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            Prologue

            Carnacon

         

         It was three weeks before Christmas and Cora Staunton still hadn’t a single present bought. All her focus had been on the game in Parnell Park. Her club, Carnacon, was playing Mourneabbey in the All-Ireland club football final. It was a cold day for football, but Cora didn’t mind. She happily played in any weather: wind, rain or shine.

         Cora was wearing green and red, as usual. Carnacon had the same colours as her county: Mayo. At this stage, the green and red jersey was like a second skin.

         Even though she’d played in several All-Ireland finals, both club and intercounty, she still got nervous before the game. She bounced on the balls of her feet in the tunnel before the teams ran out on the pitch, her studs clattering off the concrete.

         ‘The butterflies never really go away, sure they don’t?’ she said to her friend, Fiona McHale. Cora and Fiona had played together for years, both with Carnacon and Mayo. They always had each other’s backs.

         ‘You need the butterflies,’ said Fiona. ‘They mean you’re ready to play.’

         Cora nodded in agreement as they ran out onto the pitch. She knew that people expected a lot from her. Her teammates, management, the supporters – they all looked to her to score. The way she saw it, scoring was her job. It had always been her job, ever since she was a kid. Every back who marked her wanted to stop her from doing what she did best. Over the years, she’d worked hard on her skills to make herself as difficult to mark as possible. She could score off her right foot, her left foot, her fist, from placed ball or from play. She knew she would need to draw on all her abilities to win today.

         The game got off to a frantic start. Mourneabbey had lost a couple of finals in the last few years and were determined to come out winners. But Carnacon were equally hungry. Cora missed the first free kick she got, but she didn’t panic. She knew that confidence was everything. Next ball, she told herself. And sure enough, the next ball she got she kicked over the bar.

         She got another score before half-time. Going into the break, Carnacon were leading, but only just. In the dressing room, everyone was tense.

         ‘We’re up by three points, girls,’ said Fiona. ‘Let’s just keep it going, okay? Let’s keep working hard.’

         They’d played some good football in the first half, but they had also kicked a lot of wides. The nerves of playing a big match were getting to them.

         The last All-Ireland that Cora played was a difficult one. It was the previous September, in Croke Park. When Cora was a kid she used to dream of playing on that pitch. She’d played there several times by now, but it still sent a tingle up her spine every time she ran out onto the grass. That day in September, Mayo lost to Dublin in the All-Ireland final. Cora had tried her hardest and scored seven points, but Dublin were on fire. There was no stopping them. All Cora knew now was that she didn’t want to be on the losing side again. Not today.

         The panel got in a huddle and the players put their arms around each other. Cora studied the faces of the other girls. Some of these players she’d known for years: Fiona, Michelle, Martha, Sharon. Some were teenagers, around the same age she was when she started playing senior football: Amy, Louise, Sadhbh. Cora looked them all in the eye. In everyone’s expression, she saw the same trust and determination.

         ‘Ask yourselves this, girls,’ she said. ‘In half an hour, when this is over, do ye want to be in here crying? Or do ye want to be in here with the cup?’

         ‘With the cup!’ they all shouted in unison.

         Cora nodded, pleased. They were ready. She led them back down the tunnel.

         Back out on the pitch, she swung her arms to warm up in the freezing weather. It was hard to believe that in a couple of days she’d be on a plane to sunny Sydney, Australia. She was going there to play Australian Rules Football for a team called the Greater Western Giants. This would be a new start for Cora, at age thirty-six. A new challenge. Even a new type of ball! She’d always aspired to playing sport full-time, dreamed of making a living from it, and now she had a chance to do just that. As a bonus, her brother Brian already lived in Sydney with his wife and two sons. Cora couldn’t wait to see them all.

         But she couldn’t think about that just yet. She had a job to do.

         Carnacon started the second half steadily and racked up a few scores to put themselves seven points in front. Mourneabbey came back strongly, however. The Cork team weren’t going to be beaten easily. With ten minutes to go, Mourneabbey were on the attack. Cora watched with her heart in her mouth as they scored a brilliant goal. Carnacon’s lead was now just three points.

         ‘Heads up, girls,’ she called to her teammates. ‘Next ball!’

         The ball bounced up the field and the Carnacon forwards worked hard to win a free. Looking around for an option, Cora spotted a loose teammate and kicked a short ball to her for a one-two. Cora received the ball back, rounded a Mourneabbey defender and fisted it over the bar. The Carnacon supporters roared, delighted with this response to the Mourneabbey goal.

         Cora pressed on, scoring four of Carnacon’s last five points. Mourneabbey fought back again, but she knew that if they just kept working hard –

         Wham! She was hit by a late challenge. Cora went down, winded, her ribs sore. Her marker got a yellow card. Cora’s teammates came over to her, concerned, not wanting to lose their captain at this important moment.

         ‘I’m grand,’ she reassured them. She just needed a few seconds to get her breath back. You’re nearly there, she told herself. Keep going. She picked herself up and placed the ball for the free kick. She landed the ball over the bar to the cheers of the supporters.

         The last few minutes of the game were frantic, with both sides desperately trying to get the upper hand. Three players were sent to the sin bin. Cora knew that it was now even more important to work hard and help out her teammates.

         ‘We’re nearly there, girls!’ she shouted in encouragement. ‘Nearly there!’

         When the final whistle blew, Cora fell to her knees and pointed to the sky. Her teammate Doireann ran over and they hugged and danced around together. There was no sweeter feeling than winning an All-Ireland final.

         As captain, it was Cora’s job to accept the trophy. She kissed the cup before lifting it. It was her sixth All-Ireland title with Carnacon. As a young football-mad girl growing up, she never imagined this level of success.

         In just a few days, she’d fly out to Sydney. She was excited for her Australian adventure, but right now it was all about this moment. Her club, her friends, football. She couldn’t wait to bring the cup back to Carnacon, where it all began.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Cora’s First Match

         

         ‘See you at the match after school, Cora?’

         Cora grinned back at the dark-haired boy calling to her across the playground. ‘Definitely, Alan. See you then!’

         Back in the classroom, Cora could barely sit still through the last few hours of the school day. Tonight, she’d be playing her first real football match with the local Under-12 team, Ballintubber. It was mostly boys on the team, but Cora didn’t mind. She liked playing with them. They were funny and rough and some of them were really good footballers, like Alan Dillon, who played at centre-forward. Cora hoped to be playing alongside him later. 

         It was on the Carnacon National School pitch that she’d honed her football skills, encouraged by Mr Ó Súilleabháin, the principal. Football would have always been seen as a boys’ sport, but Mr Ó Súilleabháin didn’t think that way. It didn’t matter to him if you were a boy or a girl – as long as you were up on the pitch playing sport.

         Not everyone felt that way, though. Cora was friends with all the boys on the team now, but some of them had laughed when she first went to Under-12 training.

         ‘This is a bit rough for girls,’ one of them sneered. ‘Why don’t you go home and play with your dollies?’

         Then they had seen her play. Cora was small, but she was fast. And she had skill. From the first time she picked up a football, she just knew what to do with it. She could kick the ball a fair distance, but she also knew that power wasn’t everything. Sometimes you needed to kick a short pass or do a toe-to-hand, and that required a different sort of skill.

         What Cora liked most about football, though, was how much she still had to learn. Every time she practised, she got a little bit better. She loved watching the Mayo footballers and her hero, Maurice Fitzgerald, on The Sunday Game. She was mad about Maurice – even though he was from Kerry, not Mayo. She watched him kick points from the sideline and thought, Maybe one day I’ll be able to do that.

         
            *

         

         Cora got a lift to the game with her friend Michelle McGing, the only other girl on the team. When they arrived at the pitch, they went into the dressing room with the lads. One of their trainers hurriedly approached, an apologetic smile on her face.

         ‘Sorry, girls. Ye’ll have to tog out in the loo.’

         Embarrassed, Cora and Michelle picked up their gear bags and retreated to the grimy toilet next to the dressing room. Cora didn’t like being separated from the rest of the team.

         ‘It’s only because we’re girls,’ she said, as they put on their socks and boots.

         ‘I know,’ said Michelle.

         They were both a bit annoyed, but when their trainer stuck her head around the door moments later and handed them their jerseys, they were delighted – number 5 for Michelle and number 13 for Cora.

         ‘Unlucky thirteen,’ Michelle said, teasing her.

         Cora laughed. ‘I’ll have to make my own luck out there.’

         Once they were togged out, the girls were allowed back into the dressing room for the team talk. Her first real game! Cora had butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She couldn’t wait to run out on the pitch.

         Ballintubber were the first team out on the field. Cora walked over to her position and swung her arms, getting ready for the game. She tucked some strands of her blonde bob behind her ears and reminded herself to bring a hairband next time, so it wouldn’t get in her way. The opposition, Castlebar Mitchels, sprinted out onto the field in their red and yellow jerseys. Cora watched them closely. They were a big team – some of them were much taller than the Ballintubber players. She saw the corner-back come towards her. He towered over her.

         When he was a few metres away, he stopped suddenly. ‘Oh my god. I’m marking a girl.’

         Cora laughed. ‘Yeah. So what?’

         The Castlebar boy ignored her. He shouted over to his goalkeeper. ‘Can you believe this? A girl!’ The two of them started laughing.

         Now Cora was annoyed. ‘What’s your problem?’

         ‘You are,’ the corner-back replied. ‘You shouldn’t be here. Girls can’t play football.’

         ‘Yes, we can!’

         ‘Oh yeah? Name one famous footballer who’s a girl.’

         Cora’s heart sunk. It was true that there was no girl version of Maurice Fitzgerald. She knew female superstars in other sports – like Sonia O’Sullivan, her favourite runner – but she couldn’t think of any women who were famous footballers. She wondered why this was. Maybe the corner-back was right. Maybe girls couldn’t play football.

         The ball was thrown up and the tall Castlebar boys won it over the heads of the Ballintubber players. They soloed down the pitch and scored a point. From the kickout they won it again, scored another. After fifteen minutes Castlebar were four points up and Cora hadn’t even gotten a kick of the ball yet. She took a deep breath and reminded herself to be ready for the ball to break to her at any time.

         Suddenly the play swung Ballintubber’s way and they managed to work the ball up the field. Alan went deep into midfield and won it, then soloed through the forwardline. Cora broke away from her marker and ran alongside Alan, giving him an option. He handpassed it to her and she kicked it straight between the posts.

         ‘Great stuff, Cora!’ shouted Alan.

         She gave him a thumbs-up and ran back to her place. As they were waiting for the ball to be kicked out, her marker gave her a shove.

         ‘Hey!’ she said.

         ‘Even with that point, ye’re still losing, you know,’ he said, grinning.

         Cora knew she shouldn’t allow him to annoy her, but he did. She gritted her teeth. When half-time came she was grateful for the chance to cool off. She took a long drink of water.

         ‘Don’t mind him, Cora,’ said Alan, who had noticed the corner-back’s antics. ‘You’re miles better than him, you’re way faster. You can turn him every time.’

         She nodded. She knew that she needed to tune out what her marker was saying to her. All that mattered was the ball.

         Ballintubber started the second half well, winning a close-in free, which Alan put over the bar. Michelle attacked the kickout and charged forward with the ball. She kick-passed it to Alan, who added another point from play.

         ‘Good stuff, Alan! Well done, Michelle!’ Cora shouted.

         The Castlebar keeper kicked it short and Alan won it this time. He soloed through the middle and Cora slipped inside her marker towards the square. Alan spotted her and handpassed it to her. Cora grabbed it, turned the full-back, and buried the ball in the back of the net.

         What a feeling! She punched the air as she ran back outfield. Michelle came over for a high-five. When Cora picked up her marker again, all his smiles were gone.

         Castlebar responded with a point to level it, but Ballintubber got another couple of points to secure their win. When the final whistle went, Cora turned to her marker and shook his hand.

         ‘Well done, good game,’ she said.

         He didn’t say anything. He couldn’t even look her in the eye. Cora shrugged and went over to celebrate with her teammates.

         
            *

         

         Cora practically danced in the door with her gear bag.

         ‘Mam? Dad?’ she called.

         She heard a commotion over her head as a few of her siblings ran down the stairs to meet her.

         ‘How did you get on?’ asked Collette, her big sister.

         ‘We won!’ Cora told her. ‘I scored a goal!’

         Her brothers cheered and Collette gave Cora a hug.

         ‘That’s brilliant, well done!’ Collette was in secondary school already and played on the school basketball team. She knew how important sport was to Cora.

         Cora went into the living room. Her dad was in an armchair by the fire, tired after a day’s work on the farm.

         ‘Did you hear we won, Dad?’

         ‘I did, Cora.’ He smiled. ‘Sorry I couldn’t be there.’

         ‘That’s okay.’ She would have loved for her parents to be able to come see her play, but with eight kids in the family it was difficult. Besides, both of her parents worked long hours – her dad on the farm, her mam in the local hospital.

         ‘Where’s Mam?’ she asked.

         ‘In the kitchen,’ her dad said. ‘She kept some dinner for you.’

         Cora dumped her gear bag in a corner and opened the door to the kitchen. Her mam was at the cooker with her back to Cora.

         ‘Mam, did you hear we won?’

         Cora’s mam turned around, smiling. ‘Of course I heard! Aren’t you shouting it from the rafters?’ She opened her arms for a hug. ‘Well done, Cora. I’m so proud of you. Now, sit up at the table there for some dinner.’

         Cora sat down, swinging her legs happily under the table. She described the goal she scored as she tucked into sausages and chips.

         Her mam listened attentively, then suddenly looked concerned. ‘Janey Mac, Cora. Is that a bruise I see?’

         Cora looked down at her arm, where a big blue bruise was already forming. It must have been one of the times her marker shoved her.

         ‘I’m grand,’ she said. ‘The lad I was marking was a bit rough, that’s all.’

         Cora’s mam shook her head. ‘Be careful, Cora, won’t you? Those boys are way bigger than you. I worry about you sometimes. You’re only a slip of a thing!’

         Cora smiled. She hadn’t even noticed the bruise until her mother saw it. ‘Don’t worry, Mam. I’m well able.’
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