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About Hat-Trick Teddy

A story bursting with fun, footy, family, friends and Nonna's meatballs from NRL superstar and Dally M Medal winner, James Tedesco.

For every kid who dreams big!

Twelve-year-old Teddy is a footy star in the making. He plays rugby league at home on the farm. He plays for the Menangle Meerkats with his friends from school.

But when a storm turns his team's playing fields into a mud-pit, Teddy is faced with the worst decision of his life: if he wants to keep playing, he will need to switch teams from the Meerkats to their arch rivals - the Camden Rams.

But can a Meerkat really be a Ram?

Based on James's own footy-playing childhood, Hat-Trick Teddy encourages kids to follow their dreams regardless of the obstacles in their way.

Perfect for fans of David Warner's The Kaboom Kid!, Tim Cahill's Tiny Timmy, Anh Do's Weirdo series and the Treehouse series.
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CHAPTER 1

LAST TRY WINS
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It’s game on! Two players vs three: Alex and Luke versus me, Ben and Gerard. 

I told them that I was happy to be on the team of two, but they insisted. Oh well. Time to kick their butts. 

The boys are here for a sleepover but, as usual, the game comes first. Dad mowed the cow paddock nearest to the house and painted the sidelines and trylines with white paint so we can have our very own footy field. At each end is a set of goalposts made out of old plastic PVC pipe from the bottom paddock.They sway a bit in the wind, but they make it look like a real footy field. The only things missing are the NRL emblem painted on the grass and a giant electronic scoreboard. 

‘You guys kick off to us. Last try wins!’ yells Alex, sounding like an NRL referee. The pressure is on. I give the ball to Gerard – it’s his turn to kick. Ben and I stay behind him as he boots the ball downfield. Alex catches it on the full and takes long strides towards me. He’s a fast runner and covers lots of ground. 

As he gets nearer, I watch his eyes dart from left to right. I can tell which way he’s going to step by the position of his shoulders. Just as I thought, he steps left, but I reach out to tag him in time. He stops where I tagged him, taps the ball and passes to Luke, who runs towards the sideline at full speed with Gerard chasing him. Gerard draws closer and closer until they’re ten metres out from the tryline. The rest of us are trying to keep up, but Gerard and Luke are long gone. 

‘Dive!’

I say. And Gerard lunges forward, arms outstretched, landing in the long green grass of the paddock – right next to a fresh cow poo. But he’s managed to tag Luke on the back of the heel. Luke pulls up and taps the ball with a quick pass back to Alex. It’s started to spit with light rain, but we’re too focused on the ‘last try wins’ rule. Alex holds the ball, ready to kick back into the corner for Luke to score, but then he does something none of us expect. He moves from a kicking position and, like a flash of lightning, steps Ben instead. He sees Luke has an opening and throws a long pass out. If Luke catches it, we lose and tonight’s sleepover will be all about their victory. 

Unfortunately for Alex and Luke, I’ve been playing footy with them since Under 6s and I knew that Luke would throw this pass. Not only that, I can see the plays before  they unfold – both in attack and defence. If Superman has X-ray vision and The Flash can run at supersonic speed, I guess that predicting the play is my kind of superpower. Let me tell you what it feels like. 

Before Alex passes to Luke, my eyes Zoom in on the ball. My vision is so sharp I can see the white bumps on the footy that help you grip it. I judge the length of the pass, the angle the ball is thrown and the distance between the two boys before the footy even leaves Alex’s hands. Rotate right and I now Zoom in on our defenders. Ben is flat-footed and won’t be in position if Luke catches it. Gerard is a good player but lacks the speed needed if Luke makes a break. 
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Zoom out and it feels like a gust of wind hits me in the face. We’re now playing footy in real time and Alex passes. It moves at the same angle and length that I saw in my mind only milliseconds ago. The muscle fibres in my calves twitch and I leap forward for the intercept, reaching for the ball before it goes whizzing past my head. I’ve judged the angle perfectly. The moisture from the rain spins off the ball but doesn’t stop it from falling firmly into my hands. The next part is easy: all I have to do is move my legs and run. The twitch in my calf muscles vibrates up and down my legs like a jackhammer. Once these legs start pumping, no one can catch me.

Alex lifts his knees to sprint but he’s wasted valuable seconds standing still after throwing the pass I intercepted. Just as  I thought, Luke is standing flat, and I speed towards him before darting back out, just to make him change line. As I race down  the paddock, the raindrops fly into my mouth and taste sweet. I barely notice the sting from the droplets hitting my eyes, especially when I know I’m going to score. 
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I score under the posts in the final seconds!

In Menangle, there’s no one faster than me, Teddy Tedesco.
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        Training makes you better

        No matter where you are or what the weather is like, training gives you an opportunity to grow. Training when others make excuses not to gives you the edge. 

    
   

CHAPTER 2

BMX, BATMAN & BAD NEWS
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Everyone is tucked up in their sleeping bags on the floor of my room. They’re all sound asleep except for me. 

The rain is hitting the tin roof and I think of a waterfall gushing down a cliff face and landing on the rocks at the bottom. Amazingly, the thunderous downpour hasn’t woken the boys. Then I must have fallen asleep too, because the next thing I know  the phone in the kitchen wakes me. I can hear Dad talking in hushed tones, trying not to disturb the whole house. 

I look at the bodies on the floor and imagine what the fellas are dreaming about. Sometimes I store these thoughts in a pretend hard drive that only I have the password to. It’s good to have these mental notes ready to download, just in case one of the boys makes fun of me and I need a good comeback. Not that this happens much. We’ve been friends for ages. Four of us are from the Under 12s Menangle Meerkats rugby league team and Alex plays soccer. He’s got the skills to play club footy but his mum won’t let him play league. She thinks it’s too rough.
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So, here’s the line-up: 

Ben Sarkis is probably dreaming about rolling the hundreds of lamb kofta balls that his family will serve at their restaurant this weekend. Ben, his two brothers and three sisters all help in the kitchen. Lucky there’s a lot of them – they have the busiest Lebanese restaurant in the western suburbs. 

Gerard Quig is starting to twitch in his sleep. He’s moving his lips, trying to say something. It looks like a bad dream. Last month, someone stole his brand-new competition BMX Haro Racelite – the bike he’d saved all his pocket money to buy. He’d just finished a training ride and stopped at the bakery for a pie. When he came out, the bike was gone. He’s still devastated. That bike was his baby (without the dirty nappies). 

Alex Banasik is dreaming of the number seven, I reckon. It’s a number that Alex and I use as code when we are messaging. 

If there’s something really important to say, I’ll message him with a: 

7

And he’ll do the same with me. It’s also the shirt number of his hero – Cristiano Ronaldo. He’s a forward for one of the world’s most successful soccer teams, Juventus. 

Although I love rugby league, I like watching Alex play soccer. His footwork reminds me of an ice skater, skipping, skimming and twisting with the round ball through the defence. At lunchtime, he always pulls a soccer ball out of his bag and juggles it with his feet. He scoops it up behind him with the toe of one foot and the heel of the other. Alex then catches the ball with his right foot and taps it twice before transferring it over to the left. Then he kicks it up in the air and catches it on the back of his neck. He goes on like this until he does three of these perfectly. After that, he puts his ball away and meets us on the oval. Alex the perfectionist. 

I can see Alex’s mouth curling up into a slight smile. He’s probably thinking of standing on the winner’s podium next to Ronaldo, holding the UEFA Champions League trophy, his black and white shirt all dirty, grass in his studs and a stadium full of people chanting ‘AL-EX! AL-EX! AL-EX!’ Streamers and confetti shoot from cannons on either side of the stage. 

Luke Pollard is an easy one to imagine. He’s in a deep, heavenly dream about his number one crush, Breeanna Lee. Just like Alex, I can see a small smile on his face, but then his lips pucker up and he’s smooching his Batman pillowcase. Just when it couldn’t get any weirder, Luke starts mumbling. ‘I’m gonna win,’ he says. ‘I’m gonna win the game for you, Breeanna.’ I have to cover my mouth to stop my laughter from waking everyone up, which is a really hard thing to do when your best friend is kissing a Batman pillow and talking to his girlfriend. 

Dad walks in just as Luke shouts, ‘I’M A WINNER! I DID IT FOR YOU!’ Dad gives Luke a strange look and steps over the boys. 

‘You awake, mate?’ he asks, crouching down next to my bed. Even in the dark I can see that he looks worried. 

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘What’s wrong?’ 

‘It’s the footy fields,’ he answers. 

‘What? What do you mean?’ 

‘You’d better come and see for yourself,’ Dad says.
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Water is the key

Drink lots of water. I always had a 1L water bottle in my lunchbox at school. 




CHAPTER 3

BLOOD, MUD & TEARS
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It’s 3.00 am. 

Dad and I are in the car, driving in the dark through the rain to the Menangle footy fields. The windscreen wipers are turned up to high speed and they squeak back and forth as Dad squints through his glasses at the downpour. He hasn’t said a word and I still don’t know what’s happened. My older brother Matthew would usually know the gossip before I do but Matt’s away at a mate’s house tonight. He knows about everyone in Menangle. I think he gets it from Mum. She knows everything about everyone as well. Maybe it’s part of growing up in a small town. 

The car slows at the intersection and the headlights reflect off the crooked sign that reads, Football fields – turn left. The sign is lopsided because Matt and I once found an old truck tyre in the bush and we rolled it down the hill. Unfortunately, it bounced off a tree stump and nearly knocked over the post holding the sign. It could have been worse – the post could have been a car. We learnt our lesson and would never do it again. Well, I wouldn’t, but my big brother might. That’s where Matt and I are different. I hate getting into trouble. 

We drive down the gravel path and past the big tin sign that says:
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It also has a big meerkat in a blue and yellow footy jersey, alert and looking for danger. I’ve always wondered what he would find in Menangle that could hurt him. We don’t have hyenas here, so maybe  a brown snake? 

On the other side of the meerkat sign is a banner attached to a wire fence. It says: 
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Mum, Dad, Matt and I go to the show every year. We also take Nonno and Nonna. Nonno always slips Matt and me extra cash for showbags, as long as we share the KitKats with him. Nonna enters the cake-making competition. Last year she beat her archenemy, Mrs Miani, who had won the contest 23 years in a row! 

Mrs Miani won’t speak to Nonna anymore, not even at bingo. Nonna beat her at that too. 

Nonna is so gangster.

In the distance, there’s a bright glow coming from the end of the path. As we get closer, it’s so bright that Dad has to hit the brakes. 

‘Holy mackerel!’ says Dad. 

He always says this when something surprises him. 

‘Quick, James, come with me,’ he yells. We jump out of the car and run like two traffic cops chasing down a suspect on foot. My Sydney Roosters tracksuit jacket billows out like a cape behind me as we approach the lights.
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As my eyes adjust, I can see that the field’s floodlights are on and there are rescue trucks with spotlights shining brightly on the field where the Menangle Show is set up.

Men and women in high-vis jackets move about quickly, some carrying shovels and a couple driving diggers. The glare is so bright I have to turn away. In fact, there are so many lights it reminds me of one of those movies where a UFO has crashed and the army is investigating, looking for aliens.

‘Here, grab one of these!’ says Leanne, the club’s president, who comes hurrying over wearing a bright yellow raincoat. She hands Dad and me a shovel each. ‘Everything is sinking into the field,’ she cries. ‘We’re trying to rescue the dodgem car platform.’

Dad and I rush over to Field 2, where I’ve scored most of my tries. There are about 30 people there, all armed with shovels, desperately trying to dig the dodgem car ride out of the field. 

Dad thrusts his shovel into the muddy ground and the mud splatters our legs. 

‘That’s it, mate,’ says Dad as I do the same. We dig and dig but no matter how hard we try, the holes fill with water and the rides keep sinking deeper into the ground. The Mirror Maze is halfway under and the large truck wheels of the trailer that the Haunted House is sitting on are submerged in mud. Even though his house is sinking deeper into the ground, the Dracula dummy continues to look menacingly out the window. Everything else, including the dagwood dog and showbag stands, has virtually… 
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No more KitKats for Matt, Nonno and me, I think sadly. 

We dig for more than three hours, until the rain stops and an apricot-coloured sun starts to rise from beyond the parting grey clouds. Everyone is exhausted and, as the sunlight hits the field, Mr Coleman, our PE teacher, wipes the mud from his face, leans on his shovel and nods at me and Dad. ‘I think we’re done,’ he says, looking around. ‘We’re fighting a losing battle.’ 

Dad’s work boots squelch as he jams his shovel into the ground and stretches his aching back. ‘I think you’re right,’ he says. Leanne and her helpers are handing out bottles of water and cups of coffee to the mud- and sweat-covered crowd. By now, everyone has stopped. Mr Coleman lifts a cup to his lips and takes a slurp. Steam billows from the hole in the plastic lid. 

‘You know what this means?’ he says to no one in particular, glancing at the half-submerged dodgem cars, buried Haunted House and the large plastic hotdog sticking out of the ground, still attached to the top of a caravan now completely swallowed by mud. 

‘What?’ says Dad. 

‘The Meerkats,’ says Mr Coleman. ‘They’re finished.’ 

The Meerkats! Finished! The words crash together in my head. 

I look up at Dad. Is Mr Coleman for real? 

Dad nods sadly and places his hand on my shoulder. 
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Sleep tip

Resting is just as important as training. To help me get ready for a good night’s sleep, I drink water, I stretch to keep my body relaxed and, of course, I brush my teeth!




CHAPTER 4

RISE & SHINE
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When I wake up from my mid-morning nanna nap, the pain hits me. My exhausted body feels heavy from the night-time digging and my hands are covered in blistery bubbles from gripping the shovel. 

The Sydney Roosters clock on my bedroom wall says it’s 12.00 pm. 

I push back my Roosters doona cover and slip on my Roosters ugg boots. 

‘Rise and shine, sleepyhead,’ says Mum, who’s sipping tea in the kitchen with Nonna when I go in. Mum’s just come back after taking the boys home. 

‘Buona sera, bambino,’ says Nonna, smiling. 

I sit down at the dining table and she puts a plate of her homemade cookies in front of me. 

‘Mangia, mangia,’ says Nonna. 

I take a bite from a cookie and the crumbs hit the newspaper that’s lying open on the table. The front page has a freaky-looking picture of the Haunted House ride, sunken into the ground, with Dracula still peering out from the top window with painted blood on his fangs. 

I start reading. 
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Menangle’s Horror Night Spells End of an Era

A one-in-100-year weather event wreaked havoc on the small western suburbs town of Menangle last night. Residents swarmed on the Menangle Rugby League Club in the early hours of the morning to assist authorities attempting to rescue rides and carnival equipment already set up for next weekend’s Menangle Show. Nearly 300 mm of rain was recorded over an eight-hour period but instead of flooding, the water caused a quicksandlike effect and the fields subsided, swallowing everything set up on them. By sunrise, rescuers had given up trying to save the show and admitted that Mother Nature had won.

‘The more we dug, the more it sank,’ said local PE teacher and Menangle Meerkats first-grade halfback, Brian ‘Cooties’ Coleman.

Club President Leanne Savage said that last night’s storm could mean the end of the Meerkats.

‘Juniors and seniors can’t play here anymore,’ she said. ‘It’s just not safe. Who ever heard of a game of rugby league where players need to run around dodgem cars sticking out of the ground?’

The storm has caused hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of damage. Even if everything could be dug out, it would be very expensive to replace the fields. ‘It’s money we don’t have,’ said Mrs Savage. ‘We would have to fundraise for years. That’s a lot of raffle tickets.’

Sadly for the players of the Menangle Meerkats, their season is over before it has started. The blue and yellow jersey worn proudly for more than 50 years will no longer see another tackle, try or conversion.



I slide the newspaper to the side of the table, along with the plate of cookies. Suddenly, I’m not hungry anymore. If I can’t play footy, I’ll never fulfil my dream of playing first-grade NRL for the Sydney Roosters. My eyes are watery but I try not to show it. Mum puts her arm around my shoulder, pulling me close. 

‘We’ll sort something out, James,’ she says softly. ‘Dad will have a plan – he always does.’ We sit there for a while, not saying anything. The only sound is Nonna, sipping her tea and looking at us. She nods her head with a little smile. It’s her way of saying that things will be okay. But Ben, Gerard, Luke and I don’t have a club anymore. I wish I could believe her. 

‘Hey, Mum,’ I say. She takes her arm away and turns to face me. 

‘Yes, dear?’ 

‘Is this really true?’ I ask, pointing at the newspaper. 

‘It is, James. It’s been reported on the TV as well,’ she says.
 
‘No, I mean the part about Mr Coleman.’

Mum stares at me in a confused kind of way.

‘Does he really have
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I ask.
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Passing the ball

Keep focused on where you want the ball to go. Spread your fingers wide and always check your hands through to the target.




CHAPTER 5

CURSED
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‘Mum! Don’t kiss me,’ says Matt as his mates wait for him at the front of the school. 

But Mum races around to the back of our white Nissan where Matt is getting his bag from the boot. She hugs him and plants one on his cheek. Matt squirms and groans, trying to get away. 

‘Oooooh, Matt!’ laugh his mates. Matt’s face goes as red as the Nike bag he’s carrying and he takes off. Mum kisses me but I don’t care and neither do my friends. In fact, she tucked them all in the other night. Plus, their mums kiss them as well. Well, everyone’s mum except Luke’s. Most mornings his mum scolds him for not brushing his hair. Then she goes back into the car to get the hairbrush and combs his mop so it’s parted down the middle. It looks like two black curtains, one on either side of his head. 

I run up past the St Gregory’s College entry sign and pull my footy out of my bag like I do every other day, ready to pass it back and forth on the way to class, but the boys are acting like there’s been a death in the family – and they are kind of right. 

‘No more Meerkats,’ says Luke. He scuffs his shiny black shoes on the concrete path, heading towards our Year 7 classroom. 

‘No more club footy,’ says Gerard, shuffling along behind him.

‘True,’ replies Luke. ‘No club footy sucks more than conjunctivitis.’ Alex turns around and laughs. 

‘I remember when you had that,’ he says with a giggle. ‘You totally had the stink eye and Breeanna Lee wouldn’t go to the movies with you.’ Alex pulls a soccer ball from his bag and starts juggling it, tapping it off his toes. 
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‘Luke and Breeanna sitting in the tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G,’ he sings. Every time Alex says a letter, he juggles the ball between his feet. He keeps singing. ‘First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes a baby with – STINK EYE!’ Alex laughs so hard at his own joke, the soccer ball lands on the ground and so does he. Alex can’t stand up, he’s laughing so much. I have to admit, it is pretty funny. 

‘Shut up, Alex,’ says Luke. ‘It was just dust in my eye, plus I’ve never had stink eye in my life.’ 

By now all the boys are cracking up and for a minute, we’ve forgotten about the death of the Menangle Meerkats Rugby League Club. We stop laughing when our home teacher approaches. Mrs Kelly has arrived at school and is struggling with her bags, full of maths books she’s been marking on the weekend. No surprises for guessing who owns the book at the top of the pile, complete with Roosters stickers and pictures from Big League magazine stuck down with sticky tape. I put my footy away and take a bag from her to lighten her load. 

‘Sorry to hear about the Meerkats, Teddy,’ says Mrs Kelly, looking sympathetically at me, then at the rest of the boys. 

Mrs Kelly and I lead the way to the classroom. I can still hear Alex humming the words to the kissing song and Luke hissing at him to be quiet. ‘You know that my three boys played for the Meerkats until they were in their twenties,’ says Mrs Kelly. 

‘I didn’t know that you had three sons,’ I say.We reach the classroom and she puts her bags on the ground to unlock the door. The rest of the boys put their bags in the racks outside and get ready to line up. I follow Mrs Kelly in with the bag I’ve been carrying for her. 

‘When they left the Meerkats, two of them played first grade for the Camden Rams,’ she says, plugging in her laptop. 

What? The Camden Rams! Our sworn enemy! How could her sons possibly jump ship and play for that club? They must have felt like traitors. 

I see Mrs Kelly eyeing me, and it feels almost like she’s looking deep into my soul. 

‘I know what you’re thinking, James,’ she says. ‘You’re thinking that they were disloyal, aren’t you?’ 

I am. It’s like she’s reading my mind.

‘I’ll tell you something that I’d prefer you didn’t tell anyone else – except your parents, of course.’ 

I gulp. She is reading my mind! I better make sure I don’t tell any more lies about doing my homework. 

Even though we’re the only ones in the classroom, Mrs Kelly looks around and lowers her voice. ‘It’s a real shame about the football club and the Menangle Show,’  she says, ‘but, James, that football ground is cursed – our family has known about it for a long time.’ 

She places her hand on her heart and looks to the heavens. Mrs Kelly is Aboriginal and very spiritual. Something tells me she knows what she’s talking about. 
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Speed and agility

Stay balanced. Keep on your toes. Don’t look at the ground. Look at where you want to go.




CHAPTER 6

BEST OUT OF TEN
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Matt and I pull the dark-green wheelie bin out of the tractor shed and ten footballs jostle around inside until we get to the conversion spot. I tip the bin over in the middle of our cow paddock footy field and the balls spill out onto a carpet of lush green grass. 

I wheel the bin back to underneath the footy posts and we begin one of our favourite games, Best Out of Ten. 

The aim of the game is to convert as many kicks as you can in ten attempts. You start in the middle of the field and after you’ve kicked five, you move ten metres to the left or right and kick the rest from there. Then the next person has a turn and tries to beat the first player’s score. Not many people know our secret, but this game is why Matt and I are the best kickers in our teams. It was Matt who taught me how to kick. Actually, I learnt a lot from watching Matt play for the Menangle Meerkats. He’s just as eager as me to start playing again, but for now it’s important that we keep practising our skills. Matt moves back behind the posts, ready to collect the balls as I kick them.
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‘Did you know Mrs Kelly’s sons played for the Rams?’ I yell, placing the ball on the kicking tee.
 
‘Yep, everyone does,’ he yells back. 

I balance the ball carefully then walk in reverse, three steps. I stop, look up at the posts, run three steps towards the ball and WHACK! The ball hits the crossbar and rebounds back towards me. No conversion – zero from one. 

‘Were they any good?’ I say as Matt places the first ball in the wheelie bin and I line up another kick from the same spot. 

‘Really good,’ says Matt. ‘One brother got a contract with the Storm and the other signed with the Raiders. They didn’t make first grade, though.’ 

This time I follow through with a slightly harder kick and get my foot under the ball a bit more. It goes sailing between the posts and into Matt’s hands. He slam-dunks it into the wheelie bin. One successful kick from two attempts. 

Matt tells me all about Mrs Kelly’s footy-playing sons. He says no one knows much about Mrs Kelly’s third son. Matt doesn’t know what he did after leaving the Meerkats. 

I kick three more from the next five attempts. It’s now four out of seven. ‘Mrs Kelly thinks the footy grounds are cursed,’ I say, lining up my next kick. It sails over the black dot in the middle of the crossbar. Five from eight, two kicks to go. 

‘Cursed?’ says Matt, placing the eighth ball in the bin. ‘Nah! That sounds like a fairytale.’ 

I run in to kick and hook the ball left. In the distance, a kookaburra laughs as the ball flies past the outside of the post. I usually get those ones. Five from nine. 

‘Last kick,’ says Matt, jiggling the wheelie bin and the nine balls inside. 

This time I’m concentrating fully. No questions, no talk. I look down at the ball and then up at the posts. Down at the ball and then up at the posts again. Down at the ball and then up at the posts, just one last time. I move backwards, my usual three steps. One, two, three –  
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This time the kookaburra decides not to laugh when he sees the ball scrape inside the left-hand goalpost. I finish the game with six successful kicks from ten attempts. Matt beats me easily with eight out of ten.

As the sun goes down, we make our way back to the house. An amazing smell drifts across the farm and it tickles my tastebuds. Matt and I know this is the aroma of Nonna’s famous spaghetti and meatballs. Usually  I would inhale a plate of Nonna’s signature meal and go back for seconds, but for the first time ever tonight, that won’t happen. 

In fact, even though I don’t know it yet, I won’t eat a single string of pasta. 
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Catching high balls

Keep your elbows in and your arm towards the ball. Keep your feet moving at all times.




CHAPTER 7

A ROOSTER OR A RAM?
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When Matt and I walk into the house after Best Out of Ten, the whole family is there, waiting. 

Mum and Dad pull party poppers as soon as they see us. 

‘SURPRISE!’

everyone yells. 

I jump back in fright, nearly knocking over the trophy cabinet, which is full of Matt’s and my footy awards. Matt grabs me just before I fall through the glass cabinet door. As I push the streamers and confetti from the party poppers out of my face, I see decorations all over the kitchen. It looks like Christmas. Or somebody’s birthday. 

Bunches of red, white and blue balloons are tied to the ceiling fan, the windows, the toaster and the air conditioner. A string of little flags hangs from one corner of the ceiling to the other, spelling out:
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Nonna is in her red-checked apron and holding the
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sign that she takes to all of my games. Nonno is next to her, doing a little dance. It’s the same dance he does when he watches Family Feud on TV and gets the correct answer. 

‘I beat him in Best Out of Ten!’ says Matt. ‘How come he gets the party?’ 

Dad comes rushing around behind me and throws his arm around my shoulders, ushering me to my chair at the dining table.

‘No, no, no,’ he says, half answering Matthew and half making an announcement. ‘This isn’t about beating your brother. This is way more important.’ 

‘Way more important!’ yells Mum, throwing her hands in the air with excitement.

I jump in fright again and the tops of my thighs hit the table, rattling all the
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cutlery set neatly on the tablecloth that matches Nonna’s apron. Dad shoves a letter in front of me. 

‘What’s this?’ I ask. Matthew looks at it over my shoulder. 

‘That, my son,’ announces Dad, ‘is an invitation to join the Camden Rams. You start training this week.’ 

I look around the room. Everyone  is watching me expectantly, waiting for me to say something.

I’m not sure how to react. My head is filled with questions. 

Am I glad that there’s a chance of playing footy again? 

Yes. 

Am I happy that the Meerkats are now relegated to Menangle’s history books? 

No way. 

How do I feel about playing for our arch rivals? 

Not too sure. 

Did Luke, Gerard and Ben also get an invite? 

Good question. I’ll ask. 

Why are you talking to yourself? 

Maybe I’m still in shock. 

You definitely are. Time to snap out of it. 

Okay. 

I turn my attention back to Dad. And the letter. And everyone still staring at me. There’s one question that stood out from all of the others. 

The most important question of them all. 

‘Did Luke, Gerard and Ben get an invite?’

Dad glances at Mum nervously. 

Mum glances at Dad nervously. 

I know that look. It’s the same look they had when I was little and asked where babies come from. 

‘Um –’ says Mum awkwardly, but Dad interrupts. 

‘No, James,’ he says. ‘You’re the only Meerkat who was asked.’ He sits opposite me. ‘It’s a once-in-a-lifetime offer,’ he adds. 

‘But I’m sure they really wanted to invite the other boys,’ says Mum, trying to soften the blow. 

Even though they’re not at the kitchen table, I can feel Ben, Gerard and Luke watching on sadly, knowing that our team is about to be split up. 

An imaginary newspaper headline flashes past my eyes: 
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Guilt shoots through me. It starts at my feet and circles around in my stomach. My face is flushed and beads of sweat start to form on my forehead. It’s the first time I’ve felt like this since I accidentally took out a duck with the football on the cow paddock. Nonno cooked it up and turned it into stew. I didn’t eat  it but the guilt stayed with me for days. 

‘Listen, James,’ says Dad, ‘you’ve got  what it takes, and the Rams have been watching you.’ 

‘But, Dad,’ I say, ‘we’re a team.’ My voice cracks and I start to tear up. Memories of wearing the blue and yellow jersey with the guys, scoring tries, tackling opponents into touch, and high fives at fulltime come flooding back to me. I try to wipe a tear away before anyone sees it. 

Too late. Nonna shoves a plate of spaghetti and meatballs in front of me. 

‘Non essere triste. Mangia!’ 

Nonna thinks food can take away sadness, but I’m not so sure. Food is the last thing on my mind right now. My stomach has tied itself into a knot. 

‘If the boys aren’t invited, then what am I supposed to tell them?’ I say. 

‘But, James…’ Dad protests. 

‘Sorry,’ I say, wiping my nose on my arm and getting up from the table. ‘I’m not hungry.’ Dad gets up too and tries to convince me to stay, but Mum places a hand on his shoulder.

‘Leave him,’ she says. 

I walk down to my bedroom, my heart torn in two. I throw myself on my Sydney Roosters doona and bury my head in my Roosters pillow. Above me, a poster of the latest Sydney Roosters premiership team watches me cry like a baby. My Roosters alarm clock says 6.36 pm. There’s no escaping it – I’m surrounded by my dream and the question that haunts me:

To be a Rooster, do I need to be a Ram? 

Deep down I know the answer, and the damage this will bring. 
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Goal kicking

Keep your head down. Follow through after contact with the ball. Visualise the ball going over the post.




CHAPTER 8

KRISPY KREME
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There are two kinds of secrets. Joyful secrets and heavy secrets. 

Mrs Kelly taught us about them at the beginning of the year. 

Joyful secrets are things like birthday presents, surprises and exciting announcements. 

The one I’ve carried around today at school is the heavy sort. All I can think about is the invitation to play for the Camden Rams and my stomach is as twisted as it was last night. Most people would be doing cartwheels, but I’m worried about how the boys will react. 

Mrs Kelly told us that anxiety is normal, but it’s important to use our strategies if we start feeling anxious. Today I’ve tried deep breathing, writing my thoughts on paper (and then ripping them up and flushing them down the toilet) and meditating on my own in the library. But nothing I’ve tried is working and I just want to make it go away. I’ve also learnt three other things: 



	1.
	I can’t concentrate on my schoolwork when I’ve had zero hours’ sleep. 



	2.
	There’s no point hiding the bags under my eyes by wearing sunglasses. Mrs Kelly told me to take them off and stop trying to look like Justin Bieber. 



	3.
	I’m the world’s worst liar. 
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Lies I have told so far today: 


	That I didn’t give my breakfast to Rabs, our cat.



	
That I’m going to ‘own’ this maths test.



	
That I’m not crushing on Emma, the yellow Wiggle.
 


	
That I feel great.





I’m watching the clock in Mr Wong’s History class. Half an hour until home time. The secret sits heavily in my chest and stomach and it’s getting harder to hide by the minute. 

Ben’s sitting next to me and I want to tell him but I can’t say the words. All I want is the safety of Mum’s car. Until then, I listen to Mr Wong talk about Ancient Egypt and how the Egyptians believed that after death, dead people could still have feelings of anger, and hold a grudge against a living person. I imagine Ben dying when he’s an old man and his last words being, ‘You betrayed us, James! 

You betraaayed us!’ 

I sit up straight when Mr Wong calls my name. ‘Huh?’ I say, startled.
 
‘You looked like you were falling asleep,’ he says.

I rub my eyes quickly. ‘Um, no, Mr Wong, I was just thinking about what you said and…’ but Mr Wong continues his lesson, until he’s stopped by a commotion in the back row. 

‘Is there a problem?’ he says, frustrated by another interruption. 

Everyone turns to the back. It’s Mohamed and Krispen. They’re Camden Rams players. They’re okay, but they rate themselves a bit. Whenever we play them, Ben calls Krispen ‘Krispy Kreme’. 

Mohamed and Krispen try to play it cool, but it’s obvious they’re hiding something. Mr Wong eyes them suspiciously. ‘Were you looking at a phone, Mohamed? Krispen?’ 

Both boys look down, knowing they’ve been busted. At St Gregory’s, phones in class are banned. If you break the rules, it usually equals a Friday afternoon detention. 

‘Bring it up here please and show me what you were looking at,’ says Mr Wong. 

Mohamed takes the hit and walks slowly up to the front of the room with his iPhone. He shows Mr Wong the screen. Mr Wong inspects it closely and then looks up at me with a look of surprise. ‘Really? James Tedesco? He’s a Ram now?’ 

Every boy’s head swivels in my direction and at that moment the home bell rings. 

‘What’s he talking about?’ says Ben. 

My face instantly turns 50 shades of red. 

The class runs out of the room, straight  to their bags to check their phones. 

The words won’t come out of my mouth. But it doesn’t matter. In 30 seconds, Ben will find out for himself. 
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Slow down time

Breathe! Taking deep breaths will help slow down time. This will help increase your reaction speed!




CHAPTER 9

DAD DOES A DEAL
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Ben rifles through his bag and unlocks his iPhone.

His passcode is 2568 – Menangle’s postcode. I’ve told him to change it but he never does. He opens up the Instagram app and it goes straight to a video post of the Rams’ president, Joshua Taber, announcing the new signing for the Camden Under 12s side. ‘We are pleased to announce that James Tedesco, formerly of the Menangle Meerkats, will start this week with the Camden Rams,’ he says, smiling to the camera.

Mr Taber owns the local butcher shop. He’s wearing a red, white and blue Rams polo shirt and standing outside the club. ‘We can’t wait to see James on the wing and we welcome him and the Tedesco family to the club.’ Mr Taber finishes the post by saying, ‘James will be sponsored by Julie’s Hair and Beauty – the best hairdresser in all of Camden.’

Ben shoves his phone in the pocket of his shorts and looks at me.

‘Is this true?’ he says.

I mumble a reply.

‘When were you going to tell us about it?’ he says, a big frown appearing on his face. I know this look. I’ve seen it before, when Erica Dovedale from St Ursula’s asked Gerard to the school disco instead of Ben. ‘Plus you’re a fullback, not a winger. What’s that about?’ he says.

I open my mouth to answer, but I don’t know what to say. I take a deep breath, but just when the words finally come to me a group of seniors walk past and pat me on the back.

‘Go, Teddy, up the Rams!’

they cheer.

Then a group of Year 9s do the same thing.

Lastly, the PE teachers walking up from the oval with the athletics equipment stop to congratulate me.

‘Shame about the Meerkats, but happy for you, James,’ says Mr Coleman, who’s holding on to the end of a high-jump mat.

I thank him and try to pick up the conversation with Ben, but, impatient with all the back-slapping and congratulating, he’s legged it and I’m standing on my own, confused by all of the attention.

At the beginning of the day, no one knew my secret.

At the end of the day, all 753 boys at St Gregory’s are talking about it like it’s front-page news.

I didn’t want my friends to find out like this, but at least the knot in my stomach is unravelling and it feels like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders.

With no mates in sight, I walk down to the pick-up spot and immediately see Mum’s white Nissan in the long queue of cars. Matt’s already in the front seat and is motioning me to hurry up, and I can see why.
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On the side of Mum’s car is a huge sticker that says JAMES TEDESCO – SPONSORED BY JULIE’S HAIR AND BEAUTY. It even has a big picture of a woman’s face.

‘What the heck?’ I say out loud. Matthew is waving at me even more energetically now. I run towards them, my bag bouncing up and down on my back.

‘Get in!’ he hisses. ‘This is so embarrassing, thanks to you!’

I buckle up and see the rollers in Mum’s hair. She turns around and smiles. Mum has a face full of makeup. She never wears makeup to school, especially for drop-off and pick-up.

‘What’s all this about?’ I ask as Mum pulls away from the kerb.

‘Dad did a deal,’ says Matthew.

Those four words make my heart sink. Our dad is known for doing deals. He’s always bargaining with the workers at Bunnings or trying to get the man at the fruit shop to sell his tomatoes cheaper.

‘Dad told the Rams that if you are going to play for them, you should be sponsored,’ says Matt.

‘So I’m sponsored by a hair and beauty salon?’ I say, even more embarrassed.

‘Yep,’ says Matt through gritted teeth. ‘Want to know the best part?’ he adds sarcastically.

‘What?’

‘Our family gets free haircuts at Julie’s.’

‘Who’s Julie?’ I say. Matt turns around to face me.

His head looks like a volcano, getting redder by the second and about to erupt.

‘SHE OWNS THE MASSIVE FACE ON THE SIDE OF OUR CAR!’ he yells. ‘It’s so lame.’

The sticker of Julie’s head is one of those see-through stickers they plaster on the side of buses. It can be stuck on the window and you can see out, but no one can see in.

From the top to the bottom of the front door, Julie’s happy face is smiling at everyone on the footpath.

Deep down, I agree with Matthew. This is really 
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Why couldn’t my sponsor be a brand of cereal or a car company – something cool? Still, even the pro players have to start somewhere.

‘One day it will be Nike,’ I say quietly to myself.

‘What will?’ says Matt.

‘My sponsor.’

‘As if,’ he grunts.

‘You won’t say that when I get you free shoes instead of haircuts,’ I say.

‘Whatever,’ he says.

I look out the window and dream of Nike. Of playing footy again. I wonder what the boys are doing. But soon enough I know, because the messages have already started to come through. Usually our group chat messages consist of who the Meerkats are playing, whose Mum or Dad is doing the taxi run to the game or what’s happening in the NRL. Whenever the Bulldogs win, Ben will send everyone a GIF of a real-life bulldog dressed up in gold chains and a baseball cap. DOGGIES are GANGSTA he writes under the GIF. It’s pretty funny.

But today no one in the group is laughing.

Gerard Quig:


So did anyone else know about Teddy’s deal before the whole school heard?



Alex Banasik:


I didn’t.



Luke Pollard:


I didn’t. Teddy – how come you didn’t tell us?



Ben Sarkis:


Yeah, Teddy. I was next to you when I found out. #awkward



Teddy Tedesco:


Hey, guys, I totally wanted to tell you today. I just didn’t know how.



Gerard Quig:


How could you NOT tell us? We’re supposed to be a team.



Teddy Tedesco:


We are a team. I just couldn’t find the right time to say anything.



Luke Pollard:


We WERE a team. Obviously not anymore.



Teddy Tedesco:


I only found out last night. Rams invited me to play.



Ben Sarkis:


Where’s our invite?



Gerard Quig:


We didn’t get one, Ben.



Teddy Tedesco:


I have my first training session tonight. I can see if there’s room for you guys.



Gerard Quig:


Don’t bother, Teddy. We know when we’re not wanted.



I stop texting here. I’m getting too upset. The more I try to make it better, the deeper I dig myself into a hole. The boys don’t want to listen. They’re angry.

If I leave the group chat, will the group let me go too?


[image: Image]

Kick return

After the ball is safe in your hands, look for space in the field and run towards that!




CHAPTER 10

WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE
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Dad pulls up inside the Camden Rams Rugby League Club carpark.

The raffles are on inside but we’re not here for the meat trays.

I was in enemy colours last time I was here, but as soon as I walk on the training field they throw me a Rams training shirt.

Before I know it, I’m running warm-up laps with my new team.

Some faces I know from school, like Krispen and Mohamed, and other boys I recognise from playing against them.

‘Two laps to go! Move!’ yells Coach Sharpe. Instantly, the team falls into line and steadies their pace. They’ve done this plenty of times before. Their breathing syncs and so do their footsteps. I feel like I’m caught in the middle of an army, marching to war. With this kind of discipline, no wonder these guys are the best in the competition. I’m jostled from side to side and nearly trampled over by one of their forwards.

‘Get with the program, Tedesco,’ says Shawn Sharpe, Rams captain, halfback and son of Coach Sharpe.

‘Sorry,’ I mumble, and take my place at the back of the pack.

Grass that’s damp from the evening dew flicks up into my face from the studs of the players in front of me. I wipe my eyes and concentrate on the next two laps. I pass Dad leaning against the car near the sideline.

He gives me a reassuring nod – a ‘don’t worry, you’re doing great’ kind of nod. It’s not the kind of encouragement I need during warm-up laps, but I’ll take every bit of friendliness I can tonight.

‘One lap to go!’ shouts Coach Sharpe. This time the pace quickens. It’s been like this since Under 6s – no one wants to be the last person to finish. The backs speed in front of the forwards, except for Mohamed. He’s a second rower and still pretty quick. I’ve only been a Ram for five minutes, but I figure this is a good chance to show them what I can do.

My legs tingle and my muscle fibres begin to twitch. From the back of the group, I step on the gas and move quickly through the pack. I brush past the forwards, past Mohamed, and reach the rest of the backs, moving quickly with only the length of the field to go.

Coach Sharpe is watching at the end with the other helpers, who have tackling bags under their arms, ready for the next drill.

The wind slices through my hair and new training shirt as I dart in and out of the pack, moving closer to the front. Even though the boys aren’t with me, I can’t help but feel a bit excited when I smell the aroma of freshly mown grass. It’s the smell of footy. It’s great to be out on the field again.

I speed past Krispen and finally reach Shawn and the fullback, Jayden, who’s leading the way. There’s an opening between them. If I put on a burst, they won’t even know I’ve passed them.
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I change speeds and surge towards them. But as soon as I’m in between them, I realise it’s a trap! Shawn and Jayden jam together, sandwiching me.
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‘Oough!’ I say as the air is knocked out of me. Shawn flicks his ankle in front of my foot and Jayden follows his lead. My legs are swept from under me and I go crashing to the ground, landing directly on my stomach. There’s no more air to lose, but I’m winded anyway. My stomach starts cramping with uncontrollable pain and I gasp for breath. The rest of the team thunder past like a herd of wildebeest on the African plains trying to escape a hungry lion pack. I can’t start at the Rams like this.

Face down in the grass, feeling ashamed, embarrassed and most of all angry, the image of Nonna with the Go Teddy! sign comes rushing into my head. I can imagine her saying, ‘Alsarzi! Alsarzi!’ while she motions for me to get up off the ground. I lift my head and shake away the image. The next vision I have is of Dad, standing nervously next to the car, but this time I’m seeing him for real. He’s pointing the same way as Nonna.

His lips are saying,

‘Move!’ 

I put a fist into the ground and get onto one foot. I move the next foot forward and stand up, now taking in small breaths of air. As oxygen gradually returns to my lungs, I move into a slow jog back to the rest of the team, who are waiting at the end of the field.

‘Welcome to the jungle,’ sneers Jayden, already halfway into his stretches by the time I return.

‘Welcome to the Rams,’ says Shawn, in the same sarcastic tone.

I ignore them and begin some hamstring stretches.

‘Hope you’re ready to step it up,’ says Shawn. ‘Don’t make us squish you again.You’re not playing for the Mosquitoes anymore.’

‘Meerkats,’ I correct him.

‘Whatever,’ he replies. ‘Mosquitoes. Meerkats. Still small and annoying.’

He and Jayden laugh and then they give each other a high five. I decide to go and stretch near Mohamed and Krispen. I know I need to make some friends here – especially if I want to make the run-on team.

I may have been the most promising Meerkat, but it’s important that I earn the Rams’ respect.

And the only way to do that is to win us some games.
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Tackling

Always step in with the same leg and shoulder. Wrap with your arms. An effective tackle is more important than a big tackle.




CHAPTER 11

WET KISSES
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On Saturday morning, Dad, Matt and I are about to watch a recording of last night’s game, Broncos vs Rabbitohs. Dad wants us to analyse what good NRL wingers do.

‘But, Dad, I want to play fullback,’ I say. Dad’s multitasking as usual. He’s looking through the list of titles he’s recorded on the TV and speaking to me at the same time.

‘Well, the Rams have a fullback, so you’re playing on the wing,’ he replies matter-offactly. ‘Plus, I’m not your coach so I can’t make that call.’ He clicks the remote and scrolls past Australia’s Ugliest Pets and Married at First Fright. I can’t believe he actually watches this stuff. Dad or Nonno would say at least three times in one episode, ‘That dog looks just like its owner.’

Dad’s right, though; there’s not much I can do. If I really want to be playing rugby league, I have no choice but to play wing. I guess it’s better than nothing. Finally, Dad waves the remote like a light sabre at the TV, clicking on Broncos vs Rabbitohs Round 7. Like a true Jedi Master, he uses the fast-forward button to skip to the parts where the wingers are defending or attacking.

‘Now look at the Broncos winger right here, boys,’ says Dad. ‘He’s drifted in too far off his line and the Rabbitohs will target him.’ He hits pause on the remote. The winger is about five metres in from the sideline – that’s a long way in when there are two attackers running towards him. The Rabbitohs winger has the ball and is running the inside angle. He’s tricked the Broncos player into coming in too fast. Dad hits play again and straight away, the Rabbitohs centre runs around the back of his winger and has the whole sideline to himself. The winger flicks an easy little pass to his teammate, who runs 30 metres down the sideline to score.

‘That Broncos player should have marked his line and left it to his teammates to take the inside attacker,’ I say.

‘Correct!’ 

says Dad, leaning over and giving me a high five. ‘Don’t be like him, James. No one likes a twitchy winger.’

‘But what about the Rabbitohs winger?’ says Matt. ‘I’ve always been told to stay in position. How come he ran in off his line into the centre’s territory?’

Mum comes in and hands Dad a cup of coffee. Dad throws in a quick, ‘Thanks, darl,’ before answering Matt. ‘Now, this winger didn’t end up playing NRL by chance,’ Dad says. ‘He’s there because he backs himself. He knows what he’s good at and he takes risks.’

I think about my own gameplay. I can run, spot gaps and, most importantly, I take chances.

‘If either of you wants to hit the big time,’ says Dad, ‘you have to take risks.’

I repeat Dad’s words in my head. He’s right. I can’t mope around and take a backward step at the Rams just because I’ve been named as winger instead of fullback. I need to make my own luck! Most importantly, I need to practise my running on the sideline.

Dad’s sipping his coffee and about to queue up another clip of a winger doing something great or not-so-great, when I say, ‘Dad, I get it – take risks and don’t be twitchy. Can I go and practise now?’

‘But mate, we haven’t finished our lesson,’ he replies. Mum coughs from the other side of the room. Dad looks over and she sips her coffee too, giving him the evil eye. This usually means he’s taking it a bit too far.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘I’ll leave the game on the recorded list, just in case you want to come back to it.’

‘Sure, thanks, Dad,’ I say, and nearly knock over the coffee table as I get up to run outside.

I scoop up a spare footy next to the front door and run across to the cow paddock footy field.

It’s lonely out here with no one to practise with. Matt’s talking to a girl on the phone and I don’t have the boys to pass or kick to. I stand on the sideline. To my right, I visualise the attack coming towards me. To the left of the field, the crowd are screaming. I pretend that the Rams’ arch rivals, the Picton Magpies, are swinging the ball out to my sideline. My legs tense, tingle, and I explode forward, darting right to tackle the imaginary player with the ball. As soon as I rush forward, I realise my mistake. Too quick, too soon, I tell myself. I’ve made a similar error to the one the Broncos player made. Relax, watch the play and read it. This is something I’m usually good at. I need some proper gameplay – fast.

Visualise again. Breathe. Watch the player. Read the play.

This time the imaginary player passes to the winger, the actual guy I’m marking. He runs straight at me and then darts in from the line, drawing me with him. He dummies left but this time I see it coming. I launch myself at him and bring him to the ground. That’s when I feel something warm and slippery underfoot and my feet fly out from under me. Before I can register that I’ve stepped in fresh cow poo, the back of my head collides with the ground and my eyes fill with stars.
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The first thing I’m aware of when I come to is a ringing in my ears and a warm wind blowing in my face. An even warmer wet sensation slides over my chin, nose and eyelids, which are beginning to flicker and getting ready to open. It feels nice.

The warm and wet sensation on my face increases, moving to my neck. I can make out another noise now, too, a sort of low rumble. But then I feel something slide inside my ear, and I suddenly realise that something’s not right.
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My eyes shoot open in fright. I’m staring straight up at five of Dad’s prized cows, their pink and slimy tongues moving all over my face.

‘MOOOO!’ one of them bellows in my ear.

No longer dazed, but still a little bit confused, I sit up. How long have I been out? If we have a head knock at footy, we come off the field straight away.

To be safe, I ask myself some important questions:


What’s my name?

James Tedesco

Best friends?

Gerard, Alex, Ben and Luke. I hope.

Favourite footy team?

Sydney Roosters.

Who do you play for?

Menangle Meerkats – whoops,

I mean, Camden Rams.



When I’m completely sure I’m me, I stand up. The ringing in my ears has stopped but the rumbling continues. It moves into a strange rhythm, picking up pace, with short little high notes that sound like a dog barking. The cows hear it and turn their heads curiously. Then the penny drops.

Someone, somewhere close by, is playing a didgeridoo.
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Be in the moment

Stay present in the moment. Keep aware of your surroundings, your own body position, the location of defenders and where you are on the field.




CHAPTER 12

THE MAN
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The back paddock is separated from the rest of the property by a line of eucalyptus trees. Beyond the back paddock is the creek. We’re not allowed to go down there unless Mum or Dad is with us.

When Matt and I were younger, Dad tied a thick rope to an overhanging branch and we’d push off the bank and swing out to the deepest part of the creek before splashing into the cool, fresh water. In summer we still use it, but only with an adult close by. Our funniest memory is of one time when Dad’s swimmers ripped on a branch and he swung out naked. Kind of scary and funny at the same time.

As I walk towards our special place, the sound gets louder and the rhythm intensifies, almost making the ground vibrate beneath me. From the line of eucalypts, a flock of birds shoots from the branches, disturbed from their mid-morning rest, and flies off into the distance.

The only bird left is a lone crow, circling beyond the trees. The cows, still curious, follow behind me at a safe distance. Sitting on the creek bank is a man, blowing into a long didgeridoo. Every lesson we’ve had on ‘Stranger Danger’ comes flooding back to me. I know I should be careful but I can’t resist the music the man is playing.

I stick my head through the trees and estimate that I’m only ten metres away from him. A safe enough distance to get a head start if I need to, but still a long way away from the house. I study his playing. He doesn’t seem to have taken a breath. His lips are tightly pressed together as he pushes wind sharply into the instrument. His chest and neck pulsate as he changes rhythm and tempo.

‘MOOOO!’ bellows one of the cows, blowing my cover. The man stops playing. He puts the didgeridoo in his lap and looks straight at me, covered in cow saliva and trying to hide behind a tree.

‘Hello, you must be James,’ he says.

I begin to freak out. I stand as straight as a goalpost behind the tree’s thick trunk. How does he know my name? I want to yell ‘STRANGER DANGER!’ but the words won’t leave my mouth.
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‘I’m not going to eat you,’ he says.

I muster up all the courage I can to poke my head out. I look up at the heavens like Nonna does when she’s saying a prayer, but all I can see are branches and the same black crow, sitting there and studying my every move.

‘I’ll come out, but stay where you are!’ I yell.

‘Okay,’ the man replies.

I emerge from behind the tree and take a few steps forward. Now I’m eight metres away. Behind me are the cows, a small ditch and a bush that I will need to jump through to make a quick getaway if needed.

‘Did you know this is our land?’ I say.

‘But whose land is it really?’ says the man. ‘We believe that the land owns us.’

I look at him, puzzled. I’ve never heard anyone speak like this.

He knows I’m
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‘In my culture, we’re all part of this land,’ he says, smiling.

‘Oh, but don’t you also need to ask if it’s okay to step on someone’s else’s country in your culture?’ I say.

‘Ah, who taught you that?’ he says, turning the didgeridoo in his hands. ‘Wouldn’t be that smart teacher of yours, Mrs Kelly, would it?’

How could he possibly know that?

‘She talks about you all the time,’ he says, reading my mind.

One of the first things I notice about him now that I can see him properly are the clothes he’s wearing. The white footy shorts have a New South Wales Rugby League logo on them. Up top, he’s wearing a red training shirt with the same logo on the pocket. He notices me looking. ‘You’ve got the gift,’ he says. ‘Same as my two brothers, except they never went on to play first grade.’

Ah, now I know who he is. One of Mrs Kelly’s sons! The one who didn’t play with the Rams after playing for Menangle. ‘Most people who have a gift don’t actually know they have it,’ he continues. ‘My brothers didn’t know. I tried to tell them, but they wouldn’t listen.’

‘Why not?’ I say.

‘I’m the youngest – what would I know?’ he says.

‘What do they do now?’ I say cautiously.

‘They sell photocopiers,’ he replies.

My mind is busy making connections with what I already know and what the man has told me. Gift? Yes, I think I know that I have something. But do I know what to do with it? Maybe not. All I know is that I want to go all the way. First grade all day.

‘So, if I have a gift, what do I do with it?’ I say, visualising myself in a Roosters jersey, catching the ball from a kick-off and running back up the field, dodging defenders and making valuable metres.

‘You’ll know,’ he says mysteriously.

A rustling comes from the branches of the tree above me. The crow launches itself from its resting place and soars high into the sky. I turn back around to face the man on the bank, but the rock he was sitting on is empty.
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On the run

Run hard. Run at space, not players! Concentrate on short feet and palm off defenders whenever you can.




CHAPTER 13

DO YOU LIKE CHINESE FOOD?
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The woman on the weather report on Sunday night was right. She said the following week would be gloomy with dark clouds and showers. The bit she didn’t predict was that it would also be lonely. Not only are the skies grey, the wind cold and the rain miserable, this week is turning out to be one of the loneliest of my life.

The windscreen wipers squeal across the glass as Mum pulls up outside school.

‘Don’t get wet on the way to class,’ she says, but all I can hear is rain hitting the Nissan’s roof and Matt grunting in reply. As usual, I run around to the back of the car and flick the boot open, only to see the giant-size sticker of Julie staring me in the face. I hoist my bag onto my shoulder and run up the path to our usual meeting spot. There’s no one there.

I run down to the canteen – but the boys aren’t there either. Maybe they’re down in the indoor gym, throwing the ball around. But, no, nothing.
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Nada, zilch and zero.

The rain has set in and falls steadily, hitting the concrete hard and splashing up over my black shoes and grey socks. The downpipes from the buildings flood the handball courts as I walk through the puddles on the way to class. Usually I would sidestep and zigzag my way through, making a game out of it, but today already feels like a mushy dog-food sandwich. By the time I arrive, Mrs Kelly has already started teaching.

‘Nice of you to join us, James,’ she says, glancing over the top of her glasses at me. ‘Please take a seat.’

Alex is sitting in my usual place next to Ben. Gerard and Luke are directly behind them. They look at me and then look away. No smiles, no warmth and no high fives.

This must be how new kids feel on their first day of school. My shoes, still half filled with this morning’s downpour, squelch as I turn around, looking for an empty desk.

‘Lewis has a spare seat next to him,’ says Mrs Kelly. A trail of water follows me as I carry my books to the back of the classroom and plonk myself down next to Lewis.

‘Talofa lava,’ says Lewis, not even looking up as he scribbles notes from the board. In the first 15 minutes of class he’s already filled a page with writing.

‘Hi,’ I say quietly as the boys turn around to see where I’m sitting. Gerard whispers something to Luke and then turns back to the front.

‘We’re calculating the size of those obtuse angles,’ whispers Lewis, pointing at the board. ‘Miss is going to quiz us later on.’ Lewis is Samoan. All I know about him is that he’s the Year 7 Maths and Science champion. If only he could play footy like he can do algebra. He’s the biggest kid in our grade and would be an absolute wrecking ball.

I know morning tea is getting close when Lewis’s stomach starts making strange groaning sounds. It reminds me of a door opening in a horror movie, followed by the gurgling noise our dishwasher makes.
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When we’re let out of class, Ben, Alex, Gerard and Luke have already disappeared by the time I get to my bag. Just when I thought the day couldn’t get any worse, a knockout punch of realisation hits me right between the eyes – I’ve forgotten my lunchbox.

I stand there like a broken footy player who has missed the grand final–winning conversion after fulltime. My shoulders slump and my head is down. If I could look up, the sight of an overcast sky would fill me with tears. I take a breath and just stand there, unfamiliar with this feeling and trying to think it through. A giant hand on my shoulder startles me.

‘Want some of mine?’ says Lewis. He opens his lunchbox which is almost the size of a small esky. ‘Coconut bread, roast potatoes and panikeke,’ he says. ‘Food from my culture.’

This is the only bit of sunshine I’ve seen all day.

‘Pani– what?’ I ask.

‘Samoan pancakes,’ he says, chuckling. ‘Come on, let’s eat in the library. I want to do some research on hydro-electricity.’

As Lewis digs into his roast spuds and plugs into Google, studying water and electricity (which sounds very dangerous to me), I nibble on a sweet panikeke and pull out my phone. Where could the boys be? They were ghosts this morning and have disappeared again. The group chat is probably no use, but I try to message them anyway.

Teddy Tedesco:


Hey, where are you guys?



I stare at the screen, waiting for a response, a ding, a vibration – anything. But silence is all I hear. I click the side button of the phone to turn it off. The library is quiet, except for the sound of Lewis chewing and the loneliness rolling around in my head.

‘Hey, did you know that the world’s largest hydro-electricity plant is in China?’ says Lewis. ‘I love Chinese food. Do you love Chinese food?’

Before I can answer, the screen on my phone lights up with a notification. It’s Alex.

Alex Banasik:


Hey, Teddy, I can’t talk. The boys aren’t happy with you. Sorry – they’re doing their own thing now.



Teddy Tedesco:


What do you mean? Where are you guys?



Three flashing dots appear under my question. Alex is replying. My eyes are glued to the dots, wondering where Alex and the fellas are. Are they hanging with Ben’s older brother? Did they decide to have one of our doughnut-eating competitions at the canteen? Last month Gerard ate a whole jam and cream doughnut in eight seconds. It’s a record that no one has beaten. But as soon as the flashing dots appear, they are gone.

‘Teddy?’ says Lewis, snapping me out of my screen-staring.

‘Yeah?’ I say, suddenly realising that Alex isn’t going to reply.

‘I asked if you like sweet and sour pork?’

‘Um, yeah, I guess.’

And that’s when it hits me. My friends don’t want to be my friends.
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Protein up!

Before every game I eat protein and healthy snacks, like fruit and nuts.




CHAPTER 14

TEENAGE MUTANT NINJA PUMPKINS
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Each day blends into the next. They all feel the same.

Rain.

Clouds.

Wet.

School.

No friends (except Lewis).

Home.

Chores.

Dinner. Bed.

The only thing that’s half good in the week is footy training, but I feel closer to Lewis Leota (who I’ve only really known for three days) than I do my new team.

On Thursday afternoon, the Camden Rams are running a special training session in the Dharawal National Park. Coach Sharpe has organised a
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that will test our fitness and resilience.

If I had to rate my excitement about running up the side of a hill in the pouring rain out of ten, I would score it a negative five.

Right now, I’m doing my usual pre-training ritual:
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Fill my water bottle. Add ten ice cubes, just to make it extra refreshing.
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Pack two towels. One to wipe my sweat and one to sit on so I don’t get the car seats dirty after training.
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Pack my runners, just in case we aren’t doing field work. Sometimes we do road runs.
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Check that a roll of tape is inside the secret pocket of my training bag. The secret pocket is important because everyone else forgets to pack their own. I use this for taping my boots around the laces or if I have an injury. Tape from the chemist is the best. Tape from Bunnings is cheaper. Doesn’t matter – as long as I have some.



The difference between today’s pre-training ritual and the usual one is that I’m lacking my normal enthusiasm. As usual, Nonna can tell how I’m feeling.

‘Smettila di fare il male,’ she says, telling me to stop feeling sorry for myself as she kneads a fresh batch of dough on the kitchen bench. ‘Il tuo corpo funziona, sia felice!’

Yeah, I know, Nonna. My body works, I should be happy!

I fake a smile and try to speed up my movements. From the outside in, I look like a sloth, slowly moving my way up a tree and trying to find something to be happy about.

Nonna is right – I should be grateful for what I have, but I don’t exactly feel that way at the moment. The other person studying me is Dad, standing at the front door, jingling the car keys in his hand.

The rain trickles down the side of Julie’s smiling face as Dad drives the Nissan cautiously along the narrow national park roads. It’s one of the quietest car trips to footy training that we’ve ever had.

‘You have to pull yourself together, James,’ Dad says finally. ‘No one can fix this except you.’

‘But I’ve done nothing wrong!’

I say. ‘I’ve lost my friends, the team doesn’t want to play with me, and I’m playing on the wing!’ Tears suddenly spill down my face. My emotions have been building up all week and for a second I feel slightly better, until I remember the giant sticker on our car. ‘And I don’t want to get my hair cut by stupid Julie!’ I sob, then immediately feel bad for yelling. I never yell at my parents and Dad looks hurt.

Instead of saying anything, he looks straight ahead and turns the radio up. As usual, it’s the oldies’ station. Through my tears, I can see the control screen, which says the band’s name is ABBA. They’re singing ‘Mamma Mia’. I’ve seen Mum and her friends sing this at the Meerkats karaoke night. It cheers me up a little.

Dad pulls into the national park carpark and we spot Coach Sharpe standing under a picnic shelter in his Camden Rams rain jacket, getting ready to start the session. Before I leave the car I crouch forward and tighten the laces on my Nikes. ‘Sorry, Dad, I didn’t mean to yell, it’s just that –’

‘Why do you think those men who play for the Roosters were selected?’ says Dad, cutting me off.

‘Because they’re good players?’ I say.

‘No, James,’ says Dad sternly. ‘They’re Roosters because they didn’t give up when things got tough.’

I think about Ben.

About Alex.

About Luke.

About Gerard.

I know Dad’s right. The boys have made their decision. I can’t control it, but I can try to control what I do about it and how it makes me feel. I grit my teeth, open the door and walk through the pouring rain to join my Camden Rams teammates.

Coach Sharpe stands on top of the picnic table’s bench seat, warm and dry under the shelter’s small roof. His son Shawn, our halfback, is with him. The rest of us are shivering out in the rain, cold water
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down our shirts. The red dirt of the national park has turned into bright red mud beneath us. The parents are sensible enough to stay in their cars and watch on from the carpark.

‘As you all know,’ announces Coach Sharpe, ‘we have our first game next week.’ Krispen and Mohamed chat excitedly to each other when they hear this. ‘But that doesn’t mean you’ll all be playing our first game,’ Coach says. Krispen and Mohamed suddenly go quiet. ‘This afternoon I will be making a decision about who really wants to be a Ram!’ Everyone looks at each other nervously. Shawn smiles smugly, still dry, still warm, and safe in the knowledge that his dad will play him for sure. ‘You’re about to be tested,’ says Coach Sharpe. ‘This afternoon will test your fitness, your physical strength and your mental strength!’
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‘Um, Coach?’ says a voice from the back. It’s Mohamed.

‘What?’ says Coach Sharpe, slightly annoyed that he’s been interrupted.

‘Is this a test we were supposed to study for?’

Coach Sharpe ignores him and continues. ‘Today you will run up the Dharawal Track and back,’ he says.

No big deal, I think. Two kilometres up the mountain and two kilometres back. Except that it’s raining. Still no big deal. Nonno does this walk with his friends from the bowling club every month.

‘EEEEASY!’ says Krispen, laughing. Mohamed and a few boys laugh with him.

‘Is that right?’ says Coach Sharpe, glaring at Krispen.

Immediately I can tell that something bad is coming.

‘Well, just to make sure it’s not too easy, you’ll all be carrying something on the way up and down.’

Everyone gulps.

At the side of the picnic shelter, Mark, the team’s manager, pulls a cover off his ute. In the back is a large pile of glistening wet pumpkins.

‘If you really want to be a Ram,’ says Coach Sharpe, his voice getting louder and more animated by the second, ‘you’ll be one of the first up and back and still carrying your pumpkin.’ Everyone looks around in a panic. These pumpkins are the biggest we’ve ever seen. They’re mutant pumpkins!

‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ screams our coach. ‘MOVE IT!’

Speechless, we keep looking at each other, still slightly confused by Coach’s last instruction. He jumps up and down on the picnic bench.

‘Get your pumpkins and start running!’ he shouts.
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Mind games

Focus on enjoying everything you do. At the end of it all – it’s just a game! Stay true to you.




CHAPTER 15

NOT MY STYLE

It’s a mad scramble for the pumpkins.
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The rain has made them extra slippery and awkward to carry. I try to hold mine like a football but my arm won’t wrap all the way around. So I hold it in front of me and run a hundred metres, past the sign that says
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Everyone on the team jostles for position.

Some of the boys, like our fullback Jayden, explode out of the blocks and zoom past the main pack, eager to be the first up and back. Pumpkins are dropped, picked up and made extra greasy with red mud all over their bluish-grey skin. Some of the forwards have hoisted their pumpkins onto their shoulder and I do the same. It’s much more comfortable than holding it close to my chest and burning my biceps.

Pace yourself, I think. It’s a long way up with a mutant pumpkin on your shoulder. It’s an even longer way down with slippery mud underfoot. I block everything out and concentrate on getting the job done. Keeping up a steady pace and planting my feet cautiously in the churned-up mud that half the team have already run through, I picture myself on the footy field, playing for the Sydney Roosters.

When the pumpkin gets heavy, I tell myself that NRL players wouldn’t complain about lifting heavy weights. I simply swap the pumpkin to the other shoulder and keep moving. One foot in front of the other. Higher and higher up the hill. My eyes are firmly set on the end of the track. I tell myself that I just need to make it to the next bend, then the next, and so on.

Before I know it, I’m passing players and getting closer to the front.There’s no way I’ll let Shawn and Jayden trip me up like last time. On my right, a sign reads
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Then I notice Shawn and Jayden running towards me! They’ve already reached the top and are now running back down.

‘You’re slower than a snail on crutches, Tedesco!’ says Jayden, gripping his pumpkin like a pro and zooming past me. He doesn’t attempt to trip me, but his words sting when I realise he’ll be nearly impossible to catch. Shawn flies past as well, close behind Jayden, but he doesn’t say anything to me. He’s working too hard to keep up.

Finally, I hit the lookout and turn around for the journey back down.

It’s harder than I think. My feet slip out from underneath me and I steady myself to make sure I don’t fall on my butt. Carrying the extra weight of the pumpkin increases the chances of my feet
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through the mud.

I hear quick footsteps behind me, clearly intent on catching me and moving into third place. It’s two of our backs, who are also concentrating hard on staying upright, but just as they reach me I hear someone not far away, calling for help.

I slow my run and let the others pass. Once the squelch of their footsteps moves out of earshot, the voice gets louder.

‘Where are you?’ I yell.

‘Down here!’ the voice replies.

I walk to the left of the track, the side closest to the edge of the mountain. When I peer over, I can see Jayden, hanging on tight to a tree root and obviously in pain.

‘It’s my ankle!’ he cries. ‘I rolled it and slid down here!’

I put my pumpkin on the ground and lie on my stomach.

‘Take my hand!’ I say, reaching down to Jayden’s spare hand. If he doesn’t take hold, he’ll end up losing his grip on the tree root and, well, I choose not to think about what would happen next. He looks at my outstretched hand, then turns his head towards the mountain’s edge behind him.
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‘DO IT!’ I shout.

He lurches forward and thrusts his hand into my mine. Gripping hard, I crawl backwards and use all of my strength to pull Jayden to safety. The other Rams players, still running up and down the track, pass us without stopping. They all have one goal in mind.

When Jayden is finally over the edge, we both roll onto our backs. I breathe a sigh of relief, but Jayden breathes a cry of pain.

‘My ankle. I think it’s broken!’ he sobs. I lift myself out of the mud and inspect his ankle. It’s already badly swollen and is turning purple. He’ll be the one on crutches, I think.

‘Yep, it looks bad,’ I say.

‘I’ll wait here,’ says Jayden. ‘You get Coach.’

I look down at his ankle again and shake my head.

‘No way,’ I say, wiping the rain from my eyes and feeling the cold wind on my wet skin. ‘By the time he gets here, your ankle will be twice as swollen and you’ll have hypothermia.’ I stand in front of him and stick out my hand. ‘I’ll pull you up and you stand on your good foot. We’ll go down together. On three,’ I say. ‘One, two, THREE!’

I grasp his forearm with my hand and he grips the same place on my arm. Jayden winces as he keeps his injured ankle off the ground and places all of his weight on the other foot. ‘Next step,’ I say, and before he can argue, I pull him over my shoulder like the pumpkin. His butt sticks up in the air and I wrap my left arm across the back of his legs.

‘What are you doing?’ says Jayden.

‘Looking after a teammate,’ I say. But I’m not finished there. With every ounce of strength in my 12-year-old body, I crouch down to the ground and shove my right hand under my pumpkin. I roll it onto my foot and hook it under my arm. With one last burst of energy, I pull it onto my other shoulder. Pushing my feet hard into the mud, I stand up slowly.

Once I’m balanced, I begin the slow and painful walk down to the carpark. Coach wanted us to bring the pumpkin back, so that’s what I’ll do.

‘You don’t need to do this,’ says Jayden, wincing in pain at every bump.

‘Shhh,’ I say, puffing. ‘I need to concentrate.’

I slow my breathing, look straight ahead and keep a steady rhythm. I block out the pain in both shoulders as I struggle to hold on to Jayden and the pumpkin. I ignore the shaking in my legs as they tremble under a weight they’ve never experienced. I embrace the challenge of getting back to the carpark with the pumpkin but, most importantly, I know I’m doing the right thing by helping a teammate.

Something catches my eye. It zooms out from a crooked branch hanging over the track in the distance. As it gets nearer, I recognise what it is.

A crow slices its way through the rain, turning its head slightly to look at me struggling down the hill.
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Shout out doubt

Never give the doubters any energy (unless you’re using them as motivation!). You can only control your own thoughts and decisions. So focus on your dreams and what steps you need to take to go the distance!




CHAPTER 16

BUBBLES AND MEATBALLS
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‘You should have seen him!’ says Dad.

Mum, Nonna and Nonno are hanging off his every word. Matt is there too, but he’s more interested in inhaling Nonna’s spaghetti and meatballs. He’s already heard this story three times tonight: directly from Dad; second-hand when Dad told it to Uncle Robert in Queensland, and again when Dad was on the phone to Mr Taber, the president of the Rams footy club.

‘We were all thinking, where’s James? He’s one of the fastest,’ says Dad. ‘But he was still up that mountain.’

This sounds like a normal Tedesco family dinner, except tonight it’s not. It’s the first time ever we’ve eaten in the bathroom.

Nonna and Nonno are sitting on the floor in the doorway. Nonno rests his bowl on his knee. Matt is sitting on the edge of the sink scooping spaghetti into his mouth, and Mum and Dad are sitting next to the bath.
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My body went into shutdown after coming down the Dharawal Track. The last 100 metres were so gruelling I wasn’t sure I would make it. I looked like one of those long-distance marathon runners who get the wobbles just before the end of the race. As soon as I made it back to the starting point and handed Jayden over to Coach, I collapsed in front of Dad. Not only had my legs turned to jelly, they were burning from the inside out.

When we got home, Dad carried me from the car in his arms, which may have been a bit melodramatic. Mum panicked and ran me a bubble bath with Epsom salts to relieve my aching muscles. Soon enough, everyone found their way into the bathroom and here we are, eating dinner. Luckily I’m sitting in

[image: Image]

of bubbles, just for privacy.

‘Anyway,’ says Dad, who is still mid-story. ‘We were just about to go looking for James and Jayden because everyone was starting to get worried. Coach Sharpe, who stayed in his picnic shelter the whole time, was about to pack up.’ Dad’s voice has gone from excited to contemptuous.

Nonno picks up on the change in Dad’s tone and is insulted as well. ‘Mancanza di rispetto!’ he says, nearly spitting with disgust when he says it. Nonna nods and folds her arms in agreement. It was pretty disrespectful.

‘So I get out of the car and walk up to the coach in his warm little jacket and ask him if he’s going to wait for James and Jayden. But then I hear one of the boys yell that James is coming and that he’s carrying someone!’

Mum, Nonna and Nonno look like they’re watching a movie, sitting through a suspenseful part and waiting to see how it ends. ‘Then I run over to the path and in the distance, I can see James carrying Jayden over one shoulder and the pumpkin on the other!’

‘Brava! Brava!’ says Nonno, standing up and clapping and knocking over the cup holding the toothbrushes at the same time. Nonna has her hands clasped together as she looks proudly at me, sitting in a bath full of bubbles, eating her famous spaghetti and meatballs.

‘You could have run straight past that boy, James, but you chose not to,’ says Mum, smiling. ‘You’re a very good boy.’ She points her fork at me with a strand of spaghetti dangling off the end. I notice that some of the bubbles are disappearing, so I place my bowl of spaghetti on the edge of the bath and squirt some extra ‘Captain Bubbles’ bubble bath mix into the water and turn on the tap. In seconds I’m surrounded by a foamy white mixture again.

‘Gli hai salvato la vita,’ Nonna says quietly.

‘I agree,’ says Mum. ‘You saved that boy’s life. And do you want to know the best part about this afternoon?’ she says, looking at Dad with a smile.

‘What?’ I ask.

‘Should I tell him, or you?’ Dad asks Mum, smiling back.

‘Go on, say it!’ I say. The wait is killing me.

‘Okay,’ says Dad, taking a deep breath. ‘I spoke with President Taber and –’

‘Please don’t tell me I have another lame sponsor,’ I say.

Mum [image: Image] me.

‘President Taber has been speaking with Coach Sharpe, and since Jayden is injured, guess who the new fullback is?’

‘Me?’ I gasp. I hold my breath and clench the sides of my dinner bowl in hope.

‘Yes,’ shouts Dad. ‘James Tedesco the fullback has returned,’ he says proudly. The bathroom erupts again in celebration. I’m so excited that I drop my bowl in the bath. Spaghetti floats to the surface and sticks to the side of the bath, right on the waterline.

‘You’re back,’ says Mum, fist-pumping the air.

‘I’m back,’ I say. Just then, something small and round floats to the surface of the water down Dad’s end. It makes a plop sound as it rises from the depths of the bubble bath.

‘Um, James?’ asks Dad.

‘Yes?’ I ask.

‘That is a meatball, isn’t it?’
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Dream big

Work hard and never give up. Make sure you have clear goals in life – both short term and long term.




CHAPTER 17

THE FULLBACK IS BACK
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It’s the weirdest start to the season I’ve even experienced. Since the Under 6s, I’ve started each season with Ben, Gerard and Luke. I know their gameplay and they know mine. It’s almost like we can read each other’s minds on the footy field, but now I’m the stranger in a new team. This means that  if I want to make an impression, I’ll need to communicate well – there’s no chance of reading minds with this team.

When you’re really young, playing footy is different. In Under 6s, this is how footy is usually played: 

Little kid gets the ball.
 Little kid runs as far as they can.
 Little kid forgets to pass because they want to score a try on their own.
 Little kid gets tackled.
 Little kid’s parent checks to see if he or she is okay.
 If they’re not hurt, little kid’s parent yells out, ‘Good run, Johnny or Evie!’ Little kid gets up and plays the ball.
 Another little kid wants a turn, but the WHOLE team crowds around the ball like seagulls fighting for a hot chip.
 Little kid runs the ball and the whole team follows.
 Repeat 100 times.

But Under 12s is different. Playing in a position is important. Everyone knows their role and how they’ll contribute to the game. Everyone understands that each individual player will have strengths and that it’s important the team uses these strengths in the right moments. 

I’ve played fullback for the Camden Rams for a few weeks now and it’s nice to be back in the number 1 jersey. As my Nonno would say, playing fullback ‘is like putting on an old shoe’. 

With Jayden out for the whole season, I have the chance to make the position mine. 

Standing at the back of the play allows me to see the gaps in the other team’s defence. I can identify the formations that the opposition is using to defend our attack. When I get the ball, I know exactly where to run, step, accelerate or offload. At the Meerkats, I was the one calling the shots. Ben, Gerard and Luke would listen for my calls and help create the plays, but playing for the Rams is different for two reasons: 

1.Shawn is the leader on the field and something tells me that if I want to keep making the run-on squad, I should listen to what he says. 

2.The Rams are next level. Compared to my last team:

-They tackle harder.

-They run
 faster. 

-Their gameplay is way more hectic than I’m used to. 

In other words, I feel like a little fish in a big pond. But I love the challenge. So far we have two wins from two games. 


Game 1 – Camden
Rams 20 defeat
Thirlmere Roosters
12 




Game 2 – Camden
Rams 36 defeat
Moss Vale Dragons
6 



And now: 

Game 3 – Our toughest game yet. 

This game begins with us kicking off to last year’s semi-finalists, the Narellan Jets. As Shawn kicks downfield, the Jets are well positioned to move the ball forward. Just behind halfway, their forwards, bigger than ours, run three damaging hit-ups. Our defenders soon realise that we may need to dedicate three people to a tackle. As their forwards move quickly to play the ball, this places pressure on our defensive line with only one of the tacklers available to run back onside. 

‘Three bring him down, one holds, the other two run back!’ Shawn screams to our team as we stand behind the goalposts after the Jets score the first try. ‘We’re spread too thin!’ We all nod in agreement and suck in as much air as we can. Our lungs are screaming for oxygen.

As the Jets’ forwards target our smaller players, Shawn’s tactic of three in, one hold and the other two moving back, catches them off guard. Soon enough, their forwards start to tire and the play of the ball also slows down. This allows us to re-form our defensive line and move up quickly, placing pressure on the attack. Ten minutes after the first try, we force a mistake and play the ball 20 metres out from the Jets’ line. The ball speeds like a bullet from our hooker to Shawn, who runs a quick ten metres and flicks to Krispen on the inside. Mohamed looks to run on the outside of Krispen and then quickly darts inside, fooling the defence. Krispen pops the ball up to Mohamed who has a clean five metres in between defenders to place the ball on the tryline under the posts. Shawn kicks the conversion and it’s six all. 

We’re still tied, both teams on 18 now, when the second half begins.This time the Jets kick to us and the ball sails high in the air, the Friday night dew flying off its white surface as it spins towards me. It’s only my fourth touch of the ball, but it lands safely in my hands and I cradle it carefully, feeling  my body tingle with anticipation as I focus on the combination of gaps in defence. 

‘Use your support!’ yells Shawn from the middle of the field, but I am concentrating on the real-life game of join-the-dots in front of me: 

-Run at the front rower / step left at the last moment. Dot joined. 

-Fend off the five-eighth / step right, go wide to the wing. Dot joined. 

-Bring their winger in / go to step left but step right instead. Dot joined. 

-Run the empty corridor in front / look for support. Dot joined. 

-No support? / outrun the winger, score in the corner. Mission accomplished!
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The team run in and congratulate me on my first try for the Rams. Mum and Dad are watching from the car, beeping and flashing the headlights. Not surprisingly, Julie and her scissors are happy as well.

‘Nice feet!’ says our hooker Dakota, running in and patting me on the back.

‘Make sure you use your support play – don’t be a hero,’ says Shawn, sipping from a water bottle as our trainer hands them out to the rest of the team. This is actually serious, so I don’t say anything.

He lines up the ball for the kick but he misses, so we lead the Jets 22–18.

Then the Jets’ hooker spots an opening from dummy half and buries himself over the line. I see it coming and dive forward, trying to hold the ball up, but the referee rules that it has touched the grass. Jets miss the kick from in front. We’re tied again, 22 apiece.

The last 20 minutes of the game are tough. Mistakes are made by both teams and everyone is out on their feet, trying to defend their lines. With five minutes to go, the ball is sent to Shawn on the fifth and last tackle. As the ball hits his hands, he momentarily lifts his gaze and the balls slips backwards. Play on. I scoop it up and run across the field, trying to identify a good place to land a kick. Instead, there’s a hole between two of their exhausted forwards so I run directly at it. As I break through, the Jets’ fullback and winger fly across the field in cover defence and wrap me up. Their winger strips the ball from my hands and the loud shrill of the referee’s whistle can be heard across the field.

‘Illegal strip!’ 

she says, and shouts of protest can be heard coming from the Jets’ pack.

‘Penalty to the Rams,’ 

declares the referee. 

‘We’ll kick for two,’ says Shawn. 

The conversion is an easy one and the game ends with Camden Rams 24 defeating Narellan Jets 22. Three wins in a row. 

It’s so good to be back.
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Team playing

Rugby league, sport and life in general is a team game! You are never alone. It’s just as important to assist a try or help someone as it is to score a try yourself.




CHAPTER 18

IF YOU DARE
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If I could choose to do today differently, I would. 

Things started off okay. Tomorrow’s  a public holiday so no school! Winning! But Shawn messages me at lunchtime and invites me to camp out with some of the team on the old Menangle footy fields. He calls it a bonding exercise. I quickly message Mum and Dad to see if it’s cool with them. Shawn says that his dad will be there, so my parents say yes. 

I have a funny feeling about it, though. I consider making up a dumb excuse about being sick and telling Shawn I can’t come, but I’m no good at being dishonest. Even when we go through the twelve-items-or-less checkout at the supermarket and Mum has thirteen things in the trolley, I break into a cold sweat. 

‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ asks Lewis, his head buried in his laptop. He’s been researching 3D printing machines. I don’t know what he’s working on, but he says it’s a ‘game changer’. 

‘Well, if I want to stay on the team, I kind of have to go,’ I say. Lewis softly lowers the lid of his computer and looks at me. 

‘You and I both know that the old Menangle rugby league fields have a bad rep,’ he says. ‘Nothing good can happen there, especially at night with all of those old freaky sideshow alley attractions.’ 

If only I’d listened to Lewis right then and there, I wouldn’t be in the situation I’m in now. 

Our tents are over on the far side of the field. Shawn, Dakota, Krispen, Mohamed and I are lying like army commandos on top of the hill that overlooks the old Menangle Rugby League Club. Coach Sharpe isn’t here. Shawn lied about that so my parents would let me come. 

‘Look, there they are!’ whispers Krispen. He points down to the rides and sideshow alley stalls, still half sunken into the footy field after the deluge. The weather has faded the paint on the merry-go-round and vandals have already trashed the Haunted House, which now has spray-painted tags all over the front entrance. With the sun setting, I can still see the scary-looking Dracula dummy looking out of the top window. 
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‘Where?’ whispers Shawn, grabbing  a set of binoculars out of his backpack and training them on something down below. 

‘Who are you talking about?’ I ask, wanting to know what’s going on. I thought we were going to toast marshmallows on  the campfire and talk about girls. It’s still light enough for me to see Krispen shoot a shifty smile at Shawn. Something’s  up and my Spidey senses tell me that  I’m somehow involved. 

‘The other day we heard Luke and Ben talking about camping out at the Meerkats,’ says Mohamed. ‘So we thought we’d crash their party.’ 

My heart sinks. In the disappearing light I can just make out the figures of four boys. I know their walk and voices only too well. It’s Luke, Ben, Gerard and Alex. 

‘I think you’d better tell Teddy the truth,’ says Shawn. Then he laughs. It definitely doesn’t have the warmth of a Ben belly-laugh. I need my friends. Now more than ever. 

‘Okay, here’s the thing,’ says Krispen. ‘If you really want to keep playing for us, you need to pass an initiation.’ From his tent he pulls out a big bag and empties it on the ground. It contains goblin, werewolf, skeleton, Frankenstein and alien costumes. 

‘What’s with the Halloween dress-ups?’ I ask. 

‘Glad you asked,’ he says. ‘We’re all going to wear one and you’re going to go the extra mile.’ Shawn shoves a pump-action water pistol into my hands. ‘Squirt it,’ he says. 

I squeeze the trigger and fake blood shoots from the end, landing on Mohamed’s leg. 

‘Not on me, you idiot!’ he says, wincing. The others laugh as it runs down his skin. It looks gross. 

‘And one last thing,’ says Shawn, handing me a carton of Harper’s Free Range Farm eggs. ‘If you cover those Meerkats in blood and eggs, you can be a Ram for life.’ 

Oh no! I should have listened to Lewis. 

‘But,’ says Shawn, eyeballing me, ‘chicken out and you’re benched.’ 

Krispen throws me the werewolf costume. It’s time to think quick. I can’t do this to my mates – it’s not right. I run behind a tree with the costume and pull out my phone. I text ‘7’ to Alex – his special number and our secret code. He knows that if a 7 comes through, something’s up. Sure enough, my phone vibrates immediately. 

Where? says his text. 

Back of the dodgem cars, I text back.

Before the others have even finished changing into their costumes, I scoop up the eggs and water pistol and sprint down the side of the hill towards my friends. I’m sweating under the werewolf mask and my eyes are stinging, making it really hard to see. I push past branches and trip over small rocks before I get to the bottom. Turning around to look back up the hill, I can see the others trying to catch up to me. But I’ve got to get to Alex first. My heart is
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as I run. 

The first weathered attraction is the old dodgem cars ride. The metal side gates have already started to rust and the cobwebs hanging off the cars’ antennas glow in the light of the moon. 

‘Pssst, around here!’ says Alex, straining to see where I am. 

When I arrive around the back of the dodgems, Alex looks as though he’s about to scream, but with lightning speed, I cover his mouth with my furry paw. 

‘What the actual –’ he mumbles through the fur. 

‘No time to explain,’ I whisper. ‘Unless you and the fellas want to be pelted with eggs and covered in fake blood, get out of here.

Now!’

He looks down at the eggs and water pistol – but doesn’t move. 

‘You haven’t got long,’ I gasp. ‘They’re coming!’ 

Alex nods. He knows me well enough to understand how serious the situation is. He races in the direction of their camp. 

Behind me, there’s a rustling in the bushes and the Rams appear – first Mohamed, then Krispen, Shawn and Dakota. I can’t see their faces but I know they’re baying for (fake) blood. 

‘Where are they?’ shouts Mohamed, his voice slightly muffled behind the rubber alien mask. ‘Why did you run off?’ 

‘Shut up, they’ll hear us!’ hisses Krispen. 

‘Just wanted to get here first,’ I say. ‘In case they, um, tried to make a run for it.’ Shawn stares at me and I blush, which thankfully he can’t see because of my mask. I can tell he’s suspicious, though. ‘But they’re close – near the Haunted House I reckon,’ I say, trying to throw them off the scent. 

Dakota doesn’t wait for another clue. He runs to the entrance to the Haunted House, which is still covered in fake spiderwebs and guarded by a broken-down robot wizard who would normally taunt people to enter 

‘if they dare’. 

Mohamed and Krispen chase after him but they’re all too chicken to go inside. Instead, they try to look brave by looking through the windows. Before I can follow, Shawn shoves me up against the side of the dodgem cars stand. 

‘You might have fooled the others, but if I find out you’ve tipped them off, you can forget playing run-on,’ he growls. 

We hear a door slam and Shawn spins in the direction of the Haunted House. Oh no – I told Alex to get them out of here, not go inside! Shawn releases me from his grip and moves briskly past the wizard at the front entrance, clicks his torch on and enters the house. I have just enough time to text Alex before Shawn turns around and tells me to keep up with him. 

Zombies that once had moving arms and gurgled growling noises from between their over-crowded yellow teeth rise out of the graves in front of us. Their bloodied and bandaged hands, still outstretched, give me the creeps as they touch my legs when we brush past them. 

Our footsteps echo down a darkened hallway lined with shiny wooden coffins. Some of them are open with bandaged mummies lying inside. I don’t know who designed this attraction but I can tell straight away that they need to study up on their ancient history. Mummies were laid to rest in sarcophaguses, not coffins. One mummy’s head is only partly bandaged, exposing a skinless face with a bloodshot eye and half an evil grin. Suddenly, there’s a vibration coming from my pocket. It must be a reply from Alex. Shawn is still scanning the passageways with his torch, so I quickly pull out my phone. 

Emergency exit door is jammed! says the text. 

Time for some quick thinking. I wait until Shawn has turned into the adjoining hallway and give myself enough of a head start. Fivefour-three-two-one, GO! I sprint back past the mummies and accidentally snap off one of the zombies’ arms as I try to sidestep them.

‘Eeew,’ 

I say as the arm rolls along the ground in front of me. 

‘James?’ yells Shawn from deep inside the house. ‘Where are you?’ 

I can hear his footsteps beating back down the hallway and I see the beam of his torch moving up and down as he runs. I push past the wizard and take a sharp right-hand turn, jumping off the front platform and sprinting towards the back of the Haunted House. In the moonlight I can just make out the green exit sign. I grip the emergency exit handle and rattle it violently, but it won’t budge. Shawn’s voice echoes in the distance. ‘James, did you find them?’ He’s made it out of the house and is looking for me. I try something different. I take a deep breath and this time turn the handle softly.To my surprise, it gives way with a gentle click. I pull the door open to see Alex, Ben, Gerard and Luke all huddling together like criminals hiding out from the cops. They see me in my werewolf costume and their eyes go wide. 

‘AAAAAGGGHHH!’


they yell, pushing me over and sprinting off into the dark of the night. The water pistol goes flying and I faceplant on the eggs as they fall in front of me.Yolk and egg whites run down the werewolf mask and some dribbles into the eye holes. In a matter of seconds, Shawn, Dakota, Krispen and Mohamed are standing over me, their flashlights in my face. 

‘What happened?’ asks Shawn. 

‘They got away,’ I say, ripping off the mask and wiping the slimy egg gunk from my eyes. 

He doesn’t reply, and I know he doesn’t believe me. 


[image: image]

Listen and learn

In life, school and work, always focus on growing and learning new things. Always pay attention to the teacher or coach when they are talking. Listen and spend time reflecting on everything you are taught.




CHAPTER 19

BENCHED
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It’s Thursday night and the last training run before we play Picton Magpies tomorrow. At the moment, they’re our closest competitors and very hard to beat. When I played for the Meerkats, the games were very close, but Picton Magpies always beat us. Same thing for Camden, except there’s a lot riding on this game. Rumour has it that one of the selectors for the regional Under 12s side will be in the crowd tomorrow night.

Coach Sharpe and the other helpers are coordinating the passing drills, our last exercise before tomorrow’s team is announced. Two lines of players are facing each other. One player runs in, pops the ball up and his opposite catches it and passes back to the front of the first line. Repeat. I’m in the line that receives the ball when it’s popped up. I can see that Shawn, who’s in the opposite line, is letting other boys go in front of him so he can be the one who pops the ball to me. Finally, Shawn saunters forward and runs in to meet me in the middle. 

He does a little step and flicks the ball up at me when I’m not expecting it. It connects sharply with the end of my nose. My eyes water immediately and pain jolts through my face. I put my hand up to my nose. Blood is [image: image] from my nostrils and staining my white training shirt.

 ‘Trainer! First aid!’ yells Coach. ‘That’s for letting those Mosquitoes get away,’ says Shawn. ‘You won’t make run-on with an injury like that.’ He runs back to position.

 Our trainer pulls a towel from his side and applies pressure to my nose. 

‘Hold your head up, James,’ he says. ‘It will stem the flow of blood.’ From the corner of my eye, I see someone run up to the coach. I recognise the voice. It’s Dad. 

‘Oi! Your son did that on purpose,’ he yells. 

Dad’s right, but he’s being a bit embarrassing. ‘Do you need new glasses?’ says Dad, pointing at Coach Sharpe’s spectacles. 

Coach ignores him and motions for the team to head back to the dressing sheds. 

With Dad guiding me and the towel still on my face, we’re the last ones back.
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The team is sitting in a circle for the announcement of tomorrow night’s run-on squad. By now the blood has slowed a little bit and I’m given an icepack in place of the towel. 

Coach has his iPad in his hands and flicks through the screens until he gets to this week’s team list. The dressing shed falls deathly silent. 

‘I don’t need to remind you how important tomorrow’s game is,’ he says, looking around the circle. Some of the boys nod. ‘Picton Magpies are beatable, but only if we put our best team forward.’ More nods. ‘For this reason,’ he continues, ‘this will be the starting thirteen. Tonight we’ll go backwards from lock.’ He starts to read out the names. 

Lock – Patrick 

Second row – Mohamed and Stanley 

Front row – Bryce and Michael 

The two big front rowers do a high five, followed by a fist bump.

Hooker – Dakota 

Halfback – Shawn 

He nods his head like it’s no big surprise. He also knows that he has a selector to impress. 

Five-eighth – Calum

Centres – Liam and Mikail

Wingers – Beau and Jake

Fullback – Krispen 

KRISPEN? THE KRISPY KREME?! 

It takes me a while to register what I’ve just heard. Krispen will be at fullback? Has he even played fullback before? Will he be able to read Picton Magpies’s attacking plays? Can he get in position quickly from a kick? Is he able to chase down an attacking player who makes a break? 

But most importantly, with Krispen at fullback, where does that leave me? 

The shock and hurt of the announcement makes the pain of my nose worse and I can’t help the tears that roll down my face, through dried blood and snot. 

Dad puts his hand on my back. ‘Don’t worry, mate,’ he says softly. For an instant, his words make things a little better until I realise that this was Shawn’s plan all along. 

Still clasping his iPad, Coach Sharpe continues to read from the screen. 

‘Reserves will be Charlie, Alton, Rick and James.’ 

He glances at me as he reads my name last. I lower my head at the thought of sitting on the bench, watching Krispen play fullback and knowing that the regional selector will be sitting somewhere in the stands. 

‘Any questions?’ asks Coach. Dad is about to raise his hand, but I grab it and hold it in place. 

‘No, Dad,’ I say. ‘I’ll be fine.’ 

Everyone packs up and leaves the dressing shed – the chosen ones chatting excitedly to each other about the big game. 

Dad and I walk back to the car and Dad helps me scrub the dried blood from my face. 

‘Don’t let your mum see this, she’ll freak,’ he says, spitting on a rag and [image: image] it back and forth across my face until I’m clean. 

‘It’s not that I’m on the bench,’ I say to Dad as he pulls out of the Rams carpark and onto the main road. ‘It’s just that this team, well –’ I stop short. 

‘This team doesn’t treat each other like a team,’ says Dad. 

‘Yes, that,’ I say. This team seems to be in it for themselves, from the coach down. There’s a few decent guys, like Dakota, but they’re all easily influenced by the dominant team members like Shawn. I look out the window at the glowing fast food signs that blur into the distance as we pass. 

‘I know a team that treats each other like a team,’ says Dad, looking over at me and giving me a little wink. 

‘Sydney Roosters?’ I ask. 

‘Nup. Better than them,’ he says, smiling and turning his attention back to the road. 

‘Who?’ 

‘Just you wait and see,’ he says.

 ‘I have another deal to do.’
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Thank you

After ‘please’, my Nonna always said that the two most important words were ‘thank you’.




CHAPTER 20

ANOTHER DEAL
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‘Camden Rams and Picton Magpies Under 12s kicking off in five minutes!’ says the ground announcer. She plays the start of Guns N’ Roses’ ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ before saying, ‘We have a record crowd  in tonight for an Under 12s game! The  official attendance is 1312!’ A huge cheer goes up. ‘Make sure you get down to the canteen to get your chips and drinks before the game begins.’ 

We’re behind the sheds, stretching and warming up. Frustratingly, once my body is loose, I’ll put on a huge puffer jacket and sit on the bench with a blanket over my legs. I unlock the grip I have on Rick’s arms and we finish our calf stretches. 

‘Let’s go!’ says Coach Sharpe. The pungent smell of Vicks VapoRub fills our nostrils as the trainers give us fingerfuls to wipe under our nostrils. It helps to keep the airways open. 

Walking out onto the field, I spot Mum, Dad, Matt, Nonna and Nonno in the crowd. Dad winks and gives me a two-thumbs-up. He’s hatched an impossible plan, but if I get a chance, I’ll do everything I can to achieve my mission. 

Also in the stands are Alex, Ben, Luke and Gerard. Ever since I tipped Alex off, the boys and I have been on speaking terms. They’re all waving at me and I wave back. Then they stand up, holding big pieces of cardboard with big black letters painted on them. 


	Gerard is holding a	T

	Luke is holding an	E

	Ben is holding a	D

	Alex has another	D



Tedd? No one has ever called me Tedd! Then I see Alex telling the person next to him to stand up, but they have their hands full with a meat pie and a drink. They ask the person on the other side to hold their food and then they get to their feet. It’s Lewis! He towers over the other boys when he holds up the final piece of cardboard with a Y painted on it and smiles. TEDDY – that’s better! If Dad’s plan pays off, it won’t just be the Teddy show – the old team will be back together again. 

Mum is scanning the crowd with her binoculars for any sign of the regional selector. Nonna is holding her cardboard sign, which won’t be getting a lot of use if I’m sitting on the bench.
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The team is on the field, shaking hands with Picton Magpies and getting their boots checked by the referees so that there aren’t any sharp studs. Suddenly, there’s a tap on my shoulder. It’s the Camden Rams club president, Mr Taber. ‘You good?’ he says. The trainers and other players on the bench eye me suspiciously. Why would the club president be checking in on a reserve player? 

‘Yeah, good thanks, Mr Taber,’ I say. Dad’s told me to say nothing to anyone. Even if my life depends on it. When Dad makes a deal, there are usually conditions that go with it. 

‘Do you know what you have to do?’ asks the president. 

‘Yes, sir,’ I reply. 

‘Good, because tonight is the night for beating records,’ he says. 

Mr Taber walks off and starts shaking hands with spectators and sponsors, leaving me alone with my thoughts. If I think that Dad’s deal with Mr Taber will be impossible, then it will be. But if I change my mindset and tell myself that it will happen, I’ll be in a much better position to achieve it. 

From the top of my sock, I pull out a folded piece of paper. It’s an old Chinese takeaway menu, not from Lewis’s favourite Chinese restaurant, but from Dad’s. On the back is Dad’s scribbled handwriting.
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Dad has done a deal with Mr Taber that will see the old team getting back together! Only a handful of people know about it and they are all here tonight. 

-My family 

-Mr Taber

-Alex

Even though Alex plays soccer, he’s excited to know that Ben, Luke and Gerard might have a club to join soon. I’ve made him promise not to tell them until halftime. 

Coach Sharpe has seen the conversation between Mr Taber and me and beckons me over. ‘What was that about?’ he asks. 

‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘Just wishing us luck.’ 

Coach Sharpe gives me a suspicious look as he takes his seat at the end of the bench, but then he’s distracted by the opening whistle. The Picton Magpies in their green, yellow and blue jerseys all take position in a row across the field as their five-eighth kicks off. The ball, wet with the usual dew of early evening, moves down the far side of the field and is taken on the full by our winger. As he takes a few tentative steps towards the defence moving quickly downfield, I do the maths in my head to find a way to make Dad’s deal come to life and create a new Camden Rams team. 

-There are 40 minutes in a game, 20 minutes per half. 

-I have to score over 16 points – averages out at one point nearly every two minutes. 

-Scoring points is very hard if I’m not on the field.

-Plus, we need to win.

Up on the halfway mark now, our forwards have the ball and barrel through the green jerseys, making easy metres. 

My feet itch, wanting to get out there. 

‘Shawn, get it out wide!’ yells Coach Sharpe. Without looking back at his dad, Shawn nods, knowing exactly what to do. He’s spotted the Magpies centre moving up too quickly in defence. Dakota moves the ball to Shawn and he runs directly at the Magpies centre. Shawn passes quickly to our centre, Mikail, who sees the gap that their centre has left in defence. Mikail runs at the hole, drawing their winger in, and Shawn wraps Mikail, receiving the ball and, taking advantage of a missing winger, scores in the corner! 

Everyone on the bench rises to their feet and cheers, along with the rest of the crowd.The referee blows his whistle and awards the try. 

‘Camden Rams lead Picton Magpies four-nil,’ says the ground announcer. This time she plays Eminem’s ‘Lose Yourself’ as the team runs back to the halfway mark. Shawn lines up the kick from the sideline and is ice cool with concentration. His boot makes a sweet sound as it connects with the ball. He doesn’t even need to watch the rest. 

The ball
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through the posts to take us to a six-nil lead.
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Couch potato

While technology is a good tool, it’s important not to be reliant on it. Go outdoors instead of watching TV.You don’t want to become a couch potato. 




CHAPTER 21

HEAD HIGH
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It’s 15 minutes into the first half. 

Picton Magpies just scored an amazing try after an intercept from a Krispen pass. We were close to the tryline and Krispen threw a careless pass to Cooper, our winger. Like a lightning bolt, the opposite winger from the Magpies plucked the ball out of the air and ran down the field to score under the posts. Right now, we have the  ball after a Picton Magpies forward pass on the halfway mark and it’s six points all. 

‘Mine, mine, mine!’

yells Mohamed, running off Dakota and ploughing into the green jerseys, defenders hanging on desperately. They finally bring him down and this time it’s our front rower Bryce’s turn to steamroll Picton Magpies. 

Twenty metres out from the tryline. 

Can we score again before halftime? 

Dakota spots the tiniest hole in the Magpies’ defence and scoots out of dummy half. He squeezes through two defenders and runs an angle to the corner. Three defenders run to catch him. He brushes one off and shrugs off a second. The third defender wraps him up around the legs, but Dakota has his hands free. Before he hits the ground, he flicks the ball to Krispen running an outside line. Krispen catches the ball and has ten metres to score. Eight metres… five metres… three metres… 
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The Picton Magpies centre takes Krispen down in a high tackle. Krispen is hurt and lies on the ground, squirming in pain. 

‘Penalty, high tackle,’ screams the referee after blowing his whistle. ‘Keep them down, number three,’ he says to the Magpies player. ‘This is your last warning.’ 

Our trainer runs in and checks on Krispen. He’s pointing to his shoulder – it looks bad and he can’t move his arm. The trainer helps him to his feet and signals to Coach Sharpe that Krispen needs to come off. 

‘James, you’re on,’ says Coach. 

He doesn’t need to tell me twice. 

I run out to where Krispen was tackled. I look around and soak it in. My family is standing up and cheering me. The boys over the other side of the field are also cheering. Alex points at me, as if to say, ‘you got this’. 

Shawn opts for the tap and go, rather than the penalty conversion. I’m replacing Krispen, and they let me take the tap for my first touch of the ball. We move back to the 20-metre mark to tap quickly and run, showing the ball to indicate a pass to one of our forwards steaming through from behind. The defence slides right, in the same direction as the side I’m holding the ball, ready to tackle the next receiver. Instead I quick-step left and capitalise on a gap between two Picton Magpies players. With only ten metres between the tryline and me, I run between the two green jerseys and ground the ball over the tryline. 

The crowd goes nuts. Rams players run in and crowd around me. Four points for me. I hold four fingers up to Mum and Dad and they do the same. 

Only thirteen more points to go, but I’d prefer not to have to kick a field goal.
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Fourteen points would be better! 

‘Hurry up and get back to halfway,’ says Shawn. Everyone obeys the captain and our celebrations are short-lived. As Shawn gets ready for the conversion, I can hear Mum over the top of the crowd. 

‘We love you, James!’ she shouts. So embarrassing. Nonna is jumping up and down with the Go Teddy! sign. Not as embarrassing, but kind of cute. By the time we’ve taken our positions down the other end of the field, Shawn’s kick is successful and we’re leading 12–6.Two minutes to go until halftime. 

Picton Magpies take a short kick-off. Their five-eighth kicks high instead of long, across field instead of deep. Their winger flies through the air and catches it cleanly. He crashes to the ground and the Magpies are in possession of the ball, only 30 metres out. Once the hooker shoots the ball out, their backline is ready. There’s no need to move up quickly or panic. 

‘Hold,’ I yell, watching from behind our defensive line. The football torpedoes from player to player, left to right. Picton Magpies finally make the decision to test the line and run it straight.

‘Tackle one there,’ yells the ref. 

The next two runs are taken by their forwards, busting it up the middle. Picton Magpies are 15 metres out now. Next play and the ball goes out to the five-eighth, then from the five-eighth to the halfback, who chip-kicks right, the ball floating over our centres and rolling towards the tryline.Three green jerseys are chasing it down, but so am I from the left goalpost. The ball finally rolls over and it’s a race to apply downward pressure. 

If I dive now, I can ground the ball and it will be a goal-line dropout. But if one of the Picton Magpies chasers dives, they will score. 

Without hesitation, I explode through the air like Superman, hands outstretched. My fingertips sense the rubber dimples of the footy and I finally place a hand on it before colliding with the Picton Magpies winger who has also made the decision to dive. 

‘Grounded!’ I yell, getting to my feet and gesturing an outstretched hand to the ref. 

‘Ball safely grounded!’ announces the referee. 

Try saved. 

‘Goal-line dropout!’ he yells. 

Shawn is smart and lets our team take some much-needed breaths as the clock winds down to end the first half. With 20 seconds left, he drop-kicks deep downfield, and by the time we tackle their first receiver, the hooter sounds. 

Camden Rams lead Picton Magpies 12 points to six.


[image: image]

A race for one

Run your own race. Never judge others and definitely try not to compare yourself to others. We are all  on our own journeys in life, and they are  all equally important. 




CHAPTER 22

HE’S MINE
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We’re winning. 

That’s good. 

I’ve scored four points. 

That’s good too. 

But I have 20 minutes to score 13 points or more and we still need to beat Picton Magpies. It seems totally impossible. But then I think of what Dad always says: ‘It’s only impossible if you tell yourself it is.’ 

As we walk back onto the field after halftime, I glance up at Alex. 

I can tell he’s told the boys about Dad’s deal, just like I asked him to. Luke looks nervous, Gerard is biting his nails and Ben is on his feet like he has ants in his pants. 

‘Hey, Teddy!’ he yells. ‘You can do it!’ He says You can dooo it like that character off one of our favourite Adam Sandler movies, The Waterboy. I give him a nod and a grin and focus on my mission. 

‘Stay onside during kick-off!’ says the referee as Shawn prepares to start the second half by kicking deep. In a straight line of defence, we stand behind our kicker as the ball recoils off the force of Shawn’s boot and the kicking tee rolls along the ground, trying to keep up with us as we run downfield. 

I can’t help but look at the clock on the digital scoreboard. 

19.45

Nineteen minutes and 45 seconds. Still enough time to create another Rams team that will include some of the people I care about most. 

I can do it, I can do it, I say to myself, again and again. 

Their fullback takes Shawn’s kick on the full, ignores his support players and decides to take it up himself. Shawn, frustrated with his kick and aware that there is a selector somewhere in the stands, decides to chase down his own kick and make the tackle on the Picton Magpies fullback. As he runs downfield, he pushes some of our teammates out of the way. 

‘This guy’s mine!’ 

he growls, determination and anger in his eyes. Shawn focuses on the fullback’s step and predicts that he will move left. Good call. 

Just as the fullback transfers his body weight to the left-hand side, Shawn has already moved in the same direction and grabbed him around the legs, taking him down in a great one-on-one tackle. Our winger Beau moves in at the marker position, waiting for Shawn to let their fullback go. 

‘Held,’ yells the referee. 

But Shawn ignores him and attempts to
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the player onto his back to slow down  the play. 

‘Let him go,’ yells the referee again. Shawn’s excellent tackle is soon wasted  when the referee blows a penalty for not letting the player get to his feet. Shawn explodes with fury. 

‘I didn’t even hear you,’ he yells at the  ref. The Picton Magpies fullback, sensing  that Shawn can be easily frustrated, laughs at him. 

‘Thanks for the penalty,’ he teases. Shawn grabs the fullback by the collar of his jersey, but Beau intervenes just in time.

‘Move away,’ says the ref. Beau pulls Shawn back to the rest of the team. The referee jogs over straight away. ‘Last chance, number seven,’ he says, looking Shawn directly in the eye. ‘Answer me back or argue again and I’ll send you off. Plus, keep your hands to yourself.’ Shawn says nothing and turns his back on the ref as we prepare for Picton Magpies to take the penalty tap from just behind halfway. 

The first three runs are made by their forwards, making easy metres up the middle of the field. Our players ricochet off their huge legs and arms. We feel like speed bumps in the road as we try our best to slow them down. Finally, they get the ball out to the danger players  and the halfback controls the ball in the middle of the play. 

My senses tell me that he’s going to attempt the same play  he did before, which was the  chip-kick before halftime. Like clockwork, he kicks the balls diagonally right again, except this time I’m further away than last time. Big mistake. The Picton Magpies winger is already hovering above the ball as it lands on our tryline. 
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He takes it on the bounce, grasps it in his arms and dives over the line. No! It was my job to regain possession of the ball but I was out of position. 

‘Nice work, Teddy,’ says Shawn in a sarcastic tone. He blames me for the Magpies’ try. I ignore him and concentrate on what to do next time. I can’t undo what is done, but I can make sure it doesn’t happen again. Picton Magpies kick the conversion and scores are level at 12-all. 

Fifteen minutes to go.

Like the Picton Magpies’ chip-kick, Shawn’s kick-off is a mirror image of his previous one. Maybe it’s because he wants revenge on their fullback. Maybe he has other plans. In a matter of seconds, I know my instincts are right. 

‘He’s mine again! No one touch him!’ screams Shawn. This time the Magpies fullback gathers the ball on the second bounce and runs directly back upfield.The little smile on his face shows that he’s up to the challenge. 

‘He’s mine!’ repeats Shawn, pushing Mohamed out of the way. As Shawn zeroes in from the right, the fullback steps away and runs left. Like a dog chasing a bone, Shawn doesn’t give up. He throws himself around the waist of the fullback and tries to bring him down. Just as determined to break free from the tackle, the fullback works hard to stay upright and thrusts his legs forward. Shawn is slipping closer to the ground and is now in a dangerous position. His face, perilously close to the fullback’s legs, is struck by a knee. Shawn loses his grip on his opponent and crashes to the ground. The fullback runs another 30 metres before he’s tackled by Dakota. Two tackles later, Picton Magpies have scored an easy try under the posts. 

‘Where’s Shawn?’ asks one of the team as we sip water while we wait for the successful conversion attempt. Trainers from both teams have run onto the field. ‘What’s happened to him?’ I ask the trainer near us, who’s handing out the water bottles. 

‘Knee to the eye. Swollen. He can’t see.’ 

‘Who’s our kicker then?’ I ask. 

‘You,’ he says.
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Get yourself together

Success on the sports field and at school requires discipline. Finish your homework by due dates. Be organised at home and school. If you are not organised off the field, you won’t be organised on the field. 




CHAPTER 23

EYES ON THE PRIZE

[image: image]


Camden Rams 12 v Picton Magpies 18 James Tedesco 4 points (13 points needed) 13 minutes until fulltime



ACDC’s ‘Back in Black’ pumps from the grandstand’s speakers as I place the ball on the kicking tee. While the crowd is cheering on their favourite team, I slow my body down, take a deep breath and block out the noise. 

This is your time, I tell myself. Do what you do best. 

My concentration is interrupted by Ben yelling out ‘You can dooo it!’ again. I try to push out the distractions, look at the ball, run in and kick. We’re on the chase again and our defenders know that this time we need to force a mistake. With confidence behind me, I shout orders at the forwards. 

‘Move in, Bryce. Stay out, Michael.’ They do what I tell them and our defence is rock solid. Stanley, our second rower, runs in to make the third tackle and the ball comes loose from the runner’s hands. Calum, our five-eighth, 

[image: image]

it up and runs 20 metres before it gets passed down our backline. Our winger Beau is tackled only 30 metres out.

‘My ball, Dakota,’ I say as he moves into the dummy half position. Instantly he pushes it out to me and my legs tingle with anticipation. I look at the defence and identify the best way forward. It’s another join-the-dots moment. 

-Run at the winger coming in / fend with my left hand. Dot joined. 

-Move direction to the right / step left to avoid their hooker. Dot joined. 

-Pass to Dakota on the inside as I draw a defender / call back for the ball / catch it safely. Dot joined. 

-Run the space in front but watch the fullback running in / outrun him. Dot joined. 

-Dive under the posts and score. 

Mission accomplished! 

I score another try! 

Shawn is injured, so I’m the chosen kicker. My heart is pounding like a drum in my chest as I place the ball on the tee and line up the kick. It’s right in front but my hands are shaking with nerves. Three steps backwards, stop. Look at the posts. Head down. Three steps forward. Kick. Look up. The ball sails through and the linespeople raise their flags! Conversion successful! 


Camden Rams 18 v Picton Magpies 18
 James Tedesco 10 points
 (7 points needed)
 9 minutes until fulltime



After Picton Magpies scored, the crowd was going nuts, but after my try, the crowd has gone bananas. The score is see-sawing and this is a must-win game. Eye on the prize and don’t get distracted, you’ve got this, I think. 

After the kick-off, we apply the same pressure as before, but Picton Magpies complete a whole set of six before kicking it on the last tackle and back down the ground. We do our best to make metres, but the Picton Magpies defence has lifted. They predict our plays, stop the offloads and keep us under control. 

In the next four minutes, both teams end up at each end of the field, but no one is able to score. 

With five minutes until fulltime, Picton Magpies approach the halfway mark. ‘Dig in and defend!’ I yell at my team. Picton Magpies are on the last tackle and they chance their luck by kicking high. I watch the ball spiral down towards me and run left to catch it on the full. Two plays later, Michael offloads the ball to Dakota, who runs and passes to our centre, Mikail, who’s running in support. Mikail is sprinting, but he has a defender chasing him down on the left. ‘I’m on your inside,’ I yell. Mikail passes left and I clutch the ball safely. Their fullback is also pursuing me, but I’m too quick. I dive over the line under the posts. Three tries in a row! 

A hat-trick.

The boys in the stand are cheering like crazy, each holding up their pieces of cardboard that spell TEDDY. 

Without wasting any time, I quickly kick the conversion. 


Camden Rams 24 v Picton Magpies 18
 James Tedesco 16 points
 (1 point needed)
 2 minutes until fulltime



Again, we receive the ball and run it hard towards the green jerseys. If I’m lucky, I can score on this play. A field goal might be my only chance. I bark instructions from behind, instructing the forwards and telling them where to run. The backs get ready to bring the ball out wide. It goes from player to player until it reaches me. I’m 20 metres out but any kick I try will be blocked by Picton Magpies defenders. Instead, I run the ball back infield, drawing defenders in and creating a gap. I look up and outside to Beau, with a clean side on the wing. Ten metres out, and if I can get it to him, he’ll score easily and I’ll kick the conversion. Just as I go to throw the ball, I fumble it and watch it roll forward as a Picton Magpies player quickly dives on it. The crowd moans. I’ve bombed an easy try and maybe my chances of hitting the critical target. 
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There’s one minute to go. Green jerseys take the ball up quickly, trying for one last play – one last try. They run it from side to side of the field, but they’re not making any ground. Suddenly, their hooker scoots from dummy half and makes half a break, our team chasing him. Beau brings him down quickly and the ball comes loose in the tackle. Mohamed scoops it up and starts to run. We’re back in business. 

Thirty seconds left … Mohamed passes to Bryce, Bryce to Dakota. Two Picton Magpies players tackle Dakota and we’ve returned to their 20-metre mark. The two defenders lie on Dakota as the rest of their teammates return to their onside position. 

‘Held,’ yells the referee, but they ignore him until their last player is back. 
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The referee blows his whistle and awards us a penalty for Picton Magpies slowing the play the ball. 

‘Penalty – slowing the play the ball. I called held!’ says the referee.

The two tacklers get up and run back to their team. 

‘What do you want to do – tap or kick?’ asks the ref. 

‘We’ll kick,’ I say, stepping forward. The fulltime siren sounds and the crowd breaks into cheers. We’ve won the game, but there’s only a handful of people who understand the importance of this conversion. Because this is the moment we’ll know if we can begin another Rams team. 

Best Out of Ten, I think to myself. Empty the wheelie bin, pick up a ball and kick it through the posts – easy. When I place the ball on the kicking tee, I look up at Matt in the crowd. He gives me a smile – I can tell he’s thinking of Best Out of Ten as well. The kick isn’t a difficult one but the butterflies in my stomach are making it hard. I push out the thoughts of Dad’s deal and tell myself that I can kick this. I’ve kicked it a thousand times before at home.Tonight is no different. I move three steps back. Look down at the ball and then up. When I lift my gaze, I’m surprised to see there’s something sitting on the crossbar. It’s a big black crow. For a moment, we lock eyes, and then it flies up to the top seats of the grandstand, where the man I saw at the creek is sitting. He’s wearing the same red shirt and nods at me seriously. 

You’ve got the gift,

he’d said. 

If I have a gift, what do I do with it? 

I’d asked him. 

You’ll know. 

And now I do know. 

I run forward and my boot connects sweetly with the ball. And it passes over the crossbar directly where the crow was sitting! 

The grandstand erupts and my family are on their feet. Dad is punching the air, Mum and Nonna are hugging each other and Nonno is doing his Family Feud dance. Matt looks pretty happy too. 

On the other side of the stands, Ben, Luke, Alex, Gerard and Lewis are racing down the grandstand stairs, ready to run onto the field. The man from the creek has mysteriously disappeared – again. 

‘Successful conversion by James Tedesco,’ says the ground announcer into her microphone. ‘This takes him to a Camden Rams Under 12s scoring record against Picton Magpies, with 18 points.’ 

The crowd breaks into fresh cheers. ‘At fulltime, Camden Rams defeat Picton Magpies 26 to 18.’ 

Then she plays ‘Gangnam Style’ over the loudspeakers as everyone prepares to leave. 
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You are what you eat! 

Make sure you understand what you are putting inside your body. 




CHAPTER 24

A MEAL TO CELEBRATE
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Coach Sharpe and President Taber are arguing on the sideline. Dad is walking away from them, laughing. I’m momentarily distracted by Mum and Nonna kissing and hugging me and telling me how proud they are. Even Matt puts his arm around me, which is kind of a big deal. My friends are there too and have just finished giving me a million high fives. Finally arriving from over the other side of the field, Dad enters the huddle.

‘That’s the funniest thing I’ve seen,’ he says. 

‘What?’ asks Mum. 

‘The president has just told Coach Sharpe that there’ll be a new team in town. Camden Rams Blue,’ he announces proudly. ‘And I’ll be the coach.’ 

‘Molto bene!’ says Nonno, beaming. Dad then turns his focus on me and the boys. 

‘And you fellas have already made the team,’ says Dad. ‘Even you, Alex, if you want a change from soccer.’ 

‘Thanks, Mr Tedesco, but I better ask my mum first.’ 

As usual, our post-game talk in the dressing shed is about to happen. Something tells me that despite the win, Coach Sharpe isn’t going to be in a great mood.When I walk in, everyone is talking excitedly about the game. Most of the boys who are usually Shawn’s besties come over and congratulate me on my game. Coach Sharpe just glares at me. 

Our trainer is handing out bottles of water and we all sit down to take off our boots and debrief before we go home. 

Coach is about to give the run-down on tonight’s game when there’s a knock on the door. When I recognise who walks into the dressing shed, I nearly fall off my seat. It’s him, the man with the didgeridoo from the creek, the man with the crow who was in the stands tonight. 

‘Good evening, boys,’ he says. ‘My name is Percy Kelly and I’m a selector for the Greater Southern Regional Team.’ 

Everyone murmurs excitedly. Shawn, still with an icepack on his eye, stands up. It looks like he’s anticipating that Mr Kelly is here to invite him to the regional trials. 

‘I’ve been watching this team closely,’ says Mr Kelly. ‘At training, games and other places as well,’ he says, giving me a quick glance. He places his hands on his hips and scans the room with his dark brown eyes.

‘One of you has impressed me, not just with your skill on field, but also with your attitude and determination.’ 

Shawn puffs out his chest and his dad pats him on the back, ready for the announcement. 

‘This person has a gift, and it’s my job to see him reach his potential.’ He walks past Krispen, Mohamed and Shawn and stops in front of me. ‘James Tedesco, I’d like to invite you to trial for regionals,’ he says. 

‘Thank you,’ I say, grinning from ear to ear. Shawn throws his icepack on the floor and storms out. His dad follows him. Ignoring them, Mr Kelly steps forward and shakes my hand, holding out a regionals training shirt. I reach forward to accept it, but he stops short of handing it over. 

‘Hang on, one thing first,’ he says, dangling the shirt in the air. 

‘What is it?’ I ask worriedly, pulling my hand back. 
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‘Don’t get it dirty tonight.’ 

‘Huh?’ I ask. 

‘Your nonna is cooking spaghetti and meatballs, she told me outside. Don’t make a mess,’ he says, laughing. 

I couldn’t think of a better meal to celebrate. Hopefully, we won’t be eating  in the bathroom tonight.
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Being on time

Being on time to school, practice and game day is essential – there is no worse feeling than missing the opening buzzer.Time management is simple and fun. Plan ahead and use calendars to plan the week. Wake up earlier. I sometimes wore my footy gear the night before the morning games to save time (and because I was super excited to get on the field and wanted to make sure I was not a second late for the games). 
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Thank you for downloading this Pan Macmillan Australia ebook!
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We have regular giveaways in our newsletter, as well as discounted ebooks and exclusive sneak peeks!
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We hope to see you there!

[image: Image]


ABOUT JAMES

James Tedesco is a hugely popular NRL superstar who loves to help and motivate kids whenever and however he can. 

James was born in the northern Sydney suburb of Ryde, New South Wales, and raised on a 100-hectare property in Menangle in Sydney’s south-west, complete with its own football field with goalposts. He began playing rugby league when he was six and always dreamt of playing NRL. 

Hat-Trick Teddy is based on James’s own footy-playing childhood, and it encourages kids to follow their dreams, regardless of the obstacles in their way.
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