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Prologue

Every player carries a story worth telling, because every story shapes the
future.

Kofi, this is your story.

A story of growth, resilience, and belief. A journey through setbacks and
silence, through moments unseen, and through the choices that build and
reveal your strength.

These pages exist to remind you that the most difficult moments often
become the foundations of the greatest ones.

Brought to you by Me Time Stories and West Bromwich Albion F.C., this book
is a reminder: your story is still being written, and it’s yours to write.



Dreaming of The Hawthorns

ofi stood on the pitch he’d always dreamed of playing on, heart

thudding beneath his badge. The stadium roared around him, the

sound rolling like thunder as thousands of fans rose with every
challenge. This was the final of the Regional Cup, played under the floodlights
at The Hawthorns, the home of West Bromwich Albion.

The ball curled in from the left wing. Kofi rose above the striker, met it
cleanly with his head, and cleared it away. A wave of noise followed. Another
attack came quickly. He stepped into position, intercepted smoothly, turned,
and clipped a pass to the winger in stride. Time seemed to slow around him.
His decisions were instinctive. His body moved like it belonged in this moment.

Teammates swarmed him, cheering. One clapped him on the back. Another
shouted, “You saved us, bro!” He looked up into the night sky beyond the
lights, the cold air filled with the scent of grass and sweat. “This is it,” he
whispered. “I’ve made it.”

BRRRRRT-BRRRRRT-BRRRRRT! A sharp buzz shattered the silence.

Kofi woke up startled, his chest pounding hard as he reached for the alarm.
The morning light crept between the curtains into his still room. There was
no cheering, no shouting, no floodlights. Only the scrape of branches against
the window.



DREAMING OF THE HAWTHORNS

Kofi swung out of bed. The floor was cold beneath his feet, and his legs ached
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from Monday'’s session. He walked over to the mirror and stretched tall until
his fingertips brushed the ceiling.

At nearly 5’9”, he was already one of the tallest in the under-13 squad.
His shoulders had started to fill out, but his coordination hadn’t caught up.
Sometimes, changing direction felt to him like trying to steer a lorry through
a narrow alley. That’s how he’d described it to his dad last week. His dad
laughed and told him: “Then you better learn to reverse better than everybody
else!” These words had stuck with Kofi.

Downstairs, he heard the clink of a spoon in a mug. His dad was up, probably
making tea, humming to some old soul song like he always did before work.
Kofi opened his drawer, pulled out a crumpled notebook, and flipped to the
sketch he’d done of himself and his teammates in the West Brom academy.
He’d drawn the team at The Hawthorns, putting himself at left centre-back.
He stared for a moment, then carefully erased the captain’s armband he’d
drawn on himself.

He wasn’t ready for that. It wasn’t time yet.



DREAMING OF THE HAWTHORNS

By the time Kofi reached the kitchen, his dad was already dressed in his work
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overalls, sipping from a chipped West Brom mug that had seen better days.

“You’re limping,” his dad said without looking up.

“Hamstrings are tight,” Kofi replied, grabbing the cereal box.

“Stretch properly next time. A tall frame like yours needs looking after.”

Kofi poured cereal into his bowl, the rice puffs crackling under the splash of
milk. He sat down and stared at the calendar pinned to the wall. One date was
circled in red: the Regional Cup Final. It was four weeks away, but it was all
Kofi could think about. He was desperate to play in that match...

But to do that, him and his teammates would have to make it that far in the
tournament. And even if they did make it that far, Kofi would still have to
make sure he made the matchday squad.

His dad noticed him staring blankly at the calendar.

“You’ll get your shot,” he said. “Just don’t wait for someone to hand it to
you. Make them see you.”

Kofi nodded and stirred his cereal slowly, watching it swirl. He’d stayed
behind after training. He’d been asking lots of questions. He’d studied film of
his performances. Still, even after all the extra work he’d been putting in, it
felt like no one noticed he was there at all.

Coach hadn’t said much to him all week. Just a quick word and the
occasional nod every now and again, before turning to talk to another one of
his teammates. Kofi didn’t know what that meant.

As his dad left for work, he paused at the door, ruffled Kofi’s hair, and said
quietly: “Remember, quiet work makes the loudest difference.”

Then he was gone.

Kofi finished his breakfast, pulled on his West Brom hoodie, and slung his
bag over his shoulder.

It was time to get moving.
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The cold met him as soon as he stepped outside. His breath hung in front of
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him in soft clouds, and the boots in his bag knocked together with every stride.
The estate was mostly still. A few upstairs windows glowed, and someone’s
curtains twitched as he passed. Mr. Khan from number 11 was already scraping
frost from his windscreen.

“Chilly one today,” he said with a nod. “Better get your blood pumping at
training this morning, Kof!””

Kofi returned the nod, managing a quiet smile, and kept walking. He didn’t
want to break his focus.

Every training session felt big at this point, like the clock was ticking. The
eyes he needed to notice him weren’t looking in his direction... and he needed
that to change. QUICKLY.

He knew he wasn’t the loudest in his changing room, and he definitely knew
he wasn’t one of the flashiest players on the pitch, but he had to gain his
coaches’ attention somehow. Being taller than most of his teammates wasn’t
enough — he needed to do something to make himself stand out from the

crowd.



DREAMING OF THE HAWTHORNS

Kofi took the long way to the training academy that morning, through the
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park he used to play football in with his friends, Jamal and Callum. The rusty
crossbar they would use as their goal leaned forward tiredly, its net hanging
torn and tangled. Kofi smiled, remembering the countless hours he and his
mates spent scoring goals, shouting out the names of all their favourite players
whenever the ball hit the back of the net.

Shane Long! Odemwingie! Lukaku!

Those days felt like a distant memory.

Every touch of the football he made now carried weight. Every mistake he
made lingered. Training wasn’t just practice anymore, it was pressure. But
each session also presented possibility...

He pulled his hood tighter, boots clacking as he walked.

If he wanted to play at The Hawthorns for real, not just in a dream, he’d
have to earn it.

Step by step.
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Invisible Again

he team list was pinned to the noticeboard outside the changing

rooms, curling slightly at the edges. Kofi stood in front of it with his

arms folded, scanning each name as if he’d missed something the
first time. Under-13s, Saturday fixture, away at Forest Green. He read it again,
slower, hoping the letters would rearrange themselves.

Centre-backs:

Right: ], Lewis

Centre: M, Taylor

Left: A, Hassan

Kofi’s name wasn’t there. Not even among the substitutes.

He stepped back, the cold air biting at his neck. A pair of boots thudded past
behind him, followed by laughter. One of the boys clapped Ali Hassan on the
back and shouted: “You’re in, bro!”

Kofi turned away before anyone could read the disappointment in his face.

He told himself not to take it personally. Maybe they needed quicker
defenders. Maybe the pitch would be narrow. But none of it stuck. All week,
he’d stayed behind after training, working on his footwork, chasing down
cones, and shadowing the full-back drills to sharpen his lateral movement.
He’d tried to be better. And still, he hadn’t even made the bench.

In the hallway outside the boot room, he leaned against the wall and stared

at the cracked floor tiles, wondering what he needed to do to get noticed.

12



INVISIBLE AGAIN

Coach Marley passed by in the corridor with a clipboard under one arm and a
coffee cup in the other. “Morning, Kofi,” he said, barely slowing down. “We’ll
chat later, okay?”

Kofi nodded, forcing a polite smile, already resigned to the fact that ‘later’
wouldn’t come. Him and Coach never really talked. Not properly, anyway. Not
about the important things, like why his name never made the list or what he
could do differently to make sure he was included more often.

In the academy canteen at lunchtime, Kofi sat with the others but barely
touched his food. Chicken and rice cooled on his tray while the table erupted
in chatter about the latest Premier League and Championship results. Then
someone shouted from the far end, loud enough for the whole room to hear.
“Yo, Kofi! You working on your turning circle? Because I've seen snails move
quicker!”

The table roared with laughter. Even a coach walking past chuckled.

Kofi gave a small chuckle himself, just enough to show he wasn’t offended,
before looking down and stabbing at his rice. The joke didn’t hurt because it
was wrong. It hurt because it was too close to the truth.

He left the canteen early, tray still half full. Outside the boot room, he caught

13
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his reflection in the hallway mirror. His shoulders were wide, his frame already

grown, but there was no light behind his eyes...

14



INVISIBLE AGAIN

That evening, Kofilay flat on his bedroom floor, legs resting up against the wall

15
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like the physio at West Brom had shown him. It was meant to ease the tension
in his hamstrings, but tonight it felt like a way to press pause on everything.
The day’s moments played over in his head. Beside him, his notebook lay open,
its page empty until he finally reached for a pencil and wrote slowly across the
top:

If I was the coach, would I pick me?
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INVISIBLE AGAIN

He stared at the question, tapping the pencil lightly against his lip. Would he

pick himself to play if he were in charge of choosing the team? It was time to

17
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be real with himself, no excuses. He wrote his answer down in his notebook,
focusing on his strengths and weaknesses....

If I was the coach, would I pick me?

The sky was low and grey the next morning, clouds stretched thin across the
rooftops like a lid over the city. Rain tapped steadily on the windows as Kofi
put on his school uniform in silence. His legs felt tight again, but not from
soreness. It was a deeper kind of weight, like he was carrying a load that was
too heavy for him to bear.

At school, the hours dragged. He filled his maths book with half-finished
equations and margin sketches. During English, he doodled a tiny goalpost
and drew himself inside it. Alone.

18



INVISIBLE AGAIN

When the final bell rang, he didn’t speak to anyone. He packed his bag and

19
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walked. The rain had thickened, blurring windows and puddling in cracks
along the pavement.

As he made his way to the academy for that evening’s training session, his

boots clanging together inside his bag the entire journey, only one thought
stayed with him...

If my coaches won’t see me, I’ll make myself impossible to ignore.

20



The Rain Run

ofi stepped out onto the pitch, the rain soaking through his training

top before he reached the halfway line. The wind cut low across

the grass, flattening the corners of the cones and making every
stride feel heavier. But as he began to jog, something shifted. The chatter
of his teammates blurred into the background, muffled by the sound of rain
drumming on his hood. His legs still ached from the week’s sessions, but the
pain receded with each step. It wasn’t gone, it just didn’t matter.

He picked up his pace, cutting diagonally across the pitch with long,
determined strides. The cold bit at his face, but inside he felt something new—
an energy that came from somewhere deeper than adrenaline. He wasn’t
running for praise. He wasn’t trying to prove anything in that moment. He
was just moving with purpose, with rhythm, with something close to belief.

His dad’s words came back to him, quiet but clear:

Quiet work makes the loudest difference.

No one was watching.

But one day, they would be.

21
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Halfway through the lap, Kofi drifted slightly from the pack, following the

22



THE RAIN RUN

curve along the far edge of the pitch. There was something steady about his
stride, something that made sense. The wet grass clung to his boots, but the
rhythm of his run felt clean. Rain tapped his shoulders and rolled down the
back of his neck, but he hardly noticed. The only sounds were the soft slap of
studs in waterlogged earth and his own breath, measured and calm.

As he ran, he thought of the mornings he’d set out early, training alone
before school when the pitches were still untouched. He remembered hobbling
through the front door some evenings, trying to mask the limp in his walk,
telling his dad he was fine even when he wasn’t. He could see himself, back in
his room at midnight, watching old clips of Jonas Olsson and Gareth McAuley,
studying how they moved their feet, how they held the line, how they made
calm decisions in chaotic moments.

No one had clapped for those hours. No one had asked about them. But
maybe that was what mattered most. Maybe the work that counts is the work
done when no one is watching.

Coach Marley’s whistle pierced the stillness.

“Good. Inside. Quick stretch. Then transitions.”

As Kofi jogged back toward the changing block, his boots kicked up mud
behind him, his legs heavy but alive. One of the older players gave him a quick
glance.

“You good, Kof?”

He nodded once, words unnecessary.

Something had settled inside him, like a puzzle piece had found its place.
And somehow, even in the rain, the weight he carried felt a little easier to hold.

23
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Back in the changing room, the air was heavy with steam and the sharp smell

24



THE RAIN RUN

of liniment. Damp socks clung to radiators, jackets slumped in wet piles on
the floor, and the walls echoed with laughter and low chatter. Kofi sat at the
far end of the bench, a towel around his shoulders, his body cooling down as
his breath returned to normal.

He reached into his bag and pulled out his notebook. The page from the
night before was still waiting for him. For a moment, he just sat there, pencil
resting in his hand, thinking about the run in the rain and the hours no one
ever saw. It wasn’t the ache in his legs that stayed with him, but the steadiness
inside. The quiet satisfaction of knowing he had done the work. He lowered
the pencil to the paper and left a space, clear and open, for something real.
Something only he could write.

When I work hard, I feel...

It makes me proud because...

25
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What I’ll remember the next time I face a challenge and want to give up...

“0Oi, why you writing in that notebook again?” Devonte called, grinning as
he tossed a damp sock at Kofi, pulling him out of his writing trance. “You
drawing the bench this time?”

Kofi didn’t rise to it. He smiled lightly, then closed the notebook and tucked
it back into his bag.

Coach Marley walked in and clapped his hands. “Split into two groups.
Defenders to Pitch B.”

Kofi stood quickly and slipped on his boots. As he reached the door, Coach
stopped him for a moment.

“You alright?”

“Yes, Coach.”

“You moved better today. Especially in the rain. Looked sharp.”

The words settled inside him. Not flashy. Not loud. Just something real.

“Thank you,” Kofi said.

And as he stepped outside, the cold met his face, but something steady
warmed his chest.

He was writing the story now. One page at a time.

The training pitch glistened under the harsh white of the floodlights, the
rain now reduced to a steady drizzle. Water pooled at the corners of the cones
on Pitch B, where Coach Marley had laid out a zig-zag formation across the
turf. The lines marked routes for defensive recovery, a drill designed to expose

hesitation and demand precision.
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“Positional recovery,” Coach called out, his voice cutting through the night
air. “React to the switch, close the angle, no diving in. Turn sharp. Think
sharper.”

Kofi took his place near the back of the line. His heartbeat was steady, but
he could already feel the tension in his legs. This part of training had always
exposed him. His hips didn’t open as quickly. His turning radius drew quiet
glances from coaches and murmured jokes from teammates.

Still, he stepped forward when his turn came.

“Ball wide. Left side. Recover!”

He drove off his right foot, opened his hips cleanly, and sprinted across to
cut the line of attack. It wasn’t perfect, but it was sharper. More controlled.

“Now press. Then drop!”

He pushed forward, then snapped back into position, his eyes fixed on the
space, not the ball. Coach gave a quick nod and turned to the next pair.

“Next group.”

Jogging back to the queue, his breath formed short clouds in the cold air.
One of the older defenders leaned in slightly.

“Didn’t know you had that in your locker.”

Kofi gave a quiet shrug. “Just getting started.”

The next ball was already in motion. He didn’t watch it long. He stepped
into place, feet light, head clear.

No applause. No spotlight.

Just movement. Just effort. Just the promise that if he stayed present,
something would grow.

27
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The Surprise Visitor

he next morning unfolded like so many others. The kitchen was

quiet. The cereal had gone soggy by the time Kofi finished it. His dad

had already left for work, leaving behind the usual hum of a house
stirring without conversation. Kofi sat on the edge of his bed, tying his boots
with slow, even pulls, before slinging his bag over one shoulder and heading
to school.

By midday, he sat at the back of the classroom, his bag tucked between his
feet, waiting for the academy minibus to arrive. No one really spoke to him.
He didn’t feel excluded. He just didn’t need the noise.

At the training ground, the routine took over. Resistance bands. Jog in twos.
A stretching circle at the edge of Pitch C. Kofi moved through it all with quiet
focus, half-listening to the usual banter.

Then a sharp clap cut through the murmur.

“Eyes front, lads,” called Coach Marley. “We’ve got a guest today.”

Heads turned. Someone laughed and muttered, “Is it Ronaldo?!”

“Better,” Coach said, grinning. “He’s one of ours.”

From the tunnel, a tall figure stepped into view. His posture was effortless.
His stride calm and confident. Slick blond hair. Long, rangy frame. There was
no need for introduction.

Torbjgrn Heggem.

West Brom’s Player of the Season. A Norwegian international who never
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looked rushed, never seemed flustered, and always seemed to know where the
next pass would go before the ball had even arrived.

Some of the boys whispered, but Kofi didn’t speak at all. His throat had gone
dry.

Heggem was, in his opinion, everything a centre-back should be. Strong.
Smart. Still. And now he was here, in person, walking across the grass towards
him and his teammates.

Coach Marley stepped forward, his voice firm but upbeat. “Torbjern’s
joining us for today’s session. Stay sharp. Pay attention.”

The group shifted uneasily, some exchanging looks, others fidgeting with
the drawstrings of their shorts. A nervous buzz moved through the players, the
kind that tightened shoulders and shortened breaths. Kofi stood a little taller
without thinking about it. His hands adjusted the cuffs of his sleeves. Every
muscle in his body seemed to be preparing itself for something important.

Heggem’s voice was quiet but carried across the pitch with ease. “I’ll be
watching from the side to start. Then I’ll jump in. Just train how you normally
do.”

The words sounded simple, but Kofi’s heartbeat quickened. Nothing about
this felt normal. Not with Torbjgrn Heggem standing twenty feet away, arms
crossed, studying the session like it mattered.

They split into smaller groups, and Kofi joined the centre-back pairing for a
defensive drill. One-on-one duels. Closing angles. Receiving diagonals under
pressure. He tried to slow his thinking and focus on what he could control:
footwork, timing, balance.

The whistle blew. A ball flew diagonally over the midfield. Kofi pivoted,
opened up, and tracked the run. He met it mid-stride, left foot extended,
clearing the danger cleanly.

Coach Marley blew the whistle again. “Yes, Kof!”

Kofi’s chest tightened, but this time not with nerves. It was something else.
He glanced over, half-afraid to look, half-hoping. And there it was, exactly
what he’d hoped for... a small nod from Heggem. It may have been quick and
subtle, but it was enough.

Kofi didn’t react outwardly. He just turned back to the group and took his
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place at the back of the line. But inside, something locked into place. For the
first time, he felt seen by someone who knew exactly what it meant to carry
this position.

And it stayed with him.

The session progressed into more complex drills. Defensive shape under
pressure. Compact transitions. Small-sided games with tight margins and
high tempo. Every movement mattered.

Kofi held his position well. His tackles were cleaner than usual, his
positioning more deliberate. He stayed alert to the gaps, called out cover
during rotations, and for the first time in weeks, raised his voice loud enough
to guide others. It cracked once mid-shout, but no one said anything. They
just listened.

Midway through a two-touch game, he stepped in to intercept a pass, cut
off the counter, and calmly recycled possession. As he jogged back into the
line, he stole a glance toward the touchline.

Heggem had moved in closer, crouching now just beyond the boundary of
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play. His arms rested on his knees, his focus unbroken. He watched the group,
but his eyes lingered longer when Kofi moved. Maybe it wasn’t just Kofi’s
imagination. Maybe he was being studied, not as a boy hoping to belong, but
as a player worth watching.

When Coach Marley blew the whistle for a drinks break, the group jogged
over in staggered pairs, grabbing bottles and stretching out tight quads.

Before they split, Marley looked across at Heggem. “Anything you’re
seeing?”

The pro rose slowly, brushing droplets of rain from his sleeves. His tone
was easy but assured.

“Ilike how you’re pressing,” he said, his gaze settling directly on Kofi. “But
don’t forget, your height is a weapon. Not something to hide from.”

Kofi didn’t know how to respond. He just listened.

Heggem kept going. “You don’t have to be the quickest player on the pitch.
You just have to see things sooner.”

A few of the boys glanced sideways, quietly absorbing the moment.

Then Heggem smiled. “That’s something I had to figure out the hard way.”

Kofi lowered his bottle, the chill of the water still lingering on his lip. He
felt the heat rising behind his ears, a strange mix of attention and affirmation
swirling inside him.

This wasn’t just instruction. It wasn’t just praise. It was recognition. And it
landed in a place deeper than words.

Training ended with a steady cool-down jog, thekind that loosened tight legs
but kept the mind alert. Kofi kept to a quiet rhythm, letting each stride match
the beat of his breathing. The drills still played in his head, not as mistakes
or triumphs, just as pieces of something that was building. Heggem’s voice
lingered too—not loud, but anchored. “Your height is a weapon. Read faster.”
It wasn’t just something to work on in drills. It felt like permission to stop
apologising for what made him different. He didn’t need to chase someone
else’s idea of the perfect centre-back anymore. He just had to learn to master
his own version.

The group jogged back along the path to the changing rooms, gravel
crunching beneath boots, water bottles clacking as they were scooped up from
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the bench. Coach Marley’s voice cut through the din, calling out a reminder for
five minutes of cooldown and recovery. Most of the boys peeled away toward
the building, half-laughing, already pulling tape from their socks. Kofi stayed
behind for a moment, letting the others pass. His towel hung damp around
his neck, and his fingers rested lightly on the top of his boot, not unlacing yet,
not ready to close the session.

Footsteps approached from behind, not rushed or forced. When Kofi turned,
Heggem was there, walking easily, relaxed in that way professionals often
carried themselves after years of repetition. He nodded once, like they already
knew each other.

“Good session,” Heggem said. “You’re Kofi, right?”

Kofi nodded, trying to sound normal. “Yeah.”

“You read the ball well today. Especially in transition. That kind of decision-
making matters more than pace on a pitch like this.”

“Thanks,” Kofi said, realising too late that it had come out barely audible.
He cleared his throat.

Heggem didn’t seem to mind. He stepped in slightly, lowering his voice just
enough to make the next words feel like they were meant only for him.

“There were years I didn’t think I’d make it. Thought I was too slow, too
awkward. I played for five clubs before I got here. I spent a lot of time on
benches, a lot more time training when no one was watching.”

Kofi stayed quiet, every part of him listening.

“I didn’t wait for someone to pick me. I trained like I was already chosen.
And when the time came, I didn’t need to change who I was. I just needed to
be ready.”

Then, as calmly as he’d arrived, Heggem stepped back, nodded again, and
turned toward the building, leaving Kofi standing beside the bench with a
quiet sense that something important had just been handed to him. Not with
instructions, but with trust.
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Meeting the Mentor

he training ground had emptied to silence by the time Kofi finally

sat down, the last streaks of daylight giving way to the soft, artificial

glow of the floodlights. They hummed faintly above, their pale beams
stretching long shadows across the pitch. The smell of wet turf hung in the air,
mixing with the sharp tang of his damp kit. His boots sat loosely on his feet,
laces untied, the towel from earlier bunched beside him. He had not moved
since the cool-down ended. Instead, he stayed there replaying every detail —
each drill, each interception, the almost imperceptible nod from Heggem, and
most of all, the words still circling in his head: I didn’t wait to be picked. I
made sure I was ready.

The quiet around him was so complete that he barely registered the sound
of footsteps until Heggem lowered himself onto the bench beside him. The
Norwegian’s long frame folded in easily, his gaze resting not on Kofi but on
the empty stretch of pitch ahead. “You’ve got good instincts,” he said, his
voice steady, as if commenting on the weather. “You just need to trust them
more.”

Kofihesitated before answering, the truth slipping out before he could polish
it. “Sometimes I feel like I'm not made for this.”

Heggem'’s expression softened with something between understanding and
memory. “You think I never felt that?”

“I don’t know,” Kofi said quietly. “You play for Norway. You’re already
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there.”

“Maybe now,” Heggem replied, “but it took me ten years of hearing ‘not
yet’ before anyone thought I was ready.” He leaned forward, forearms resting
on his knees, eyes fixed on the faint outlines of the penalty box in front of
them. “Want to know what I learned?”

Kofi nodded, keeping his eyes on the grass.

“Sometimes the quiet players take the longest to be noticed,” Heggem said.
He finally turned to meet Kofi’s gaze, holding it with calm certainty. “But
we’re always the ones who last.”

A faint breeze rolled across the empty pitch, carrying the scent of damp soil
and stirring loose blades of grass into brief spirals beneath the floodlights.
Kofi glanced toward Heggem, his voice quieter now, almost hesitant. “Did
you always play centre-back?”

Heggem shook his head slowly, eyes still on the field. “No. I started as a
left-back. Played right-back a few times too. Truth is, I went wherever they
would put me. [ wasn’t the flashiest player. Never the quickest. But I was
reliable. I paid attention. I learned. I adapted.”

Kofi thought of the countless times he had been told to fill in during drills
for a position that was not his own. He had never refused, but it rarely felt like
praise. It was more like being a spare part, useful but never essential.

“Coaches used to tell me I was ‘solid,”” Heggem went on, his tone some-
where between amusement and reflection. “Do you know what that means?”

Kofi gave a half-smile. “Not exciting.”

“Exactly,” Heggem said with a soft chuckle. “But solid players are the ones
who hold everything together. You don’t notice them until they’re missing—
and by then, you realise how much you relied on them.”

They let the silence breathe for a moment, watching the lines of the penalty
area fade into the shadows. Then Heggem’s voice returned, firmer now. “You
can be that, Kofi. You can be the wall every forward dreads running into. But a
wall doesn’t just stand still. It learns when to shift, when to hold its ground,
and when to step forward to lead.”

Kofi lifted his eyes, the word catching him. “Lead?”

“You don’t need an armband to be one,” Heggem replied without hesitation.
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His gaze lingered on Kofi for a beat longer before returning to the pitch, as if
the message had already been handed over and it was now Kofi’s to carry.

They stayed on the bench long after the rest of the squad had gone, until the
last of the floodlights clicked off with a hollow snap, leaving only the amber
glow from the car park spilling across the edge of the pitch. Kofi finally broke
the silence. “Why did you come today?”

Heggem rested his elbows on his knees, turning the question over in his
mind before answering. “West Brom asked me to, of course. But that’s not
the real reason. I came because I remember what it felt like—to be thirteen,
tall, quiet, trying to force your feet to move faster than they wanted to. You
start wondering if something is wrong with you, if maybe you’re built for
something else entirely.”

Kofi’s head dipped slightly in agreement.

“The truth is,” Heggem went on, “the turning never becomes easy. Not
for me. Not for you. But you get smarter. You read body language. You learn
to recognise the run before it even begins. You shift your weight before the
attacker does. And eventually, it doesn’t matter that you’re not quick. What
matters is that you are right.”

Kofi let the words sink in, the stillness between them filled only by the faint
hum of the car park lights.

“Did you ever think about quitting?” he asked quietly.

Heggem'’s smile was small and knowing. “Once a week, at least. But I didn’t.
I realised something most players never do.”

Kofi’s eyes lifted, waiting.

“You don’t chase the spotlight,” Heggem said. “You make yourself so
reliable, so consistent, that the spotlight has no choice but to find you.”

Kofididn't need to write it down. It was already engraved somewhere deeper
than paper could hold.

Kofi rose when Heggem did, the two of them casting long shadows across
the gravel as they walked toward the dim glow of the car park. The air smelled
faintly of wet grass and liniment, the evening’s chill settling into the folds
of Kofi’s damp tracksuit. Beyond them, the last member of staff locked the
physio room and crossed to his car, headlights sweeping briefly over the pitch
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before disappearing into the mist.

“You know,” Heggem said, shifting his duffel onto one shoulder, “I didn’t
get my first full senior season until I was twenty-one.”

Kofi’s head snapped toward him. “Twenty-one?”

Heggem nodded. “Loan spells. Getting dropped. Moving clubs. Moving
countries. Starting over so many times I lost count. I thought progress was
supposed to be a straight line. It isn’t. It loops and stalls, falls apart and starts
again. Sometimes it vanishes entirely. But if you keep walking, it always comes
back.”

They slowed near the far edge of the lot, the glow from the exit light pooling
around their feet. Kofi hesitated, his voice quieter now. “I don’t really know
how to make them notice me.”

“You don’t need to be loud to be seen,” Heggem replied. “You just need
to be clear.” From his jacket pocket, he pulled a small folded card, the West
Brom crest faint in the corner. He held it out. “Write your name on it. And
then write what kind of defender you want to be.”

Kofi took the card carefully, the thin weight of it somehow heavier than
paper should feel. It felt like a challenge. And a promise.

Heggem’s gaze was steady. “I’ll see you again.” He turned and walked
toward the far row of cars, his tall frame dissolving slowly into the fog, leaving
Kofi alone under the soft hum of the exit light, holding the card like it might
shape everything that came next.
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aturday came and went, the match unfolding without him. His name

was missing from the squad sheet again, but this time he didn’t

linger in front of it, and he didn’t waste energy on the questions that
never had answers. He carried the cones to the shed after the final whistle,
listening to the others laugh and relive their goals, their near-misses, their
little victories.

When the last ball was bagged, he walked to Coach Marley and spoke quietly,
almost like asking for a favour. “Can I use the pitch for a bit?”

Marley checked his watch, then gave a single nod. “Fifteen minutes. You’ve
got it.”

Kofi laced his boots tight, pulling the knots firm until they sat snug against
his socks. The stands were empty now, the chatter gone, the cold air still. He
stepped into the open field and began placing cones in loose arcs, a makeshift
map of a back line. The grass was soft underfoot, holding the day’s rain like a
memory.

He moved without music, without partner, without audience. Side-step
into a pivot. Drop into cover. Scan left, then right. He pictured quick strikers
breaking the line, clever wingers darting inside. He matched their imagined
runs, adjusting his body earlier, keeping his stance low, shifting his weight
into readiness. He practised again and again, the rhythm becoming its own

kind of breathing.
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Minutes stretched. Fifteen became twenty. The floodlights above buzzed
softly, throwing his shadow across the wet turf until, one by one, they began
to blink out. Darkness crept in from the edges of the pitch, but he stayed until
there was just enough light to see the shapes of the cones.

When he finally gathered them and slung the bag over his shoulder, his legs
were tired, his shirt clinging to his back, but there was something steadier in
his chest. He walked away from the empty pitch not feeling overlooked, but
anchored.

The next week, Kofi started arriving before anyone else. The car park would
still be empty, the floodlights dark, the grass glistening with dew. He set his
bag down without a sound and began laying out cones, the same shapes every
morning—defensive channels along one edge, sharp-angled gates for turning
in the middle, recovery lanes stretching back toward goal. It became a ritual,
the quiet repetition of setting the stage before the day began.

Each session had a focus. Monday, he worked hip rotation, forcing his
body to open sooner, tracking invisible runs across the pitch. Tuesday, it was
first touch under pressure, cushioning the ball into space before a defender
could close. Wednesday, backward recovery angles, learning to move at speed
without losing balance or sight of the ball.

No one was there to see it. He didn’t record it on his phone or tell anyone
what he was doing. The only witness was the steady rhythm of his studs
pressing into damp grass and the soft sound of his own breathing. In the
locker room later, his teammates teased him in passing, calling it “ghost
training” or “marking shadows.” He didn’t bite. The comments slid past
without weight.

But Marley was starting to notice. A brief nod when Kofi adjusted quickly in
adrill. A quiet “better” when his recovery run cut out a pass. Nothing loud,
but enough for Kofi to file away and build on.

At lunch, he still sat in the same place, still ate at the same pace, but now
the notebook beside his tray filled faster. Between mouthfuls, he scribbled
reminders in small, deliberate handwriting. Step off early to cover overlapping
runs. Start low. End square.
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He wasn’t trying to impress the room anymore. He was building an armour
of habits, repetitions, and decisions that would last when the spotlight finally
swung his way. And in his head, he could feel it coming closer.

That evening, Dad tapped lightly on Kofi’s door before stepping in. Kofi
was in the middle of a long, slow stretch, one knee bent forward, the other leg
extended behind him, his breath steady and measured. He didn’t look up at
first, finishing the hold before answering.

“I’'m fine,” he said.

Dad leaned against the doorframe, arms folded. “You’ve been quieter than
usual lately.”

Kofi shifted into the next stretch. “Just focused.”

“I can see that,” Dad replied, his voice even. “Saw your boots by the door
yesterday—still dripping wet. Been running in the rain now?”

Kofi allowed a small smile. “Helps me think.”

There was a pause before Dad crossed the room and sat on the edge of the
bed. “You remind me of your uncle,” he said. “He kept his head down. Worked
hard. Never needed anyone to clap for him to know he was improving.”

“What happened to him?” Kofi asked.

“He got tired of waiting,” Dad said, his gaze steady. “So he stopped.”

Kofi’s stomach tightened at the thought, but before he could respond, Dad
shook his head. “You’re not him. You’ve got that stubborn fire in you. The
kind that doesn’t go out just because it’s been a while since someone noticed
it.”

He stood, resting a hand on Kofi’s shoulder. “Hard work’s a seed. It grows
in the quiet. But it still grows.”

Later, when the house had fallen silent, Kofi pulled out the folded training
card Heggem had given him. His eyes lingered on the blank space under the
words Name and Defender Type. The pen felt solid in his hand as he began to
write in neat, deliberate strokes:

Kofi. Silent Wall. Reads everything. Moves early. Speaks when it matters.

The weeks settled into a rhythm that didn’t draw attention but left a mark
all the same. There were no sudden breakthroughs, no goals to celebrate, no

dramatic shouts from the touchline. Just the kind of steady work that reshapes
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a player from the inside out.

Kofi arrived early to every session. He moved through warm-ups with
purpose, each stretch deliberate, each stride sharper than the one before.
He still wasn’t the quickest, but he had begun to appear in the right place
before the danger arrived. His hips turned sooner, his first step bit into the
turf with more certainty, and the ball seemed to meet him rather than the
other way around. The noise of doubt still lingered somewhere at the edges,
but now it felt softer, like a weight he could carry without it slowing him.

One Thursday, during a defensive transition drill, Coach Marley called a
sudden halt. “Hold there. Kofi, run that recovery angle again.”

Kofi’s chest lifted. “Me?”

“Yes. That one you just did. Perfect.”

He retraced the movement at half speed, showing the route across the pitch,
the open body shape, the quick scan over each shoulder before adjusting his
stance. The others watched. A few nodded. Coach Marley gave a small clap
before starting them up again.

That evening, Kofi took the same walk home he had taken hundreds of times
before—the cracked pavement, the flickering streetlamp near the crossing,
the leaning goalpost in the park. But there was something different in the way
he carried himself. The streets were the same. The world was the same. The
change was in him.

At the chain-link fence outside the academy pitch, he stopped. Reaching
into his jacket, he pulled out the training card Heggem had given him. The
inked words stared back at him. Kofi. Silent Wall. Reads everything. Moves early.
Speaks when it matters. He folded it carefully, slid it into the inner sleeve of his
notebook, and held the book against his chest for a moment.

“I’m building something,” he said quietly into the evening air. And for the
first time in months, he didn’t just hope it was true.

He actually believed it.
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unday morning was still and grey. No school. No training. Just quiet.

There was no alarm to answer, no boots to lace, no whistle waiting

at the training ground. Kofi stood at the bathroom sink, toothbrush
in hand, the faint drip of the tap keeping time. The mirror was clouded from
the shower’s heat, a thin mist clinging to the glass until he wiped it clear with
the flat of his palm. He leaned closer, his breath feathering the surface, and
studied the reflection that stared back.

He had done this a thousand times before without thinking, glancing only
long enough to check his hair or pull a face at a spot. This time, he looked
with purpose, as if reviewing footage of a match he had played in but never
fully understood. The height was obvious, the reach of his arms, the frame
that had grown lean but strong from years of movement and repetition. Yet
there was more. His eyes met his own with a steadiness he hadn’t noticed
before, less restless, less uncertain. His jaw seemed set differently, not tight
with worry but firm with resolve. The curve of his shoulders no longer sloped
under doubt; they carried something invisible but certain, as though they had
learned their place.

It wasn’t swagger or anything loud. It was quieter than that, something he
could feel but not name, a kind of balance that didn’t ask to be seen. Without
breaking his gaze, he reached for his notebook on the windowsill and opened

it to a clean page halfway through. He held the pencil still for a long moment,
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the space waiting. Then, slowly, he began to write the question that mattered
most:

If I was the coach, would I pick me?

He read the line again and pressed the pencil hard to draw a single underline,
then another, deeper and darker.

When he finally closed the notebook, the sound of it snapping shut seemed
louder than it should have been. Light had begun to gather on the windowsill
where moments ago rain had run in thin rivulets, and in the quiet of the small
bathroom, with the weight of his own words still sitting in his chest, Kofi felt
something low and steady rising inside him. It wasn’t yet pride, not fully—but
it was close.

43



HOLDING THE LINE: KOFI'S JOURNEY AT WEST BROM

Later that afternoon, Kofi made his way to the park, the one that had shaped so
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many of his first touches and early shouts. He wasn’t here to join a kickabout
or chase a loose ball into the bushes; today was different. His boots hung
from the laces over his shoulder, swinging lightly against his jacket as he
walked with his hands buried in his pockets. The path curved past the leaning
goalposts, their paint chipped and flaking, and the lines of the pitch that were
more memory than marking. This was where he had first learned what it felt
like to move in the game’s rhythm—Jamal and Callum at his side, the three of
them laughing as they called themselves champions of Wembley in the fading
light.

Now, the dream had shifted shape. It was not smaller, not weaker, but
sharper at the edges, as though it had been pulled into focus. He no longer
wanted to be the loudest voice or the player who lit up a moment for the sake
of being seen. What he wanted was trust. The kind earned quietly, over time,
until there was no question who would be called upon. He wanted to be relied
on, chosen not because he demanded it but because he had proven, again and
again, that he was ready.

In the far corner of the field, an older man was walking his dog, the leash
loose in his hand. Their eyes met for a moment, and they exchanged the kind
of small nod that passed between people who knew the value of early starts
and unglamorous effort. Kofi sat on the weathered bench nearby, the wood
cool against the back of his legs, and eased the boots from his shoulder. He
set them on the ground, untying the laces slowly, threading them loose with a
patience that felt almost ceremonial, before sliding his feet inside and pressing
down until the leather settled snug around his heels.

Rising, he stepped onto the open field. The grass gave under his studs with
that familiar soft crunch, and he began to walk its length, each step placed with
care. He pictured runners breaking wide, the ball switching across the back,
the angles he would cut, the space he would guard. His path bent naturally
into the arcs of recovery runs, the lines of retreat and advance, the pivots that
shaped the unseen work of a defender. When he reached the halfway line, he
stopped. Turned slowly. Let his arms ease out to his sides as his gaze swept
across the empty space.

It was the stance he had taken a hundred times in his dreams, the stance
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of someone holding the line. But standing there now, beneath the dull
afternoon sky, there was no pretending. This was not play. This was rehearsal.
Preparation in its purest form.

Monday'’s training began as routine, the usual shuffle of boots against the
tarmac outside the changing rooms, the brief chatter in the stretching circle,
the steady thud of warm-up passes. But a small shift came quickly. During
the early jogs, Reece pulled up, a hand pressed to the back of his leg, wincing
as he slowed to a stop. Coach Marley walked over, speaking briefly with the
physio before glancing down at his clipboard. His pen tapped once against the
margin. Then his eyes lifted and found Kofi.

“You’re with the reserves today,” he said.

No big announcement. No rush of claps or cheers. Just a short instruction
carried across the grass. Yet the words landed with weight, settling into
Kofi’s chest in a way that made his focus sharpen instantly. He jogged over,
sliding into the left centre-back slot, boots gripping the damp turf. His
pulse ticked faster than usual, but he kept his movements measured, settling
his shoulders and scanning the pitch. This wasn’t the place for dreams or
rehearsals anymore. This was the work itself, and he was ready to do it.

The early minutes came quietly, a string of simple passes and clear position-
ing. He kept his shape, opened for the ball, and offered calm, early shouts to
the full-back beside him. Then a high, looping ball dropped from the overcast
sky, the kind that can unsettle even experienced players. Kofi tracked it as
soon as it left the boot, adjusting his steps, judging the spin, letting his body
meet it at just the right height. The header was clean and strong, sending the
ball well clear of danger.

Coach Marley didn’t call out, but his pen moved again across the clipboard.
Kofi caught it in the corner of his eye and anchored the moment deep inside
himself. A midfielder jogged past, grinning briefly. “Good clear, Kof. Didn’t
know you had springs like that.” Kofi allowed a small smile to touch his face,
though his focus stayed forward. “Neither did I,” he murmured.

By the time the session wound down, the movements felt more natural,
less like proving something and more like inhabiting the role. Later, in the

changing room, as he untied his boots, the damp laces cool against his fingers,
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he felt a quiet certainty settling in. What had just happened wasn’t luck. It
wasn’t chance. It was the slow, patient build of preparation finally stepping

into the space where opportunity lived. And this time, it was staying put.

That night, Kofi sat on the floor of his room with his back against the bedframe,
legs stretched out, the foam roller sliding slowly beneath his calves. Each
movement pressed a deep ache out of the muscle, the kind earned from work
that mattered. Beside him, the notebook lay open, the page from that morning
waiting. He reached for the pen without hesitation. In the top corner, he wrote
his name, then the date, marking it as more than just another entry. Today
had been different. Today deserved to be remembered. The ink moved almost
as quickly as the thought itself...

Name:

Date:

Today I proved to myself:
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Closing the notebook felt deliberate, almost ceremonial, his hand resting on
the cover for a moment before placing it down. From downstairs came the low
murmur of the television, the familiar cadence of a match recap drifting up
the stairs. He could picture the images without seeing them—highlights from
the Championship, crowd noise surging, maybe even Heggem climbing above
a striker to win another header. The sound threaded through the quiet of his
room, grounding him in the world he was still chasing.

He stayed where he was, breathing slow and steady, not because he was
tired but because he was absorbing the day. The heaviness in his muscles was
not the kind that drags you down, but the kind that roots you, making you feel
unshakable. It wasn’t the strength built from gym reps or a single spectacular
tackle; it was the deeper kind, grown quietly over time, layered by mornings

no one saw, by choices no one marked down.
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he academy noticeboard looked no different from any other week:

white paper pinned under curling tape, black ink pressed into tidy

lines, a quiet list that decided everything. Yet that morning, the air
in front of it felt thicker, the shuffle of boots on the corridor floor carrying
a charge. Voices were lower, movements sharper. The group pressed closer,
eyes scanning for their names like they were searching for a lifeline.

Kofi stood a step back, hands loose at his sides, letting the others crowd
forward. His gaze followed the sheet from the top down, slow and steady, until
it caught on an absence: Reece’s name was missing. In the space it had once
filled, further down the page, just above the cut-off, sat his own. Kofi Mensah.

The letters felt strange and solid at the same time, like they had been carved
there instead of printed. He let his eyes rest on them until they no longer felt
surprising, until they simply felt real. From somewhere behind, a voice cut
through the quiet. “Well, that’s a surprise.” Another answered quickly, “Nah.
He’s been sharp lately. Coach’s noticed.”

Kofididn’t turn to see who had spoken. The words rolled off him, not because
they meant nothing, but because they no longer defined the moment. He
stepped back from the board, the hum of conversation fading as he turned
toward the tunnel. His heartbeat stayed steady. He felt a warm pressure in the
chest that felt like a signal.

He wasn’t starting. Not yet. But he was there. On the sheet. In the picture.
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That space on the page was more than ink; it was a foothold, and footholds
could be built on.

In the changing room, with the smell of damp kit and fresh polish on the
benches, he sat quietly and opened his notebook. On a fresh page, he wrote:

Today I know that I am...

He closed the book, placed it beside his boots, and began lacing them with
care. Today wasn’t about proving he deserved a place. It was about preparing
like he belonged.

The afternoon session carried a weight he could feel in his legs before it even
began. Not heaviness, but a presence. The cones were laid in the same lines,
the bibs the same faded colours, yet the air felt different now, charged with
the quiet knowledge that something had shifted. Kofi moved into position
with the rest of the reserves, but the tilt of his shoulders, the set of his jaw,
was no longer the same as last week.

When instructions came, he held the coach’s gaze without blinking. On the
warm-up jog, he stayed level with the front group, not because he was chasing,
but because that was simply where he belonged. In the first defensive duel,
matched against an older, quicker forward, he adjusted his feet early, forced
the player wide, and won the ball without fuss. No celebration. Just the job
done.

In a small-sided game, a break began to open down their left. He saw the

shape forming before anyone called it and his voice carried sharp across the
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pitch. “Shift left! Watch the runner!” The ball was cut out seconds later. He
didn’t point, didn’t demand credit, but when his eyes flicked toward Coach
Marley, the faint nod was there. Barely more than a breath—but enough.

The drills rolled on, each one stacking on the last like bricks in something
unseen. When the whistle finally blew, he jogged in with the others, sweat
cooling in the late air. In the changing room, banter and towel-snaps echoed
off the tiled walls, but Kofi stayed anchored in his corner. He peeled off his
socks carefully, folded them, set them by his boots in a neat pair. His kit clung
damp to his frame, but inside, he felt lighter than he had in months.

As Coach passed behind him toward the door, there was a pause—barely a
heartbeat—before the voice came, low and even. “Keep doing what you’re
doing.” No glance back. No extra words. Just that.

Kofi didn’t respond. Not there. Not then. Later, at home, when the noise
of the day had faded, he opened his notebook and turned to a fresh page. The
words from training still echoed in his chest, but his mind was already leaning

forward, one eye fixed on what was to come next. In steady strokes, he wrote:

To build on this achievement, in the future I need to...

That Saturday, Kofi travelled with the squad for the first time in months. The
away ground was nothing spectacular, just a wind-battered patch of grass on
the edge of a motorway, with lines chalked faintly into the mud and a bench
that groaned whenever more than three players leaned on it. Yet to Kofi, it

might as well have been Wembley under lights.
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He sat second from the end, zipped into his West Brom jacket, the fabric tight
across his shoulders. His legs shifted in small, restless bounces as his eyes
stayed fixed on the pitch. Every defensive shape was logged. Every covering
run was noted. He watched the back four compress when the ball moved wide,
the holding midfielder dropping in to shield, the centre-backs shifting as if
tethered by rope. He was not searching for mistakes. He was searching for
openings, for the moments between the moments.

When the second half ticked on, the assistant coach’s voice carried down
the bench. “Mensah. Warm up.” Kofi was already moving before the words
finished, unzipping his jacket in a single motion. His fingers tied the laces
without fumbling. The pitch-side air was sharp against his face as he began
to jog the touchline, strides smooth, eyes forward.

By the time he returned, the coach met him with a brief instruction. “Stay
switched on. Last ten minutes. Close it down.” Kofi nodded once. Ten minutes
was not a gift. Ten minutes was work.

He stepped toward the fourth official, shirt clinging against his back, breath
clouding in the cold. The referee’s whistle cut through the noise and the
substitution board lit his number. As his boots crossed the white line, he drew
in a breath that felt heavier than the air around him, and let it out in a single
whisper meant only for himself. “Not a moment too soon. Not a second too
late.”
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The pitch felt smaller beneath his boots, the noise pressing closer, the ball
moving as if the air had thinned. Kofilocked in, scanning the field, eyes darting
between runners and space. His first test came almost instantly, a long ball
launched high and bending in the wind. He read the flight early, rose with
control, and met it clean. The ball spun out into the midfield and he dropped
back into position without a glance to the sideline.

Moments later, a winger broke down the flank, pace sharp, touch tight. Kofi
closed the angle, feet shifting in quick, measured steps. He guided the attacker
toward his weaker side, closing the window, forcing the shot to rush and skew
wide of the near post. He reset his stance before the ball even rolled out. No
raised hands. No smile. Only the next sequence in his head.

He kept his shape narrow, voice steady in short calls to his centre-back
partner. Every five seconds, a shoulder check. Every second, a calculation.
The match blurred into a rhythm of reads and reactions, small adjustments
stacking into control. When the whistle finally cut through, his lungs burned,
his calves ached, and sweat cooled against the damp fabric of his kit.

As they filed off, Coach’s hand met his shoulder with a single word. “Solid.”
Nothing more. Nothing less. The kind of word that carried weight when you
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understood its currency.
Later, in his room, the notebook lay open under his hand. He pressed his

pen to paper and wrote:
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onday’s debrief moved quickly, the kind of session where the
room felt light but focused. Film played in short clips, each pause
marked by quick notes from Coach Marley...

“Adjust your starting position.”

“Close the space earlier.”

“Trust the cover.”

A few laughs broke out when missed chances flashed on screen, the usual
ribbing passed around like a ball in warm-up.

Kofi sat toward the back, notebook open, pen steady. He wasn’t writing
about anyone else. Every line was his own. Cross positioning on the left side.
Timing of the first step in aerial duels. The moment he spoke to the keeper
and cut off a passing lane without touching the ball.

He realised something as the footage played. He hadn’t been spectacular.
No crunching tackle to send the bench roaring. No desperate slide to block a
certain goal. But the gaps had stayed closed. The dangerous balls had been
cleared. His name had not been called for the wrong reason. And in this game,
that was its own kind of win.

When the session ended, Marley caught his eye and beckoned him over.
“You were steady,” the coach said, voice even, no flourish. “That matters
more than you think. Ten minutes of clean defending when it counts tells me

more than one moment of flash.”
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Kofi nodded, unsure whether to smile or keep still. Marley kept going.
“Don’t chase moments. Stack them. One after another. Build a wall.”

That night, with the house quiet, he opened his notebook and wrote, not
about what he had done, but about what he needed to keep building.

To keep stacking steady performances, I will...

He closed the notebook gently, feeling the weight of the page as if it were stone.
Tomorrow would bring another brick to add to the wall he was building.
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The next session began under a low, silver sky, the kind that pressed the air
close to the ground. Warm-up rondos crackled with short passes and quick
bursts of movement. In the second set, Kofi read a pass early, stepped through
cleanly, and returned the ball without breaking stride. Malik, jogging past,
gave him a light nudge. “Alright, Kof. Calm down. Champions League next?”
The laughter that followed was warm, not sharp. Kofi allowed himself the
briefest grin before locking back into the rhythm of the drill. Compliments
were welcome, but they could wait.

Coach Marley moved them into defensive anticipation work—two attackers,
one defender, a ball played into space with decisions to make in seconds. Kofi
felt the shape of the game in each repetition, angling his runs so he arrived a
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heartbeat before the pass, showing space that wasn’t really there, cutting off
options before they could form. Three interceptions came in quick succession,
each one crisp, clean, nothing dramatic. Marley’s voice cut across the pitch.
“Better.” No shout, no clap, just that single word. Kofi filed it away like a small
stone added to the wall he was building.

By the time the cool-down jog began, his legs were heavy and the drizzle
had settled into a fine mist over the pitch, but there was a steadiness in his
chest that stayed with him. It wasn’t the high of a perfect game. It was the
quiet satisfaction of being reliable, session after session.

As the group drifted toward the changing room, a familiar figure stepped
through the gate—Heggem, still in full training kit, speaking quietly with
Marley at the touchline. When Kofi passed, Heggem turned his head just
enough to say, “Good shift today. You see it quicker now.” The words were
simple, delivered without ceremony, but they held more weight than applause.
Kofi nodded once, the corners of his mouth threatening to lift, then kept
walking.

He didn’t need every set of eyes. Only the right ones.

The sun was sinking low when Kofi stepped out of the academy gates, its
light stretched thin across the tarmac, shadows spilling over the pavement
like long fingers. The air held a faint bite, enough to keep his strides measured.
He chose the long route home, the one that curved past the park where so
many of his early games had been played. Rusted goalposts still leaned at
awkward angles, grass still wore the patchwork scars of years gone by. He
stopped at the fence, leaning his forearms against the cold metal, watching
the wind ripple across the worn surface.

It felt smaller now, not because the park had shrunk, but because he had
outgrown its boundaries. This was once the place where he rehearsed every
scenario—the crunching tackle to save the match, the interception in the
dying seconds, the moment that made everyone turn and see him. Now, after
ten quiet but real minutes on a real pitch in a real match, the need to pretend
was gone. He didn’t have to conjure the feeling anymore. He had lived it.

From his pocket, he pulled the notebook, resting it on the top rail. The page
waited, clean and open. He wrote slowly, each word deliberate, not about
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dreams or make-believe, but about something real that had happened today.

One real thing I did well today was...

That night, Kofi’s dad knocked softly before stepping inside. In his hand
was a small brown envelope, the kind that looked ordinary until you realised
something important was inside. He crossed the room and handed it over
without a word at first, just standing with arms folded, studying his son’s
reaction.

Kofi tore the seal carefully and slid out a single photograph. The paper
was still faintly warm from the print shop. It caught him mid-stride during
Saturday’s match, body leaning into the run, eyes locked on the ball, every
line of his face carrying focus. No blur, no awkward angle. Just the truth of a
moment.

“I saw it online,” Dad said quietly. “Coach must have posted it with the
match report. Thought you’d want your own copy.”

Kofi looked at it for a long time, turning it slightly under the light. It was
not a posed shot. His hair was damp, kit creased, mud speckled across his
socks. But every detail felt honest. It was the way he hoped to be seen, without
asking for it.

“You looked ready,” Dad added. “Like you belonged out there.”

Kofi gave a small nod, the kind that held more weight than a thank you.
When his dad left the room, he reached for his notebook and opened the cover.

The photo went on the very first page, fixed in place with a strip of tape pressed
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down firmly at each corner. There were no captions and no decorations. Just
the image, holding its own space.

He closed the book and let his hand rest on the cover for a moment. The
match had only given him ten minutes, but those minutes had carried more
than he expected. They had given him a feeling that drills, classrooms, and
even daydreams had never managed to match. He was not just playing football.
He was becoming part of it. And somewhere deep down, he knew this was only
the start.
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Family Pressure

unday dinner at Auntie Ama’s filled the air with the smell of sizzling

plantain and steaming jollof. Bowls and plates crowded the table until

there was barely space for elbows. Cousins darted between chairs,
laughing and shouting over one another, the noise tumbling from every corner
of the room. Normally, Kofi let himself get swept up in it, adding a laugh here,
a story there. Tonight, he stayed quiet. The warmth of the room felt heavier
than usual, as though the chatter pressed against his chest.

He sat at the far end, rolling his fork through the rice without taking much.
His uncle’s voice cut through the room, steady and confident, dissecting
Premier League form as if reading from a script he had rehearsed for years.
Then, without warning, the focus turned.

“So, Kofi,” Uncle Emmanuel said, leaning back slightly, “still playing
football?”

Kofi looked up. “Yeah.”

“Any games coming up? You starting?”

“Was on the bench last match,” Kofi replied. “Got ten minutes.”

An eyebrow rose. “Ten? That’s all?”

The voices around the table seemed to soften, the way they do when a
question lingers too long in the air. The attention was subtle but unmistakable,
a shift in the current that made Kofi feel as though he was sitting under a

spotlight.
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Auntie Ama clicked her tongue and passed the water jug. “He’s still growing,
Manny. These things take time.”

But his uncle shook his head. “If you’re serious, you should be further along
by now. Not everyone makes it. You need more than just training sessions and
dreams.”

Kofi’s fingers curled tighter around the handle of his fork, the metal warm
from his grip. Words formed in his head, sentences about early mornings,
empty pitches, and advice from a player who had walked the path he was
trying to take. But he held them back. He knew this table was not the place for
explanations. Here, proof came from scorelines and appearances, not from
unseen work.

From the far end, his father’s voice rose, calm but clear. “Let the boy build.
He knows what he’s doing.”

The room carried on. Plates passed. Laughter returned. But Kofi felt that
one line settle inside him like a steady anchor.

The meal carried on, the brief tension buried under the scrape of cutlery
and the rise of another cousin’s story. But the words refused to leave Kofi’s
mind. They threaded themselves through the noise, sharp and unshaken. Not
everyone makes it. Should be further along.

Back home, the air felt heavier, the quiet more complete. He sat on the edge
of his bed, elbows resting on his knees, the faint scent of fried plantain still
clinging to his hands. Frustration pulsed low behind his eyes, not the kind
that flared up and vanished but the kind that stayed, steady and insistent.

He reached for his notebook. At first, he did not open it. He just felt its
weight. The cover was softened from weeks of handling, the edges curling
slightly, the inside heavy with his own handwriting. Drills mapped in detail.
Phrases that had stuck with him. Private reminders of mornings and evenings
no one else had seen. It was proof that his work was real, even if others would
never witness it.

When he finally opened to a fresh page, he wrote each letter slowly, as if to
press it into the paper until it could not be erased. This page wasn’t for his
uncle, or even for his dad. It was for him. A reminder of what he was building,

one day at a time.
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Even if others don’t see it yet, I know I’m moving forward because...

Then came a knock at the door; without waiting, Kofi’s dad stepped in and
said: “That wasn’t fair, what he said.”

“It’s fine,” Kofi replied, eyes still on the notebook. “I’m used to it.”

His dad’s brow furrowed as he crossed the room. “Doesn’t mean you should
be.” He sat beside him, the mattress dipping slightly. “You’ve grown, Kofi.
Not just taller. You seem wiser. More determined. I see that.”

Kofi didn’t speak. But he sat a little straighter, as if his dad’s words had
straightened his spine. The tension in his chest eased. Not because his uncle’s
criticism mattered less, but because he felt that the negativity of others could
no longer define him.

The next morning, Kofi woke before the alarm, before the street outside had
found its rhythm. The room was still grey with early light, the air cool enough
to prickle his arms. Fragments of last night’s words drifted back—Should be
further along—but they no longer stung. They sat in his mind like weight on
an anchor, steadying rather than pulling him under.

He reached for his notebook, flipping past pages of drills and match notes
until he found the folded card from Heggem. The paper was creased now, the
edges softened. He unfolded it carefully, the way you might open a letter that
mattered more than its ink. His handwriting stared back:

Kofi. Silent Wall. Reads everything. Moves early. Speaks when it matters.

It was not a boast. It was a definition. A line drawn by his own hand. Proof

that no one else got to decide who he was becoming.
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He packed his bag with the same care. Boots cleaned and wrapped. Notebook
zipped into the front pocket. Water bottle filled to the top. Each action small,
deliberate, part of the same unbroken chain of preparation.

As he stepped into the hall, his dad’s voice came from the kitchen. “Don’t
let them shrink your dream.”

Kofi paused, the words finding their place beside Heggem’s. “I won’t,” he
said, and he meant it.

The day ahead promised nothing unusual. Drills. Footwork. A stretch of
fitness work. But he walked toward it with a new weight in his step. He was
not trying to be noticed, he was building something that could not be ignored.

And when the time came, he would not need to ask for space. He would
already be standing in it.

At training, the mood was lighter than the day before. Sun spilled across the
pitches, softening the ground, and even Coach Marley threw out a few dry jokes
during the rondos. The others loosened quickly, laughter skipping between
drills, but Kofi’s focus did not drift. He was not chasing the session; he was
shaping it in his mind before each rep began.

During a defending circuit, he was paired with Jamal, quick-footed and
quick-witted, always looking for a pass that split defenders in two. Jamal
feinted inside, then burst down the line, calling, “Cover me, Kof!” The ball
came sharp across the grass. Kofi had already moved, angling his run to meet
it. One step earlier, and the cutback was gone before it had a chance to breathe.

Coach clapped once. “Brilliant. That is what I want—anticipation over
reaction.”

Kofi reset immediately, eyes scanning for the next movement, mind already
replaying the angle, adjusting his starting position by half a step. In the
hydration break, Jamal patted him on the back. “Didn’t even see you slide in.
Ice cold.”

“Just doing my job,” Kofi said, voice calm, already thinking about the next
drill.

When the session wrapped, Coach Marley called him over. “You’ve been

steady. Not once, not twice, but every day. That builds trust. You’re on the
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shortlist for Wednesday’s starting eleven.”

The words did not explode inside him. They sank deep, finding their place in
the foundation he had been laying for months. He walked home with the same
measured stride he had brought to training. No celebration. No announcement.
Just progress, brick by brick, holding firm beneath his feet.

65



11

Torbjarn Heggem’s Story

he evening settled heavy around the house, the kind of quiet that

sharpened every small sound — the fridge humming below, the faint

tick of a radiator. Kofi sat at his desk, notebook open but untouched.
Tonight wasn’t for writing. Tonight was for reading.

Coach Marley had slipped him a folded printout after training, his voice
casual but his eyes deliberate. Thought this might speak to you.

Kofi smoothed the creases and began.

The article was about Torbjgrn Heggem. Not the composed pro who had
spoken to the squad, but the teenager almost lost to the game — awkward,
overlooked, inches from release at Rosenborg when he was sixteen. He read
of months left out of squads, the bitter sting of loan spells, nights of training
alone while teammates played.

Kofi pictured him under the hard glare of floodlights in Norway, cold breath
rising, boots cutting into frozen ground, chasing strikers who dismissed him
before the ball was even kicked. Yet still he stayed. Still he worked. Still he
improved.

The piece ended with a single line.

I stopped trying to be seen. I started trying to be undeniable.

Kofi let the words settle, slow and heavy, until they felt etched inside him.
Then he closed the article and pulled his notebook close. No new entry tonight.
Only a single word, pressed twice under his pen until the page almost tore.
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Undeniable.

The next morning, the word would not leave him. Undeniable. It pulsed
quietly in his mind as he laced his boots, as he stepped onto the training
ground, as he jogged through the warm-up circle. He did not feel louder, only
steadier, as though something inside him had been anchored overnight.

When the drill began he moved differently. Each backpedal sank lower, hips
balanced, body open. Each first touch on the switch landed sharper, controlled,
ready for the next movement. There were no shouts of celebration, no rush
of applause. Only repetitions laid one after another, small bricks setting into
place.

Coach Marley caught a moment of it after a clean interception followed
by a sharp distribution into midfield. “He’s turning into something,” he
murmured, not to anyone in particular, but the words reached Kofi’s ears all
the same.

And it was not just the coach. Slowly, the players around him began to adjust.
Malik tracked his line when he shifted. Jamal, restless and fast, threw quick
glances his way before driving forward, trusting the space would be covered.
The group began to mirror him without realising it. Trust was growing, and
not because he had demanded attention, but because he had earned it in the
simplest currency: consistent work.

That night, back in his room, the article lay on his desk again. He read it
once more, tracing each line about Rosenborg, about the setbacks, about those
Norwegian nights where Heggem fought to stay ready while the game tried
to move past him. Five clubs. Years of waiting. Cold mornings where no one
believed. Yet still, he refused to stop.

Kofi found himself less struck by the trophies or the call-ups. What stayed
with him was the patience. The unshakable belief that progress, no matter
how slow, was still progress.

He closed the article gently, the weight of it sitting with him as he turned
off the light. That same belief was beginning to rise inside him now. It was
not noisy. It was not dramatic. It was simply real.

The next afternoon, when the session ended and the boys filed back to the

changing room in their usual noisy pack, Kofi lingered. His body was tired,
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his shirt clinging damp against his skin, but something inside him refused
to stop. He gathered a small set of cones from the shed and carried them to
the far end of the pitch where the grass dipped slightly and the ground was
uneven. Piece by piece, he arranged them in a staggered pattern: left-side
overloads, recovery angles, goal-side pressure points.

The floodlights had not yet clicked on, so the field lay in a soft grey. He
began his routine in silence. One movement at a time, no audience, no reward.
Close, reset, pivot. Pressure, recover, turn. Every step was measured, every
correction logged in the muscle. Sweat rolled down his forehead and into his
collar, but he did not stop.

Thirty minutes passed, then more. His lungs were tight, legs heavy, arms
hanging loose, but the sharpness in his eyes did not fade. There was a quiet
brightness there, the kind that belonged not to triumph but to the act of
building.

At the edge of the pitch, a figure appeared, arms folded. Coach Marley stood
watching. He did not interrupt. He let the rhythm continue until finally he
called across, his voice carrying gently in the empty ground. “You alright out
there?”

Kofi jogged over, still breathing hard, towel hanging from his shoulder.
“Just working on my reads.”

Marley gave a small smile. “Looks like it’s working.”

Kofi hesitated, then asked, almost carefully, “Did Torbjorn train like this?”

“All the time,” Marley answered. “You two share something, I think.”

“What’s that?”

The coach studied him a moment, his tone steady. “You both play like you
are preparing for the version of yourself no one else can see yet.”

Kofi held the words quietly, nodded once, and returned to the pitch. He bent,
gathered the cones, and reset the pattern.

And he kept building.

That evening, the house settled into silence, the only sound the faint hum of
the fridge downstairs and the muted traffic outside. Kofi sat at his desk with
his notebook open to a clean page. He did not begin with a quote this time, or

with a reflection. Instead, he began to draw a line forward. A plan, piece by
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piece, not of what he had done but of who he intended to become.

Week 1: body shape on counterattacks.

Week 2: left-foot clearances under pressure.

Week 3: leadership drills, communication in small groups.

Week 4: watch three full matches, analyse defensive units.

Each line was neat, deliberate, as if the act of writing them etched the steps
into him. At the bottom he drew a small box. Inside it he wrote: Long-Term
Goal: Undeniable.

He paused there, pen resting lightly on the page, and then, underneath,
smaller: Why: Because I know what it feels like to be invisible.

He stared at the words until the ink seemed to sink deeper into the paper.
These were not empty targets, not numbers for a chart or slogans to repeat.
They were anchors. They reminded him that what he was building was not
noise or applause but presence. The kind of presence that made a coach trust
you with a lead. The kind that steadied a backline when others panicked. The
kind that did not vanish when the floodlights clicked off.

Kofi closed the notebook carefully, as though it carried more weight now
than when he had opened it. The echo of Heggem’s story still hummed through
him, not in the trophies or the international caps, but in the truth beneath
them. It was never about where you began. It was how many times you refused
to stop.
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Midweek Clash

he squad list went up Tuesday afternoon, the sheet tacked crookedly

to the noticeboard, names in black ink under the heading: Starting

Eleven. Kofi scanned it once, then again, making sure he had not
misread. His name was there. Not as a substitute. Not tucked beneath a reserve
line. Starting. Left centre-back. First whistle. He stood longer than necessary,
eyes fixed, heart steadying against the sudden weight of it. Then he folded the
knowledge inward, slipped it into the pocket of his mind, and walked to the
changing room with the same measured stride he always used.

But inside, the calm was only surface. Beneath it a storm gathered—not
panic, not fear, but something heavier, sharper, the awareness of scale. This
was not a drill, not a cameo. It was the beginning of something that might
stretch beyond him if he carried it right.

That evening he laid his kit out on the bed as if each piece held meaning:
boots cleaned and laced twice, shin pads aligned precisely, jersey folded into a
square. The notebook sat beside them, packed by habit now, less superstition
than compass. His dad knocked lightly and leaned in.

“Tomorrow’s the day, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“You ready?”

Kofi held his gaze. “I think so.”

His dad smiled. “Then you are.”
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Later, before sleep, Kofi opened his notebook to the page where he had
written the word that had followed him since Heggem'’s story. Undeniable.
He did not add to it. He did not need to. The ink was enough, the reminder
already living inside him. Tomorrow would be the first chance to prove the
word was not just handwriting. It was something he was becoming. Not in
leaps. Not in miracles. But step by deliberate step.

The changing room buzzed, a low hum of chatter mixed with the scrape of
studs against concrete and the sharp tang of deep heat. Jerseys were tugged
over shoulders, tape tightened, boots pulled firm. Kofi sat quiet, shirt already
on, gaze fixed on the floor just beyond his boots. He had been here countless
times before, yet today the room felt changed. He was not background. He
was part of the plan.

Coach Marley spoke, voice steady, no theatrics, just clarity. “Do your jobs.
Communicate early. Trust each other. And whatever happens out there, play
as one.” The words washed over Kofi. He caught fragments, but his heartbeat
filled the gaps, steady and insistent.

They filed out into the tunnel, and the night air hit him, cool and sharp.
Floodlights poured across the pitch, making the grass glow, stretching the
space wide and close at once. The whistle went. Thinking stopped. Fear
dissolved. There was only movement. Kofi shifted early, tracked runners,
called out when gaps opened. For the first ten minutes everything held—clear
touches, neat positioning, rhythm intact.

Then came the long ball. It dropped between him and his partner, hanging
in the lights, spinning just awkward enough to demand a decision. Kofi
hesitated—half a second, no more. The striker did not. He darted in, cut
behind, struck low. Net. Goal. And the pitch seemed to contract around him,
every sound sharper, every breath harder to draw.

The mistake replayed instantly, looping as he jogged back to the line. The
pause. The slow turn. The sight of the ball curling into the corner while his
feet were still shifting. Coach Marley clapped hard on the touchline. “Shake
it off! Next play!” But the words fought against the weight pressing on his
chest.

The noise of the match grew louder, shouts ricocheting, the thud of boots
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echoing in his head. His lungs tightened. Decisions blurred. Step or hold?
Press or drop? He drifted into half-choices, caught between impulses. For ten
minutes he survived on instinct—winning a header, cutting a cross, slipping
a short pass into midfield. Nothing glaring, but nothing certain either.

Athalftime he sat on the bench, pulling at his socks, eyes fixed on the ground.
Marley crouched beside him, voice calm, steady. “That mistake is gone. Done.
You've got forty-five minutes to show me what you do after.”

Kofi looked up, words caught behind his teeth. And there, just beyond
Marley, stood Heggem. Arms crossed, expression unreadable, eyes on him.
The Norwegian gave a small nod. Not comfort. Not pity. A kind of permission.
Permission to release it. Permission to begin again.

Kofi inhaled, slow and deep. The whistle had not blown for the second half
yet. But the reset had already started inside him.

The second half began, and Kofi stepped forward not as a boy shadowed
by an error but as a player choosing response. His movements were sharper
now, choices made with trust rather than hesitation. He adjusted his line
early, directed teammates with clipped instructions, kept his shoulders open
to danger.

A winger darted into space, quick and clever, but Kofi tracked him wide,
cutting off angles until the attack faltered. When the striker dropped into
midfield, Kofi handed him off with a clear call. He was not reacting to the
game anymore. He was shaping it.

Midway through the half, a counterattack broke fast down the right. The
cross came low, curling hard toward the penalty spot. It looked certain to
find the striker’s foot. But Kofi had already shifted before the ball left the
crosser’s boot. He stepped in, planted, and cleared with his weaker foot, sharp
and clean, out for a throw. No fuss. No flourish. Just the kind of intervention
defenders remember long after others forget the goals.

Coach Marley clapped once on the sideline. Across the pitch, Heggem lifted
a thumb in quiet approval.

The match ended 1—1. No win. No headlines. But as Kofi walked off, boots
heavy with mud, sweat drying on his back, he knew the balance had tilted. He
had made a mistake. And he had answered it.
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The Journal Entry

he house was quiet when Kofi got home, the kind of quiet that settles

in after long evenings. Only the hallway light glowed, casting narrow

strips of shadow across the floorboards. He slipped off his boots,
still heavy with dried mud, and carried himself upstairs, each step slower than
the last. His room was dark, curtains drawn, the air faintly cool. He didn’t
turn on the light. He just sat at the edge of the bed, breathing steadily, the
silence wrapping around him like a blanket.

The game replayed itself in his mind—the slip in the first half, the hesitation,
the strike curling into the corner. But with it came the second half too: the
sharper reads, the quicker steps, the clearance struck clean. The mistake did
not vanish, but it no longer weighed him down. It was part of the whole picture
now.

Kofireached for his notebook and flipped to a blank page. The pen felt steady
in his hand. He wrote slowly, each word chosen with care: Mistakes don’t
define you. What you do next does. You don’t erase them. You outgrow them.
He paused, then added: Tonight, I played like I belonged. And that matters
more than being perfect.

He read the lines again, underlined one sentence twice, and closed the
notebook with a quiet finality. For the first time in weeks, he let his body
sink fully into the mattress, eyes closing without tension. Sleep came easily.

The next morning, sunlight poured through the curtains in soft stripes,
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warming the edges of his room. Kofi stirred awake before his alarm, his eyes
opening to a stillness that felt different. No knot in his stomach. No frantic
rehearsing of errors. No invisible weight pressing down. Just calm.

He sat up, reached for the notebook on his desk, and flipped back to the page
from the night before. The words looked the same as when he had written
them, but they carried a new force in daylight. He did not add anything. He let
them stand, clean and firm, like stones in place.

From downstairs came the familiar sounds of morning: the kettle clicking
off, toast popping, his dad’s footsteps moving through the kitchen. A normal
day by all appearances, yet Kofi felt it differently. The balance inside him had
shifted.

He pushed the window open. Cool morning air rushed in, crisp against his
face, carrying the distant sounds of traffic and birdsong. He stood there, eyes
closed, listening not to the noise of the world but to the voice that had grown
inside him. It was quieter than doubt but stronger. It no longer asked, Am I
good enough? It said instead, Let’s go again.

And underneath, almost like an echo, another voice rose: Keep going.

Later that day, Kofi arrived at the academy early. The habit had taken root
so deeply now that it did not feel like extra work. It was part of who he was
becoming. The pitches were still empty, the grass slick with dew, the air
carrying the faint smell of cut earth. He was the first to step onto the surface,
boots pressing clean lines into the wet turf.

He didn’t bother with cones. Instead he worked through movements, steady
and precise. A jog up the sideline to loosen his legs, then quick sprints in
sharp bursts. He practised his turns—Ileft shoulder, right shoulder—forcing
himself to reset, to drop into stance, to recover quicker than the mistake from
yesterday. He imagined invisible strikers making runs, and he tracked them,
pivoting, covering, clearing ghosts.

The floodlights hummed to life overhead as clouds thickened, but the
dimness did not matter. Rain had never stopped him before, and it would
not now.

Behind him, a voice spoke. Coach Marley stood with arms folded, watching
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quietly. “You’ve changed, you know.”

Kofi slowed to a stop, breath rising in short clouds. “How do you mean?”

“You’re not waiting anymore,” Marley said. “You’re preparing.”

Kofi nodded, sweat dripping, chest steady. “I’ve got a long way to go.”

“That’s the point,” Marley replied, turning back toward the building. “And
now, you’re walking it.”

The words sat with him as he jogged again, each step sharper. He was not
running from doubt anymore. He was running toward something.

When training ended, the locker room filled briefly with noise—banter,
laughter, the rustle of damp kit—but emptied almost as quickly. Soon the
space was quiet again, a faint smell of liniment and wet grass clinging to the
air. Kofi lingered, still in his boots, sitting alone on the bench with water
pooled near his bag.

He pulled out his notebook and flicked through its pages. There were drills
sketched in pencil, match notes scribbled in margins, half-finished reflections
from nights when words had come hard. Then he paused on the timeline he
had written after reading Heggem’s story. Week by week. Step by step. He
realised he had begun to tick off more than he had thought. Not perfectly, not
neatly, but steadily. The line was moving.

He flipped to a new page. The pen moved slower this time, each line
deliberate: Some things grow in silence. Some things build in shadows. That
does not make them weak. It makes them real.

He thought back to those first extra sessions, when the pitch had felt too
big and the work too small to matter. He smiled faintly, writing one last line:
That was the beginning. And I didn’t even know it.

He closed the book, tied his boots carefully, and stood. Mud still clung to him.
Most would not notice he had stayed longer, worked more, written deeper.
But he noticed. And that was enough. He was not invisible anymore. He was
building something that could not be ignored.
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The Invitation

he announcement came at the end of Tuesday’s session. The players

stood around the centre circle, boots caked in mud, breaths still

short from the final drill. Coach Marley planted himself firmly in the
middle, arms folded, voice carrying in the cool evening air.

“Listen up,” he said. “The regional cup quarter-final is coming. The final
squad list goes up tomorrow, but I want a few of you to know early. Get your
minds ready.”

The chatter dropped away. Even the loudest boys fell silent. Eyes fixed.
Shoulders tense.

Marley began calling names. One by one, each lad nodded or grinned or
whispered under his breath. Then came the pause that hung in the space like a
held breath.

“Kofi Mensah. Starting left centre-back.”

For a moment, nothing moved. Kofi’s heart stopped, then thudded back to
life, heavier, stronger. No one stared. No applause. A quick nod from Jamal, a
raised brow from another. Then the coach carried on.

But Kofi didn’t need the noise. He felt the truth of it settle deep inside. This
wasn’t reward. This was trust.

As the huddle broke, Marley caught his eye and gave a quiet glance. “Get
your mind right. This is your moment to step into.”
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Kofi didn’t nod. He just whispered under his breath, steady and certain.
“Already there.”

Dinner that evening carried a hush, the kind of silence that was not empty
but expectant. Kofi ate slowly, rolling grains of rice against the fork without
saying anything at first. The weight of the day pressed gently on his chest, too
significant for casual words.

It was only when the plates were cleared and the kitchen light dimmed that
he spoke. “Coach picked me,” he said, his voice measured, as though testing
how it sounded in the air.

His father looked up. “For what?”

“The quarter-final. Starting.”

A slow smile spread across his dad’s face. He leaned back, arms folded, eyes
warm. “Well,” he said softly, “about time they caught up.”

Kofi laughed quietly, the sound loosening something in him.

“I remember when you played in the hallway with that foam ball,” his father
continued. “Wouldn’t let me move the chairs.”

“They were the crowd,” Kofi said, smirking.

“Exactly,” Dad chuckled. “And now look at you.”

Later, in his room, Kofi lay staring at the ceiling before reaching for his
notebook. No quotes, no lessons this time. Just three words in clean script: It
begins here. He closed the book, switched off the light, and dreamed—not of
being chosen, but of being ready.

Wednesday’s training looked the same as any other—warm-ups, rondos,
defensive shape work—but the air was sharper. Passes cracked louder, shouts
carried further, tackles bit harder.

And Kofi moved within it like a hinge, quiet but central. He did not try to
draw eyes. He did not force moments. He simply held the line, stepped early,
and played the simple pass before danger grew.

Midway through the session, a switch of play arced high toward his zone,
chest height, awkward to control. Kofi slid across the striker, brought the ball
down cleanly with his thigh, then clipped it inside with his weaker foot, crisp
and calm.

Coach’s whistle cut through the noise. “Yes. Exactly like that. No panic. No
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delay. Just control.”

The other players looked, nodded, and reset.

Kofi did not smile. He returned to position, shoulders squared. Each rep
was another layer. Each decision another brick. He had no need for highlight
moments. He was learning what Heggem meant: defenders don’t shine, they
make others shine.

By the end, his shirt clung to his back, his boots heavy with mud. He did not
linger. He had two days left to polish every corner of his game.

That night the rain returned, tapping against his window in soft rhythms.
His boots rested near the heater, still carrying the smell of wet turf. Kofi sat at
his desk with his notebook open, but before he wrote he flipped through the
older pages. Each word carried the weight of where he had been.

Invisible.

Unpicked.

Shadow work.

Ten minutes.

Mistake.

Recovery.

And now: starting.

The path was not straight. It had bent and doubled back. It had shaken him
and pressed him. Yet each curve had made him steadier.

Finally he wrote: This isn’t the destination. But it is the first time I feel fully seen.
I did not get here by shouting. I got here by showing.

He paused, the sound of the rain filling the room. Then he added: The match
will be loud. I will be louder. Not with words. With actions.

He closed the notebook and stood by the window, watching the drops streak

down the glass. Friday was close. So was everything he had been building for.
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Quiet Before the Roar

riday morning arrived quietly, the kind of stillness that felt like the

earth holding its breath. Kofi woke before the alarm, the ceiling

bathed in faint strips of dawn light. No nerves twisted in his stomach,
no restless doubts in his chest. The calm he felt was not the absence of pressure
but the presence of preparation.

Downstairs, the kitchen was empty except for a folded note left on the
counter. His dad’s handwriting, steady and deliberate, read: Play your game.
Not theirs. Kofi held the slip of paper a moment before tucking it into his
jacket pocket. He did not need to answer. The words would travel with him.

At the academy, the mood was taut but measured. The boys moved through
their routines briskly, jokes surfacing in short bursts before vanishing just
as quickly. Everyone understood what was at stake. Kofi felt the quiet more
deeply than most. He tied his laces with slow precision, each knot grounding
him in the present. Loop, pull, double knot. His body heard the message: you
are here, you are ready.

Out on the grass, he traced the edges of the box alone, not imagining glory
but studying the spaces he would need to own. Distances. Angles. Transition
routes. His mind sketched the patterns long before the whistle. And above it
all, the steady echo of Heggem’s words pulsed: Before the crowd, before the
chaos, know your space. Own it.
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And he would.

The team talk was stripped to its essentials. Coach Marley stood at the
whiteboard, marker in hand, sketching out clear shapes across the diagram.
“Trust your line. Trust your voice. Trust the work you’ve already put in.”

Kofi listened as if every word was a stone being set into a foundation. He
was not searching the room for reassurance anymore. He was part of the room.
Abrick in the wall.

Across the benches, Jamal caught his eye. “Lock it up today, yeah?”

Kofi gave a single nod. “From the back forward.”

The rhythm of preparation continued: socks pulled tight, armband strapped
on the skipper’s arm, boots clattering against concrete as they lined up. None
of it felt heavy. Each sound, each motion, was simply the rhythm of something
real beginning.

In the tunnel, bodies shifted, breaths steadied. The crowd’s hum pressed
faintly against the walls. Kofi stood still, shoulders square, eyes closed. One
line formed quietly on his lips: Do not chase the noise. Be the anchor.

When the whistle sounded to lead them out, he opened his eyes and stepped
forward into the grey light, steady, sure.

The first sharp whistle came from the referee, a check of watches, a count of
numbers. Not the start yet, but the pitch already felt different beneath Kofi’s
boots—firmer, closer, as though it had been waiting for him. He jogged across
the line with his partner, tapping gloves with the keeper, settling into rhythm.

Then came the huddle. The captain spoke in clipped tones, his voice carrying
conviction. “We’ve trained for this. Every sprint, every pass, every drill has
brought us here. Stay compact. Stay smart. Fight as one.”

Kofi did not add to the chorus. He was not there to stir emotions. His
presence was enough.

When they broke, he moved into position, gaze fixed on the striker opposite
him—Ilean, alert, eyes scanning for openings. Let him search, Kofi thought.
There will not be many.

The referee’s arm lifted, the whistle blew, and the match began. Around
the pitch, the voices of parents, scouts, and coaches rose into a single restless
noise. But it washed into the background. All that mattered to Kofi were the
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eleven ahead of him, the ten behind, and the shifting space in between.

He was the hinge. The balance. The anchor.

The opening minutes came at speed, as they always did—scraps for loose
balls, hasty passes, clattering tackles. The energy was raw, almost frantic. But
Kofi did not match the frenzy. He steadied himself, feet light, eyes scanning.
He was not chasing movement, he was studying patterns.

To him, the game was not chaos. It was geometry. Every run carved a line.
Every pass created an angle. His task was to redraw those shapes before they
could hurt.

A high ball came looping toward the edge of the box, curling into dangerous
territory. Kofi had already adjusted, three steps into position before the striker
had reacted. He rose, met the ball with his forehead, and cleared it wide. Clean.
Simple. Effective.

No roar followed. No highlight play. Just order restored. The kind of action
that stacked quietly, one brick at a time, until trust was built.

Moments later, when a quick winger cut inside, Kofi shifted early, closed
the gap, and forced him to release the ball backwards. Another reset. Another
piece of work done.

His centre-back partner clapped his back once. “Solid, Kof.”

Kofi said nothing. He did not need to. Each movement, each decision, was
already saying it for him. He was not here to prove. He was here to protect,
and he was already doing it.
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Game One

he first real test arrived before the quarter-hour. A midfielder from

the other side spotted a gap and tried to split it open with a curling

pass, skidding low between the lines. It was the sort of ball that
usually sparks panic—a perfect weight, sliding neatly into the striker’s stride.
Parents gasped. Coaches leaned forward.

But Kofi had already seen it.

He had been watching the midfielder’s hips angle outward, the striker’s
glance flicking into space, the small signs that always came before the obvious
ones. He was moving before the boot even struck. His run curved tightly across
the attacker’s shoulder, not a sprint but a measured step that sealed off the
path. The striker was forced wider, stretching for control. His next touch was
heavy, rolling harmlessly over the byline. Goal kick.

The danger was gone, and yet Kofi’s face stayed set, his body already turning
to reset the line. He offered no celebration. No sigh of relief. Only presence.
The keeper jogged over and muttered, “Smart read.”

Kofi gave the smallest nod. He was not here for adrenaline. He was here to
shape the game, one read at a time, until the geometry bent to his rhythm.

By twenty-five minutes, Kofi’s rhythm had taken hold. He was not only
defending; he was orchestrating without words. Each step was early. Each
clearance was clean. His head turned constantly, scanning angles before

anyone else reacted. The sharpness did not come from magic. It came from
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weeks of quiet work finding its voice in the middle of a match.

Loose balls were swept up. Diagonal passes were cut out. Every time he
received under pressure, his body opened, his touch calm, the ball shifted into
midfield with a weight that said control, not panic. Clarity replaced noise.

Coach Marley’s voice carried from the touchline. “Yes, Kofi. Keep it moving.”
The praise registered, but it did not break his focus. He was no longer playing
to be noticed. He was playing from a sense of purpose that lived deeper than
approval.

When a counterattack came charging down the flank, Kofi adjusted his
stance early, shifting two steps inside, closing the lane the striker wanted.
The pass was withdrawn, forced backwards. Momentum lost. It looked minor.
Barely worth remembering. But it was one more brick in the wall he was
building.

Invisible to many. Obvious to the ones who mattered.

Halftime arrived with the score still fixed at 0—0. No goals. No highlights.
But in the cramped changing room, Coach Marley’s voice carried the steadiness
of approval.

“You’re doing the work,” he said, scanning the faces around him. His eyes
paused briefly on Kofi. “Some of you are showing exactly why you’ve earned
this shirt.”

The words did not need to be louder. They carried weight all the same. Kofi
sat breathing evenly, shirt damp against his back. His body felt steady, not
drained. His mind was locked in.

Beside him, Jamal leaned over with a grin. “You’re running it back there,
Kof.”

Kofi shook his head lightly. “Just doing my job.”

But Jamal’s tone had changed. It wasn’t playful banter this time. It was
recognition. “Exactly. That’s why it works.”

The whistle for the restart echoed down the tunnel. The boys filed out into
the grey light, cleats pounding softly against the turf. Kofi did not scan the
stands for his father’s face. He didn’t need the comfort of being watched.
The only thing that mattered was whether he could carry the line for the next

forty-five minutes with the same presence he had built in the first.
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And as the second half began, that was exactly what he intended to do.

The second half unfolded with greater pressure. The opposition pushed
harder, their attacks more direct, their runners probing constantly at the
edges of Kofi’s zone. The winger stretched wide, baiting him to step out. The
striker hovered in pockets, hoping for hesitation. The midfield angled balls
forward with more bite.

But Kofi did not bite.

He held his ground with the patience of someone who trusted his preparation.
Every decision was rooted in repetition—hips open, feet set, mind scanning.
He read body language, not just movement. He anticipated runs before they
broke. And he trusted that arriving early mattered more than sprinting late.

With fifteen minutes left, the crack finally came. Their right-back whipped
a ball into the channel, threading it perfectly between Kofi and his partner.
The striker was racing through, the chance clear. The kind of moment that
decides matches.

Kofi turned, not in panic but in rhythm. His stride opened, powerful and
balanced. He timed the slide like it was the final step of a drill he had practised
a hundred times alone. His boot met the ball clean, sending it skidding wide
for a corner.

Shouts erupted from the sideline, a scattering of claps from the crowd.
His teammates gathered briefly, clapping his back. The keeper called out,
“Brilliant, Kofi.”

He stood, brushed the mud from his shorts, and reset the line. No grin. No
fist raised. Noise fades. Trust remains.

And in that moment, trust was exactly what he had earned. He was no longer

holding the line. He was anchoring it.
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Teammate Friction

onday’s recovery session was supposed to be light. A jog, some

stretching, a few rondos to shake the weekend from their legs.

Yet when Kofi stepped into the changing room, he felt the air
carry something heavier than sweat or damp kit. It came not from the coaches,
but from Tyrese.

Tyrese leaned back against the lockers, arms folded, voice pitched just loud
enough for the whole room. “Guess being quiet gets you picked now. Didn’t
know that was the trick.” A couple of boys laughed quickly, but their eyes slid
away. The rest stayed silent.

Kofi kept his head down. He tied his boots, tugged the laces firm, then stood
and walked past Tyrese with nothing more than a nod. The jab stung, but
answering it would only give it weight.

On the pitch, Kofi trained the same way he always did—sharp touches, clean
movement, focused reads. But the edge of tension hovered. During a passing
drill, Tyrese zipped a ball too hard at Kofi’s feet, a challenge disguised as
a mistake. The bounce was awkward, but Kofi adjusted, absorbed it, and
returned a simple pass. Calm. Measured. Clear.

Coach Marley’s eyes narrowed. He had seen the whole thing. He said nothing
yet, but Kofi’s chest stayed tight. Not from anger. From resolve.

The unease carried into the next drill, a defensive rotation against overloads.
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It was meant to sharpen reactions, to force players to work angles under
pressure. But Tyrese hovered, always close enough to brush shoulders, close
enough to make every movement feel personal.

The nudge came during a recovery run. Not enough to draw a foul, but
deliberate, a small shove that sent a message. Kofi steadied himself, jaw set,
and kept running. Rising to it would have given Tyrese exactly what he wanted:
a flash of temper, noise, proof that Kofi could be rattled.

So he did the opposite. He stayed anchored, saying little, but making his
presence louder in different ways. His hand signals shifted teammates early.
His positioning cut out passes before they reached danger. Three interceptions
in ten minutes told their own story.

Coach Marley blew the whistle sharply and pulled the group together. Sweat
clung to shirts, breaths came heavy. He folded his arms and scanned their
faces. “We win as a unit. We don’t play egos. We don’t chase favourites. We
play trust. And right now, only one of you is showing me that.”

No names were spoken. None were needed. Tyrese scuffed at the turf. Kofi
stayed still, neither smug nor smiling. He didn’t need to speak. Consistency
was already speaking for him.

The boys drifted back to the changing rooms in small groups after training,
some laughing, others quiet. Kofi walked alone, boots caked in mud, legs
heavy, mind settled. Tyrese trailed a few steps behind, dragging his bag noisily
until the thud echoed off the lockers.

“You think you’re some big man now?” Tyrese muttered, loud enough to
carry. “One game and suddenly you’re coach’s favourite?”

Kofi unzipped his locker without flinching, peeled off his top, and replied
evenly. “I’'m not trying to be anyone’s favourite. I’'m just doing the work.”

Tyrese scoffed. “You’re not even loud, bruv. Can’t lead with silence.”

This time Kofi turned, eyes calm but unwavering. “You don’t lead with noise
either. You lead with actions.” His voice held no bite, no pride. Only truth.

For a moment, Tyrese searched his face, looking for hesitation, for some-
thing he could use. But Kofi did not blink. The silence held steady until Tyrese
finally broke it, mumbling something under his breath and turning away.

Kofi packed his kit without rush. He hadn’t won an argument. He had held
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his peace. And in a place where noise often outshouted substance, that was a
bigger victory than any comeback.

That evening, the lamp at Kofi’s bedside cast a warm glow across his
notebook. He had not planned to write, but the weight of the day pressed
on him in ways drills could not. He flipped to a blank page and began with a
single thought.

“Not everyone will understand your silence. That does not make your voice
any less real.”

The pen moved slower than usual, the words considered. “Some want noise
because it is easy to hear. But presence is not noise. Presence is felt. It is
earned.”

He paused, thinking of Heggem —the way he never raised his voice unnec-
essarily, yet commanded every line he stood in. Respect had followed him,
not because he asked for it, but because he proved worthy of it through clarity,
through movement, through being in the right place at the right time.

That was what Kofi wanted. Not popularity. Not attention. Just trust.

He closed the notebook gently, slid it beneath his pillow, and lay back.
Tomorrow Tyrese might still throw his looks. Might still mutter under his
breath. But none of that mattered because Kofi had chosen his path. It didn’t
need to be paved with noise to lead somewhere worth going...

It only needed to be walked with consistency.
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Torbjgrn Returns

hursday’s session began with the usual routine. Cones scattered in

neat rows, bibs sorted into two uneven piles, boots scraping against

concrete as boys laced up while muttering half-sentences through
yawns. Yet a ripple moved through the group almost at once. Conversations
stopped mid-flow, heads turned sharply toward the far touchline.

Kofi followed their eyes and saw him. Torbjern Heggem walked across the
turf with the same deliberate calm as before, each stride unhurried, each
gesture minimal. He wore a West Brom tracksuit, boots already damp from
the grass, a clipboard tucked neatly under one arm. He needed no introduction.
His presence spoke for itself.

Coach Marley clapped twice. “Eyes up. We’ve got company today.”

Heggem joined the warm-up circle, greeting boys with short nods and claps
on the shoulder. But when his gaze fell on Kofi, the glance held. A second
longer than necessary, a quiet smile tugging faintly at the corner of his mouth.
He did not speak. He did not need to. The look was enough to say, I’ve seen
you.

Kofi’s nod in return was small, but inside, something lifted. The tension in
his chest eased, not into comfort, but into steadiness. A weight had become
lighter, not because it disappeared, but because it had been recognised.

Throughout the session, Heggem did not dominate the stage. He moved
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quietly from station to station, offering a correction here, a question there.
His voice was never loud, never wasted. And when the defenders worked
on rotation drills and decision-making under pressure, it was Heggem who
stepped forward to lead, not with fire, but with precision.

His presence did not make the session heavier. It made it sharper.

The defensive rotation drill began with crisp passes and quick shouts.
Players dropped, checked shoulders, closed angles. Kofi’s movements were
measured—drop step, open hips, recover space, intercept the run. He felt
solid until Heggem raised a hand.

“Stop.”

The drill froze. Silence settled. Heggem stepped forward, eyes fixed not on
the whole group but on Kofi’s stance. He gestured toward Kofi’s left hip.

“You’re two inches too square on the pivot. Subtle, but against pace, it is
enough. That window is all a striker needs.”

Kofi nodded once and adjusted.

“Again,” Heggem said.

The drill reset. Ball played in. Runner cutting across. Kofi shifted sooner
this time, hips open earlier, feet aligned with the threat. The pass came and
he intercepted it before the forward could even finish his stride.

Heggem gave a small nod. “Better.”

No applause followed, no fuss. Just an honest correction met with an honest
improvement. For Kofi, that was worth more than any shouted praise. This
was not flattery. It was craft being passed down, brick by brick.

When the drill rotated, Heggem walked beside him. “You see things quicker
now,” he said.

Kofi shrugged. “Trying to.”

“You are not trying,” Heggem replied evenly. “You are doing. And when it
is done quietly, it carries more danger than any noise.”

Kofi felt a faint smile touch his lips. Not wide. Not loud. Just real. He
understood.

The session shifted into small-sided games, tempo rising, pressure mount-
ing with every touch. Heggem moved lightly between pitches, observing,

correcting, noting how players worked when they were not in possession.
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Kofi anchored the left side of a back three. The pitch was narrow, spaces
tight, decisions quick. He did not step into the spotlight. He held his position,
trusted his reads, and played the right ball at the right time. He shadowed
runs, blocked passing lanes, timed interceptions so cleanly that transitions
barely broke stride.

Each time he did, Heggem responded with something almost invisible—a
mark on his sheet, a faint nod, a quiet thumbs-up. Enough to show he had
noticed, but never enough to disrupt the rhythm.

Kofi did not chase more because of it. He did not feel the need to impress. He
played the same way he had been building himself to play—reliable, consistent,
steady. That was enough.

When the final whistle came and the group jogged in for cooldown, Coach
Marley offered the usual wrap-up. But then Heggem clapped his hands once.
The group hushed.

“You do not always know when your moment is coming,” he said, voice
steady, eyes sweeping across the circle. “It will not wait for you to feel ready.
It arrives when you are already doing the work no one else saw.”

He paused, letting the words rest in the air before finishing. “I saw one or
two of those players today.”

He named no one. But Kofi knew. Deep in his chest, he knew.

The sky had dimmed to dusk when training ended, the horizon stretched
thin with fading colour. Most of the boys hurried inside for showers, laughter
echoing faintly through the tunnel. Kofi stayed behind. He walked the
touchline slowly, boots leaving shallow imprints in the damp grass, mind
replaying every detail of the drills. Not as mistakes to correct, but as rhythms
to carry forward.

Footsteps joined his. Heggem.

“Good session,” the Norwegian said quietly, falling into step beside him.

“Thanks,” Kofi answered, voice calm.

They walked without hurry, the sound of studs crunching softly against
earth filling the silence.

“You know why I stayed late every night when I was your age?” Heggem
asked at last.
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“To get better?” Kofi guessed.

“Partly.” Heggem smiled faintly. “But mostly because I was not the fastest.
I was not the most technical. I had to build something the game could not
measure.”

Kofi looked at him, waiting. “Like presence?”

“Exactly.” Heggem nodded. “You will not always win the match. But if you
hold your space, if you bring stability, coaches notice. Teammates trust.”

They stopped near the edge of the pitch. The floodlights hummed faintly
above, the grass wet and shining.

“I saw that in you today,” Heggem added. His voice was quiet, but firm. “Do
not stop now.”

Kofi didn’t reply with words. He nodded once, sure and steady. And for
the first time, he felt not just like he was following footsteps, but like he was

walking into his own.
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The Knock

t started as a twinge — nothing dramatic. A sharp tug low in his left ankle

during a recovery run, sudden enough to make him notice but small

enough to ignore if pride had been in charge. Kofi slowed, testing his
weight, easing the stride before raising his hand toward the physio. He didn’t
limp. He didn’t grimace. But the message was clear enough.

Coach Marley’s eyes caught it immediately. He was already jogging over,
voice firm. “You alright?”

Kofi nodded too quickly, hoping movement alone would be convincing.
“Yeah, just a tweak.”

Marley’s answer left no room. “Let’s not take risks. Off you go.”

Kofi wanted to argue, wanted to stay on and prove that nothing was wrong.
But something deeper than pride told him to listen. He eased himself to the
bench, the physio wrapping ice around the joint before he had even untied his
boot.

“Could be a minor stretch,” she said calmly. “We’ll know more by tomor-
row.”

Kofinodded, chewing at the inside of his cheek. It was not pain that unsettled
him. It was pause. The break in rhythm. The interruption of momentum he
had fought so hard to build.

As the others carried on with training, shouts echoing across the pitch, Kofi
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stared out from the stillness of the sideline. For someone like him, who had
grown in silence, stillness was harder than anything.

At home, the evening unfolded slowly. Kofi lay stretched across the sofa,
foot elevated, ice strapped firmly around the ankle. The physio had said it was
amild ligament strain, likely a few days. Nothing serious.

But Kofi did not hear the words “nothing serious.” All he heard was “out.”

He stared at the ceiling, following the shadows cast by the lamp across the
plaster, listening to the low hum of the radiator. His notebook rested unopened
on the table in front of him. For the first time in weeks, he felt no urge to write.

He had trained through cold mornings and long nights. He had fought
through doubt, through invisibility, through pressure. But this was different.
This was not something to outwork. The body had drawn a line. And now he
had to wait. To be still. To trust that healing was work too.

His dad entered quietly, setting a steaming mug down beside him before
settling into the armchair with a newspaper. He did not comment on the ankle.
Did not ask. Did not push. The silence lingered, but this silence was not empty.
It was shared.

And in that simple presence, something inside Kofi eased. Not the frustra-
tion, not the fear, but the reminder that even in stillness, something could
grow. If not strength, then resilience.

The next morning, Kofi arrived early at the training ground, though boots
stayed zipped in his bag. His ankle was wrapped, trainers on, notebook in
hand.

He took his place on the sideline as the others filtered onto the grass. Some
offered nods, one or two smirked, “Don’t get too comfy in the coach’s chair.”
He smiled faintly but said nothing.

Drills began. Passes zipped. Shouts carried. Kofi leaned forward with his
pen, sharper now in observation than he could be in movement. He saw how
Jamal adjusted his angle under pressure, how Tyrese’s timing faltered when
overlapping, how the back four shifted unevenly when midfielders pushed too
high.

Between the notes, a quiet realisation formed. He was not falling behind.

He was seeing more. The body might be slower, but the mind was quicker,
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sharper, clearer.

Coach Marley jogged past, glancing at the page resting on his knee. “Writing
abook?”

Kofi grinned. “Not yet.”

Marley smirked. “Keep watching like that and you’ll be coaching the back
four.”

It wasn’t a joke. Not fully.

And Kofi knew it. Even here, without boots, he still had a role. Because
leadership didn’t require tackles or clearances. It required vision.

That afternoon, Kofi sat alone in the dim video room, screen flickering with
clipped footage from their last match. Marley had handed him the login. “If
you can’t play, you might as well learn.”

So Kofi did.

He studied himself first, not out of vanity, but to see the things the moment
had hidden. His posture when pressing, his angles when chasing runners, the
timing of his clearances. Pause. Rewind. Pause again. He wasn’t searching for
blame. He was searching for understanding.

Then he studied others. Jamal dropping too deep when nervous. The right-
back’s line sharper when Kofi’s voice cut through. The midfield unraveling
after transitions.

And all of it went into the notebook. Page after page of sketches, arrows,
notes scribbled in steady handwriting. It wasn’t homework, but it felt like
study.

Because this was the curriculum that mattered. The work of becoming. The
building of a player who didn’t need attention to grow, who didn’t need the
crowd to feel progress, who could still move forward even from the stillness
of the sideline.

Outside the room, boots clattered on tile as training ended. Laughter
bounced down the corridor. Kofi stayed, eyes fixed on the frozen screen.

He pressed pause one more time. And in that quiet, he realised he was seeing
more clearly than ever.

94



20

The Replay

y the weekend, the ankle had eased enough for the physio to clear
him. No contact, no tackles, just light jogging, mobility, and gentle
touches on the ball. It was nothing compared to the rhythm of full
training, but to Kofi it felt like freedom after a stretch of stillness. He moved
cautiously at first, circling the pitch while his teammates pressed through
drills at full pace, each footfall deliberate, each step a question asked and
answered against the grass. He tested weight, adjusted stride, felt the joint
hold. What struck him most was not urgency to prove he was back, but a quiet
shift in how he carried himself. He did not crave being noticed. He did not need
to shout his return. The pause had not erased his progress—it had refined it.
Coach Marley called him over near the far touchline, walking slow with hands
tucked behind his back. “I’ve seen your notes,” he said, nodding toward the
familiar book. “You’re looking at the game differently now.”
Kofi kept his eyes on the grass. “It slows down when I’'m not in it.”
Marley studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Then carry that with you.
Don’t just play the game. See it.”
They stopped walking. Marley’s voice stayed low but firm. “You’re back
in full next week. Quarter-final places won’t be handed out, but if you keep
moving like this—mentally and physically—you’re in the frame.”

Kofi nodded once. No fist-pump. No grin. Just a calm, steady, “Good.”
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That evening, Kofi sat at the kitchen table with his ankle propped on a
cushion, notebook open beside a plate of toast that had gone cold. His father
sat across from him with a newspaper folded but unread, eyes flicking toward
him more than the print. At last, he spoke. “You’ve been quieter than usual.”

Kofi tapped the pen against the page, thinking carefully. “I realised
something today.”

His father leaned in. “Go on.”

“It’s not about rushing back,” Kofi said. “It’s about coming back different.
Wiser.”

The words landed in the silence, and his father’s smile came slowly, proud
but measured. “That’s growth. Real growth.”

Kofilowered his eyes to the page and began to write, hand steady as the lines
formed: Sometimes the pause isn’t the problem. It’s the mirror. Watching
myself gave me space to listen—to the game, to my instincts, to how trust is
built. Not with one moment, but with consistency. He underlined the final
line: This injury didn’t interrupt my journey. It revealed it.

When he looked up, his father slid a glass of water across the table. “You
ready for what comes next?”

Kofi’s reply was soft, but certain. “Yes. [ am.”

Monday’s sky hung grey and heavy over the training ground, the breeze
sharp across the grass. Kofi jogged out with his teammates, ankle taped firm
but free, stride cautious for the first few minutes until rhythm returned. Warm-
up rondos began, short passes cracking between boots. Kofi slotted in, eyes
scanning, not rushing toward the ball but reading it, letting his anticipation
guide his movement. When the press broke shape, he slipped a pass between
defenders with a disguised touch. Coach Marley chuckled. “Someone’s been
doing homework.” Laughter followed, but Kofi kept his head down, feeding
the rhythm without losing focus.

Later, in backline drills under pressure, he stepped in beside the regular
starters. At first, there were hesitations—a delayed press, a moment holding
the ball too long—but soon his body aligned with the pictures his mind had
been collecting. Drop. Open. Angle. Shoulder check. Call. His voice was clearer

now, not louder, but sharper, cutting through the drill with instructions that
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tightened the line. When the session ended, Marley caught him as the group
dispersed. “You’re not just back,” he said. “You’re sharper.”

Kofi gave a single nod, breath steady, already turning his thoughts toward
the next session. The body had healed. The mind had sharpened. And together,
they were beginning to build something stronger.

That night, he sat by his bedroom window, the glow of the streetlamp spilling
across his desk. His notebook lay open on his lap, the ink of fresh training
notes still drying. But tonight he did not write drills or diagrams. He wrote
about patience. Progress is not always visible. Sometimes it grows in silence,
in stillness, when no one is watching. The body rests, the mind sharpens, and
the game keeps moving inside you.

He paused, turned the page, and wrote a new heading in block letters: VISION
FROM STILLNESS. Beneath it, he listed the truths the injury had uncovered:
that trust builds in silence; that presence does not need spotlight; that pauses
can be preparation if met with awareness. He closed the book gently, his hand
resting on the cover. The ankle still ached faintly, the body not yet perfect, but
the perspective was different now. Stillness had not taken him off his path. It
had shown him the shape of it. And with that knowledge, he was ready to walk
forward again.
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Back in the Frame

he squad sheet went up on Wednesday morning.
No speech, no buildup, just the quiet snap of a pin against the
noticeboard outside the dressing room. Boots scuffed on concrete
as the boys crowded forward, voices low, some laughing, some muttering.
Kofi did not push. He waited, moving last, not because of fear but because
eagerness no longer dictated him. Readiness was not about rushing. It was
about certainty.

When he reached the list, his eyes moved slowly down the column until they
found it. Mensah, Kofi — LCB — START. He stood still, letting the ink on paper
settle into the bones of his chest. No fist raised, no grin forced. This was not
the first time he had seen his name. But it was the first time it looked natural,
as if it belonged there, not borrowed, not conditional. He thought it simply:
yes. That is where I am meant to be.

Jamal leaned in over his shoulder, grin quick and sharp. “Let’s lock it down
again.”

Kofi met his eyes and this time allowed the smallest smile. “From the back
forward.” They walked inside side by side, the rhythm easy between them.
Tyrese glanced over from the far corner. Not hostile, not needling—just a
quiet recognition. A nod to what had changed. And Kofi carried that with him
like armour. He was not just back. He was trusted.

Training that day carried a new current. The tempo was no faster, but the
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flow was tighter, the shape more connected, the whole squad pulling as though
bound by one rope. Kofi worked inside it without strain, guiding from the left,
his movements sharp, his voice measured. He did not bark for attention. He
aligned the pieces. His words cut through at the right moments: “Shift early.
Step wide. Hold.” Not loud, but clear.

Coach Marley halted play mid-sequence and gestured across the pitch. “See
that? Kofi’s not shouting. He’s directing. That’s leadership. Learn from it.”
The whistle blew again, and they reset. Kofi did not look around. He simply
moved back into position.

During water break, Jamal dropped into the grass beside him, bottle tipping
lazily in his hands. “You ever think you’d be leading like this?” His tone was
half-joke, half-serious. Kofi shrugged, wiping sweat from his brow. “Not like
this. But I think this is better.” Jamal nodded once, understanding. It was not
about armbands or attention. It was about stability, about the trust that grows
quietly until it holds weight. And that was who Kofi was becoming. Not the
loudest voice. The frame everything else could lean against.

Friday’s pre-match walkthrough took place beneath a sky heavy with cloud,
the air thick as if holding its breath. The squad moved through shape drills in
silence broken only by the clipped instructions of Coach Marley. But it was the
players who carried the rhythm now, the back line in particular moving with a
cohesion that had not been there weeks before.

Kofi’s communication no longer came in flashes. It flowed. His movements
set the line, and others mirrored him without pause. When the midfield
pressed too high and left a channel exposed, he stepped in early, body angled,
voice cutting steady. “Hold. Drop one. Let it come.” The line obeyed. The
overload dissolved. Marley said nothing. He did not need to. The point had
been made by action alone.

When the session ended, Marley beckoned Kofi aside. His gaze held steady.
“I’ve been watching. Not just your defending. Your influence.” Kofi lowered
his eyes briefly, then raised them again. “Just trying to do it right.” Marley’s
reply was quiet, but sharp. “You’re not trying anymore. You’re doing.” The
words settled heavier than any praise, because they did not inflate. They

confirmed. And for the first time, Kofi let himself draw a deep, full breath that
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carried belief with it. He belonged.

That evening, Kofi walked home under a light drizzle, boots slung over his
shoulder, the hiss of tyres on wet roads blending into the hum of his thoughts.
The rhythm of his steps matched the rhythm of his clarity. The game was
not only about tackles or clearances. It was about balance—reading what
came before it happened, knowing when to step forward and when to hold,
steadying chaos without needing to dominate it.

As the rain thickened, he did not hurry. Droplets beaded against his skin,
running cold down his neck, and he let them stay. They reminded him of
earlier walks home—soaked, silent, carrying doubt heavier than water. But
now he was not at the edge of the squad, waiting for permission to matter. He
was in the frame, part of the structure, part of the trust.

He didn’t need to write that down tonight. Some truths were not for the
page. They were for the body to carry, for the player to live. And as he turned
onto his street, the rain still steady, Kofi walked not with questions but with

certainty.
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Holding the Line

he quarter-final began beneath a ceiling of heavy skies, the kind that

pressed the noise of the crowd close against the pitch. Every cheer,

every groan, every shout echoed sharper, louder, as if the air itself
had tightened around the field. Kofi took his place in the back line, shoulders
squared, eyes sweeping not only the ball but the spaces it might move into. He
checked midfield rotations, watched his partner’s positioning, measured the
energy of his own team with every glance.

The opening exchanges carried the tension of a match where neither side
wanted to risk too much. Passes clipped short. Tackles came early. Space was
squeezed before it could open. Kofi played within himself —short passes into
midfield, firm headers clear of danger, angled clearances into touch when
safety demanded it. No frills. No risks. Only control.

The game tightened further after the break, rhythm slowed by the weight of
what was at stake. Ten minutes into the second half, the balance tilted. Their
right winger sprinted down the line, checked his stride, and lofted a cross that
arched over the crowd. Kofi tracked it but felt his marker drifting wide, pulling
him a fraction out of position. The ball skipped beyond, threatening to undo
the line.

Jamal read it early, caught the bounce, and flicked it forward with purpose.

Not a clearance. A pass. Straight into Kofi’s path.
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Kofi steadied the ball, one touch to settle, one breath to hold, then carried it
forward just far enough to draw the defence out of shape. The moment opened.
He clipped a diagonal through the gap with precision, a pass that split the
press and released their striker in stride. One cut inside. One square ball. A
simple finish. Goal.

The fence behind the pitch erupted. Voices crashed together, filling the grey
air. Kofi turned at once, jogging back into position. He did not raise his arms.
He did not shout. His celebration was his composure. The contribution was

enough. Silent. Significant.

The restart came quickly. Kofi anchored himself, lifted his hand once toward
Jamal in a quiet fist bump, and reset the line. Games turned on moments like
these, but only if the defence refused to give them back.

The opposition responded with anger. They pressed higher, quicker, sharper,
searching for cracks. Their forward tested Kofi directly, darting across his
line, daring him to overstep, trying to draw him into rash tackles. Kofi did
not move out of rhythm. He held his space, shifted weight early, spoke to the
keeper with short commands, and guided runners wide where danger dulled.
He played not like a boy under siege, but like a defender cutting angles from a
game of chess, three moves ahead.

The real test came near the end. A corner won late, bodies crowding the box,
shirts tugged, elbows pressed in the scrum. The ball whipped across the near
post, skimming heads, dropping into chaos at the striker’s feet. One touch
and he would strike.

Kofi stepped. Not a dive. Not a lunge. A single stride, timed to the heartbeat
of the ball. Boot through leather. Clearance wide. The danger gone before it
could breathe.

As they pushed upfield, Tyrese drew alongside him, lungs burning. “Good
block, bro.” The words carried no edge. Just truth. Kofi turned slightly, met
his eyes, and replied, steady. “Thanks.” The exchange was small. But in that
moment, trust grew where friction had once lived.

The final whistle came with the score fixed at 1—0. No late drama. No flood

of goals. Just discipline and shape, a wall that held. The team huddled by the
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bench, jerseys clinging to sweat, heads bowed in exhaustion but eyes lit by
the knowledge of what they had done. Coach Marley did not give a speech. He
clapped once, nodded once, and left it there. That was enough.

Within the swell of teammates, Kofi felt hands on his shoulders, palms
slapping his back, the rough touches of shared victory. Then Tyrese again—
this time with words heavier than before. “I know I’'ve been off with you,” he
admitted, voice low. Kofi stayed silent, waiting. Tyrese shrugged. “You get
picked, you keep quiet, but you still do the work. That’s annoying. But it’s
real.”

He hesitated, then added, “I’m not saying we’re mates. But respect, yeah?”

Kofi’s smile was faint, but certain. “Respect back.”

The knot between them eased, not undone completely, but loosened enough
to breathe. They were not fixed. They were not friends. But they were
teammates again. And for Kofi, that mattered more than any cheer from

the crowd.

That night, the house settled into silence. Pipes clicked softly, the hallway light
hummed, the quiet almost total. Kofi sat at his desk, legs heavy, adrenaline
still moving through him in faint pulses. His journal lay open, pages layered
with weeks of work—scribbled drills, diagrams, lessons.

He wrote without a heading. “Today was not about perfection. It was about
presence.” The words landed steady. “I did not score. I did not rescue the
match. But I shaped it. That is enough.”

He thought of the assist, the weight of the ball, the pause before release, the
calm that steadied his chest at the moment of contact. The younger version of
himself would have rushed. Or hesitated. Or panicked. But not this version.
This version trusted.

He turned to the back, where a list had grown across the weeks. Quiet Wins.
He added anew line: “Quarter-final. 1-0. Assist. Clear mind. Earned respect.”
The ink dried slowly into the paper.

Kofi closed the book, set it gently on the windowsill, and let out a long breath.
The day left with it. Tomorrow would demand more. But tonight, he rested

inside the quiet glow of progress that did not need noise to prove itself.
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The Call

he message arrived in the quietest way possible. No fanfare. No

announcement. Just Coach Marley stepping into the physio room

while Kofi was finishing his stretches, clipboard balanced in one
hand, expression as steady as always. But there was something different in
his eyes, a sharpened edge that made Kofi pause.

“You’ve got a visitor after session,” Marley said evenly. “One of the first-
team coaches. He’ll be watching the semis next week.”

Kofi froze, not from fear but from the kind of stillness that hums with energy.
Every sound in the room seemed to drop away. The creak of the physio’s chair.
The faint buzz of the overhead light. Even his own breathing. For a moment,
there was only that sentence.

Marley gave a small smile, as if he could sense the weight of it pressing down.
“Don’t overthink. Just play the way you’ve been playing.”

Kofi nodded, but the words tangled inside him, too fragile to hold, too big to
ignore. A coach. Watching him. Not in some distant dream, but here, now, in
the reality he had been quietly carving for months.

On the pitch later, drills blurred together. First touch, rotations, defensive
resets. His body moved, but his mind kept circling back to that truth. Every
pass mattered now. Every clearance. Every shoulder check. He knew he

couldn’t let the thought consume him, yet it lingered, like a constant pulse
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beneath the surface.

When training ended, he sat in the dugout alone, fingers laced, chest rising
slowly. He did not feel nerves. He felt charge, as if the current of all those
quiet mornings, all those pages in his notebook, all the moments of silence
that had once felt invisible, had finally gathered into something that might
tip the future forward.

And still, he reminded himself, that was not the goal. The goal was presence.
The rest would follow.

The squad drifted away, boots dragging on concrete, voices rising toward
weekend plans. Kofi stayed at the edge of the pitch, trainers pressed against
the damp grass. He was waiting.

The visitor arrived without announcement. No tracksuit. No crest. Just
a plain coat, notebook under his arm, eyes that carried the quiet focus of
someone who had seen a thousand matches and was already searching for
what others might miss.

Coach Marley walked out to greet him, a few words exchanged, then a glance
in Kofi’s direction. A gesture. Kofi stood, stepped forward, and shook the
man’s hand. Firm grip. Steady posture. Professional.

“You’re the left centre-half,” the scout said. It wasn’t a question.

“Yes.” Kofi’s voice was calm, not forced.

“Iwatched the quarter-final. Solid work. Good awareness. You don’t panic.”

Kofi nodded. No smile. Just reception.

“That pass for the goal,” the scout continued, “timed perfectly. Distribution
like that sets you apart.”

Again, just a nod. Words carried weight, but clinging to them would only
make them lighter.

The scout closed his notebook. “We’ll be at the semi-final. Keep doing what
you’re doing.”

Then he left. No promises. No speeches. Only fact.

Kofi stood for along moment after, the grass still damp beneath his trainers,
the echo of those words still balanced in his chest. He did not run ahead into
what it might mean. He did not build fantasies of contracts or headlines. He

grounded himself in the truth already here.
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They had noticed. And now, the rest was his to prove.

At home, the weight of the day carried in with him. His dad caught it
immediately, even before Kofi spoke.

“You alright?” he called from the kitchen.

Kofi hesitated, then answered simply. “There was a scout at training.”

The words were smaller than the reality, but they carried enough. His dad
set down the pan, leaned on the doorway, eyes steady. “What’d he say?”

Kofi shrugged, though the moment hummed inside him. “He’s coming to
the semi. Said I did well.”

There was a pause, quiet but full. Then a smile spread across his father’s
face—not wide, not loud, but deep. The kind that had been earned across years
of mornings when nothing seemed to move, across weeks when invisibility
felt permanent.

“You’ve earned this, Kof.”

Kofi nodded. And he believed it. Not because the scout had said so, but
because his own work had been saying it for weeks. Every late drill. Every
stillness studied. Every choice to build rather than complain.

He wasn’t here by accident. He was here because he had prepared.

That night, he left the journal closed. The moment didn’t need ink. It had
written itself into him already.

Saturday’s session carried a different air. Lighter drills, sharper bursts,
tactical patterns walked through with precision. But beneath it all, a hum had
settled. Word had spread. There was not just one scout now. Maybe two. Maybe
three. Boys whispered in the changing room, half-serious, half-hopeful.

“He’s coming to watch me, I swear,” Tyrese joked, pulling laughs.

Kofi said nothing. Not because he wasn’t thinking of it. But because he was.
Deeply. He thought about what it meant to play while eyes weighed every
movement, how quickly the game could turn into theatre if you let it. And how
easy it would be to lose yourself in that chase.

Then he remembered Heggem’s voice. “When the lights grow brighter,
don’t chase them. Let them reveal what is already there.”

Kofi carried those words into every touch. Into every angled step. Into every

quiet adjustment. He wasn’t performing. He wasn’t auditioning. He was
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building. Page by page, moment by moment, the same way he always had.
And if the lights were coming, they could come. He was ready to be seen.
Not for flash, but for foundation.
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Heggem'’s Confession

raining was winding down, cones being gathered, bibs tossed into
a pile, boys drifting toward the tunnel in pairs and threes. Coach
Marley caught Kofi before he followed them. A tilt of the head toward
the far end of the pitch was all it took.
“He’s got time if you want it,” Marley said. “Been meaning to speak with
you.”
Kofi turned. Torbjern Heggem stood near the touchline, jacket zipped, boots
tied, posture unhurried. Watching. Always watching.
Kofi walked across the grass, wind tugging gently at his sleeves. Before he
could speak, Heggem met his eyes, calm as ever.
“Been watching you,” he said. “You’ve grown.”
Kofi nodded. “Trying to.”
“No,” Heggem answered. “You’re doing.”
They stood in silence then, both gazing out across the pitch, the drills
finished, the field half-empty, but still humming with the day’s effort.
Heggem'’s voice dropped softer. “You know I almost quit?”
Kofi blinked, surprised. “You?”
“In Norway. After Rosenborg. I wasn’t playing. People said I was too stiff,
too slow. I’d just lifted trophies, and still, suddenly, I was surplus.” A dry
chuckle. “I stayed late after training. Not to impress coaches. To remind
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myself I still loved it.”

Kofi listened without moving. Every word felt like it had weight enough to
anchor itself in the grass between them.

“You don’t always need people to see you,” Heggem said. “You just need to
see yourself.”

They sat down on the bench together, the pitch stretched in front like a stage
waiting for its next act. The sun was dipping now, shadows lengthening across
the grass.

“I'thought about walking away,” Heggem said, voice steady but quiet. “More
than once.”

Kofi turned toward him, disbelief flickering on his face.

“Iwent on loan to Ranheim. Played almost every match, but no cameras, no
crowds. Just grind. Then Sandnes. Then Sweden. Each move, I had to convince
someone new I deserved the shirt.”

He rubbed his hands together, not for warmth but to gather the thought.

“But the real work wasn’t on the pitch. It was here.” He tapped his chest.
“Believing I still had something to give, even when no one asked for it.”

Kofi looked down at his own palms, calloused from unseen hours. He
whispered, “I get it.”

Heggem smiled faintly, not in triumph, but in understanding. ‘“What
separates players isn’t who they are on their best day. It’s who they are on
their worst.”

The silence that followed carried more weight than any advice.

The wind lifted again, brushing across the field, rustling trees at the edge of
the training ground. It wasn’t cold, but it carried that edge that always hinted
at change.

Kofi leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees, staring out at the grass as
if he could still see the ghosts of every mistake, every drill, every silent hour.

“There’s amyth,” Heggem said, leaning back against the bench. “That once
you’ve made it, doubts disappear. That confidence becomes permanent.”

He shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t.”

Kofi frowned. “You still doubt?”

“Sometimes,” Heggem said simply. “But I don’t let it drive anymore. Doubt
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can sit in the back seat. It just doesn’t hold the wheel.”

The image landed with a clarity that words rarely carried. Kofi let it settle, a
truth too sharp to ignore.

“I’ve seen it in you,” Heggem added. “You don’t chase attention. You hold
your space. That’s rare. Don’t trade it just to be noticed.”

Kofi felt something shift inside him—not relief, but recognition. A truth
that confirmed rather than corrected.

“Thanks,” he said softly.

Heggem stood, gave him one firm clap on the shoulder, and walked off
without another word.

Kofi stayed seated, not to think, but to absorb.

That night the house was quiet, even his dad turning in early as if leaving
the silence for him to fill.

Kofi sat at his desk, journal open, pen balanced loosely in his hand. He did
not write the story of the evening. He wrote its meaning.

“Every player doubts,” he began. “Even the ones we look up to. Maybe
especially them.”

The words came slow but steady, less about performance now, more about
perspective.

“You can play well and still feel invisible. You can be seen and still feel
unsure. The work isn’t chasing approval. The work is holding your space even
when no one claps.”

He thought of Torbjgrn’s loans, the empty stands, the unseen hours. The
courage it took not to leave. The strength it took to believe in the staying.

Kofi underlined his last line twice before closing the book:

“Confidence isn’t loud. It’s loyal. It stays when the spotlight doesn’t.”

He set the journal on the windowsill, leaned back in his chair, and let out a
long, steady breath.

The semi-final was coming. And this time, he wasn’t playing to prove. He
was playing because he already knew he belonged.
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The Big Night

he semi-final evening arrived under floodlights and rising tension.

The ground wasn’t packed, but the energy pressed in close. Families

scattered along the stands, scouts half-hidden near the barriers,
coaches pacing touchlines with clipboards tucked under arms. The air itself
felt sharpened.

In the dressing room, Kofi sat with head down, boots in his hands. Loop.
Pull. Double knot. The rhythm steadied him, one movement after another.
Around him, teammates bounced with nerves or whispered through bursts of
laughter. He did not join the noise. He did not need to.

Coach Marley walked the room, voice calm, words measured. “This is the
one. Every decision matters. Every run counts. Not for the result—for the
standard.”

Then he turned, eyes fixed on Kofi. “Lead the line. You’re the anchor.”

Some heads shifted his way, but Kofi didn’t flinch. “Got it,” he said simply.

The walk down the tunnel echoed with boots clattering on concrete, the
sound like a drumbeat guiding them toward the light. The pitch opened wide,
the grass glowing under artificial lamps. Bright enough to chase shadows.
Bright enough to demand certainty.

The whistle blew.

And just like that, the night began. Not only a match. A chapter. And Kofi
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stepped into it—not as someone waiting to be seen, but as someone who had
learned how to see.

The opening minutes spun around in blur. Tackles cracking, voices calling,
bodies colliding, wingers driving. Neither team settled, both pushing, both
clawing for rhythm.

Kofi absorbed it. He didn’t try to control the chaos. He let it come, shifting
his body to angles that closed gaps, reading second balls before they dropped,
adjusting constantly. “Hold! Drop! Switch!” His words weren’t loud. They
were sharp, clear, deliberate.

The striker he marked was wiry, restless, quick with feints. The kind who
thrived on panic. But Kofi gave him nothing. Patience held him steady. He
didn’t win every duel. He won the ones that mattered. The ones that broke
momentum, that turned danger into calm possession, that reminded the back
line to trust itself.

Midway through the half, a diagonal ball exposed their right side. Kofi
dropped instantly, sliding across, cutting the channel, forcing the winger
wide. The cross came late and hurried. The keeper collected without fuss.

No one cheered. But from the touchline, Coach Marley clapped once. At
the edge of the technical area, Torbjgrn Heggem scribbled on a notepad, then
lifted his eyes long enough to give a small nod.

Kofi didn’t see either gesture. He was already moving. Because the game
wasn’t pausing for praise. And neither was he.

Halftime arrived with the score still locked at 0—0. The dressing room filled
with sharp breaths, towels dragged across faces, boots tapping out nervous
rhythm on the floor.

Kofi sat still, shirt damp, chest steady. He didn’t replay mistakes. He
replayed adjustments. Angles. Distances. The spaces between players that
needed tightening.

Coach Marley stood at the whiteboard, his words clipped. “Midfield compact.
Don’t get stretched. Back line, stay disciplined. Kofi, keep the shape. You're
holding it well.”

No speech needed. Every player in the room already knew what was at stake.

They had survived the first half. Now they had to own the second.
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As the team filed back toward the tunnel, Kofi paused. The pitch ahead
looked familiar. Not intimidating. Not strange. Known. Each blade of grass
felt like something already walked, already measured.

Tyrese appeared at his side, bouncing lightly on his toes. “You good?”

Kofi nodded. “We’ve got this.”

The whistle blew again. The second half wasn’t about defending anymore.
It was about defining. About leaving a mark that would last beyond the night.

And Kofi stepped forward not with pressure pressing on him, but with poise
carrying him.

The second half came like a storm. Opponents pressing in waves, midfielders
closing in threes, runners flooding channels. For the first ten minutes Kofi
had no room for thought—only for reaction.

Yet even in chaos, he found clarity. His breathing stayed even. His
positioning precise. He didn’t chase the ball. He guided the game. A half-
step left, a pivot backward, a command to his partner. The defence moved
with him.

Then came the 62 minute. Their number 10 slipped between lines, one-two
exchanged, striker breaking through, crowd rising with the intake of breath.
A shot forming at the edge of the box.

Kofi had read it from the start. He didn’t dive. He didn’t fling himself
desperately. He timed it. One long stride. One clean tackle. Ball gone, rolling
harmlessly into the boards.

No roar, no fireworks. Just the solid thud of boot on ball, the snap of netting
behind the advertising hoardings.

Coach Marley on the sideline gave the smallest nod. In the stands, a scout
scribbled quickly, circling his note.

Kofi jogged back into line, lungs burning, jaw set. He didn’t need noise. He
didn’t need praise, he needed only the moment. And once again, he’d met it
head-on.
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Under Pressure

he semi-final didn’t ease. If anything, it grew tighter. After

Kofi’s last-ditch tackle had denied the breakthrough, the opposition

pressed harder, faster, sharper. Their midfielders snapped into every
challenge, their wingers stretched the pitch, their forwards hunted for cracks.
Kofi had seen this rhythm before. Teams that poured everything forward,
gambling that pressure itself would force a mistake.

And then it happened.

A routine pass rolled across the back line, fizzing lightly off the wet turf.
Nothing urgent. Nothing threatening. Kofi opened his body, prepared to
return it calmly to the keeper. His weight shifted. His standing foot caught a
divot. The strike came off wrong. The ball spun sideways, short, flat.

The forward read it instantly. Orange boots flashed, a burst of acceleration,
one touch and he was gone. Kofi chased, arms pumping, strides long, but the
angle was already lost. The gap too clean. The finish too certain.

Shot. Net. 0—1.

The striker peeled away, arms stretched wide, his teammates swarming.
The modest crowd erupted, not for brilliance, but for error. Not because of
who scored, but because of who had slipped.

Kofi stood still. The grass blurred beneath his feet. Every heartbeat sounded
louder than the cheers. Not because he had made a mistake. But because he
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knew what followed. This was not about the goal. This was about the response.
The real test was beginning.

The restart pressed down heavier than it should have. Kofi stood at the back,
forcing breath through his nose, steady, deliberate, while his thoughts raced
in broken fragments.

That was me.

Ilet them down.

Now what?

Before the spiral could close around him, a voice cut through. Jamal, his
partner on the right, leaned close as they set up again. “You’ve got us. One
moment. That’s all.”

The words were not rescue. Not comfort. They were anchor.

The match resumed. The crowd still buzzed, the opposition still surged, but
Kofi shrank his world to what was in front of him. One pass. One duel. One line
to hold. Midfield ground for space, wingers tracked back, and Kofi adjusted
the shape, his voice clipped and clear.

Then, in the seventy-second minute, release came. Tyrese pounced at
halfway, nicked the ball clean, burst forward. A give-and-go split the defence,
the final ball rolled early, perfectly weighted. The finish followed, smooth,
ruthless.

1-1.

Kofi did not join the sprint toward the corner flag. He did not throw his arms
wide. He clapped once, sharp and firm, and dragged the back line into shape.

The match was level again.

And so was he.

Momentum shifted, but danger lingered. The opposition refused to fold.
Their winger, fresh-legged and hungry, tore down the flank. The cross curled
long toward the far post. The striker rose, body coiled.

Kofi was already moving. He didn’t simply jump. He rose with purpose,
his body aligned to the arc, timing exact. Contact met ball. Clearance carried
away, commanding.

Still the waves came. A deflected shot scuffed wide. A scramble in the box

forced bodies to ground. A corner whipped in with venom. Each time, Kofi
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reset, pointed, demanded marks. Not panicked shouts. Firm directives. His
voice steady enough to build trust.

Then the eighty-first minute. A low shot skimmed awkwardly off the turf,
sliding toward the corner of the net. The keeper was stranded. Kofi tracked it
early. He stretched, studs gripping earth, body at full length. Boot connected.
Ball cleared off the line.

The bench roared. Marley clapped once. Heggem stood arms folded, face
unreadable, though his gaze lingered long.

The scoreboard read 1-1. But something had changed. The weight of the
contest had shifted. And with it, the weight Kofi carried.

The final minutes arrived like a test of nerve. Legs dragged heavy. Lungs
burned raw. Minds narrowed to survival. One lapse could break them. One
spark could carry them.

Kofi’s focus sharpened to angles, distances, tempo. He did not let the
mistake haunt him. Not anymore. Recovery was not about erasing error.
It was about refusing to let error decide the ending.

In the eighty-ninth minute, the moment broke. Their holding midfielder
slipped a clever ball forward, a channel threaded between tired legs. Tyrese
surged again, pulled defenders with him, squared the ball across the box.

One touch. Goal. 2-1.

The sideline erupted. Marley clapped furiously. Teammates piled into one
another, fists pumping, voices cracking with joy. Kofi stayed still. He did not
need to look at the clock. He knew only breaths remained.

He called calmly, hands out. “Line. Compact. Stay sharp.”

The whistle came minutes later. Final. Sharp. Unmistakable.

The squad burst into celebration. Shirts tugged. Arms high. Chaos spilling
onto the pitch. Kofi sank to one knee, eyes on the grass, lungs heaving. Not in
regret. In realisation.

He’d made the mistake. He’d owned it. He’d rewritten the moment.

And now, they were going to The Hawthorns.
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The Turn

orning light slipped through Kofi’s curtains in thin, golden

streaks. He stayed still beneath the covers, eyes half-closed,

letting the images of the night before move across his mind. The
goal-line clearance. The equaliser. The final whistle. Teammates clattering
around him in a final huddle, arms tight, voices raw. Not a dream. Not a
rehearsal. It had happened.

He rose slowly, stretched, and opened his journal. This entry was not about
failure. It was about response. He wrote of what it felt like to hold the line,
not with tackles, but with composure. To stay present when silence pressed
in hardest. To choose steadiness over panic. Not for cameras. Not even for
coaches. For himself.

Later, at training, the mood shifted. Jokes flew quicker. Smiles spread easier.
There was a looseness in how the boys carried themselves. But underneath,
something else had settled. A quiet respect. Hard-earned. And Kofi felt it, not

just in their nods or glances. He felt it in the way he now stood among them.
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Marley didn’t allow celebration to blur focus. Training that afternoon ran
sharp, tight, deliberate. One-touch in confined grids. Defensive rotations
under pressure. Set-piece rehearsals repeated until movements were second
nature.

Kofi carried himself differently now. He didn’t wait for cues. He anticipated
them. Shifted early. Spoke with clarity. “Left shoulder. Drop. Switch.” His
voice, once measured not to intrude, carried weight now. Not loud. Certain.
On the sideline, Heggem watched with arms crossed, eyes following each
sequence. Occasionally his pen scratched against paper, but mostly he studied.
During a water break, he walked over, stopping beside Kofi.

“Some players fold after mistakes,” he said. “Some hide.”

Kofi kept sipping, silent.

“You didn’t.”

Kofi looked at him evenly. “Because of what you said. About Sandnes. About

holding shape when nothing else feels steady.”

Heggem nodded. “Then you learned it right.”

No more words. The whistle blew, and Kofi jogged back out, shoulders square,

chest open. Not perfect. Prepared.

Dinner that evening was simple. Pasta cooling in bowls, the quiet hum of the
fridge filling the space between father and son.

“That was some match,” his dad said at last, forking slowly.

Kofi smiled faintly. “It had everything.”
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“Especially a test.”

Kofi looked up, surprised. His dad’s gaze was steady, not sharp. “I saw the

mistake. And I saw what you did after. That’s the part I'll remember.”

Warmth pressed into Kofi’s chest. “Iwas scared,” he admitted. “Felt like it
could all fall apart.”

“But it didn’t.”

“No,” Kofi said quietly. “It didn’t.”

His dad leaned back, arms folding loosely. “That’s not luck. That’s choice.”

They ate the rest in silence, but it was not empty silence. It was shared. And in
it, Kofi felt something steadier than pride. He felt peace.

School the next day moved on as always. No banners. No shouts in the hall.
But heads turned when Kofi passed. A few boys nodded. Small gestures. Quiet
acknowledgments. Enough.

In PE, drills unfolded as usual. But his feet felt lighter. His play looser. He
intercepted a pass, carried it clean, started a counter. His teacher, Mr Hales,
raised an eyebrow. “Confidence suits you.”

Kofi just smiled. There was nothing more to add.

At lunch, Tyrese slid his tray down next to him. “One more game to go,” he
said between bites.

Kofi nodded. “Yeah... at The Hawthorns.”

“You ever played there before?”
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“Only in dreams.”

Tyrese chuckled. “Better hope your dreams have me scoring a screamer.”
Kofi smirked. “Only if we keep a clean sheet first.”

Their fists bumped. No more words were needed.

When the bell rang and the crowd scattered back to lessons, Kofi walked with

his bag slung loosely over one shoulder. He’d slipped. He’d recovered. And

now he was moving forward, looking ahead to the biggest game of his life so
far.
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The Call Forward

t was the night before the final. Floodlights glared against the dark,

their beams catching every droplet of mist that hung in the air. The

pitch looked sharper under that light, every blade of grass carrying an
edge. Training wasn’t frantic. No sprints, no heavy circuits. Just rhythm. Ball
circulation. Small touches that reminded the body of what it already knew.
Every pass carried meaning. Every movement was a message.

Near the end, Marley called them in. His tone was even, his presence steady,
but there was weight in the way he set the ball down on the penalty spot. “We
finish on pens. Five each. Match conditions. Pressure on.”

The usual volunteers stepped forward first. Tyrese, Jamal, Alfie. Familiar
names. Familiar confidence. They struck theirs clean. Top corner. Bottom
corner. Calm rolls down the middle. Even the keeper joined in, laughter rising
when his scuffed effort clipped the post and dribbled over the line.

Kofi stayed back. He watched the sequence unfold, quiet, steady, letting the
rhythm of others play out. The group was already drifting, boots unlacing,
voices carrying jokes toward the tunnel. Then Marley asked once more.
“Anyone else?”

The question lingered in the cool night. No hands went up. No steps forward.

Kofi hesitated, just for a breath. Then he walked in. He did not glance at
teammates. He did not speak. He placed the ball carefully, stepped back three
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paces, let the air fill his lungs. One strike, firm and low, skimming fast into
the right corner. Net.

No cheer followed. No banter. Just a pause. A silence that felt heavier than
applause. Something had been marked. Something chosen.

The group began filtering off. Bibs dropped in a pile. Boots half untied.
Chatter spilling again in waves. But Kofi didn’t follow. He lingered at the edge
of the box, eyes scanning the floodlit turf.

He pulled cones into a tight arc. A rebounder set against the line. One ball
rolled into play. Touch. Turn. Clearance. Reset. Again. Feet lighter. Angles
sharper. Each rep tightening his focus rather than draining it.

This wasn’t extra work for approval. It was a reminder to himself. Control
what is yours. Own what you can.

Marley had been watching from the dugout. After a while he called across
the pitch, voice carrying in the empty ground. “That’s enough, Mensah.”

Kofi took one more ball. One more sequence. One final strike across the box,
the sound of boot meeting leather echoing under the lights. Then he jogged
over, breath heavy, shirt damp against his chest.

Marley gave a half-smile. “Big pitch tomorrow. But you’re already filling
it.”

Kofinodded, shoulders rising and falling, a quiet certainty settling inside
him. For the first time, he believed it too.

The changing room was empty by the time he returned. A few faint echoes
lingered in the corridor—shouts about lifts, laughter fading into the night—
but in here, there was only the still buzz of fluorescent lights and the low drip
of water from a shower not fully turned off.

Kofi sat before his locker, towel draped across his shoulders, boots unlaced
but still on. His muscles carried that deep ache of honest fatigue, grounding
him more than weighing him down. On the bench beside him rested his journal.

He opened to a blank page and began to write.

Istayed after tonight. Not because I was told. But because I needed to remind
myself of what is mine to control.

I may not be the fastest. Or the flashiest. Or the first name chosen.

But I am ready.

122



THE CALL FORWARD

Not just for tomorrow. For whatever comes after.

He closed the journal, tucked it into his bag, and slid his boots free. The ache
in his body no longer felt like wear. It felt like armour.

By the time he stepped out, the sky had deepened to navy. The floodlights
had been cut, the field silent now, still holding the shape of their drills as if
memory lingered in the grass. The air carried that faint smell of wet soil and
cut turf, the scent of work finished but not forgotten.

Heggem leaned against the gate. Calm. Waiting. “Didn’t want to leave
without saying good session,” he said quietly.

Kofi managed a tired smile. “Thanks. I stayed late.”

“I saw.” Heggem nodded. “That last rep. Across the box. Good balance.
Good weight.”

Kofi glanced back at the field, then lowered his voice. “I don’t know how
tomorrow goes. But I don’t feel small anymore.”

Heggem’s gaze held his. “That’s not about winning. That’s about knowing
who you are.”

A pause stretched between them, long but steady.

“Most players wait for someone else to hand them belief,” Heggem added.
“But belief that comes from outside never lasts. You have to build it yourself.”

Kofi nodded slowly, more to himself than to him.

They walked out together into the night. Not as boy and mentor. But closer

now to equals.
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Full Circle

orning broke softly, sunlight spilling in thin, steady lines across

the desk. The house was silent, the stillness broken only by the

faint hum of pipes warming in the walls. Boots already cleaned.
Kit folded. Bag zipped, leaning against the chair. Nothing left to prepare,
except himself.

Kofi opened his journal to the first blank page he could find. He had not
meant to write again, not today, not with everything already in place. But his
hand moved anyway, flicking back through pages layered with the journey that
had carried him here. Early scribbles of drills. Sketches of formations. The
page where he had scrawled Invisible Again, written on a night when benches
and silence had felt heavier than he could bear. He paused, staring at those
words as if they belonged to someone else.

Then he turned the page. The pen steadied. And he wrote:

I am not invisible. I am a footballer.

Not because of today. But because I kept showing up.

Day...

After day...

After day.

The ink came clean, the lines without hesitation. He didn’t need anyone to
see it. He just needed to know it was there. And now he did.
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He closed the journal, sliding it into the bag. Not tucked away like a secret.
Not displayed like a trophy. Just part of the kit now, as necessary as shin pads
or boots.

The smell of toast drifted from the kitchen. His dad was already moving
about, the sound of clinking plates carrying through the quiet. Kofi joined him
without words, pouring juice into two glasses, sitting down as if it were any
other morning.

But it wasn’t any other morning. And both of them knew it.

“You sleep alright?” his dad asked, setting down a plate of scrambled eggs.

Kofi nodded. “Yeah. Wrote for a bit. It helped.”

His dad leaned on the table, elbows resting, his eyes steady. No speeches.
Just a single truth. “No matter what happens, you’ve already won something.”

Kofi didn’t need to ask what. He just nodded, chewing slowly, letting the
words settle the way only his father’s could.

This final wasn’t about proving anything anymore. It was about showing
what was already built.

He stood, slung the bag over his shoulder, and looked once at his dad. “Let’s
go.”

The car ride carried a different kind of silence. Not tense. Not heavy.
Reflective. Familiar roads passed, grey pavements and red brick houses
flashing past the window, but Kofi’s gaze stayed inward.

He thought of the rainy walk home after being benched, socks drenched,
body cold, heart heavier still. He thought of Torbjgrn’s first visit, his words
reshaping what football could mean. He thought of the cones he dragged alone
into the far corner of the pitch, sweat dripping, lungs ragged, will intact. He
thought of the pages filled with diagrams and truths no one else had read.

None of it was proof. It was foundation.

At a red light, his dad glanced across. “Remember that hill behind your
primary school? Where you used to run laps after missing out on tryouts?”

Kofi smiled faintly. “I remember falling halfway up it.”

His dad chuckled, shaking his head. “But you didn’t quit.”

“No,” Kofi said quietly. “Ijust got up slower.”

The light turned green. The car rolled forward. Kofi leaned back against the
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seat, steady in the knowledge that he was not the same boy who had run that
hill. And that was the point.

The Hawthorns rose above them as they pulled in, steel beams catching the
morning light, shadow and sun cutting sharp across the stands. The car park
was almost empty—just a few staff shifting cones, a security guard with a
flask, the hum of something beginning. The stadium wasn’t alive yet. It was
waiting.

Kofi climbed out, boots in hand, bag over his shoulder. He paused to look
at the structure towering above, then through a side gate where a strip of
pitch glowed green in the early light. It didn’t feel overwhelming. It felt like a
summons.

His dad locked the car and joined him, standing without hurry. “I’ll be in
the stands,” he said. “Probably shouting too much.”

Kofi grinned. “I’ll pretend I don’t know you.”

His dad laughed softly, then held out a fist. “Proud of you, Ko.”

Kofi tapped it gently. “I know.”

No hug followed. None was needed.

He turned and walked through the players’ entrance, eyes catching the club
crest mounted on the wall, bold navy and white, etched in history. His boots
echoed on the floor. His breath was steady.

This was no longer someone else’s story.

This was his chapter.
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The Hawthorns

he dressing room hummed with a quiet rhythm. Boots tapping
against tile. Tape tearing. Shirt numbers hung like banners on the
wall. Kofi sat still in the middle of it, motionless inside the noise.

Number five stretched across his back. Not heavy anymore. It fit like it
belonged.

He reached into his bag and lifted out his journal. It felt heavy with pages
filled with everything that had carried him here, to this moment. He opened it,
read a line he already knew by heart, then turned to the blank page opposite.
The pen touched down.

Two words only:

Next chapter.

No decoration. No hesitation. Just that.

He closed the book, slid it beneath his folded jacket, zipped the bag, and
stood.

Coach Marley’s voice filled the room as he spoke about shape, pressing lines,
and discipline. It settled into the air like background music. Kofi listened but
did not cling to it. He wasn’t waiting for permission.

He already knew who he was.

The tunnel stretched out in front of him, concrete damp and echoing. Each

step drew more sound from above. Low at first, then swelling, then rolling,
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until the air itself vibrated with it.

Kofi remembered when this had been a daydream. The hallway outside
his bedroom door, his socks pulled high, whispering commentary under his
breath, pretending each step led to floodlights and stands.

Now it was real.

The squad lined up. Officials ahead. Opponents to the left. Teammates to
the right. Tyrese bumped his shoulder, grin wide. “This is it.”

Kofi nodded once, lips pressed but sure.

Names rolled out from the announcer’s voice, each syllable swallowed by
cheers. Flags moved in colour. Somewhere in that blur of faces his father was
watching.

Coach Marley didn’t bark orders. He leaned close enough for one last word.
“Enjoy it.”

Then the doors swung wide.

The Hawthorns roared.

And Kofi stepped forward.

The pitch opened like a canvas. Green, bright, alive. The stands wrapped
around it in layers of sound, not just volume but presence

Kofi jogged across the grass, boots gripping firmly. Every stride sharpened
his body, every breath filled him. His teammates spread into warm-up drills—
short passes, quick sprints, rotations of shape. He joined them, mind not
rushing ahead but rooted here, in the rhythm of the ball at his feet and the
turf under his boots.

From across the field, Torbjorn Heggem stood by the rail, scouts close at his
side. His arms were crossed, expression quiet, eyes fixed on Kofi. A small nod.
Barely there. But enough.

Kofi nodded back, subtle, certain. He didn’t need words. He had his own
now.

Coach whistled them in. A circle formed. Hands in. Eyes steady. No speeches.
Just the shared weight of what it meant to stand here.

Kofi pulled at his armband, tightened it once, and looked around at the faces
beside him. Then he smiled. Not wide. Not for show. But because this was

real.

128



THE HAWTHORNS

Centre line. The referee raised the whistle. A single shrill note cut the air.

The ball rolled.

The final had begun.

Kofi stepped into his space, lungs steady, shoulders set. The noise of the
crowd blurred into a single hum, no longer distraction, just atmosphere. The
ball flicked wide, then central. His eyes tracked. His body adjusted. His voice
cut clean.

Hold. Shift. Step.

Everything he had built, every lonely drill and rain-soaked evening, every
benching, every page written when no one cared—all of it converged here. Not
as pressure. As foundation.

He did not think about the result. He did not imagine the scoreline. He
thought only of the work that had made this moment possible, the truth
stitched into him long before the whistle.

This was not about what came next.

This was about the choice to keep showing up.

And as Kofi moved with the line, chest high, voice steady, the pitch belonged
to him. The moment belonged to him.

He was here.

He was ready.

And the rest of the story, no matter what it held, would be his to write.

THE END.
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Epilogue

The final whistle in this story isn’t the end. For you, Kofi, the closing of this
chapter is just the beginning. Your journey continues with every decision you
make, on and off the pitch, and every day you must choose to show up with
the same commitment that brought you here.

Your story is unfinished... because you’re still writing it.
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Afterword

At Me Time Stories, we work with clubs, players, and families to capture the
unseen journeys. The quiet mornings, the extra sessions, the resilience behind
the results. This book is more than words on a page. It’s a message: you matter,
your journey matters, and the story you are writing is yours alone.
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Me Time Stories is reimagining children’s storytelling for the digital age. With
our Dynamic Personalisation Framework (DPF), every adventure adapts to a
child’s world, reflecting their interests, culture, and stage of growth. Each
story places the child at the heart of the journey and evolves as they do. The
result is deeper connection, greater confidence, and unforgettable moments
shared between parent and child.

You can connect with me on:

(3 https://www.metimestories.co.uk
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