ Kyra managed to say.


‘Is that your team?’ Mary asked, pointing at her friends. Kyra nodded. ‘They look great. I hear you’re pretty good at the goal end too. Matildas material maybe, just like your mum, hey.’

Kyra’s heart skipped a beat. Mary Fowler knew about her!

‘That’s my dream,’ Kyra said, finally finding her voice. ‘I want to debut at fifteen. Just like you.’

‘Maybe you will,’ Mary said. ‘Especially if you get to work with such a tight team.’

Kyra looked down.

‘Something wrong?’ Mary asked.

‘No. Yes. Sort of,’ Kyra said, embarrassed. ‘Sorry.’

‘Can I help?’ Mary asked.

‘It’s just, the Fever – that’s our team – have always been super close,’ Kyra said. ‘But we have a new boy. He’s supposed to be good, but when we train he doesn’t even try. I don’t know what to do.’

‘Maybe he’s nervous,’ Mary said.

‘I thought so,’ Kyra said. ‘But apparently he’s never played with girls before. I don’t think he wants to. I just don’t get why it even matters. Aren’t we just teammates?’

‘Yes, you are,’ Mary said. ‘I’m not saying it makes sense, but maybe you just need to give him a chance to get used to it. If you treat him the same as everyone else, he might learn to do that as well.’
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Kyra looked out to the oval.

‘I said some horrible things,’ Kyra said quietly. ‘I was upset. I said he should quit the team.’ The memory made Kyra’s chest hurt. ‘He heard me. But I didn’t mean it.’

‘Then tell him that,’ Mary said gently. ‘Everyone makes mistakes. I made plenty when I started with the Matildas. The more experienced players gave me time and supported me, especially because I was new. Remember, you all love football. You’ll work it out.’

Kyra finally found the courage to look at Mary. She was smiling. Kyra smiled back.

‘You’re right,’ Kyra said. ‘Thanks.’

Mary popped the last bit of her sausage sandwich in her mouth and stood up. ‘My pleasure. Keep working hard, Kyra, and maybe we’ll be playing together soon.’

‘I hope so,’ Kyra said as Mary headed back towards the clubhouse.

Kyra stood up. She had to find Sam.

He wasn’t on the oval, and people were starting to leave. She raced around to the front of the clubhouse. She spotted him heading into the car park.

‘Hey Sam,’ she called out, running towards him.

‘Hey,’ he said, surprised.

‘I just wanted to say . . .’ She paused, looking down. She had to get this right. ‘I just wanted to say I’m sorry for, you know, what I said earlier.’ She looked at him. ‘I didn’t mean it. I didn’t realise how different it might be for you to play with girls.’

Sam looked surprised, but not angry.


‘I’m a bit competitive,’ Kyra admitted. ‘I thought you didn’t care. I’m sorry if I sounded mean. I don’t want you to quit.’

‘Thanks,’ Sam said. ‘It’s all good. You’re right, I was struggling because you’re girls. It sounds so stupid now.’

Kyra smiled and held out her hand. ‘Fresh start?’

Sam gave her hand a firm shake. ‘Fresh start.’











CHAPTER 16




Game Day. Sam was buzzing. Standing in the Merridale Oval car park, he took it all in. Two perfectly set up football fields, excited kids yelling to their teammates – and the smell of Old Noel’s sausage sandwiches wafting over it all. The oval was a sea of yellow and green. Merridale FC was starting their season with a home game. This time Sam was excited to be wearing his Merridale jersey. Proud, even. He heard car doors shut behind him.


‘How are you feeling?’ his dad asked, walking up and leaning on the car. ‘Nervous?’

‘Yeah,’ Sam said, ‘and excited.’

‘You’re on Field 2,’ his mum said, squinting at her phone. ‘That end.’ She pointed to their right.

Sam spotted Crabbie waving at him from that direction.

‘I gotta go,’ Sam said.

‘Good luck, kiddo.’ His dad gave Sam’s shoulder a squeeze.

‘We’re proud of you,’ his mum added with a smile.

‘Thanks,’ Sam said. ‘See you after.’

As Sam jogged towards his teammates, he thought about what Joel King had said. He was determined to give it his all today. Sam dumped his bag and put his water bottle in the team’s drink carrier.


‘Merridale Fever, it’s warm-up time.’ Coach’s voice cut through the game-day noise.

‘Try not to worry about us girls today, okay?’ Kyra gave him a playful elbow in the ribs as she jogged past.

Sam nodded. They both smiled.

Diego helped the Fever warm up, dishing out good-luck licks as they paused between drills. When they’d finished, Sam heard a whistle and Diego raced off to the sideline, where he settled down, head between his paws.

As the team worked through their stretches, Coach ran over the game plan. ‘Okay, we’re going with a three-two-three formation: Kat, Luka and Harper in defence; Sasha and Hani in the midfield; our starting attackers will be Kyra, Finn and Sam. Crabbie, you’re in goal. Ava, Charlie and Meili, keep warm. We’re going to get you all plenty of time on the pitch.’

Sam hadn’t expected to be picked to start, and he smiled as he jogged out to take his position. He could see that the whole team was pumped up.

Brrrp!

St Blanes kicked off and passed the ball to the midfield, then they were all running. There was lots of tackling and dribbling as they raced up and down the pitch. Sam knew his teammates were good, but seeing them in action was awesome. All his teammates.

Sam had quite a few touches of the ball and kept it moving at their end. Well into the first half he was still waiting for a chance at goal. Kyra and Finn had both tried once each but missed. Crabbie had saved three goal attempts by St Blanes. Sam could feel frustration building but he kept reminding himself to be patient.

Kat had the ball at the opposite touchline, ready to throw in, when Coach called a sub: Meili for Crabbie, Charlie for Finn, Ava for Hani.

Brrrp! The referee started them off again.

Sam saw Sasha race forward as Kat threw the ball in. She was immediately brought up short by two St Blanes players. Sam watched, impressed, as she faked to the left, before cutting the ball past her defender and then racing towards their goal. As Sam ran up next to the touchline, he saw Kyra moving towards Sasha. Sasha passed her the ball, but Kyra was surrounded. She booted the ball quickly to Ava in the centre.


‘Ava,’ Sam called out as he faked and ducked past his opponent. She slid the ball his way. His opponent was back on him. Sam was trying all his tricks but was struggling to get clear.

‘Ow,’ he said. The referee blew his whistle.

Sam rubbed the side of his head where his opponent’s elbow had connected.

‘Sorry,’ the St Blanes kid said. ‘You okay?’

‘Yeah, all good.’

He had a free kick. Sam looked towards goal. He was in a great position, but this was an indirect free kick – it had to go to another player before anyone could shoot for goal. He scanned the pitch. Charlie was across the other side. Sam was sure he could get the ball to him, but then he saw Kyra in a better position, near the top of the penalty box, but she had opposition players around her. If he kicked her way, it would have to be hard and fast, or it would be intercepted. Sam’s adrenalin was pumping. He looked from Charlie to Kyra.

She’s my teammate, she’s tough and she’s good, Sam reminded himself.

He caught her eye. She gave a little nod. As Sam shifted his weight, he saw Kyra dart around her opponent and race towards the centre of the penalty box. Sam kicked the ball low and fast. Kyra’s timing was perfect. The ball skidded along the grass and straight to her foot. She barely paused before booting it at goal. She scored.

Sam yelled as loudly as any of his teammates as he raced over to give Kyra a high-five. She had a huge grin on her face. He’d kicked the ball just like he would have to his teammates back in England. Nothing bad had happened. Instead, the Fever had scored their first goal.

The Fever. His team.











CHAPTER 17




Goooaaallll! 

Kyra’s first goal of the season had been all because of Sam. She knew he could have passed to Charlie. She thought he was going to, but he hadn’t. He’d trusted her. Mary Fowler had been right. She’d just needed to give Sam a chance.

That first goal changed everything. Not just for Kyra, but for the whole team. The Fever were pumped. By the time the referee called half-time they were up three goals to two: Kyra had scored two and Sam had one.

‘You guys are doing so well,’ Coach said as the Fever crowded around, puffing and sucking down mouthfuls of water. ‘Now we’re going to mix it up. Crabbie, you head back to goal. Sam, Kat and Sasha, you have a break.’ They all nodded. Coach looked down at her notebook. ‘Meili, Ava and Finn – you’re defence. Luka and Kyra – midfield. Charlie, Harper and Hani – you’re our forwards.’

Kyra looked around at the grinning faces.

‘Hands in,’ Coach said. They all reached in, hands piled on top of one another, then shouted as one: ‘FEVER TIME!’

Kyra jogged out to the middle and stood, ready for the ref’s whistle.

Brrrp!


Luka was there, ready to take the pass. They all moved towards the Fever’s goal end as Luka passed to Charlie, who booted it straight on to Harper, who cut across to the right using an outside touch, her signature move, then kicked hard and scored. The Fever shouted and cheered. From kick-off to goal had been so quick. They were working as a tight unit.
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Now Coach switched things around again. Kat subbed for Kyra, Sasha for Harper, Sam for Luka in the midfield with Kat.

As soon as Kyra made it off the pitch, Diego was at her side. She gave him a quick hug, then turned to watch.

It was awesome to see how fast Sam was with the ball, dribbling and passing back and forth with Kat. But St Blanes were strong in attack, sidestepping and dodging. Meili, Ava and Finn worked hard to keep them away from the goal, but with some fresh subs, St Blanes broke through, scoring two quick goals. It was 4–4 with two minutes to go.

Kyra watched the St Blanes striker kick for goal again. Crabbie dived to the side, just grabbing the ball with both hands before it crossed the goal line. He was quickly back on his feet, feeding the ball to Meili, who passed to Ava. Sam was running beside her. Ava passed him the ball. He raced through the midfield, but his opponent cut his run short.

One minute to go.

Kyra gripped Diego’s lead tighter. Could the Fever score one more goal?

Sam was struggling to break free, but then he used a Cruyff turn to duck clear of his opponent. She heard Sasha call out to him.

Come on, Sam, she thought.

Sam hesitated, glancing at goal. Then he slid the ball Sasha’s way.

‘Go for goal!’ Kyra yelled as she saw the ref lift his whistle to his mouth.

Sasha kicked. The St Blanes keeper dived, but the ball slipped by his fingers, landing into the back of the net.


Brrrp!

The game was over. Kyra raced onto the pitch with her teammates, Diego at her heels as all the players shook hands. Then, there were hugs and high-fives all around the Fever. It had been a tough game, and an amazing start to the season.

As they jogged off the pitch, Kyra headed straight for Sam. She had one final step to take to make things right.











CHAPTER 18




Sam was hot, exhausted and happy – the happiest he’d been since arriving in Australia. 

He looked at the Merridale FC bottle Kyra had given him at the first training session. Back when he thought he couldn’t play with girls. It seemed so silly now.

He looked up to see Kyra and Meili walking towards him with big smiles on their faces. ‘Hey Sam,’ Kyra said. ‘Do you think your parents would let you come with us for an hour?’

‘What for?’ Sam asked.

‘It’s a team tradition,’ Meili said.

‘And a surprise,’ Kyra added. ‘A good surprise.’

‘What’s a surprise?’ Sam turned at the sound of his mum’s voice. His dad was right behind her.

‘Can I go and do something with the team for an hour?’ Sam asked.

‘It’s seriously fun, Mr and Mrs E,’ Crabbie said, joining the group.

‘And perfectly safe,’ Coach added. ‘I won’t be far away. I’m also happy to drop Sam home later if you like.’

‘Of course, kiddo,’ his dad said.

‘Absolutely,’ his mum added. ‘Brilliant game today, all of you. You wouldn’t have looked out of place at Stadium Australia.’


Sam felt heat in his face.

‘Yeah, thanks, Mum. See you later,’ he said.

Sam’s dad chuckled as they headed back to the car.

‘One hour,’ Coach said to Kyra.

‘Sure. Let’s go, everyone,’ Kyra called out.

Sam had no idea what was going on, but he didn’t really care. Judging by the grins on the faces of his new friends, it was going to be fun.

Diego raced off first, and the rest of the Fever jogged behind. As they reached the edge of the oval, Sam saw that it dropped off towards a shallow creek. Diego didn’t hesitate, bolting down, water splashing as he raced across.

‘Come on, Sam,’ Kyra said. ‘Almost there.’

He could feel the excitement of his teammates as they slipped down the embankment. Unlike Diego, they used stones to cross the creek, then headed into the bush. Soon they reached a building that looked like it had been patched more times than Sam could count and might fall over any second. It was awesome.

‘We have a tradition,’ Kyra told Sam as they all stood near the door. ‘After our first training of the season we have a special party. It’s where the Fever becomes, well, the Fever for that year.’ She looked around the group. ‘But I stuffed up and it didn’t work out so great.’

A few people started to speak, but Kyra held up her hand.

‘It’s okay. Mary Fowler reminded me that everyone makes mistakes and that’s okay. But now I’m making it right. We’re doing it today instead.’

Kyra turned to face Sam.


‘Sam Elrick,’ she said, ‘welcome to the Fever Creek House and, more importantly, welcome to the team.’

Everyone cheered as Kyra pushed open the door.
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Sam couldn’t believe what was inside: a Merridale Football Club banner, posters of the CommBank Matildas and Socceroos. He saw Kyra, Meili and Luka dumping lollies and drinks on a table in the middle.


‘Before I forget,’ Sasha said, once they’d all crowded inside. ‘My dad told me Football Australia has just launched a new Half-Time Heroes competition. It’s a team video thing.’

‘Sometimes the winning clubs get to play at half-time in one of the Socceroos or Matildas games,’ Kyra said quietly to Sam, noticing his confusion.

‘Should we enter?’ Sasha asked.

The cheers that filled the creek house were answer enough – a definite yes.

It was noisy and crowded, but Sam felt right at home with his teammates and Diego. They ate lollies and drank cordial and relived all the awesome moments from the game. The hour went way too fast. As they packed up and headed back to the oval, Sam dropped to the back of the line. Kyra led the way and his teammates laughed and chatted. He felt something settle inside. His teammates. His team. The Merridale Fever.

Sam looked down as something furry brushed against his hand. He smiled. Diego was walking beside him. Sam had found his football family, and the season had only just begun.
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