
Praise for The Silent Striker

‘This is a book full to the brim with the joy, heartache and 
passion for the beautiful game. Along the way it deals with 
racism, disability, bullying, jealousy, young love, family life 
and friendship – all without a single patronising or forced 
word from beginning to end. It is written in beautiful clear 
prose and tells a story that every lover of football and life will 
instantly understand’ Melvin Burgess

‘YA novels featuring a protagonist from a “culturally diverse” 
space are rare. Pete Kalu’s, The Silent Striker in which Marcus, 
a gifted footballer, confronts and overcomes many of the 
challenges of young people his age, is a welcome addition 
to British writing in this genre. The Silent Striker is a strong 
inspirational story about human aspiration, overcoming and 
achievement.’ Jacob Ross, author

‘Touching, funny and well tackled!’ Dr Muli Amaye, 
novelist

‘A richly compelling, emotionally resonant tale of courage.’ 
Melanie Amri, award-winning author

‘I have never understood the bigotry that has existed against 
deafness so I welcome a story that discusses it alongside 
cultural identity in a voice that is clear and understanding. 
This is a book that needs to be sat on every school library 
shelf as well as a role model of achievement. Well done 
Kalu.’ SuAndi, OBE

‘A compelling story about a boy losing his hearing. Pete Kalu is 
a wise and sensitive storyteller.’ Rajeev Balasubramanyam, 
author
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For Jakob, who placed his hand on my record player, showing  
me how music could be felt as well as heard. And for my brother,  

Jonah, whose footballing skills I always admired.
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Reflect Quietly on 
the Error of your Ways 
(a.k.a. Friday Afternoon 
Detention Class)

Mr Chips was running the afternoon detention class. 
Marcus knew the ropes. He chose a desk at the 

back and slumped in his chair. Another fifteen minutes 
of his life about to be wasted. There were eighteen of 
them in detention. It was a disused classroom in ‘B’ 
Block with a ripped out ceiling. Some people said it had 
had asbestos in it that could kill you. Others said it used 
to be a store room for canoes. It smelt of mould. Mr 
Chips got into his groove:

‘Fold your arms, sit down, and be quiet. You are here 
for misbehaviour. Those of you who have been fighting, 
think of other ways you could have resolved your 
conflict. Without resorting to pushing people’s heads 
into doors, Benjamin.’

Marcus settled back. He actually enjoyed Mr Chips’s 
little roastings. 

Mr Chips continued: ‘Those of you who have been 
late to arrive at class, think about what steps you could 
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take to get to class on time. Such as not stopping in the 
corridors to compare notes on boys you fancy. Kayleigh. 
Abigail. Those of you who have been misbehaving 
in class, consider the effect your behaviour has on 
others who want to learn, but can’t because of you. 
Not everybody in class wants to indulge in a farting 
competition. Andrew. Mustapha. Those of you who are 
here for any other reason, reflect quietly on the error of 
your ways.’ Mr Chips craned his eagle head. ‘There will 
be no talking. Else you will be here again tomorrow. And 
you wouldn’t want that, would you?’

‘No, sir, I’ve got basketball practice at break tomorrow!’ 
chirped some fool Year 7 boy Marcus did not know. 

‘Which part of “there will be no talking” did you not 
understand, Imtiaz?’ shot Mr Chips.

‘But you asked a question, Sir!’
‘That question was rhetorical. Does anybody here 

know what “rhetorical” means? Look it up in your 
dictionaries.’

‘I don’t have a dictionary, Sir.’
Mr Chips sighed theatrically. ‘A rhetorical question, 

Imtiaz, is one which does not require an answer. Now 
silence, while you all reflect. I want to hear only the 
sound of your brains humming with reflection.’

Life was basically unfair. That was Marcus’s conclusion. 
He was sick of this school, sick of this detention class, 
sick of all his teachers, And totally sick of the geography 
teacher, Miss Podborsky. It had kicked off in geography. 
He had been sitting as usual at the back table when Jamil 
nudged him in the ribs. He looked up. Miss Podborsky 
was rolling her eyes at him.

‘Marcus, do you have a medical condition that prevents 
you from folding your arms?’
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The class laughed. Marcus felt humiliated. It was not 
as if he had been daydreaming. He had been working 
hard measuring the distance on the map from Field C 
to Field E.

‘I’m sorry Miss, I didn’t hear you.’
‘You have very selective hearing, don’t you, Marcus?’
Marcus didn’t know what she meant but everybody 

laughed again.
Miss Podborsky seemed to have it in for him after 

that. The map exercises soon ended and she started going 
back over what they had learned this term: 

‘What is the name of the highest cloud?’ Miss 
Podborsky asked. ‘Don’t call out. Let’s have some fun. 
Whisper your answer to the person next to you and that 
person write your answer down, so you can’t all change 
your answers, then we’ll go round and see who has been 
paying attention this term.’ 

Marcus whispered ‘cirrus’ to Jamil. Jamil wrote that 
down then whispered something back to him. Marcus 
didn’t catch it, but it didn’t matter. He would just wait 
and see what Hannah, the cleverest girl in class thought 
it was, and give that as Jamil’s answer. He was ready.

‘Okay, pens down.’ Miss Podborsky’s inscrutable moon 
face with the slightly bloodshot eyes glanced around 
the room. She alighted on Hannah. She paused. Then 
carried on looking, swishing her eyes, left then right. She 
was a frustrated drama teacher, Marcus thought. ‘Marcus, 
what was Jamil’s answer?’

Miss had chosen him first. She’d never done that 
before, he was an expert in ducking teacher’s questions. 
‘Er, I’ve forgotten, Miss.’

‘What do you mean, “forgotten”?’
‘I didn’t write it down.’
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Miss Podborsky let out a loud sigh. ‘Jamil, whisper it 
to him again.’

Jamil whispered. It sounded like ‘nummus’ to Marcus. 
But that wasn’t a cloud, he was sure. All eyes were on 
him.

‘Cirrus,’ Marcus said.
‘Correct,’ declared Miss Podborsky. ‘Well done, Jamil.’
Jamil lapped up the praise then winked at Marcus.
The bell went.
‘Okay, off you go,’ Miss Podborsky said. ‘Except 

Marcus, Marcus wait behind, please.’
Miss Podborsky kept him waiting in his seat while she 

did whatever teachers do with their lesson paperwork. 
Marcus looked around. His work from Year 7 had 
once hung on that wall to his left. Now some other 
Year 7 kid’s work had taken his place. Nothing he had 
produced since then had been good enough to go up. 
Andrew’s chart of the cycle of water had pride of place 
above the white board. Hannah’s explanations of GPS 
positioning covered the peeling paint caused by a leak 
from a drainage pipe carrying toilet waste. The room 
had been nicknamed ‘The Stinker’ after that leak, and 
nobody who sat there ever sat comfortably again. 

Miss Podborsky approached him. She told him off 
in a tumble of words he could hardly keep up with. 
His hearing always got worse under stress, he knew. 
They thought he was cheeky if he stared at them, yet 
if he looked away, he didn’t hear them as well. Why 
was that? 

‘You need to take … smirk off your face, do you wish 
to know … you are sat here? You are a disruptive … in 
the class, what happened to… Marcus of last year? You 
… not have helped Jamil who obviously did not … the 
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answer. You have an attitude, Marcus and if you … shape 
up soon, I will be placing you on report!’ 

‘But Miss I wasn’t ignoring you,’ Marcus protested. ‘I 
was concentrating on my work. And Jamil—’ 

But Miss Podborsky was having none of it. ‘You are a 
bright boy, Marcus and I will not allow you to waste your 
talent. For now, I am merely placing you in afternoon 
detention. But be warned. I have my eyes on you. And 
I will not allow my lessons to be disrupted. Not at all.’

Fine, Marcus thought. She did not want him to waste 
his talent, so she was putting him in detention. Where he 
would sit, doing nothing, wasting his talent. And he had 
done nothing wrong anyway. School sucked. There was 
no justice in the world. 

‘Marcus Adenuga, are you reflecting on the error of 
your ways?’ boomed Mr Chips, suddenly right next to 
him.

He had been, Marcus thought, until Mr Chips had 
disturbed him. ‘Yes Sir.’

‘And have you gained any insight by that reflection?’
‘Yes Sir.’ 
‘And would you like to share that insight with us?’
Everyone was looking at him. Marcus imagined even 

the mould spores that had to be circling in the damp 
detention room air had stopped and were waiting for 
his answer.

‘No Sir,’ he said.
Mr Chips’ brow plunged, his hawk eyes zoomed 

down on Marcus. Then a miracle happened, he relented, 
and moved on to torment someone else in detention 
class: 

‘Is someone humming? Humming, whistling, singing 
and all variations on the acoustic spectrum is not silence!’
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Marcus’s mind wandered to his dad’s singing. He 
could still remember calling out, ‘That’s my Daddy!’ 
when his dad had taken to the stage of some pub in a 
silver suit and burst into Blue Suede Shoes. He’d been 
‘Tony the Black Elvis’ back then. Marcus must have 
been about four, he thought. It was a time B. T. S: 
Before The Sister. Leah was a complete nuisance, even 
though he couldn’t imagine life without her now. When 
she cried at night Mum sometimes put her in his bed 
and then she’d wriggle and crawl and he never got to 
sleep till late and was dog-tired the next day, didn’t pay 
attention in class and ended up in here, in detention, 
watching imaginary spores floating in the air. 

Mr Chips finally called an end to their boredom. ‘You 
may leave the room. Single file please, starting from the 
front.’

There was a mass scraping of chairs and everyone 
rushed for the door. Fifteen minutes of my life wasted, 
Marcus muttered to himself. Fifteen minutes of football 
practice thrown away. It was plain stupidness. School 
sucked.
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The Dog Thing

It was Sunday afternoon. Nobody was in. Marcus flung 
his boots bag on the sofa, slapped together a peanut 

butter sandwich then went out and practiced cushioned 
volleys in the alley. When the volleys were bang on, he 
decided to try half volleys. The first one he tried, he 
almost landed it. The ball flew up along the alley and 
landed in the corner house neighbour’s back yard. 

‘To rass,’ he muttered to himself, then ‘just my flippin 
luck.’

This neighbour kept a Rottweiler on a long chain in 
the yard. Marcus knew the dog well. It had the deepest 
bark Marcus had ever heard, and came charging to the 
back gate in a vicious snarl when anyone passed. Now it 
had his Adidas Teamfeist Capitano. The owner refused to 
return anything. Everyone in the neighbourhood called 
it the football graveyard. But it was not going to be his 
football’s graveyard. Besides the half volleys, curls and 
layoffs he still had to practice, no way was he giving up 
his ATC. 

Marcus ran back along the alley and ducked into his 
own yard. The kitchen door was still open. He found 
what he was looking for on the top shelf of the fridge 
then hurried out again.
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Scrambling up onto the back wall of the Rottweiler’s 
yard was no problem. Marcus tried to hold his balance 
there, but the top of the wall was old and crumbly. The 
bricks shifted under his trainers. There was a furious 
rumble of dog and chain as the Rottweiler leapt for 
him, its teeth glinting, and its mouth full of slobber. 
As it leapt, Marcus threw it a piece of cooked sausage. 
The dog twisted mid-leap to snap at the sausage. It 
missed first time, but turned, adjusted in mid-air, 
snapped again and caught it, chopping it in two. The 
Rottweiler landed on the ground with his chain 
flailing, and it gobbled the last bit of sausage. It liked 
it. It hunched low, coiled. Marcus readied for the dog 
to attack once more, but it didn’t. Its barking stopped. 
Marcus watched. The dog’s tail wagged. And its ears 
were pricked high. Suddenly he understood. The dog 
was waiting for the next piece of sausage. ‘Sit!’ Marcus 
commanded. The dog sat. Its wide slobbering mouth 
panted.

Despite its size, it was a skinny thing, Marcus noticed; 
the owner probably wasn’t feeding it right. He spotted 
his ATC by the drainpipe under the kitchen window. 
Five other balls lay in the yard, burst and muddy with 
age. The dog was still sitting. It scratched the earth with 
its paws, wriggled on its bum then raised itself off its 
haunches in anticipation of more sausage.

‘Sit!’ Marcus said again. The dog settled once more.
Slowly Marcus lowered himself into the yard. The dog 

stood. Marcus threw the sausage into a far corner. The 
dog hurtled round and followed it. Marcus dashed across 
and grabbed his ball. He turned to climb the wall again. 
Too late. The dog was done with the sausage and had 
cut him off. Marcus put his hand in his pocket. There 
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was no more sausage, but the dog did not know that, he 
thought. 

‘Sit!’ he ordered once more, keeping his hand in his 
pocket.

The dog sat.
He had read somewhere that dogs could smell fear. 

Marcus threw back his head, stuck out his chest and 
walked past the Rottweiller like he owned the yard. 
The dog lowered its head as he passed, and sniffed 
him. Calmly, Marcus hauled himself up the wall. When 
he turned back, the dog was still sitting, whining 
pleadingly. 

‘Good boy,’ Marcus said, ‘I’ll be back.’
He jumped down into the alley, dashed back to his 

kitchen, raided the fridge again, ran out and climbed 
the wall. The dog did not bark this time. It was already 
sitting, its tail wagging. Marcus threw it another piece 
of sausage. It gobbled up the meat, turned and sat again. 

‘Good boy,’ said Marcus.
He threw another morsel and jumped into the yard 

as the dog chewed it. Marcus rescued four of the other 
balls, even though they were all badly mangled. He left 
one ball, the most chewed one, for the dog to play with. 

He went up to the dog, and felt its collar and found 
the silver disc that dangled there. It was engraved with 
one word. Nero.

‘Nero?’ he said.
The dog looked up at him, still chomping on sausage.
‘Good boy, Nero.’
Nero stopped chewing. His ears pricked up and his 

head swung round towards his house.
Suddenly the back door opened and the owner was 

out in the backyard with them. 
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‘What are you doing in my yard?’ the owner shouted 
at Marcus. He was tall and had wild hair, scruffy trousers 
and what looked like newspaper stuffed into the sleeves 
of his woolly grey jumper.

The dog was between them.
‘Sorry, I came for my ball,’ Marcus said.
‘That dog’ll rip you to pieces and it’ll be your own 

fault!’ the owner said, sawing the air with his hands as 
he said it.

Nero growled. More at the owner than at Marcus 
though, Marcus thought.

‘Sorry,’ Marcus said. ‘I’ll go now.’
He leaped onto the wall, leaped off it into the alleyway 

and ran back home. Later that night, his mum moaned 
about him eating too much, that they couldn’t afford 
it, and she’d have to put a lock on the fridge door if it 
carried on. She was on the computer as she said this, 
searching for websites of rival double-glazing companies. 
His dad grunted a hello. He had taken the photograph 
of Marcus’s grandfather off the wall and was staring at it. 
‘He was a chief you know,’ Marcus’s dad said to him, as 
Marcus headed to his room.

‘I know, Dad,’ Marcus sighed. ‘You’ve told me enough 
times.’
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Pass the Ketchup

Mum yelled, ‘Come get your tea, Marky!’ He came 
down. The hearing test letter was on his mind but 

he wasn’t sure anyone wanted to listen. He sat at the 
table with his mum, dad and sister and tucked into the 
spaghetti bolognese. As usual, nobody actually talked to 
anyone else at the table. 

‘I’m not getting any decent leads,’ Mum was saying 
to no-one in particular. ‘If I got decent leads … They’re 
giving me the old lists. The stiffs. The Moveds. The 
Refused-Credits. And the call centre goons are promising 
fifty per cent discount. I have to double the start price 
to cover that. I’m slipping down the chart … Maybe I 
should go blonde, maybe that would work better on the 
doorsteps, what do you think, J?’

‘I think Leah might have the singing talent,’ said Dad. 
‘She takes after her dad. She was singing in her bath 
this morning. She was so happy. I’m feeling lucky today, 
gonna buy a lottery ticket.’

Mum kept on with her own monologue. ‘My boss 
you know, she can kiss me where-the-sun-don’t-shine. 
Reason I’m sinking down that chart is cos she gives me 
duff leads. Last week it was a caravan site. Would you 
believe? A caravan site? To sell double glazing? I phoned 
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and told her right off, heads will roll, wasting my time. 
She blamed a postcode mix-up, said try them anyway, 
they might have friends with houses, could be holiday 
homes. Ridiculous. Meanwhile Derek got the housing 
association pitch. I mean Derek? I won’t diss him but 
that mumbler? Pitching for four thousand windows and 
a three year maintenance contract? My God, you know 
something’s going on between them. If he’s getting that 
pitch, the broom cupboard’s been busy. I’ve had enough, 
I’m working on my vanishing act. Then kazoom! I’m 
gone. And I’m keeping the laptop. They owe it me, the 
amount of unpaid overtime I’m putting in. It’s the least 
they owe me. Who wants more spaghetti?’

‘Does anyone want to know what I did today?’ Marcus 
said.

‘You did go to school, right?’ probed Mum. 
‘Gaga dadodadagoo!’ said Leah.
‘Did you hear that? She just said Dada!’ said Dad. 

‘That’s because I’m spending all my time looking after 
her while others traipse around caravan parks on hopeless 
double glazing calls. She knows who does the looking 
after in this house. Say it again, cutie. “Dada. Dada.”’

‘Gagadoda dodagoo!’ said Leah.
‘There’s a clever girl!’
‘Oh, beam me up, Scottie,’ said Mum.
Marcus gave up on his parents. He turned to Leah. 

‘I’m going to tell you what I did today, Leah,’ he said. 
Leah gave him a rice pudding smile. 

‘What I did was—’
‘Marcus eat your dinner before it gets cold. I’m 

expecting Bones,’ said Dad.
Marcus groaned. Bones was Dad’s mate. If Bones sat 

with them, Marcus would get up and leave and his dad 
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knew it. All Bones ever spoke about was how much 
money there was in loading his wagon with butchers’ 
scrap bones. When he visited their house the stench of 
rotting bones didn’t leave for weeks.

‘The baby will be asleep soon,’ said Mum, ‘I might try 
some leafleting.’

‘What’s up?’ said Dad.
‘Nothing,’ said Marcus.
‘You are worthy, son. You are related to an African 

Chief. We are not council estate trash. We are royalty. 
Pass the ketchup.’
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