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Sam Kerr

Kicking Goals

Cup Countdown!





Hi,

Sam Kerr here, captain of the Matildas and striker for Chelsea FC.

I hope you have enjoyed The Flip Out, A New Knight, Sports Day and Finals Fever, the first four books in my series, which tells how I took up playing soccer after I wasn’t allowed to play AFL anymore, and how, after a rough start, I settled into playing soccer for the Knights. Cup Countdown! is the final book in my Kicking Goals series.

This series follows my story from a soccer newbie to a skilled striker. In these books, I share my experiences and challenges on and off the pitch, and I can’t wait to share my journey with you.

I hope you love them as much as I do!

    Sam
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CHAPTER ONE

KENNEDY BAPTIST COLLEGE

MONDAY

12.40 pm

‘I’m starving!’

‘Me too,’ Indi says. ‘Wanna get a sausage roll? My shout.’

‘Yep!’ My mouth starts watering just thinking about all of that yummy, crusty goodness. ‘I’ll buy next week.’

Indi nods. ‘Deal!’

We finish packing up our desks and are just heading out of the classroom when Dylan appears in front of us, stuffing a handful of potato chips in his mouth.

‘Are ooo guys ’etting uh bus ’ome later?’ he says, through the sound of crunching.

‘Gross!’ I say. ‘Wanna put a few more chips in your mouth before you speak next time?’

Dylan nods and shoves another handful in his gob. ‘Oooo rr oou?’

His eyes almost bulge out of his head, as he struggles to keep them all in his mouth.

‘Yes, I’m getting the bus,’ I laugh.

‘Not me,’ Indi says. ‘I’ve got rehearsals.’

Dylan winces as he gulps down the mountain of chips. ‘Okay, see you at the bus stop after school, Sam.’ He glances at his watch. ‘Astronomy Club commences in two minutes!’

Dylan signed up for Astronomy Club on the day we started high school last year. Indi and I have no clue about anything to do with astronomy, so we’re happy our friend has found a bunch of people who are as mad about it as Dylan is.

‘Come on, Sam,’ Indi says, as Dylan runs off. ‘Let’s get those sausage rolls before the canteen runs out!’

We dump our stuff in our lockers, and as we start sprinting across the yard, I think about all the cool stuff that goes along with being at high school, such as yummy canteen sausage rolls, getting the bus with Indi and Dylan, and having our own lockers. But there’s not-cool stuff too, such as doing more tests and having heaps more homework.

I still can’t believe that Indi, Dylan and I are in Year Eight already. It’s kind of weird being the young ones at school again. There are some things I miss about my old primary school, such as being the oldest in the school and not having to do tests and stuff. Believe it or not, I even miss Mr Morton sometimes! Luckily, there are awesome teachers at Kennedy, too.

Dylan is in a different class to me and Indi, but the three of us are still best friends and hang out every recess and lunchtime. Unless Dylan has Astronomy Club or Indi has rehearsals. Indi’s love for acting hasn’t changed and she even got a role in this year’s Kennedy Baptist whole-school play. Our school doesn’t have a soccer team, which is annoying, but at least Dylan and I still get to play with the Knights.

We’re in the U13s now, but even more exciting than that is that I’m team captain! Ted stayed as our coach when we moved up to U12s and then to U13s, and at our first training session this year, he made the big announcement. Everyone was super happy for me – even Chelsea! And I was stoked.

Me, Sam Kerr, captain of the Knights!

My Knights team is almost the same line-up as when I first started playing with them. The only ones who have left the team are Cooper and Liam, but we got a couple of great new players. Cooper got picked up to play in an all-boys rep team last year. I’d love to get picked up for a rep team in a year or two. Those players have the most awesome skills.

Not as awesome as the World Cup players though. And I cannot WAIT for that. It’s only four weeks away! Dylan and I are PUMPED to see the Socceroos play. We’re going to take turns watching the matches at each other’s houses. The games will be played in Germany, but we can still watch them on TV. Indi said she’ll come over and watch the matches with us – she’ll probably also bring her book or a script to read through, but she never misses the chance for a pizza night with her besties.

I’ve drawn a huge chart with all the matches, times and dates in the World Cup, and stuck it on my bedroom wall. So, for example, I know from my chart that Australia plays Japan on Monday 12 June at 3 pm (9 pm here).

When my sister Maddi saw my chart she sighed and shook her head. ‘Obsessed much?’ she groaned.

Okay, so maybe I am a teensy bit obsessed, but so what? Anyway, I know Maddi was just taking her Year Eleven stress out on me and my World Cup chart. My sister has a TONNE of homework, and most nights she doesn’t even come out of her room until after I’m already asleep. I’m dreading getting to Year Eleven and having that much homework. Year Eight homework is bad enough.

Bleugh! At least I have the World Cup to look forward to!




CHAPTER TWO

MY BACKYARD

MONDAY

4.10 pm

Trying to kick a ball against the brick shed in your backyard when your kelpie keeps trying to steal it from under your feet is NOT easy.

‘PENNY!’ I shout. ‘Get down! How am I going to be a world-famous soccer player if you won’t let me practise?’
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But Penny just gazes up at me with her cute brown eyes, making it impossible for me to be annoyed with her. Thank goodness dogs aren’t allowed on soccer pitches or I’d have no chance of ever scoring a goal.

‘Hey, Sam!’ Jake, my next-door neighbour, is grinning at me over the top of our shared backyard fence.

‘Hi, Jake,’ I say, walking over to him. ‘How’s it going?’

Jake is thirteen like me. His family moved next door to us a couple of years ago and we became good mates, but I don’t see him as much now that we’re in high school because we go to different schools.

‘I heard the ball thumping off the shed and knew it was you,’ he says. ‘Mum told me we’re having Penny to stay in a few weeks’ time when you guys go away. Where are you going?’

‘Queensland!’ I say, getting excited just thinking about our trip. ‘We’re starting up north then going down to the Gold Coast.’

Mum and Dad have been planning this holiday for ages and now we’re finally going – the whole Kerr family apart from my big brother Daniel. He plays for the West Coast Eagles and can’t leave in the middle of the season, but me, Maddi and Levi can’t wait. Having both the World Cup AND our trip to look forward to is so exciting that sometimes I worry I might burst with excitement.

‘Cool!’ Jake says. ‘You gonna go to Movie World and Dreamworld?’

‘Yep!’ I grin. ‘AND Seaworld!’

‘Lucky you,’ Jake sighs.

‘Yeah, it’s gonna be awesome,’ I say. ‘Hey, wanna have a kick at the oval?’

I run over to pick up the footy lying near the Hills Hoist. Penny jumps up, excited. ‘Okay, you can come too,’ I say to her. ‘Then you can chase the other dogs instead of my ball.’

‘Can’t,’ Jake says. ‘Too much homework. Maybe tomorrow?’

‘I’ve got soccer training. Sorry.’

‘How are the Knights going?’

‘Good!’ I say, happy for any chance to talk about my favourite subject in the world. ‘We’ve won three of our five games so far.’

Jake smirks. ‘And how many goals have you kicked in all those games, Captain Kerr?’

I blush. ‘Dunno. Can’t remember.’

He laughs. ‘Yeah, you do! Come on, you can brag to me!’

‘Eight,’ I say, smiling. ‘But Dylan and Chelsea have got almost as many as that too, so it’s no big deal.’

‘Stop being so modest, Sam Kerr,’ Jake grins. ‘You’re a soccer superstar. Own it! I wish I had your –’

‘JAKE!’

At the sound of his mum’s voice, Jake’s head whips around to look towards his house.

‘Uh-oh,’ he says. ‘Better get back to my English essay. See ya!’

‘Bye, have a good –’ I start, but Jake’s head has already disappeared from the top of the fence.

I’m about to go back to my game of kick-to-kick with the shed when someone else starts yelling. This time it’s a male voice and it’s coming from my house.

‘SAM!’

It’s my brother Levi. What now? Can’t a girl just practise her soccer in peace?!

‘WHAT?!’ I shout back.

Levi appears at the back door, scowling. ‘Did you take my black hoodie again?’

‘No,’ I say, even though I totally did.

My brother narrows his eyes. ‘Where is it?’

Oops. I’m busted. ‘Um… probably in my room somewhere.’

Levi’s eyes widen. ‘Have you SEEN your room? I’d be lucky to find Penny in there!’

‘You can’t talk!’ I snap back. ‘Your room looks like a cyclone just ripped through it!’

Levi sighs and throws up his hands. ‘Right, that’s it.’

‘What?’

‘You lied about my hoodie and now you’ve insulted me,’ he says. ‘As payback I’m gonna have to take you down to the oval and destroy you in a game of one-on-one.’

‘You’re on,’ I grin. ‘Let’s go.’



CHAPTER THREE

THE KNIGHTS’ HOME GROUND

TUESDAY

5.27 pm

‘Keep the pressure up, Sam!’ Ted yells from the sidelines. ‘Good! Toby is open!’

I jerk my leg back and boot the ball to Toby, who traps it under his foot then runs towards our goal, dodging and weaving around Chelsea and Ky.

‘TOBY!’ I shout, sprinting away from Dylan and opening myself up to receive the ball.

Toby slices a pass back to me, and I dribble the ball all the way down to the goals where James is goalie. I see the look of panic on his face when he sees me lining up for a shot. I trick him into thinking I’m going to aim for the left side of the net by pulling my right foot back. At the last second, I swap feet and boot it with my left foot, straight into the top right corner of the net.

‘WOO HOOO!’ Toby shouts, running up to me for a high-five.

‘Nice one, Kerr,’ James calls, grinning. ‘Shoulda known you were gonna pull an ambi on me!’

I laugh. ‘Yeah, sorry about that.’

‘Ambi’ is what my teammates call it when I do my feet-swapping trick. It’s short for ambidextrous. I’m lucky that I can kick with both feet.

Ted blows the whistle for the end of the practice match and gestures for us all to come off the pitch. ‘Okay, over here everyone!’

Chelsea walks over to me, shaking her head. ‘Classic Kerr,’ she grins.

I grin back and shrug. ‘What can I say?’

‘Yeah, well, just make sure you use some of those dirty tricks against the Quokkas this week,’ she says. ‘Okay?’

‘Dirty tricks?!’ I pretend to be offended. ‘I think you mean my awesome trickery.’

‘Whatever you call it,’ Chelsea says. ‘Just do it!’

‘Deal!’ I grin.

As we all walk off the pitch, I see a guy I don’t recognise standing next to Ted. He’s wearing a black spray jacket, grey tracksuit pants and a black cap.

Must be a mate of Ted’s, I think, as we grab our water bottles out of our bags.

‘Good training session, everyone,’ Ted says, while we chug greedily from our bottles after a full-on practice match. ‘The game kicks off at 12.30 this week,’ he continues, tugging on his signature red Victoria Park cap, ‘so, let’s meet here at 11.45 for warm up. Have a good week, team!’
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Everyone starts shouting their goodbyes to each other as they walk away, keen to get home for a big feed.

‘You right to go?’ Dylan asks, walking up to me.

Dylan and I only live a couple of blocks away from our home ground, so we always walk to and from training together.

‘Yep!’

Just as we’re about to head off, Ted calls me back. ‘Sam?’ he says. ‘Can I have a quick word?’

‘Sure,’ I say, then turn to Dylan. ‘You go ahead if you want?’

‘Nah, I’ll wait over on the steps while you talk captain stuff,’ Dylan says. ‘No stress.’

He probably wants to talk about positions and subs for Saturday’s game, I think as I turn around to walk back.

But as I head towards Ted, I see that his mate in the black cap is still standing next to him. And they’re both looking at me.

What’s going on?

‘Sam, this is Woody,’ Ted says when I approach them. ‘He’s a scout for a rep team called the Fremantle Saints. I invited him down tonight to watch you guys train.’

‘Oh… hi Woody,’ I say, feeling my throat suddenly dry up.

A rep team? That’s, like, a big deal! Rep teams are for good soccer players. Like, really good players.

‘Hey, Sam,’ Woody says. ‘I was watching you play tonight and you’re very good.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ I say, feeling embarrassed but chuffed.

‘I was just telling Ted that your agility and speed are excellent, and you really know how to control the ball.’

‘Wow, that’s really nice of you to say, thanks.’

Woody smiled. ‘So, my question is, would you be interested in coming to try out for our team?’



CHAPTER FOUR

SCHOOL BUS

WEDNESDAY

8.05 am

‘Sam, this is HUGE!’ Indi yelps.

‘It’s just a trial,’ I say, feeling my face flush. ‘It’s not like the guy asked me flat out to join the team. But I don’t even know if –’

‘He said you were excellent!’ Dylan says, leaning over to swat me on the arm. ‘I heard him.’

The three of us are on the bus on our way to school. Indi and I are sharing a seat, and Dylan is perched on the seat in front of us, swivelled around, his grinning face peering over the top of the seat.

‘Nobody who scouts for rep teams says stuff like that if they don’t mean it,’ he adds.

I want to believe that what Dylan is saying is true, and I’m still buzzing from last night. After Woody gave me his card and told me to call him if I decide I want to trial for the rep team, Dylan and I headed home, peaking off our heads the whole way. I still can’t believe it. It was like something that happens in a Hollywood movie, not at soccer training on a Tuesday night in East Fremantle.
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‘Dylan’s right,’ Indi says. ‘You’re totally gonna get on that team, Sam, and then –’

‘Hang on,’ I interrupt, finally getting a word in. ‘I don’t even know if I want to trial yet.’

Indi and Dylan’s jaws drop.

‘Are you MAD?’ Indi says, in her loudest, most dramatic voice. ‘OF COURSE you have to trial!’

A few kids on the bus turn to stare at my super-loud friend.

‘But what about the Knights?’ I say quietly, hoping Indi will bring her voice down to my level. It’s something I was thinking about last night, after I’d got over the shock and it had sunk in. The Knights are so important to me. It’s where I first started playing and falling in love with soccer. I’ve got so many great friends there, even Chelsea these days, and it’s where I feel comfortable. It took me a long time to feel like I belonged there and now I do. As much as I’d love to play on a rep team, I don’t know if I’m ready to leave the Knights. I don’t think I ever want to leave.

‘You can still play with us!’ Dylan says. ‘You don’t have to give up the Knights just because you’re on a rep team. Martin in Year Ten plays in a rep team and his local team.’

My eyebrows shoot up. ‘Oh, really?’

‘Yeah, the training and games are at different times – heaps of kids do it.’

I thought I’d have to give up the Knights for sure to play with another team, but if I could do both then maybe…?

‘You’re always going on about how you want more soccer in your life,’ Indi grins.

‘And being in the rep team will keep you on your toes. The level of training is astronomically different. It’s intense. Plus, they have professional coaches and technical directors, too, so the level and pace of development is accelerated. You’d probably learn all kinds of cool moves, like the Cruyff turn!’

‘The what turn?’

‘The Cruyff turn. It’s a dribble technique invented by the Netherlands player, Johan Cruyff, in the 1974 World Cup.’

‘Alright, Mister Know-It-All,’ Indi says, rolling her eyes. ‘How would I know what a Cruyff turn is? Do you know what it means when people in the theatre say they need to “block a scene”?’

‘Yes!’ Dylan says, sounding more confident than he looks.

Indi cocks one eyebrow at him. ‘Really? What is it then?’

‘It’s when they build the set… out of blocks and stuff…’ Dylan says quietly, his fake confidence vanishing by the second.

Indi and I burst out laughing.

‘Even I know that’s wrong,’ I say, then turn to Indi. ‘Hey, how are rehearsals going?’

‘Great!’ Indi says, her face lighting up. ‘We got our costumes last night and they’re so pretty! My dress is blue and white, and has a blue satin sash around the middle with a long flowy skirt!’

The play Indi is doing is called Little Women and she plays the best friend of one of the main characters. She only has four lines but is in a lot of scenes in the background. Indi is a ball of excited energy, so I don’t know how she’s going to play a calm, fancy-pants lady who has to walk slowly and bow her head every five seconds. But I guess that’s what acting is, being someone you’re not.

‘I could totally imagine you wearing one of those dresses, Sam,’ Dylan says, giving Indi a sly look.

The look on my face cracks them both up.

‘Yeah right!’ I shriek. ‘I don’t think so.’

Indi laughs. ‘We’d have more chance of putting you in a spacesuit and sending you to Mars!’

‘Anyway, Sam, what are you gonna do?’ Dylan says. ‘You HAVE to trial for Fremantle Saints. Scouts normally don’t look at thirteen-year-olds, so Ted must have told that Woody guy you were worth checking out.’

I take a deep breath. If it doesn’t mean missing out on the Knights… ‘Alright, I’ll do it,’ I say as the bus pulls up outside Kennedy. ‘I’ll call Woody after school.’

‘Don’t forget,’ Indi says, as we all stand up and grab our bags, ‘we’re meeting at mine after school to work on that humanities project.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ I say. ‘I’ll just go home quickly and call Woody, then come over.’

‘Just call him from my house,’ Indi says. ‘Mum won’t mind.’

I don’t want to offend my best friend by telling her that her house is so noisy I’d be lucky to hear a word Woody says, so I just smile and nod.

‘Okay, sure!’



CHAPTER FIVE

INDI’S HOUSE

WEDNESDAY

4.05 pm

‘ARI! Get off!’ George yells.

‘Not until you give me the remote!’

Not only are all of Indi’s three brothers home, but they’ve got mates over, too, so the chaos in the Pappas household is at an eleven out of ten this afternoon, instead of its usual nine and a half.

I count at least seven guys, all older than us, playing video games in Indi’s lounge room. I stand back, behind Indi, as she walks right into the room and shouts at them.

‘Keep it down! Sam has to make a phone call and it’s REALLY important!’

‘Oh, hey, Sam!’ George calls from underneath Ari, who has him pinned to the floor.

‘Hey, Sam!’ Ari says, lifting one hand off his brother to wave at me.

‘What’s the call?’ Indi’s other brother, Nick, asks from his spot in the beanbag in front of the TV.

‘Oh, it’s just –’ I begin to say, but Indi cuts me off.

‘It’s top secret,’ she tells her brother. ‘We’re using the phone in the kitchen so just be quiet for five minutes, okay?’

Without waiting for an answer, she slides the glass doors shut on the lounge room and drags me into the kitchen.

‘SO annoying!’ she mutters.

Behind her back, I grin. I love Indi’s family, especially her noisy brothers. They remind me of my own. And I love that Indi is the youngest but acts like the eldest with them all.

‘Here,’ Indi says, handing me the phone. ‘Do it!’

‘Yes, Ma’am!’ I say, throwing her a mock salute and pulling the number out of my pocket.

I dial Woody’s number, feeling less nervous than if I was home on my own. I can get really shy sometimes, especially with new people, but having Indi standing right in front of me with a big grin on her face makes me feel better.

A man answers. ‘Hello?’

‘Oh, hi,’ I say in a small voice. ‘Is that Woody?’

‘Yes,’ Woody says. ‘Who’s this?’

‘Uh, it’s Sam,’ I say. ‘Sam Kerr. I met you at training last night?’

‘Oh, Sam!’ Woody exclaims, sounding suddenly very enthusiastic. ‘How are you? I hope you’re calling to say you’ll come and trial with us tomorrow night?’

Tomorrow night! That soon?

I swallow nervously. ‘Um, I didn’t know it was tomorrow night,’ I stammer. ‘I have to… um…’

Indi starts nodding her head at me, so violently that I’m worried she’s going to snap her neck.

‘Um… sure,’ I say. ‘Tomorrow is fine.’

‘Great!’ Woody says. ‘Have you got a pen? I’ll give you the details.’

Woody must have a loud voice because Indi instantly grabs me a pen and paper from the kitchen bench and shoves them into my hand.

‘Yep, ready,’ I say.

As I write down the time and address for tomorrow night’s trials, I try to push away all the nerves and niggling worries in my head at the thought of competing against a bunch of girls who are probably all older than me – and probably much better soccer players, too.




CHAPTER SIX

SANDDOWN OVAL

THURSDAY

8.15 pm

‘Okay, everyone, over here please!’ A guy in a blue zip-up hoodie calls out from the side of the oval. ‘It’s time to play a match!’

We walk off the pitch and over to the blue-hoodie guy. There are so many coaches and assistants here, and all of them are holding clipboards and have been jotting down notes the whole time. Even so, the number of coaches and assistants is nothing compared to the number of girls trialling for the Fremantle Saints. Most of them look way older than me – I’d say they’re at least fifteen. I feel like I’m back in primary school compared with this lot.

When Dad and I arrived an hour ago, Woody walked straight up to us.

‘Hi, Sam! How’s it going?’ he said, then stuck his hand out for Dad to shake. ‘I’m Woody.’

‘Roger,’ Dad said, shaking Woody’s hand. ‘Sam’s dad.’

‘Great to meet you,’ Woody beamed. ‘Thanks for bringing Sam along tonight. I think she’s going to do really well.’

‘No problem,’ Dad says, glancing over Woody’s shoulder at the other girls signing up at a small table set up beside the oval. ‘Is Sam a bit young for these trials?’

‘She’s young compared to most of the others,’ Woody said, ‘but it’s nothing to worry about. After what I saw at training the other night, I don’t think it will be a problem. Your daughter is an excellent soccer player. I’ve never seen a girl her age run so fast with a ball.’

Dad had looked so proud I thought his chest might burst.

After that, a lady sitting at the sign-up table gave me a red bib, and Dad went to stand with the rest of the parents. Woody took me over to wait with a bunch of other girls until the coaches separated us all into groups. We’ve spent the past hour warming up and doing a few drills in our different groups.

First, we all lined up to dribble the ball through a set of cones, then we did some passing drills and took some practise shots at the net.

I was so nervous that I was fumbling all over the place. The ball kept getting away from my feet and it was as if I’d lost every coordination skill I ever had. The girls around me were so fast and agile. Some of them could even bend the ball into the corners of the goal.

Now that it’s game time, I’m determined to shake off my nerves and show these people what I can really do.

‘Okay!’ the blue-hoodie guy says when we’re in front of him. ‘Can you all take off your bibs and hand them to Woody over here, please?’

We do as we’re told, then wait to hear what happens next. It’s nerve-racking.

‘Okay,’ one of the coaches calls out, looking down at his clipboard. ‘I’m going to call out the teams. When you hear your name, come and grab the matching bib. Sarah, blue, defence; Ruby, green, midfield; Abbie, blue, defence; Sam, green, midfield…’

I walk up, grab the green bib then move towards the back of the pack to put it on.

As soon as all the bibs are handed out, we walk onto the pitch and get into our positions. My hands are shaking and the butterflies in my stomach are doing backflips of their own.

Come on, Kerr! I tell myself. Just pretend it’s a normal practice match with the Knights. Stop freaking out!

But I can tell that all the girls are nervous, not just me. We throw worried glances at each other as we jog up and down on the spot, or stretch out our legs, eyeing off our competition. I take three deep breaths, and then the whistle blows.

It’s on.

The game starts out okay, and when I do get a touch of the ball, I control it well and get a good run with it, but I don’t do anything exciting or extraordinary. Then, about ten minutes into the game, one of the big girls tackles me from the side when I’ve got possession, which jolts all the nerves and fumbles out of me. Suddenly, it’s like I’m playing a regular game with the Knights, where all my focus is on the game itself, not on who’s watching or what I have to prove to anyone.

From that moment on, the only thing I think about is getting that ball in the back of the net. And I do it. Twice! The first time I leap up and head the ball into the top corner of the net, and the second time I bounce the ball off my left boot, straight past the keeper’s gloves. I even manage to show off my ambidextrous skills, kicking with both feet. I also do a couple of cracking cross passes that even surprise me! I’m in the zone and having so much fun playing with these awesome soccer players, that I forget all about my nerves and just go for it.

At the end of the match, the coaches get us to do a warm down and then we all gather around.

‘Thanks so much for coming tonight, everyone,’ the blue-hoodie guy says.

‘We’ll be calling you all over the next few days to let you know who made the team.’

As I walk off the pitch, Woody comes towards me with a huge smile on his face.

‘Exceptional!’ he says. ‘Sensational stuff, Sam!’

Exhausted, I flop into the front seat of the car with a loud groan.

‘Ooooohhhhh, my legs!’

Dad laughs. ‘No wonder they’re sore. You were giving it everything out there! Well done, love.’

‘Thanks, Dad. That was brutal.’

‘But did you have fun?’ Dad asks.

‘Yeah, I did,’ I say. ‘It was different from playing with the Knights. It felt like there was more pressure to play well – but I still enjoyed it.’

‘Great,’ Dad says. ‘That’s the most important thing. Anyway, Woody said you should know by next week if you made the team.’

‘I probably didn’t. Those other girls were older and bigger and way better than me. I guess it makes sense if I don’t make it…’

But even as I say the words out loud, I know I’m lying to Dad and myself. I’ll be gutted if I don’t get into the Fremantle Saints. My technique has improved so much over the past couple of years, and tonight it felt like I was able to put all those skills into action with a new bunch of hugely talented players. It was such a rush! Now that I’ve had a taste of what it feels like to play with the big kids, I want more.




CHAPTER SEVEN

THE KNIGHTS’ HOME GROUND

SATURDAY

12.25 pm

‘We’ve played this team before, so we know their defence is aggressive and strong,’ Ted says as we all huddle around him before the game. ‘So if the pressure is on the midfielders and attackers, we need a strategy for how to get the ball into the box.’

Today, the Knights are playing a team called the Hampton Blazes, and kick-off is in a few minutes. As usual, I’m itching to get out there.

Ted turns to me now. ‘What do you think, Sam?’

‘Maybe we could pass back to our defenders,’ I say, trying to picture the match play in my head, ‘which will push their defenders forward. Then our defenders can kick the ball long down the pitch, and we can have one or two of our attackers running up with it. That might give us more space and flexibility to get it into the box.’

‘Great idea,’ Ted says, beaming at me. ‘What do we think, everyone? Make sense?’

Everyone nods and murmurs their understanding.

‘Right, let’s get out there and win this!’ Ted says, clapping his hands together.

As Dylan and I head out onto the pitch side-by-side, he nudges me. ‘Nice strategy, Captain,’ he says.

I shrug. ‘Let’s see if it works first!’

The game starts out in our favour, and we are in control from kick-off. Hampton are fast and aggressive, but they don’t seem to have a game plan or much strategy. When Dylan scores an early goal, it seems to throw them off. Their goalie never saw it coming! But then Hampton score a goal towards the end of the first half, and at half-time the score is 1–1.

After another pep talk from Ted, we’re all pumped and ready to go when we come back on the pitch for the second half. From the first few minutes, it’s obvious that the Hampton players have tired themselves out in the first half, which gives us a chance to put our game plan into action.

When the ball goes out on the corner flag at their end, one of our new players, Charlie, throws it in, straight to Chelsea. Chelsea controls it easily and dodges around a couple of puffed Hampton players, then lobs the ball high in the air and straight towards Ky. Ky traps it and sets off on a dribble before he’s attacked on both sides by Hampton players. Toby runs up and helps Ky out by flicking the ball out of the tangle of feet and running with it towards our goals.

‘TOBY!’ I shout, running alongside him.

We’re right outside the box now. Toby passes me the ball; I control it and run towards the net, waiting for the right moment to strike. As a Hampton defender bears down on me, I take my chance, running up and banging it straight past the goalie and into the back of the net.

BOOM!

‘YES!’ Ted shouts.

I take off, running along the line of the box, and flip myself over backwards in the air.

‘WOO HOOOOOO!’ Dylan shouts, running up to high-five me, as the rest of my teammates descend on me from all sides.

My whole body is tingling with happiness and excitement, and I’m so stoked that I feel like I could do about ten backflips in a row!

But after that, the second half seems to slow down a lot. The ball is kicked up and down the pitch, both teams controlling it at different times, but with no goals scored. Hampton takes a few shots, but James doesn’t let any of them through. Noah comes on halfway through the second half and lifts the rest of us with his fresh energy, and when Chelsea takes her chance at a long lob at goal, it pays off and the ball flies straight over the goalie’s head and into the back of the net.
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SWISH!

We all go crazy, jumping on Chelsea and shouting at the top of our lungs. When the final whistle blows a few minutes later, the Knights have won, 3–1, and I am one very happy captain.



CHAPTER EIGHT

MY HOUSE

TUESDAY

6.05 pm

‘Do you think we’ll need two days at Movie World?’ Maddie asks. ‘One might not be enough.’

Mum laughs and puts down her glass of water. ‘One will be plenty!’

‘Then we’ll have to get there really early,’ my sister says, glancing around the table, ‘so we have time to see everything and go on ALL the rides.’

It’s dinner time in the Kerr house and the main topic of conversation around the table is our upcoming trip. It’s nice to have a distraction because all I’ve been able to think about these past few days are the soccer trials and whether I’m going to get into the rep team. It’s even taken over my thoughts about the World Cup – which is saying something!

‘Okay,’ Dad grins. ‘I’ll wake you up at 5 am that morning. How’s that sound?’

‘Woah, not that early!’ Maddie says, looking horrified.

Mum sighs and swirls her mashed potato with her fork. ‘I can’t wait to do nothing but lie next to that pool in Port Douglas,’ she says. ‘I’m not going to move for at least six hours.’

‘Me too,’ Maddie says.

‘I can’t wait to go snorkelling on the Barrier Reef!’ Levi says. ‘You gonna come, Sam?’

‘Absolutely!’

I can’t think of anything more boring than lying by a pool all day. Dad, Levi and I want to go to the rainforest, Cape Tribulation and Stoney Creek Falls while we’re there.

‘What are you most looking forward to, Sam?’ Mum asks.

‘The Daintree Rainforest,’ I say. ‘And going on the Wild West Falls Adventure Ride at Movie World!’

I hear a whimper and look down to see Penny staring up at me.

‘Don’t worry, Penny,’ I say, giving her big brown head a rub. ‘I’ll bring you back a Scooby-Doo dog toy from Movie World. Maybe even a Scooby-Doo dog bowl! Every dog in East Fremantle will be jealous.’

Everyone laughs, but I suddenly feel sad thinking about not seeing her for three weeks. ‘Are you sure the Harris family knows she needs two walks a day?’ I ask Mum.

Mum nods. ‘Yes. Jake’s mum is all over it, don’t worry,’ she says. ‘And those two boys are going to spoil Penny rotten.’

Jake and Will love Penny like she’s their own dog, so I’m sure they’ll take good care of her. Still…

‘And don’t forget to tell them to take her frisbee to the park because she –’

‘Yes, Sam,’ Dad laughs. ‘Penny will be fine. Stop worrying!’

The phone in the kitchen rings, and Maddie gets up to answer it. Whenever the phone rings after dinner it’s usually for my sister, so none of us ever bother to answer it anymore.

‘Sam, it’s for you!’ Maddie calls from the kitchen. ‘Some guy named Woody.’

Dad and I look at each other and cold tingles run up and down my spine.

This is it! The moment I find out if I made the rep team!

‘Go on, quick!’ Dad says. ‘We’re all dying to know!’

‘Is this about –’ Maddie says, coming back into the dining room.

‘Shush!’ Levi hisses, as I run into the kitchen.

I take a deep breath and pick up the phone. ‘Hello?’

‘Sam?’ Woody says.

‘Yeah, hi.’

He pauses for a second. It feels like an hour before he says, ‘How would you feel about coming to play for the Fremantle Saints?’




CHAPTER NINE

FEWSTER OVAL

MONDAY

7.35 pm

I’m in the car on the way to my first Fremantle Saints training and I find that my legs are jiggling at full speed. Mum ignores it for awhile but finally she’s had enough. ‘For goodness sake, Sam! You’re going to put a hole in the car floor!’

‘Sorry,’ I say, forcing my legs to be still, which is not easy.

Ever since Woody called me last week, I’ve been worrying that I’m not good enough for this rep team after all. Will they keep me if I’m not as good as I was at the trials? And what if I can’t handle the pressure?

‘I know you’re nervous,’ Mum says, pulling into the car park. ‘But just think of tonight like any other normal soccer training night.’

Yeah, right!

‘I’ll try,’ I say, jumping out of the door when Mum stops the car. ‘Thanks for the lift!’

‘See you in two hours!’ Mum calls as I shut the door behind me.

Training for the Fremantle Saints is at a place called Fewster Oval. It’s a bit of a drive from our house, but Mum and Dad said they don’t mind taking me. It’s especially nice of them because they have to wait around for two whole hours. It feels like such a long time. I’m used to training for an hour, tops! When Woody sent me the training schedule and I saw how long the sessions went for, I got a bit nervous. That’s a lot of running, I thought.

When I arrive, I see a low brick clubhouse with a canteen and a few wooden benches and tables scattered around in front. There are a few different pitches on the large grassy area, and various teams of both boys and girls of all ages are scattered around the grounds. Straight away, I spot the coach from my trial talking to a couple of older girls, so I head over to join them.

Paul smiles at me. I swallow nervously. ‘Hi, I’m Sam Kerr,’ I say shyly. ‘Do you know which team I’m supposed to be on?’

‘Mine!’ Paul grins. ‘Great to have you. Stand by and we’ll get started once everyone is here.’

I like Paul right away. He has glasses, dark hair and an English accent, and wears trackie daks with a black sleeveless puffer. Best of all, he has a big friendly smile.

Once the whole team has arrived, Paul hands out our shirts, shorts and socks. Fremantle Saints colours are navy blue and red – navy blue shorts and socks, and a red T-shirt with my last name and my number on the back. My number is 7, which I’ve decided is going to be my new lucky number. Paul isn’t our only coach. There’s Claudio, too. Claudio is a big, bearded dark-haired man with a booming voice, but he is also very gentle when he needs to be. At one point, I see him talking quietly to a girl who looks even more nervous than me, and reassuring her that she has nothing to worry about. Thank goodness both my coaches are nice. What a relief!

I count at least seventeen on our all-girls team, which means we won’t all get to play every single game. That’s different from the Knights, where we usually only have one or two extras every week, so I guess I’ll have to get used to not getting as much game time.

I recognise a couple of girls from the trials, but not all of them – I had been paying too much attention to the ball and not enough to players’ faces! There’s no way I’m going to remember seventeen names at my first training, so I tell myself I’ll be happy if I learn just one.

Training starts and at first, it’s not much different from the Knights training sessions. Maybe that’s because Ted is an awesome coach, or maybe it’s because all soccer trainings are the same no matter how high up you go. We do our warm-up exercises, including walking across the pitch while bringing our knees up to our elbows with every step. We do a few laps, then the coaches start us on a bunch of drills.

‘Okay, find a partner,’ Paul tells us after he hands out our kits, ‘and pass the ball back and forth, moving back a bit every time you kick it.’

I end up with a girl with short red hair and freckles all over her nose. We start running through the drill together. She has such a strong kick that I have to really concentrate on trapping the ball to knock it forward. After that, Paul gets us to do some header practice, something we’ve never done at Knights training. My partner throws the ball to me at head height, and I have to head it straight back. Then we swap. We do this for a few minutes back and forth until my head is a bit sore.

But it’s when we get to the practice match that things really ramp up.

I dodge and weave around these huge girls, who are each ready to tackle anyone with the ball. Wow, these girls are rough! Every single one of them is bigger than me, and just ten minutes into the match I get a nasty knock from a tall girl who looks at least sixteen. We’re both going for the ball and when she goes to kick it out from under my feet, she accidentally kicks me in the knee instead.

Hard.

I fall over and go sprawling face down on the pitch.

‘Oh, sorry!’ she cries. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yep,’ I say, trying to sound chill, even though when I stand up I can feel my knee throbbing like it’s been hit by a freight train.

I’m a bit useless after that. My knee is so sore that I can barely hobble, let alone run around the pitch. It’s so embarrassing, especially when Paul comes up to me afterwards.

‘You okay, Sam?’ he asks. ‘You took a pretty hard knock on that knee. You’ll wanna get some ice on it when you get home.’

The girl who kicked me walks up, too.
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‘Hey, I’m really sorry about kicking you like that,’ she says.

‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘No stress.’

She grins. ‘I can get a bit rough when I’m playing sometimes. It’s like I just get totally obsessed with the ball and I don’t see anything else, you know what I mean?’

‘Yeah, I’m the same,’ I say, grinning back.

‘I’m Abbie,’ the girl says. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Sam.’

‘Cool, see you next week, Sam.’

‘Bye.’

She walks away and even though my knee is killing me, the rest of my body feels warm and fuzzy all over.

I think I just made my first rep-team friend!



CHAPTER TEN

MY HOUSE

FRIDAY

4.30 pm

‘What are you working on?’ Mum asks, walking into the kitchen.

‘A humanities project,’ I say, glancing up from my notes.

Well, actually, I’m supposed to be working on the project, but my thoughts keep wandering and I can barely focus. Probably because I’m so tired after such a full-on week. I iced my knee straight away when I’d got home on Monday night because it was pretty sore. Luckily, the swelling went down in time for me to be able to go to the Knights training on Tuesday, and then I had my second Fremantle Saints training on Wednesday where I was partnered with Abbie again. Then Thursday night was homework and now it’s Friday afternoon and I’m meant to be starting work on this huge project.

‘Oh, I used to love humanities,’ Mum says, putting the kettle on for her afternoon cup of tea. ‘What’s the project?’

‘Indi and me had to pick something that’s hurting the environment and come up with a solution,’ I say, putting my pen down and rubbing my eyes. ‘We’re doing plastics in the ocean.’

Indi and I have to do a bunch of research about statistics on rubbish and plastics that end up in the sea, turn our dot points into paragraphs, then design a big A3-size poster with photos, quotes and how we can fix the problem. It’s a lot!

‘That’s a bit of a depressing topic,’ Mum says. ‘Did you come up with a solution?’

‘N-n-not yet,’ I say through a yawn.

Mum frowns. ‘Are you sure you should be going over to Dylan’s tonight? You’ve had a big week and it looks like you have lots of homework.’

‘This isn’t due for a couple of weeks,’ I say. ‘I’ve got heaps of time.’

‘Okayyy,’ Mum says, dragging out the word and not looking convinced. ‘But don’t forget you have two games of soccer on the weekend, and Nana’s birthday dinner tomorrow night. Then it’s back to three nights of training next week, and more homework on top of this project. Maybe you should plan for how to manage your time for the next little while?’

‘Nah, that’s okay,’ I say. ‘I can handle it.’ I’m sure once I get used to it all I’ll be fine.

‘So at Dylan’s – what are you watching?’ Mum asks.

‘Something called Edward Scissorhands.’

We take turns choosing a movie and tonight it’s Indi’s choice. She reckons Edward Scissorhands is a romantic comedy, but it doesn’t sound very romantic to me.

‘Rena says it’s the best movie EVER!’ Indi told us at school today.

Rena is Indi’s older sister and she’s ultra-cool. So, I guess the movie must be okay if she’s given it the thumbs up.

‘I love that movie!’ Mum says, then gives me a sly grin. ‘Hope you can stay awake for it.’

I roll my eyes. ‘Of course I’ll stay awake!’

‘You’d better not fall asleep!’ Indi warns me as I settle myself into the corner of Dylan’s comfy couch.

I groan. ‘Why does everyone think I’m going to fall asleep? It’s only seven o’clock!’

Indi and Dylan glance at each other.

‘What?’ I frown.

‘I saw you napping in science today,’ Indi says.

‘Was not!’

Indi laughs. ‘Was so!’

‘Anyway, Mum’s made us a lamb stew and flatbread, so you have to stay awake for that at least,’ Dylan says. ‘She said it will be ready in ten minutes.’

‘YUM! I’m not missing out on that!’

I love Mrs Matwa’s cooking, especially her Sudanese flatbread. It’s delicious! I don’t know how Dylan stays so skinny when he scoffs down at least two servings of his mum’s cooking every night. Mum says he must have hollow legs.

‘Only a week until the first World Cup match!’ Dylan says, as he settles himself into a bean bag. ‘Remember how Australia qualified?’

Indi groans. ‘If you two are going to talk about soccer all night I’m leaving!’

‘I thought you said you’d watch the games with us,’ Dylan says, sounding hurt.

‘I will!’ Indi says, throwing up her hands. ‘But that doesn’t mean I want to hear about them now!’

The last time Indi watched soccer was with me, Dylan, the Harris family and the whole Knights team, when the Socceroos qualified for the World Cup in Sydney, back in November last year. It was the most exciting game I’ve ever seen! Australia was playing Uruguay, and everyone came to our house to watch it. There was so much yelling and screaming in our lounge room that Mum was worried our neighbours would call the police.

Australia had been trying to get into the World Cup since 1974 but never had any luck. But that day, back in November, they finally did it, defeating Uruguay 4–2 in a penalty shoot-out. It was AMAZING! When the game finished, and we all knew Australia was going through to the 2006 FIFA World Cup in Germany, we all went bonkers crazy!

‘Mark Schwarzer was definitely the hero of that game,’ Dylan says now, turning to me. ‘He saved two penalties.’

‘Yeah, but John Aloisi sealed the victory,’ I say. ‘He had that ninth kick of the shoot-out and –’

‘Oh, please, STOP!’ Indi cries dramatically, throwing herself backwards on the couch and putting her hands over her eyes. ‘I promise you can talk about your penalties and shoot-outs as much as you like when we’re watching it, but it’s MOVIE NIGHT!’

‘Alright, alright,’ Dylan laughs. ‘Don’t get so histrionic!’

‘What does that mean?’ I ask.

‘Dramatic,’ Dylan says.

‘She’s an actress!’ I cry. ‘She’s supposed to be dramatic!’

‘Okay, food time!’ Mrs Mawut announces, entering the room with steaming bowls of stew and piles of flatbread on a massive tray. She puts the tray down on the coffee table and we all crowd around excitedly.

‘Thank you!’ Indi and I say, digging in hungrily.

‘You’re welcome,’ says Mrs Mawut, smiling. ‘Enjoy!’

The three of us barely say a word as we polish off the stew and flatbread in under ten minutes. Then, after we take everything back to the kitchen and help do the dishes, we’re back in the lounge room, our bellies full and ready for the movie.

‘Here we go!’ Indi says, pressing play on the video.
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Two hours later, I open my eyes to find Dylan and Indi leaning over me.

‘I won’t fall asleep, she said,’ Indi crows. ‘I’m not even tired, she said!’

‘You literally fell asleep three minutes into the movie,’ Dylan grins.

I yawn, stretching my arms above my head. ‘I feel much better after my nap,’ I say. ‘Who’s up for another movie? I’m hungry, too. Did you eat all the popcorn?’

Indi and Dylan both stare at me, shaking their heads.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

EDGEVILLE GROUND

SUNDAY

9.55 am

The big day is finally here – my first game with the Fremantle Saints!

My palms are sweaty, my legs are jittery, an entire swarm of butterflies seems to be whipping around my stomach, and all of this is giving me flashbacks to how I felt before my first game with the Knights two years ago. I try to reason with myself. Back then, I didn’t know anything about soccer at all. At least now I know the rules and what to do out there. That should make me feel better, but I’m not sure if it does. There’s a pressure now to be at the top of my game, and that’s something that wasn’t there two years ago. Maybe Nana’s favourite saying is right – maybe ‘Ignorance is bliss’!

I think back to yesterday’s game with the Knights. We played against the Quokkas and lost, but it was still awesome fun. The pitch was so wet it had pretty much turned into a swamp from all the rain the night before. We were slipping and sliding all over the place, and by the end of the game we were covered in so much mud that we looked like creatures from the black lagoon (an old movie Dad loves).

At one point, Dylan had gone to kick the ball, slipped over and slid about three metres on his bum in a mud slick. Toby and I had doubled over laughing, and James cracked up so much that he accidentally let a goal go straight through into the net!

Ted was not happy.

Still, even though we lost 5–3, I scored two goals. It was a huge confidence boost for me, which I’m definitely going to need for today’s game. Abbie told me at training on Wednesday night that Red Thunder, the team we’re playing today, are tough.

‘Tough as,’ Abbie had said, as we kicked the ball back and forth in one of our warm-up drills. ‘Last time we played them, two of our girls had to come off with sprained ankles.

After hearing that, I’m not too upset about being off for the start of the game. I’m happy to be able to watch and figure out how our opponents play before getting out there.

The game starts out okay and we seem evenly matched, but then Red Thunder just come alive! It’s like someone suddenly plugs them into a 100-watt amplifier and they all start buzzing. Every single girl on the team seems to increase their speed by about fifty per cent, and they’re so fit that not one of them is puffing, not even a little bit, even though they are running flat out the whole time. The pace is insane and when they tackle, they go in hard.

About fifteen minutes into the game, Paul comes up to me on the bench.

‘Get ready, Sam, he says. ‘You’re going on in a minute.’

I jump up and start stretching and jogging on the spot. In my head, I tell myself to focus on one thing only when I get out there. Get that ball down to the goal and score!

Finally, the ball goes out and Paul gestures to the ref that he’s swapping out players. I run out onto the pitch, into midfield, ready to go. But as the game restarts and I start to follow the play, I can hardly get near the ball. I’m out of breath before the first five minutes are up. By half-time, I’ve managed to get one or two touches, but nowhere near as many as I would with the Knights. Whenever I get close to the ball, the opposition intercepts. Every. Single. Time.

At half-time, the score is 1–3. Holly, one of our top attackers, scored a goal off a free kick, but apart from that, we haven’t had many shots at goal.

‘Bring it in, girls!’ Paul shouts.

We gather around and I wonder what he’s going to say to us after such a terrible half.

‘I saw some great stuff happening out there,’ he begins. ‘We created at least three or four fantastic opportunities for goals but just didn’t get there unfortunately. What I can see is that we need to do a better job of our individual technique of defending, particularly in midfield and around the box.’

He turns to look at a couple of girls. ‘Sienna and Lily, I need you to get the defensive job done by keeping up the pressure. I don’t want to see you hanging back when the ball is in play in your area, okay? You need to wake up and get in there, got it?’

The girls nod, then Paul turns to Abbie. ‘Abbie, I need you to push up and create space, and Ruby, when the ball is in the back you play it in the back, okay?’

‘Yes, coach,’ Ruby says.

‘Sam,’ he says, turning to me. ‘You’re fast but I need you to be faster. Your player was running rings around you, and I need you to try and keep up, okay?’

‘Yes, coach,’ I say, feeling even smaller than I already do among my tall team.

‘I know this is your first game as a team,’ Paul says, smiling at all of us with his friendly face. ‘Well, this is all about team building. You’re a team. Look for each other, call to each other and work like a team, okay?’

We go back out for the second half feeling pumped up and motivated, but Red Thunder is all over us from the moment the whistle blows. As good as the girls on our team are, we don’t have a chance.

‘Come on, girls!’ Claudio shouts. ‘Switch on! First to the ball!’

But not even Claudio’s encouragement can stop Red Thunder from wiping the pitch with us. By the time Paul subs me out in the middle of the second half, I haven’t even touched the ball. Doesn’t look like there’ll be any goals or backflips for me this game.

At the end of the match, the score is 1–6. It’s embarrassing, and as we shake hands with the other team, I have to force myself to hold my head up and look each player in the eye. There’s nothing worse than a sore loser but it’s hard to keep the friendly smile on my face.

Paul gives us another pep talk when we come off.

‘We have a lot of work to do at training this week,’ he says. ‘We need to pick up our defence, and really work on getting that ball down the pitch. So, I want you all focused, okay?’

‘Yes, coach,’ we murmur.

‘Remember, next week is a bye and then the following week we’re playing out near Ludlow,’ Paul says. ‘The game starts at 3 pm, and I want you all there an hour early for a warm-up. It’s a three-hour drive so make sure you tell your parents what time you need to leave.’

I feel a prickle on the back of my neck.

That Sunday is Indi’s play. I was supposed to be going with Indi’s family and the show starts at 7 pm.

There’s no way I’m going to make it back in time.




CHAPTER TWELVE

THE KNIGHTS’ HOME GROUND

TUESDAY

6.20 pm

‘Stop stressing,’ Dylan says, as we walk across the car park together. ‘It was your first game. Anyway, I’m sure you didn’t play as badly as you think you did.’

‘I did,’ I say, kicking at the asphalt under my soccer boots. ‘I was terrible.’

I’ve been in a funk ever since Sunday’s game, and this is the first chance I’ve had to whinge to Dylan about it. He was away from school yesterday and today on some astronomy excursion thing, so I’ve been dying to talk to him about how bad I’ve been feeling. Losing one game on the weekend I could take, but losing two is the worst. I didn’t even touch the ball in the second half on Sunday. Is this how I’m going to play in every rep game? I stifle a huge yawn and rub my eyes. It’s difficult to reason myself out of this funk. I know I shouldn’t be so hard on myself. Like Paul said, it was our first game as a team and we’re still getting to know each other. Urg… I feel so miserable that I didn’t even want to go to training tonight, and I LOVE training with the Knights.

‘I’ll be the judge of how terrible you are when I come and watch the Fremantle Saints,’ Dylan grins. ‘Maybe I could come to your next game. You playing on Sunday again?’

‘Nah, it’s a bye this week, then next week… I mean, I’d like you to come, but it’s three hours away.’

‘Three hours!?’ Dylan’s eyes widen. ‘Well, that’s one of the disadvantages of playing with a rep team, I guess. Travelling extensively for games.’

I don’t even have the energy to tease Dylan for using one of his show-off big words. Just thinking about the game out in Woop Woop makes me feel worse.

Ted walks over to us as soon as we get to training.

‘I heard about the game on Sunday,’ he says in a low voice, probably so the others don’t hear.

‘Yeah, it was pretty bad,’ I say. ‘I can’t stop thinking about all the things I did wrong.’

‘Don’t sweat it, kid,’ Ted smiles. ‘Rep games can be tough, but you’ll learn heaps from the bad games.’

I stare at Ted in horror. ‘Did Woody say I played badly?’

‘Not at all!’ Ted laughs. ‘He just said you girls had a tough one. Red Thunder is the best team in the division, so it was a brutal one to kick you off.’

‘That’s an understatement,’ I say.

‘Hang in there, Sam,’ Ted says, clapping me on the back. ‘It will get better. Remember how down you were on yourself when you started playing with the Knights? And look at you now, Captain!’




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

KENNEDY BAPTIST COLLEGE

THURSDAY

9.40 am

‘Sam, can you pass me the scissors?’

‘Sure,’ I say, ‘Absolutely. No problem.’ I lunge for the scissors and pass them to Indi so quickly she backs away slightly.

She looks at me and narrows her eyes. ‘Sam, you’re being weird.’

My tummy is squirming like crazy. I still haven’t told Indi that I can’t come to her play, and I feel my guilt dripping through everything I’ve been doing this week. At first, I thought I could go to the play on the Saturday night instead, but when Mum rang the school to ask, we found out all three nights are completely sold out. Indi’s going to be so upset that I can’t go. Her first high-school play and I’m going to miss it.

Right now, we’re working together on our humanities project in class. I know this is the perfect time to tell her, but I just don’t know how to bring it up.

Finally, I blurt it out, just as Indi starts cutting out a picture from a magazine.

‘I’ve got a soccer game next weekend and I can’t come to your play!’

The scissors jolt in her hand and I realise that telling her bad news while she is holding a sharp blade probably isn’t the best idea.

‘I’m really sorry,’ I say, as Indi stares down and keeps cutting.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Indi shrugs. ‘You can come to my next show.’

Indi’s trying to act like she’s not sad that I can’t come to her play, but I know she is. My best friend is a great actor, but I’ve known her for most of her life and can see through the acting.

‘I feel so bad,’ I say. ‘You know how much I was looking forward to seeing it.’

‘It’s no big deal,’ Indi shrugs, keeping her eyes down as she cuts out a photo from a magazine of a clump of plastic bags being pulled out of the ocean. ‘It’s not like I’ve got a big part or anything.’

‘That doesn’t matter,’ I say. ‘I wanted to see it anyway!’

‘Well, you can’t, can you,’ Indi snaps.

I’m so shocked by her sharp tone that I almost drop the highlighter I’m holding in my hand.

‘I don’t blame you for being mad,’ I say softly.

Indi sighs and looks at me for the first time since I told her. ‘I’m not mad, Sam,’ she says. ‘I’m just upset.’

‘You know I’d be there if I could,’ I say.

‘I know,’ says Indi softly. ‘But this kind of thing is going to start happening more now because we’re both getting busy with our own different stuff.’

This isn’t what I want to hear! Indi is my best friend. We’ve always done our own thing, but it hasn’t changed our friendship.

‘We’ve always had our own different stuff,’ I say. ‘It’s never mattered before.’

‘Yeah, but we’re older now.’ Indi shrugs. ‘Life is getting much busier, and we won’t always be able to be there for each other’s stuff, that’s all.’

The sickly squirming in my tummy is still there. What if we end up being so different that we’re not best friends anymore?

Indi swats me on the arm. ‘Stop looking like such a misery guts,’ she laughs. ‘I’m just saying that we’re going to get busier with our own stuff. I didn’t say we won’t be best friends anymore.’

‘You better not be saying that,’ I say firmly. ‘Cos I won’t let you not be my best friend!’

Indi rolls her eyes. ‘Geez, and you reckon I’m a drama queen!’

I laugh and feel a huge sense of relief wash over me. It’s all fine. I told Indi something I was dreading and she’s okay with it. The squirming in my tummy instantly goes away. I’m still upset that I can’t go to Indi’s show, but at least she understands and she’s still my best friend.

‘Come on, let’s get back to the project,’ Indi says. ‘Miss Vane is looking over at us.’

I glance over and see our humanities teacher frowning in our direction. I watch as she sighs and stands up.

‘Uh-oh,’ I say. ‘Incoming!’

‘Quick,’ Indi whispers, ‘Start talking to me about eliminating unnecessary waste!’

‘Well,’ I say, glancing down at the very few notes I’ve written. ‘There are eight million tonnes of plastic found in the ocean every year and –’

‘Good to see you focused, Sam,’ Miss Vane says, stopping at our desk.

I glance up in surprise.

‘It’s not something I’ve been seeing much of this past week,’ she continues, raising a single eyebrow. ‘I know you fell asleep behind your book in class yesterday.’

I feel myself blushing as Miss Vane walks away. Indi gives me a sympathetic look and, just like that, the squirmy tummy is back again.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

MY BUS

WEDNESDAY

8.05 am

‘Did you bring it?’ Indi asks, as we step onto the bus.

‘Bring what?’ I say, yawning.

Indi laughs. ‘Wow! That yawn would put a hippopotamus to shame!’

I. Am. So. Tired. I try to laugh at Indi’s joke but I just don’t have the energy to. I’ve already had two soccer trainings this week. And last night, by the time I got home from training, had dinner and studied for today’s maths test, it was after 10 pm. I’d fallen asleep on top of my doona in my soccer gear. I can’t even start to think about training tonight.

‘What did I have to bring? I can’t…’ Then I remember. ‘Oh no!’ I gasp. ‘The statistics and the wrappers! I didn’t do them and I don’t have them!’

‘What?’ Indi’s face falls.

I stare at my friend in horror. I can’t believe I forgot that the humanities assignment was due today! Indi finished her part of it on the weekend and I was supposed to get statistics on plastics in the ocean, as well as collect wrappers and plastic to stick on our poster. But I’ve been so busy with training and games that I haven’t had a chance to work on it. Not only that, but I have two big tests this week – maths and English – and I’ve only studied for the maths one.

‘What are we going to do?’ Indi says. Her lip wobbles and she looks like she might cry.

‘I’m so sorry! I’ll work something out, I promise.’

‘But how, Sam? It’s due first period!’

I reach into my school bag and pull out my lunch box.



The second we get to school, the two of us run to the library so I can research and write up the statistics as quickly as I can. While I’m doing that, Indi unwraps my muesli bar and mini chip packet, and sticks the wrappers to the poster.

It’s not as good as it could have been but at least it’s done. I don’t mind too much what our grade is. I’m not worried about that. What I’m worried about is how much I’ve disappointed my best friend. Because even though I might not mind whether we get an A or a C, I know that Indi does.

‘I really am sorry,’ I say for the fifth time, as we walk into class carrying our completed project poster. ‘I’ll make it up to you next time, okay?’

But Indi just shakes her head in disappointment.

My heart sinks. First Indi’s play and now this. I’m starting to realise that playing with a team like the Fremantle Saints is a massive commitment, and exhausting. I just can’t do everything. The training, games and schoolwork is a lot, not to mention missing out on time with my best friends. It’s a good thing I love soccer so much, otherwise I don’t know if any of this would be worth it.



‘Of course it’s worth it!’ Levi says, later that afternoon.

He noticed my sad, tired face as soon as I got in the door from school and asked what was wrong. After a bit of prodding, I finally told him.

‘I don’t know,’ I say. ‘There is just too much to do. I just don’t think I’m doing any of it well.’

‘You’ll figure it out,’ he says. ‘You love soccer. You’d be miserable if you gave it up. Look how happy you were after your game on Saturday. We couldn’t shut you up at dinner afterwards.’

‘Rude,’ I say, making a face at him.

‘All I’m saying is, anything you love as much as you love soccer is worth a few sacrifices,’ he says. ‘You’ll see.’

‘I hope you’re right,’ I sigh.

‘Now come on,’ he says. ‘I’m driving you to training tonight and we have to leave in ten minutes.’

‘I can’t move,’ I say, slumping deeper into the couch.

‘Ten minutes or you’re getting the bus!’

‘Okay, okay!’

Levi is right, I think, as I go to get my soccer boots and shin pads out of my room. I do love soccer and so it’s worth it to make a few sacrifices here and there.

Everything will be fine.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

SIMPSON RESERVE

SATURDAY

2.35 pm

‘GREAT TACKLE, DYLAN!’ Ted yells.

‘GO DYLAN!’ my dad yells, right beside him.

But Dylan doesn’t seem to hear them as he dribbles the ball down the pitch and towards the box. He’s been playing so well today. We all have. It’s been a corker of a game against the Renegades, and now, halfway through the second half, the scores are even at 3–3.

Dylan passes the ball to Chelsea, and she takes a shot at goal, but the Renegades goalie punches it away.

‘BAD LUCK, CHELS!’ Ted shouts.

‘Good try!’ I call out.

Chelsea shrugs and grins as if to say, ‘I gave it a go. Whaddaya gonna do?’

The Renegades goalie throws the ball to his teammate, who controls it and starts heading down towards their goal. But Ky is on him and in a few seconds takes possession of the ball. He passes it to Charlie, who gets it to Noah just before he’s tackled by two Renegades players. Noah dribbles the ball along the left side of the pitch, before slicing a pass to Dylan. Dylan traps it under his foot then sees that I’m clear and open. He lobs it straight to me and I head it to Chelsea. Chelsea runs towards the box, and I stay alongside her, ready to take it if she’s tackled. Just before their defender can swipe it out from under her feet, Chelsea crosses it to me. I control it then run towards goal.

I’m a few metres in front of the Renegades defenders and have a clear shot. Their goalie looks a bit stressed and is moving around a lot. The defenders have caught up with me and I can feel two of them, one on each side, bearing down on me. I’m only about two metres out from the goal now, so I shoot.

The ball goes over the line and into the net. I’m about to celebrate when the goalie leans over, picks up the ball, runs out of the goal and throws it to her defender.

‘PLAY ON!’ the ref shouts.

WHAT? Is he serious?

‘That was a goal!’ I shout.

‘PLAY ON!’ he cries again, ignoring me.

The Renegades players take the ball and start dribbling it down towards their goal, leaving Dylan, Chelsea, Toby and myself all staring at the ref in disbelief.

‘That was totally a goal,’ my Renegades defender says.

‘Come on, ref!’ Chelsea shouts.

Ted is shouting something, too, as well as a bunch of our parents, but the ref ignores all of us and follows the play down the pitch.

I try to tell myself to calm down, to play on, to take the ref’s call. But something in me snaps.

‘Are you kidding?!’ I shout.

The ref turns on me. ‘Careful.’

‘No, it’s not fair! The goalie picked it up inside the net! Everyone saw!’

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Chelsea’s mouth fall open.

‘Last warning. Play on, or you’re off!’

‘SAM!’ Ted yells out. ‘Forget it! Just get back to the game!’

The tone Ted’s using shocks me. I turn my head and angry tears start to fall. And this time I’m not angry at the ref, I’m angry at myself. What’s wrong with me? I never give the ref attitude like that.
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I notice that James has got back possession and that the ball is making its way back down to our goal. I sprint off towards the play. I can’t think about this now. All I want to think about right now is the game.

‘JAMES!’ I shout.

James turns and sees that I’m open. He slices a pass to me, and I trap it under my left foot. My defender is on me, so I pass the ball to Dylan, who is running on my left. I get free of my defender and open myself up right in front of goal. Dylan sees what I’m doing and turns his body towards mine, then boots the ball in my direction.

I shoot my foot out to trap it then glance over at the goal. I’m on an angle to the net but I give it a shot anyway. As I give the ball an almighty kick, I hold my breath and watch as the ball soars past the dazed goalie’s hands and into the corner of the net.

YES! There’s no way the ref can say that one didn’t go in!

‘Nice one,’ the Renegades defender says, grinning. ‘Payback, huh?’

I smile at her, but her comment reminds me of how I behaved earlier. It’s just not me. Imagine if I’d been sent off?

The captain of the team sent off for having a go at the ref!

I purse my lips together in a firm line. Levi’s right – soccer is worth it. But something else needs to change. I can’t keep doing everything like I have been the past few weeks. I’m tired all the time, I can’t think clearly and I’m letting people down. I’m just not me anymore.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

MY HOUSE

SATURDAY

6.20 pm

Later that afternoon, Mum walks in the front door and plonks a pile of fish and chips down on the coffee table.

‘Ooooh, how good does that smell?’ Dad says, bringing in the vinegar and tomato sauce from the kitchen. ‘Thanks love!’

‘YUM!’ I say, wondering why Mum looks a bit pale. ‘I’m starving.’

Dad starts to unwrap the paper and we all gather around to dive into the hot greasy goodness. Mum clears her throat.

‘What’s wrong, Mum?’ Maddi says, leaning over to grab a chip. ‘You’re doing that thing.’

‘What thing?’ Mum asks.

‘The clearing-your-throat thing,’ Levi says.

‘I do not have a clearing-my-throat thing,’ Mum frowns, handing serviettes around and clearing her throat.

‘You do,’ we all say.

Mum glares, then picks up the tomato sauce and squirts a big blob onto the paper.

‘What is it, Roxy?’ Dad asks, looking worried now. ‘Everything okay?’

Mum sighs. ‘Well, not exactly.’

‘I knew it!’ Maddi says smugly, then looks panicked. ‘It’s not about the holiday, is it?

Oh my god! What happened? Is it cancelled?’

‘Shush!’ Levi snaps. ‘Let the woman speak!’

‘Go on, love,’ Dad says, holding a piece of fish in the air, halfway to his mouth. He looks as worried as the rest of us.

Mum looks at me and my heart drops into my stomach. Is this about my game with the Knights?

‘I got an email from Woody at the Fremantle Saints…’ Mum begins.

My heart sinks further, into my runners. Ted must have told Woody how I behaved today. They now realise they have made a mistake and now I’m out. I drop the chip I’ve been holding back onto the paper. I feel like I might throw up.

‘The team has a camp scheduled for the weekend of the 27th and 28th, and attendance is compulsory,’ Mum continues. ‘Not only that, but they have sent me a whole bunch of information about the club and their policies. They have serious rules about missing games during the season. Apparently, if you miss more than two games in a row they have to reconsider you playing with the team.’

‘But we’ll be on our holiday on the 27th and 28th,’ I say, my voice squeaky. ‘And I’m going to have to miss at least three games while we’re away, aren’t I?’

My whole family stares at me with expressions of pity.

‘I think that’s the problem, love,’ Dad says gently. ‘If you miss the camp and all those games, you might not be able to play with the Fremantle Saints anymore.’

‘But… what do I do?’ I say, trying not to cry. ‘I can’t miss the family holiday… but I don’t want to stop playing with the team either.’

‘Hmmm,’ Maddi murmurs through a mouthful of potato scallop. ‘That’s a tough one alright.’

‘We’d understand if you decided to stay for soccer,’ Mum says. ‘It’s a big deal being picked for the rep team, and you could stay with Nana while we’re away, or she could come and stay here. We’d miss you but we’d understand.’

I stand up.

Mum stands up, too. ‘Oh, Sam,’ she says, putting out her arms to hug me. ‘I’m sorry, love.’

‘It’s fine!’ I say, choking back a sob. ‘I just have to… go to the bathroom. Back in a sec.’

But instead of heading to the bathroom, I go straight to my room and bury my face in my pillow so no one can hear me crying. After a few seconds I feel a wetness on my ankle. I look around to see Penny licking my leg and gazing up at me with worried eyes.

‘I’m okay, girl,’ I sniff. ‘Just having a moment. You know what it’s like.’

Penny blinks as if to say, Girl, I know exactly what it’s like!

I rub my eyes and hope they’re not too red. I’m just preparing to go back to the family and pretend everything’s alright when my door swings open.

‘Did you forget where our bathroom is?’ Levi asks. ‘Easy mistake to make, I guess. You’ve only lived here for thirteen years.’

‘Get out, Levi,’ I say. ‘I’m not in the mood, okay?’

My brother’s face softens. ‘Mum sent me to check on you. Your dinner’s going cold.’

‘Not hungry,’ I say.

Levi walks in and sits on the end of my bed.

‘I know it sucks,’ he says, picking at my black-and-white checked doona cover, ‘having to choose between two awesome things is the worst. I had to do it last year when I got offered two jobs. One at the café in Fremantle, and one at a café in Perth.’

‘Oh yeah,’ I say. ‘I remember. I didn’t know you were offered a job in Perth as well. I thought you just got the Fremantle one.’

‘Nah, I stressed about that for days before I finally decided,’ Levi says.

‘Well, I have no idea what to do,’ I say.

Levi looks up and nods at the huge handmade chart on my wall, with all the World Cup matches and times on it.

‘I reckon it’s pretty obvious,’ he says.

‘Because of that?’ I frown, nodding at my chart.

‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Anyone who is this excited about the World Cup should be playing the best soccer, and learning as much as they can. You obviously love it.’

There’s a pause for a moment. Levi’s clearly thinking. ‘Sam,’ he says, finally, ‘think about how you’ve been feeling lately. You’ve been doing everything, but have you really been enjoying any of it? Be honest.’

I stare hard at Levi. It’s like he’s read my mind. I’ve been trying to do everything – homework, studying for tests, the humanities project, movies with Indi and Dylan, trying to go to Indi’s play, trying to be a good captain for the Knights, proving that I belong in the Fremantle Saints. I am trying to do everything, but I’m not doing any of it in the way that I’d want. And this week was a big low – I let my best friend down, and I let Ted down. I let myself down.

Levi nods, as if I was saying all this out loud. ‘I know Mum’s news means you’re being forced to choose. But I think, deep down, you knew you’d have to start making some tough choices anyway.’

I stare thoughtfully at my wall.

‘Sometimes you’ve gotta make sacrifices for the stuff that you love,’ Levi shrugs. ‘Like I said, it sucks. Now come on,’ he says, getting off the bed. ‘My pineapple fritter is going cold.’

As I follow my brother out of my room, I’m doing some serious thinking. Levi’s right. I love soccer. Apart from my family and friends, it’s the thing I love more than anything in the world. I know I’m new to the Fremantle Saints, but being on the team feels so right and it makes me happy. I don’t want to risk not playing with them.
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But making soccer my number-one priority is going to mean missing out on stuff. Like Levi said, everyone has to make sacrifices for the things they love. And giving up some things also means that I can give one hundred per cent to the stuff I choose to do. When I see my friends, or do schoolwork, I won’t fall asleep anymore. And when I play soccer, I’ll be able to play and behave like I want to – no more emotional, out-of-control Sam.

If I really want to commit to soccer and get better at it, then I’ll have to miss out on doing cool stuff with my family and friends sometimes. But that’s okay cos I think it might be worth it one day.

‘I’ve decided not to go on the holiday,’ I say, as I walk back into the lounge room.

Maddi looks horrified. ‘WHAT?’

Mum’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘Are you sure?’ she asks.

‘Yes,’ I nod.

Levi grins and gives me a wink.

‘You know, there’ll be more family holidays, love,’ Dad says. ‘And from now on, we’ll know to book them in the off season!’

‘So, you think I’m doing the right thing?’ I ask, sitting back down to join the family.

Maddi opens her mouth to speak but Mum cuts her off.

‘Does it feel right?’ Mum asks. She touches her hand to her chest. ‘In here?’

I think for a moment. ‘Yep. It does.’

Mum grins. ‘Well, there’s your answer then.’ She gets up. ‘I’ll call Nana now.’

Levi raises his eyebrows at me.

‘You good?’ he asks.

I smile.

‘I’m good.’



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

MY HOUSE

SUNDAY

9.00 am

‘How was it?’ I ask Indi over the phone.

It’s Sunday and the first thing on my mind when I woke up this morning, even before my soccer game with the Fremantle Saints today, was calling Indi to find out how her show went last night. Indi, being the bestest friend in the world, had forgiven me for forgetting the project, and I’m doing everything that I can to show her how much I am grateful for a friend like her.

‘I think I was okay,’ Indi says.

‘I bet you were way better than okay,’ I say. ‘Tell me EVERYTHING!’

‘Well, I didn’t forget any of my four lines!’ She laughs.

We stay on the phone for an hour after that, and Indi tells me how much fun she had, both on and off stage. Before we hang up, I ask her if she wants to have a sleepover next weekend.

‘Yes!’ Indi says. ‘I’ll bring some of Mum’s baklava! And what are you doing tonight after your game? Want to come over? George has got a new video game and it looks epic!’

‘I’d love to, but I reckon I should probably get an early night before school tomorrow,’ I say. ‘But I can’t WAIT for our sleepover! Could we play it then?’

There’s a pause on the end of the line, and I can almost see Indi smiling.

‘An early night is a great idea,’ she says. ‘Nice one, Sam Kerr. I’m very impressed. The video game can totally wait for our sleepover.’

I feel happy when I get off the phone. It’s sad to have to miss out on stuff like Indi’s play and George’s video game, but I can still have fun with my friends. The only difference is that I’ll be more awake when I do hang out with them!



‘Want me to tell you about Indi’s show?’ Dylan says, as soon as he jumps in the car later that morning. ‘We’ve got three hours, so I can tell you every detail!’

‘Um, I don’t know if we need to hear every detail, Dylan,’ Dad says. ‘It was a two-hour play about old-fashioned ladies in frilly bonnets, wasn’t it?’

Dylan laughs. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Kerr,’ he says. ‘I’ll just give Sam the Indi details and leave out all the other boring bonnet-related stuff.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ Dad grins. ‘Much appreciated.’

‘She was great,’ Dylan says, clipping in his seatbelt. ‘She had one line that got a big laugh from the audience, which was brilliant. And those costumes were full-on. She looked resplendent.’

‘Re-what?’ Dad frowns.

‘Use normal words!’ I say, turning to frown at Dylan.

‘She looked dazzling!’ Dylan laughs. ‘How’s that? And there was a guy there taking photos with a fancy camera. I’m sure the pics will be plastered all over the school next week.’

‘Oh, Indi will be so excited!’ I say.

‘How are you feeling about the game today?’

‘I’m a bit nervous,’ I say. ‘But having you there will make me feel better.’

‘Hey, what am I?’ Dad says, turning to look at me. ‘Chopped liver?’

‘Ew, gross,’ I say, screwing up my face. ‘No, definitely not! I’ll feel better having both of you there.’

‘You still fuming about being ripped off for that goal yesterday?’ asks Dylan.

‘Yes and no… It wasn’t fair, but I shouldn’t have gone off like that.’

Yeah,’ says Dylan, ‘I was kind of surprised at you.’

‘Me too. But also – that ref was a nufty,’ Dad says.

I catch Dylan’s eyes in the rear-view mirror and we both snort.

‘Right, settle back, guys,’ Dad says. ‘It’s a long drive. How do you feel about listening to a bit of Coldplay?’

‘I love Coldplay,’ Dylan says.

I groan. ‘Don’t I get to choose?’

‘Nope,’ Dad grins. ‘Driver’s privilege.’

It’s gonna be a loooooooong drive!




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

DAYLESTOWN SOCCER CLUB

SUNDAY

1.45 pm

Almost three hours later, we’re driving into a country town with picket fenced houses, little churches, and big wide roads.

‘This is so pretty!’

‘It is, isn’t it?’ Dad agrees. ‘It’s a fair hike for a soccer game but at least it’s nice to look at.’

Dad soon pulls into a busy car park behind a neat red-brick building with a sign on it that reads ‘Daylestown Soccer Club’. Paul, Claudio and the rest of my teammates are all standing on the right-hand side of an immaculate and very green pitch, while the Daylestown team are warming up on the left side. Their players look professional in their bright new boots and green uniforms.

‘Okay, off you go!’ Dad says. ‘We’ll see you after the game.’

‘Good luck!’ Dylan says, patting me on the shoulder. ‘Go get ’em, Kerr!’

My nerves start to ramp up as I walk towards my team. This club is amazing! The pavilion looks brand new, with its charcoal-grey steps and black plastic seating, and it’s definitely the greenest pitch I’ve ever played on.

An hour later, we are all warmed up and ready to play. Paul puts me on fifteen minutes into the first half, and by then I’m chomping at the bit to get out there and make up for my terrible performance last week.

As soon as I’m on, I’m totally in the zone.

‘Midfield!’ Paul shouts from the sidelines. ‘They’ve got a gap in the middle here, right? Come on!’

Suddenly, I’m all over my defenders like mud on a soccer boot, swiping the ball out from under their feet at every opportunity, and passing it easily to a teammate or dribbling it down the pitch myself. My defender is bigger but I’m faster.

‘You’re all playing really well out there today,’ Paul tells us at half-time. ‘We’ve had as much possession, if not more, than they’ve had and plenty of chances. We’ve just gotta switch on now, okay?’

We all nod and high-five each other as we head back out onto the pitch.

At one point, late in the second half, when neither team has scored, I get a run on with the ball at my feet, pass it to Abbie, then call for it when I have a perfect shot at goal.

‘ABBIE!’ I shout.

Abbie crosses the ball to me, and with the Daylestown defender at my left heel, I do my ambidextrous trick and switch to my right foot. The last thing I see before I boot it at the goal is the look of total confusion on my defender’s face. The ball does exactly what I hope it will and swooshes into the back corner of the net.

GOAL!

Before I can stop myself, I’m running and backflipping though the air then landing back on my feet. The expressions on my teammates’ faces tell me they were not expecting that, but luckily my backflip just makes their smiles even bigger as they rush towards me.

I might not know any of my teammates’ names yet, except for Abbie and Holly, but they all pile on top of me, shouting and cheering! I can also hear Dylan and Dad going crazy on the sidelines.
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But I make sure to get my head back in the game straight away, which is a good thing because the rest of the match is tough. We’re evenly matched teams, so my goal turns out to be the first and only one of the whole game. When the ref blows his whistle three times to signal the end of the match, we’ve won, 1–0. I can’t believe it.

‘Sensational stuff, Sam!’ Claudio says, as we walk off the pitch. ‘Sensational!’

‘Excellent play, Sam,’ Paul adds, clapping me on the back.

‘Thanks,’ I say shyly.

‘That goal was awesome, Sam,’ a girl with a long brown ponytail and freckles across her nose says. ‘Not to mention that backflip!’

‘That was crazy good!’ Lily squeals.

‘The goalie never saw that goal coming!’ another girl with short black hair laughs.

‘Seriously, girl,’ Abbie says, ruffling my hair affectionately. ‘You totally won us that game!’

Over the tops of my teammates’ heads, I can see Dylan and Dad beaming proudly, and I can’t wait to hear their thoughts on the game and my new team.

‘We had a few shots at goal that we missed out there today,’ Paul says. ‘So I think we need to work on our shooting practice at training tomorrow night. Abbie, Tara and Chloe, I need to see you running up alongside the strikers, giving them more options for more shots. Mennah, Manaal and Holly, I want you to stay in your formation and run up with the centre defenders. Stay on top of them, okay? Lucy, you need to be more aggressive and get in there with the action. Don’t cover space, cover the player. And Sam, that was a great goal, but I want you to think about creating more space when you’re in midfield, okay?’

I nod.

‘Okay everyone,’ Claudio says, clapping his hands. ‘Well done, and see you tomorrow night.’

‘See you tomorrow, Sam!’ Abbie calls out as I walk over to Dad and Dylan.

‘Bye Sam!’ some other girls shout.

As the three of us approach the car park, my whole body buzzes with joy and adrenaline.

I’ve grown to love playing soccer more and more over the past couple of years, but today was the most fun I’ve ever had playing. And it was satisfying, too. It felt like all the skills I’ve learnt over the past two years, and all the things Ted has taught me, are coming together and pushing me forward to be the best. It’s the best feeling in the world. Being out on that pitch today felt like flying!



CHAPTER NINETEEN

MY LOUNGE ROOM

MONDAY

8.30 pm

Our lounge room is a hub of noise, colour and movement. At least a dozen people are crowded around the TV, sitting on the couch, on beanbags and on the floor, and green and gold streamers and balloons dangle off the curtain rods and light fittings. Excitement levels in this room are at an all-time high because it’s finally begun! Kick-off for the game between Australia and Japan in the 2006 FIFA World Cup starts in just half an hour!

My whole family is here, as well as Dylan and Indi and the Harris family. Half of my Knights teammates are here too, including Chelsea, who’s sitting on the couch, eating popcorn and chatting with Abbie, who came home with us after training tonight.

Indi looks excited, too, even though I’m pretty sure she doesn’t really know what’s going on. When she arrived I heard her ask my dad, ‘So, if Australia win tonight, do they get the Cup straight away?’

Dad spent the next ten minutes explaining the whole elimination process and the number of games that have to be played among all the different countries before the final game. I could tell from the look on Indi’s face that she regretted ever asking my father a question about anything to do with soccer.

Dylan hasn’t said a word since he got here. He’s so nervous about the game that he’s gone totally silent.

‘Why is he being so weird?’ Indi asks me, spotting Dylan sitting a metre away from the TV, staring intensely at the screen. ‘The game hasn’t even started yet. It’s just all the boring pre-game stuff.’

‘I think he’s in a World-Cup-game-stress zone,’ I say. ‘Can’t think about anything else and just wants the game to start. I can relate to that.’

‘You two are weird,’ Indi sighs, rolling her eyes. ‘I dread to think what you’re both going to be like if Australia loses.’



Thankfully, Indi never has to find out. About two hours later, the Kerr lounge room erupts in screaming, yelling, cheering and crying (me and Dylan) when the final whistle blows and Australia have won, 3–1.

We jump up and down, hugging each other and screaming in each other’s faces.

‘WE DID IT!’ Dylan screams, grabbing me by the shoulders. ‘WE WON!’

‘He speaks!’ Indi laughs. But even she gets caught up in all the excitement, and is yelling as loudly as everyone else in the room.

It’s the biggest buzz, and most exciting moment I can remember. Not only because Australia have won their first game in the World Cup, but also because of how it makes me feel, looking at my family and friends all celebrating around me. I think this is one of the reasons I love soccer so much. It makes people scream and jump around. There’s no better feeling in the world.

Who knows, I think. If I keep playing soccer, maybe I’ll be good enough one day to play for Australia and make people feel as good as everyone in this room does tonight! I know I’ll have to work hard if I want to achieve that dream, but I’m prepared to do that. After all, I think, watching the Australian team jumping on top of each other and doing victory laps around the pitch, maybe sometimes dreams do come true!
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