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It’s encouraging Aussie kids to read and enjoy Aussie culture…

Eddie McGuire

What reviewers thought of

the books in the

Specky Magee Series

Lively and fresh… cheerful footy-crazy writing

the Age

A funny, fast-paced and even poignant novel about a boy, his friends, and the game he loves.

the Courier Mail

Whether a football fan or just looking for a good read, this novel will appeal…

Reading Time

… blends the powerful storytelling skills of Felice Arena with the

depth of Australian Rules Football knowledge of Garry Lyon

to come out a winner.

Book and Education Resource Reviews

As recommended in The Reading Bug

by Paul Jennings.





What readers thought

The Specky books are the best books in the world. I hope there will be more Specky books. I can’t wait.

Sam

Specky Magee and the Season of Champions is the best book I’ve ever

read. I’m not much of a reader but from the first page I knew it was

going to be a great book.

Laura

I don’t read many books, but I’m really enjoying Specky Magee and

the Great Footy Contest. You are great authors. I really enjoyed the first

book as well and look forward to reading more

Specky books in the future.

Alex

Thank you so much for writing Specky Magee. I have read Specky Ma-

gee once and I’m starting to read Specky Magee and the Great Footy,

Contest for the second time. PS Go Port Adelaide!

Luke

I’m crazy about Specky Magee. Before I read it I didn’t like footy.

Now I like it just as much as my brother and Dad!

Josh

I am a mad Demons supporter. I read the first Specky Magee book in

one night while watching the footy - Collingwood vs Brisbane.

This would be one of the games of the year but

I just couldn’t put Specky Magee down…

I have nearly finished Specky Magee and the Great Footy Contest

and I am enjoying it even more than the first one.

I can’t wait for the next Specky Magee book.

Tom
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G’day all,

So, here it is - the fourth Specky adventure! And I reckon this is the best of them all.

I know, I know, I said that about the last one, and the one before that… but, there’s something really special about Specky Magee and the Boots of Glory. Maybe it’s seeing Specky with a whole new group of friends and a whole new set of challenges.

This story has something in it for everyone: footy action, adventure, comedy, romance and mystery. It’s like a hamburger with the lot - but not as messy.

This is really my favourite… well, at least until the next one comes out.

Heaps of you have written and emailed saying how much you’ve enjoyed reading about Specky and his mates. And the books have been picked for a stack of Australian children’s-choice awards, where you, the reader, get to judge your favourite books. So, thanks to you all, and happy reading!

Felice [image: image]

And if you’re wondering how my footy lessons with Garry are going, well… I’m sure he’ll give you a report, but I think it will only be a lesson or two before I’m ready to hit the big time. I’ll be a legend in my own backyard before I know it!
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Hi, Specky lovers,

Who could have guessed what adventures lay ahead for Specky at the end of our last book, Specky Magee and the Season of Champions? Well, we couldn’t wait to get stuck into the brand-new story and find out.

Unlike my good friend Felice, Specky continues to develop as a footballer every year. He’s in unfamiliar territory, and with new friendships made, as well as the occasional enemy, there is so much happening that even Felice and I weren’t sure how things were going to end up. And if you love a bit of mystery and intrigue you will love this new book. But you can be sure that all of your favourite characters will be back, that there will be plenty of footy tips to help improve your game, and lots of action on and off the footy field.

We can only hope that Felice will continue to work hard on his football game, so that by the time the fifth book is finished he will be as good at footy as I am at spaling… ooops, I mean spelling.

Thanks for all of your support with our first three books. We hope you love reading them as much as we love writing them.

[image: image]

Garry



1. into the darkness

In the dark of a still autumn night, the shadowy figure of a teenage boy tiptoed across the floor of his dormitory. Holding his breath, so as not to wake the other boarders, he made his way toward a large arched window, and, slipping behind the curtains, he gently unlatched it. He lifted himself up onto the sill and, for a moment, he almost lost his balance as he tried to adjust the red balaclava he was wearing. He looked down – it was a long drop and he couldn’t see the ground through the fog. He took a deep breath, and carefully climbed onto the nearby snow gum. Branch by branch he climbed down, and hit the ground with a soft thud.

The boy ran off into the darkness, sprinting away from his dormitory building as fast as he could. He took a familiar path – behind the theatre, past the stables, in front of the indoor swimming pool and the gym, across a couple of football fields, and down a very long gravel driveway.

He finally stopped at the intersection of a deserted road and the official entrance to his school, which was framed by an imposing sandstone wall. Panting and puffing, the boy waited anxiously.

‘Where is he?’ he muttered nervously, just as moonlight broke through the clouds and the thick fog. The boy could just make out the words chiseled into the wall: GOSMORE GRAMMAR. He looked guiltily at them for a moment and then looked away.

Eventually, the sound of a bike chain crunching echoed in the distance. Within moments, the sound was only metres away.

‘Hey, Red, you there?’ came a loud whisper.

‘Yeah, I’m here,’ said the boy, stepping forward as the light from a pen-sized torch shone directly into his eyes.

The boys greeted each other. The boy on the bike was also wearing a balaclava.

‘So, spill the beans, Red,’ he demanded.

‘Look, do you have to call me Red? I think it’s stupid that…’

‘Keep it down, will ya?’ the boy snapped, dropping his bike and moving forward threateningly. ‘We’re using code names, remember? You’re “Red” because of the colour of your balaclava and I’m “Crusha”. Got it?’

‘Red’ paused for a second, annoyed. ‘Yeah, got it,’ he reluctantly mumbled.

‘So,’ said Crusha. ‘What else have you got on Magee?’

‘Well, he’s in my dorm, and for the first couple of weeks all he talked about was his old school, Booyong High, his girlfriend, Christina, and his best mates, Danny and Robbo. And he still goes on about some trip they took to America last year.’

‘What a loser! What else?’ grunted Crusha.

‘Oh, yeah, last week he got all these birthday cards from his old mates, sent to “Specky Magee”. Everyone at his old school called him that because he’s s’posed to take awesome marks – “speckies” – while playing footy.’

‘Really?’ said Crusha, sounding impressed for a second. ‘Have you seen him take any?’

‘Nah, not yet. But I can tell he’s a gun player just by watching him during kick-to-kick at lunchtime.’

‘Right, anything else?’

‘Um… yeah. He barracks for five AFL teams. He reckons he’s more a fan of the actual game than he is of any particular team. He goes for Collingwood, Essendon, West Coast, Brisbane Lions and Sydney.’

‘Five teams! That’s weird as!’ Crusha snorted. ‘When do ya start footy training?’

‘This Tuesday,’ answered Red.

‘And does Magee know anything about the Boots of Glory game?’

‘He’s heard some of the boys talk about it. But I don’t think he knows how important it is.’

For a moment, by the light of the moon, Red caught a glimpse of Crusha’s school emblem printed boldly across his chest. It read: Salisbury College – The Mighty Royals.

‘Well, he better take it seriously,’ grunted Crusha. ‘’Cause when we get him playing by our rules, the Boots of Glory will be ours for sure.’

Red shrugged his shoulders indifferently.

‘And one more thing,’ Crusha added. ‘He’s a new boarder so he’ll probably have some kind of initiation – probably soon, right?’

Again, Red shrugged his shoulders as if to say ‘Yeah, I suppose so, whatever’.

‘Good,’ continued Crusha. ‘Mr X wants to know what it’ll be. Just keep checking your locker for a message about when to meet me next.’

‘Great, I can’t wait to come out here again and freeze my butt off,’ said Red sarcastically. ‘So, are you gonna stop using that dumb name and just tell me who Mr X is? Am I ever gonna meet him? Or see your ugly mug?’

Crusha quickly took a step toward Red and grabbed the scruff of his jumper.

‘You’ll never know who we are; you get that, loser?’ he sneered. ‘And I wouldn’t ask those questions again, if I were you. Just remember, you’re getting a good deal out of this.’

Crusha shoved Red backward, causing him to lose his balance and fall over.

‘Catch ya later, Red!’ cackled Crusha, as he trudged back to his bike and rode off into the night.


2. old friends,
new friends

Specky shuffled alongside his fellow Year 9 classmates into the Gosmore Grammar Library. It was Monday afternoon study period – a free hour in between classes. Everyone was meant to go to the library and catch up on homework, do research on the internet or ‘read silently’, but most of the boys used it as a bludge session. They either mucked about or flicked through sports magazines. Although when the head librarian, Mrs Leggiamo, was about – patrolling the area like a hawk – everyone was very well behaved.

Specky decided to use the time at one of the computers and catch up with his friends in Melbourne.

Waiting for the computer to start up, Specky looked around the library and sighed – he was still amazed by the sheer grandeur of his new school.

The library alone was impressive. The walls were made of cherry-oak wood panels, and the bookshelves towered almost all the way to the top of the three-metre-high cathedral ceiling. There were octagonal stained-glass windows in one side of the building so the sun, depending on the time of day, would shine directly across a dozen strategically placed leather armchairs.

It was a far cry from the solid grey concrete walls, plastic chairs, and aluminum office-style shelves Specky was used to at his old school. He knew it would take some time before he’d feel comfortable in his new surroundings.


[image: image]As always, Specky drew some comfort from the experiences of his AFL heroes. With the AFL now a truly national competition, young players who wanted to follow their football dream could find themselves packing their bags for a move to any one of the five states that are home to the sixteen clubs. With the way the AFL Draft operated, players could not choose which team they would play for.

Specky thought of Chris Judd – one of his favourite young players. Chris grew up in the suburbs of Melbourne, and played all of his junior football there. He was an outstanding young footballer, who had been keenly sought by most clubs in the country. When he nominated for the 2001 Draft, he knew he was going to have to take his chances, that there was every possibility that he would be moving interstate, away from all of his friends and family. But it was a price he was prepared to pay if it meant that he would get to play in the best competition in the land.

As it turned out, the West Coast Eagles – one of the two Western Australian teams – selected him with the overall number-three pick in the draft. Specky had been rapt, because the Eagles were one of the five teams that he followed most closely; and Chris Judd was now, after just three seasons, one of the best players going around, having won the Brownlow Medal, the most prestigious award in football, in the 2004 season. If Chris Judd had been able to settle into his new environment, on the other side of the country, then Specky felt confident he would be able to get used to Gosmore Grammar.



Specky looked back at the computer screen and saw that his inbox had emails from Danny, Robbo, Christina and his sister, Alice. He opened Christina’s first.


Hey! I SMS’d u last night but it was after your curfew time. Sorry about that!



Specky shook his head. Apart from the different surroundings, there were so many rules and regulations he’d had to get used to. One of them was that students’ mobiles could only be switched on between 4 and 7.30 pm weekdays and from 9 to 5 pm on weekends. If anyone broke this rule, their phone would be confiscated for an entire term. Specky read on:


It wasn’t important, just saying hi. And did you see my Blue Boys win their first game of the season yesterday? Go Blues! I can’t believe they beat Sydney – it was amazing. Hey, I bumped into Robbo and Danny at the end of the game too! Robbo didn’t say much. He was bummed about the Swans losing. But u know Danny – he wouldn’t shut up. He asked me if I had talked to ‘Specky Potter’ lately, since he moved to ‘Hogwarts Grammar’. I thought that was funny, but Robbo didn’t. He said that Danny’s been telling that same dumb joke for weeks and I shouldn’t egg him on. Your mates crack me up. Anyway, they also said we should all go to a movie together when you come home for holidays.

U know, it’s been 1 month, 1 day, 2 hours, 3 minutes and 38 seconds since we saw each other last!

So, now that it’s been a few more weeks, tell me some more about your new Gosmore mates.

Gotta go. Miss u!

Love,

Christina xoxoxoxoxoxo



Specky grinned as he read Christina’s email once more. Next he clicked open Robbo’s email.


Hey, Speck!

Tonight after school is our third footy training session. Our first game will be on Saturday. It’s weird with u not in the team. We saw Christina yesterday @ the Swans and Blues match. Did u c it on TV? Awesome game – 2 bad Sydney lost. Anyway, just wanted 2 say g’day. C u in the holidays. Robbo



Right, let’s see what Castellino’s got to say, Specky thought, clicking on Danny’s email.


Hi, Specky Potter! How’s Hogwarts Grammar? Do u have your own butler? Have u gotten used to wearing a tie and a blazer yet? I can’t even tie a tie! Footy training’s tonight! Can’t wait! Saw Christina yesterday. Cya! Danny

GO PIES!!!!!



Specky was still laughing as he opened his sister’s email.


Hey, Squirt! Mum just told me to remind you that you’re allowed to invite a couple of your Gosmore friends to come and stay for a few days during the holidays. I told her you don’t have any mates! Hehehehe!

Here’s Dieter: Hey, Legend! Your sister takes forever to get ready. We’re running really late again. I don’t know why I agreed to drop by each morning and walk her to school! Anyway, hope things are cool there for ya at the big GG school! Cya soon. D (The Great McCarthy).

Me again: Mum and Dad said they’ll call you tonight. Cya! Alice



Specky paused before replying. He thought about his mum’s offer and wondered who he’d invite home during the holidays.

Despite Alice’s lame joke, Specky felt he had made a couple of good friends since arriving at Gosmore. One of them was a boy called Alistair Singleton. Specky glanced over to the far end of the library and saw Alistair lounging in one of the large leather armchairs. He was deep into a book that was as thick as two bricks stuck together. Everyone called Alistair ‘Worm’, because he was a total bookworm. Most of the boys in Year 9 thought Worm was kind of a geek. But that didn’t worry Specky.

Worm had been the first person to make him feel welcome, and had generously helped Specky find his way around the large campus. He had told Specky about all the ins and outs of life at Gosmore. And Worm was a die-hard lover of Aussie Rules, even though he admitted he wasn’t much of a player, so they had lots to talk about. Worm took great pride in being the school teams’ official statistician and part-time umpire for the junior sides.

Yeah, maybe I’ll invite Worm, Specky thought. And Tim, too. His other good mate was Timothy Barton, who was also a new student and, like Specky, had won a sporting scholarship to Gosmore. In fact, Tim and Specky were the only two scholarship winners to the prestigious college that year.

Specky looked back at the screen and began typing to Christina. He told her all about Worm and Tim. But a few moments later he was distracted by two boys kicking about a rolled-up paper ball. One of them was Lachlan Prendergast, or ‘Sticks’ as he was known because he was skinny as a matchstick. The other was Craig Hart, nicknamed ‘Whispers’ because he had an incredible knack of surprising opponents on the footy field, seemingly taking possession of the ball from out of nowhere. Specky had been really impressed by how Whispers had played in last year’s Diadora Cup match. He was almost as tall as Sticks, but since Specky had seen him last he’d bulked up.

Specky looked around and realised that Mrs Leggiamo was nowhere in sight. She must have left the building, he thought, so everyone was starting to muck about a bit. He was keen to join Whispers and Sticks, but held back when he saw them being ambushed by some other boys.

Warren Grizzle, or ‘Grizza’ as everyone called him, was a tough, in-your-face character. Built like a solid brick house, he was a talented footballer, a star ruckman, who took great pleasure in rubbing people up the wrong way. He was full of himself and loved being in control. And even though he was a loyal member of the footy team, most boys kept out of his way – except for his sidekick, Damien ‘Piggie’ Pigton, who stuck close by him like a sucker-fish on a great white shark.

Specky watched as all of a sudden Whispers and Sticks’ kick-to-kick game turned into a full-on competition between them and Grizza and his mate. The library was transformed into a football field, and, before long, other boys had joined in – chasing and bumping one another to get hold of the paper ball. Specky was about to get stuck into the action – but Worm pulled him back as he passed the armchairs.

‘If Mrs Leggiamo catches these guys, then they’re all looking at a week’s suspension. And you can’t afford to do that as a scholarship winner, right?’ he exclaimed.

Specky looked at Worm blankly.

‘You can’t afford to be suspended as a scholarship winner,’ repeated Worm, noticing Specky’s confused expression. ‘Then you’ll have to be reviewed by the school board. And they could end your scholarship. So, I wouldn’t risk it, if I were you. Mrs Leggiamo will get back any second now and she’ll go right off!’

Specky considered Worm’s warning. There was no way he wanted to risk getting kicked out of this amazing school – famous for producing AFL legends. Playing for the AFL was a dream he hoped would one day become a reality for him. So Specky stopped himself jumping into the now out-of-control game, which was just as well because he could see Mrs Leggiamo’s hippie hairdo over the top of some magazine displays. She was headed their way. Suddenly, the Principal’s voice echoed through the school speakers.

‘Excuse me, teachers and students. This is Principal Stevens. Would you all please assemble in the Randall Theatre as soon as possible. Teachers, this assembly will replace the last period of the day. Can I have the Under Fifteen Australian Rules Football boys seated in the first row. Thank you.’


3. special announcement

Caught in the middle of a mini-stampede, Specky streamed into the school theatre with his fellow Gosmarians. Most of the students were already there. To Specky’s surprise, it felt more like the start of a Grand Final match than a school assembly. Everyone was stamping their feet and chanting the Gosmore song – which had the same tune as the Carlton Blues song.


We are the migh-ty Knights 

We are the grand old Gosmore Knights 

We’re the boys that always fight like men 

We’ll be the victors at the end…



Feeling a little overwhelmed by all the unexplained excitement, Specky wasn’t sure if he should sit in the front row with his football team. He hadn’t officially been welcomed as a player to the side since coming to Gosmore six weeks before. That was supposed to happen tomorrow at the first footy training session of the year. As he tried to decide what to do, he caught Tim trying to get his attention.

‘Come on!’ he yelled, waving Specky to join him in the front row.

‘Are you sure we should be here? We haven’t been named in the side yet,’ Specky asked, quickly sitting beside Tim.

‘Yeah, I just saw Mr Farrell outside and he said we should definitely sit here.’

‘Well, he’s the coach, I s’pose,’ said Specky. ‘But this is bizarre, isn’t it? Everyone’s so hyped about this Boots of Glory match.’

Behind them the rest of the school had broken out into another chant. ‘Boots of Glory! Boots of Glory! Boots of Glory!’ they shouted.

Principal Stevens walked up onto the stage and the chanting stopped abruptly. Specky and Tim gave each other a bewildered look. They couldn’t believe that everyone had gone dead silent – as if they had been turned off by a switch. Principal Stevens approached the lectern in the middle of the stage, and in his deep voice started speaking into the microphone.

‘Boys and teachers of Gosmore,’ he began. ‘As Principal of this great college, I’m very proud to inform you that the moment has arrived. I’m here to formally announce our intention to go into battle against our fierce and respected rival, Salisbury College.’

The theatre erupted into deafening cheers and applause. Principal Stevens waited for it to die down before continuing.

‘That battle, as you well know, takes the form of a football match played every twenty-five years, a match steeped in tradition and history. Many of you would have fathers and grandfathers who played in or witnessed a Boots of Glory match.’

Specky leaned toward Tim and whispered, ‘It’s like some secret club going to war or something!’

‘Yeah, I know. It sounds pretty full-on,’ replied Tim, his eyes still fixed on Principal Stevens.

‘So, I’m happy to announce that the Boots of Glory match against Salisbury College will be played in seven weeks’ time.’

Once again the theatre burst into raucous cheers, whoops and whistles.

‘Okay, okay!’ the principal bellowed, even though he was clearly as excited as the students.

Everyone eventually settled down to hear what Mr Stevens had to say next. He turned his attention directly to the boys in the front row.

‘A few days prior to the big game, a gala dinner will be held for the Under Fifteen team and their families. The highlight of this evening will be the official presentation of the Boots of Glory guernseys to the team members by a surprise special guest; and, of course, the unveiling of the actual Boots of Glory, which we are proud to have had in the Principal’s office for the last twenty-five years.’

Specky glanced down his row to catch Whispers, Sticks, Grizza and the other boys hanging on to Principal Stevens’ every word. He sensed how important this announcement was to them all, even though he couldn’t fully understand the hype surrounding it.

‘You’ll receive more details about this dinner at a later date from Coach Farrell… who I’d like to call on now to say a few words.’

Coach Farrell, a stocky athletic-looking man, stepped onto the stage and approached the lectern.

‘Thank you, Principal Stevens. This will be short: for the footy teams from the other Years, I have a reminder. Training begins for all of you over the next few days. Times and the whereabouts are posted on the gymnasium noticeboard. As for our Boots of Glory team, I was to do this tomorrow at your first training, but in light of this momentous assembly, it is only apt that on behalf of my coaching staff, Mr Reager and Mr Brennan…’


[image: image]A coaching staff! Specky thought. Excellent! He knew that most AFL sides had at least three, and sometimes up to five, full-time assistant coaches who helped out the senior coach, but it blew Specky’s mind that Gosmore Grammar had two assistants that worked with Coach Farrell.

He had wondered what assistant coaches did until he had read an interview in one of his football magazines that explained that each assistant coach was in charge of a different part of the team. There could be a back-line coach, a forward-line coach and a coach that looked after the midfield.

He wondered whether Mr Reager or Mr Brennan would be the man in charge of the forward line. He got excited about the prospect of having a coach who would be dedicated to working closely with the forwards, as well as having the famous Coach Farrell overseeing the whole thing. All of this extra, specialised coaching was bound to help him improve his game.

He allowed himself a wry smile at what Robbo and Danny would have made of all this. Coach Pate’s assistants were mums and dads who were able to get to training when their work allowed it. He would never stop appreciating all the volunteers who helped junior football clubs survive and prosper around the country, but his head was spinning with the excitement of having professional assistants at his new school. He felt as though he had taken a little step on his way to fulfilling his life-long dream.



Specky’s eyes followed Coach Farrell’s outstretched arm to see Mr Reager and Mr Brennan standing in the wings. He recognised Mr Reager, a tall grey-haired man, as the talent scout who had first spotted him for the scholarship to Gosmore. As for Mr Brennan, a bearded man about forty, Specky had only met him briefly when he had first arrived: Mr Brennan, who was also the sports coordinator, had made a point of stopping Specky in the corridors to welcome him to the school.

Coach Farrell paused before going on. ‘I would like to officially welcome two new students. Both of these very talented young men are scholarship students at Gosmore, and they’ll both be a part of the Boots of Glory team. Can Simon Magee and Tim Barton please stand, and could everyone give them a huge welcome.’

As the theatre filled with applause, Specky and Tim stood and acknowledged the entire school with nervous nods.

‘Well done, boys,’ said Coach Farrell. ‘For the rest of you, try to offer our Under Fifteen boys your support and encouragement whenever you can. Remember, they represent every single one of you. They will show our opposition why we are one of the greatest football schools in the country.’


4. the first boots

After the assembly the corridors were buzzing with excitement. Students couldn’t stop talking about the Boots of Glory as they made their way back to their lockers and then home for the day – most of the Gosmore day students lived in the nearby town of Lovettville.

Specky and Tim made their way through the crowded Year 9 corridor over to Worm.

‘All right, so tell us some more about this whole battle with Salisbury,’ said Specky.

I’m going back to the dorms,’ Worm said, closing his locker. ‘I’ll show you something that will explain everything.’

The dormitory building was made up of five floors. Each floor accommodated different Years. Specky and about thirty other Year 9 boys lived on the fourth floor. The top floor was occupied by the monitors – six Year 12 students who were assigned this job for a term at a time. Some monitors were sticklers for rules and would patrol the building like prison guards; others were a little more relaxed. According to Specky’s new friends, the current group of monitors were the least strict they’d ever had.

‘Okay!’ said Worm sitting on the side of his bed, and foraging through the top drawer of his bedside table.

Worm’s bed was close to the entrance to their floor. The room resembled an army barracks with the beds arranged in three long rows. Next to each bed there was a bedside table, a bookcase, a small wardrobe and a desk. All the furniture was set up the same way: in an L-shape extending from the head of the bed.

‘Aha! Here it is!’ Worm said, smiling. He took out a large book and tossed it onto the bed. The cover read: The Grand Old History of Gosmore Grammar.

‘Mate, I know you love your reading,’ said Tim. ‘But you’ve really gotta get out a bit more.’

‘So, don’t tell me,’ guessed Specky. ‘Everything about the Boots of Glory match is in this?’

Worm nodded. ‘Well, yeah. Although not everything about it is in this edition.’ Specky could tell that Worm was excited about having the chance to share the contents of a book with his new friends. ‘It was published thirty years ago, so it doesn’t have any information about the last Boots of Glory battle – which Gosmore won! But if you’re interested, there are yearbooks in the library that –’

‘Nah, nah, it’s cool,’ interrupted Specky and Tim in unison, sensing that Worm wanted to drag them both into the library for the next hour or two.

‘Just give us the summarised version,’ said Specky, who, although eager to find out more about the Boots of Glory, was now also itching to go outside and have a kick with the other boys. By the look on Tim’s face, Specky could tell he was thinking the same thing.

‘Yeah, just tell us how it all started and why it’s such a big deal,’ he tagged on.

‘Well,’ began Worm, taking a big breath. ‘Basically, the first Principals of Gosmore and Salisbury were footy freaks. It was one hundred years ago this year that John Regent, the Principal of Gosmore, and Arthur Danforth, the Principal of Salisbury, organised the first Boots of Glory football match between the two schools. Here’s a picture of them…’

Worm picked up the book, flicked to the middle pages and showed them two black-and-white photographs of the Principals.

‘Whoa, check out the moustaches!’ snorted Tim.

‘Yeah, that one would put the Big Dipper’s to shame,’ laughed Specky.


[image: image]Specky was reminded of Robert DiPierdomenico, a former Hawthorn champion who played in five Premierships with the mighty Hawks. He was now heavily involved with Auskick, which Specky and his old Booyong High team-mates had participated in during their primary-school days. He was affectionately known as ‘The Big Dipper’, and his big moustache was his trademark.



Both Principals looked very similar with their slicked-back hair and long handlebar moustaches that curled up into large circles at the ends.

‘So, why did they call it the Boots of Glory match?’ asked Specky, urging Worm to continue.

‘Well, both Principals believed that their own schools were better than the other in every way, especially when it came to footy – there was no proof of this, though, since the two schools had never competed against each other. So the rivalry and the stirring grew and grew, until finally they sat down and came up with the Boots of Glory match.’

‘But why call it Boots of Glory?’ asked Tim, impatiently.

‘Okay, okay! I’m getting to that…’ said Worm, annoyed by Tim’s interruption. ‘When it came to deciding what the teams were playing for, the Principals suggested a trophy that could be played for by generations to come. They decided the trophy should be the actual football boots of the best player on ground. Of course, they agreed that the decision would have to be made by an umpire who had no connection to either college. Actually, the first umpire was a guy from Tasmania.’

‘So, who was the best player?’ asked Specky eagerly.

‘He was from Gosmore. We won the first Boots of Glory match thanks to this guy,’ said Worm, turning the page and shoving the book under Specky’s nose.

The picture on the next page showed a boy posing formally for a photograph. He was dressed in Gosmore footy gear, kneeling on one knee and holding a football under his right arm.

‘He was called Frederick Cooper, but he was known as “Freddy the Flyer” because he was famous for taking some amazing marks and he kicked a bag of goals that day,’ added Worm. ‘Check out his stats.’

Specky glanced down under Freddy’s photo and read his player fact file.

‘Hey! He was the same height as me. And look, he played my favourite position – full forward,’ said Specky, chuffed by the similarities.

‘Great,’ muttered Tim, not sounding that impressed. ‘So, why is it that it’s only the Under Fifteens that play the Boots of Glory match?’

‘Well, there was no football competition between the two schools at the time so they formed just one new team. They chose the Under Fifteens because the senior students were too busy with their studies, and a lot of kids used to leave school after Year Ten.

‘Also, the Under Fifteen side, back then, wasn’t just made up of fourteen-year-olds. Twelve and thirteen-year-olds were allowed to play in it, too. Although, by the time the second Boots of Glory game came around, twenty-five years later, a football comp had been established with different Year-level teams. But they decided that the actual Boots of Glory match would still be played only by the Under Fifteens – to keep up the tradition.’

Worm grinned, satisfied with his detailed explanation, but Specky was still puzzled.

‘So why play it every twenty-five years? Why not every year?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, why?’ added Tim.

Worm took another deep breath.

‘The Principals wanted it to be extra special, something that would stand out from all the other yearly competitions.’

Worm grabbed the book off Specky and flipped to another page.

‘Here it is…’ he said, now reading directly from the book. ‘By leaving so many years between each match, John Regent and Arthur Danforth believed that they would create a game that would grow into something legendary. The anticipation would be intense as it built for two generations of students. During that time, the Boots of Glory would be housed in the Principal’s office of the winning school.’

‘Whoa, that’s unreal!’ replied Specky. ‘So it’s a bit like the rivalry between Scotch College and Melbourne Grammar.’

‘What rivalry?’ asked Worm.

‘I can’t believe you don’t know this,’ grinned Specky. ‘Finally I get to tell you something you don’t know, genius! They’re private schools in Melbourne, and they played the first recorded game of Aussie Rules way back in 1858. It was the start of a great tradition – kind of like this one.’

‘I knew that!’ pretended Worm, annoyed at himself for not knowing that very important piece of information.

‘No wonder everyone’s so pumped up,’ said Specky. ‘Just imagine, the next time the match is played, we’ll be ancient! We’ll be thirty-nine years old!’

‘That’s why it’s such an awesome honour to be in this team,’ said Worm. Since primary school we’ve all hoped that we would be involved in the Boots of Glory match. Sticks’ father even played in the last game, and they won that match. Now it’s up to us to defend our title and keep the Boots at Gosmore.’

‘Talk about pressure for just one match.’

‘It isn’t just a match,’ snapped Worm. ‘It’s a battle we have to win! Don’t you get it? Reputation and tradition are at stake here. All eyes are going to be on us – on you two – during this one match, this major clash!’

Worm’s brow was all squished up, his jaw had locked and his cheeks had turned bright red. Specky wanted to tell him to take a chill pill or something, but Tim got in before him.

‘Ease up! Don’t have a cow!’ he said, shaking his head. ‘We were just asking, that’s all.’

‘I know, I know. I’m sorry,’ Worm mumbled, realising his emotions had gotten the better of him. ‘All I’m trying to say is that this match is going to be huge. But now that we have you guys there’s no way we’re going to lose. Our team is complete.’

‘Complete? What d’ya mean, complete?’ asked Specky.

Worm paused as if he were carefully working out how to answer Specky’s question.

‘We’ve got a top team and we’ve won plenty of matches – even the Diadora Cup last year. But we’ve only beaten Salisbury one out of five times in the last two years. They ended up killing us in last year’s regular season’s Grand Final,’ he said. ‘They have always had a dominant full-back and a star full-forward. Even though Whispers did a good job last year of filling in at full-back, he’s a much better midfielder. That’s why the coaches went in search of you guys. Tim, ’cause you’re a champion fullback, and Speck, ’cause you’re a gun full-forward.’

‘So you’re telling us that the only reason Tim and I won scholarships is because we can help the team win the Boots of Glory?’ choked Specky, not quite sure how he should feel about this new information.

‘Nah, it’s not the only reason,’ said Worm, gulping his words. ‘But yeah, making sure we have an awesome team for the Boots of Glory match is probably one of the main reasons.’

For the first time since arriving at Gosmore, Specky felt a wave of pressure wash over him.


5. training

The following day when the bell rang to signal the end of last period, Specky and his friends couldn’t get changed and rush to their first footy training session quickly enough.

Specky raced Tim and Sticks to Regent Oval – the main oval out of Gosmore’s seven sporting fields. A few moments later, Whispers, Grizza, Piggie, and the rest of the Under 15s arrived ready to get stuck into it.

‘All right, boys!’ shouted Coach Farrell. ‘This is it. This is where the work begins. We start our regular season in two weeks’ time, but as we all know, it’s the Boots we’re all focussing on at the moment.’ Specky noticed Tim glancing at him nervously.

‘Most of you will already know the two new members of our team, but put your hands together for Tim Barton and Simon Magee.’

The team clapped, over grunts of ‘On ya, Barto’ and ‘Yeah, Magee’.

Specky smiled, but stopped when he turned to see Grizza sneering at him. He’s another Screamer, but ten times worse, he thought, comparing Grizza to his old rival back at Booyong High.

‘Right,’ said Coach Farrell. ‘I also want you to welcome again Mr Brennan and Mr Reager.’

Again the boys clapped, while Coach Farrell asked his assistant coaches to say a few words.

‘Welcome, boys,’ said Mr Reager. ‘I want to wish you all an incredible season. Forget last year’s Grand Final. This is a different ball game. A fresh and exciting start for all of you. And I know you’re going to make us all proud. Good luck, boys.’

Mr Reager stepped aside to let Mr Brennan come forward.

‘Hi, guys. As you know, this is only my second year at Gosmore, but I have to say it’s been a great privilege to be a part of this team for the last twelve months. I wouldn’t be dead for quids! So, I want to wish you all the best, and I know that the Boots will be ours for another twenty-five years. Remember, all of you, this is your glory year.’

‘Show us your place kick, Sir!’ yelled one of the boys.

Mr Brennan smiled. The rest of the team began egging him on. ‘Yeah, show us! Do one for us now!’ they called out.

Specky leant over to Sticks.

‘What’s going on?’ he whispered.

‘Mr Brennan is really good at doing a kick that AFL players used to do in the olden days. It’s called a place kick. It’s really cool,’ he replied.

‘Well, we’ll see,’ said Mr Brennan. ‘Maybe later – if you survive Coach Farrell’s fitness tests.’

With that, Coach Farrell stepped forward and ordered the boys to do a five-lap warm-up jog around the oval – training had officially begun.

After only two hundred metres, Specky knew that he was now involved in football at a whole new level. Back at Booyong High the boys would barely get out of a walk as they sauntered around the oval for their ONE lap warm-up. Half the time they would be laughing so hard at one of Danny’s jokes they could barely run at all. But that certainly wasn’t the case here.

The boys took off at a sprint. Specky was caught off guard. There was no good-natured moaning or complaining. The whole squad had just accepted the instruction and were now half way through lap one, while Specky struggled to stay with the back of the pack.

Grizza was striding out at the front of the running group. As the last lap slowly came to an end, Specky thought his head was going to blow off. He had never run so hard in his life. He collapsed on the grass, puffing and wheezing, thinking that his jelly legs were never going to be able to hold his body in an upright position again.

After a minute or two his heart rate began to return to something approaching normal. For one scary minute Specky thought he was going to vomit. As he finally got his breath back, and found his way to his feet, he realised he was the only one left on the oval. The rest of the squad had moved to the other side of the field where there were a whole lot of cones and weights set up. I have to get a whole lot fitter, and in a hurry, Specky thought, as he stumbled over toward the rest of the group, just as Coach Farrell began to explain the next drill.

‘Right, these fitness tests that you’re going to be doing are exactly the same tests that the AFL uses at the Draft Camp. They give boys who want to be drafted the chance to show how quick and strong they are, how high they can jump and what sort of endurance they have. Of course, football ability still remains the most important test. The results will give us an idea of your strengths and how we can improve your weaknesses. But first we will be doing a ‘skinfold test’. It measures how much body fat you’re carrying.’

‘Hey, Sticks, you won’t have any problems with this,’ stirred Grizza, who thrived on making Sticks feel self-conscious about his skinny frame.

‘That’s enough, Warren,’ said Coach Farrell. ‘It’s just as hard for some players to put on weight as it is for others to lose it. Now get on with it and then head over to the sixty metre sprint test.’

As each of the boys was timed running as fast as they could, Sticks got his own back at Grizza. He flew over the distance and was clearly the fastest in the team. Specky was surprised that he too was in the top five and felt quietly pleased with himself.

The team was then instructed to do as many chin-ups and push-ups as they could without stopping. Grizza and Piggie went at it like a couple of thrashing machines. They kept going and going, doing push-up after push-up and chin-up after chin-up. They were easily the most powerful players in the side. Specky managed a respectable total on the push-ups, but when it came to the chin-ups he struggled badly. He could barely complete five full chin-ups and was sent away to talk to Mr Reager – to discuss a strength-building program.

While Specky was in deep conversation with Mr Reager, they were distracted by jeering coming from the team. They had all crowded around the chin-up bar. Specky and Mr Reager strolled over to see what the fuss was about.

‘Five bucks says he doesn’t make one,’ bellowed Grizza. ‘Look at him, those little twigs for arms will snap before he gets his chin over the bar!’

‘Grizzle, we don’t need those derogatory comments around here,’ warned Coach Farrell.

Sticks approached the bar as if he were approaching the edge of a cliff. He stood on the chair below it and nervously placed one hand on either side of the chin-up pole.

‘You want me to help you, Stick-man?’ whispered Grizza.

Coach Farrell shot him a dirty look.

‘I’ll take the five-buck bet,’ Specky blurted, wanting to show some confidence in Sticks.

The team laughed.

Whispers stepped up beside Specky. ‘You just kissed goodbye to a fiver, Speck. Sticks has never done a chin-up in all the time we’ve known him.’

Sticks raised himself off the chair and hung by his arms from the bar. Specky could tell it took all of his strength just to do that. Sticks’ arms began to quiver and his shoulders began to shake. Then slowly, and miraculously, his body began to move upward. The boys began to cheer and urge Sticks on. As he got close to halfway, the cheering got louder. Inch by inch, centimetre by centimetre, Sticks groaned through clenched teeth. But, suddenly, his hands began to lose their grip. Sticks was now holding on with the tips of his fingers. It was no use. Just as it looked as if he was going to open his chin-up account, it was all too much for him and he fell to the ground.

A collective moan came from the team.

‘Easiest five bucks I ever made,’ boasted Grizza. ‘He might run like the wind, but even my little sister is stronger than that!’

Specky made his way over to Sticks.

‘Don’t worry about it, mate, you can’t be good at everything.’

‘Yeah, thanks, Speck. But if I don’t get stronger I won’t have a chance of making it to the big league. And Grizza gets on my nerves. It bugs me that he’s good at everything – he doesn’t know what it’s like to fail.’

‘Well, we’ll see what we can do about that,’ said Specky, as they jogged over to the next test.


6. spring!

The last test was a standing vertical leap. The players had to jump as high as they could from a standing start, and tap at some metal bars that stuck out from the top of a pole. The coaches, by looking at the metal bars, were able to work out how high the players had leapt. Billy Blackless, a former student of Gosmore Grammar, held the all-time record. He had been a star forward as a youngster and went on to play one hundred and ninety-eight games with the Geelong football club. Billy was now a big television and radio star, in more ways than one – while he had been an athletic player, since his retirement he had put on a few kilos. Specky and his team-mates all knew him as one of the funniest men in the media, but it was hard for them to imagine him as a young player with such an amazing leap.

‘This year’s the year I’m gonna take Billy’s record,’ boasted Grizza as he lined himself up under the metal pole. He crouched down, mustered up all his energy, and exploded sky-wards. At the top of his leap he slapped at the metal bars, easily passing all of the other players that had jumped before him. The entire team gathered around Mr Reager as he measured the height of the jump.

‘One hundred and twenty-two centimetres!’ he announced. ‘Great effort! But still three centimetres short of the record.’

All of the boys congratulated Grizza.

‘Rightio, Simon, you’re next!’

The team fell silent, and Specky took up his position under the bars.

‘You want to make that bet double or nothing, Magee?’ Grizza said, throwing out the challenge.

‘Warren, I’m giving you one more warning!’ snapped Coach Farrell.

Specky grinned at the big ruckman and gave Sticks a wink.

‘Um, Coach Farrell, I know betting is wrong, but could I make that bet with Grizza? And Grizza, let’s make it twenty bucks,’ he said calmly.

Snorts and mumbles of disbelief rippled through the team.

‘Well, Simon, I normally wouldn’t condone this,’ said Coach Farrell, looking at Mr Reager and Mr Brennan for approval. ‘But since Warren has persisted with his negative comments all through this training session, I’ll allow it – but not for money. The bet is to run fifteen more laps of the oval.’

The team gasped.

Specky agreed, as did Grizza.

Specky took a deep breath and, for a moment, he had a few doubts.


[image: image]Specky had a mental flash of Jason Akermanis, the Brisbane Lions superstar. He was probably the most outspoken footy player in the AFL, but although he sometimes had a lot to say, he always backed it up on the football field. Specky wondered if he could do the same.



Specky closed his eyes and got into a crouch position. He took another deep breath, and jumped as high as he possibly could. It all seemed to happen in slow motion. It was as if he hung there, midair. He slapped at the metal bars and fell to the ground, gracefully, landing on his feet.

Everyone held their breath as Mr Reager walked over to make the official measurement.

‘ One hundred and thirty-one centimetres. We have a brand new Gosmore record!’ Specky’s team-mates went berserk – their cheers and applause echoed right across the oval.

‘That was unbelievable, Speck, I thought you were going to take off and fly over the science building. You should’ve seen the look on Grizza’s face,’ said Sticks, rushing up to congratulate Specky.

‘Very impressive, Simon,’ said Coach Farrell, patting him on the back. ‘I will give Billy a ring this afternoon to let him know his twenty-two-year-old record has been broken. At least we won’t have to put up with his bragging at the annual reunion any more.’

Coach Farrell turned back to the team.

‘Okay, boys, that’s it for today. You will get your individual results after last class tomorrow, and then we’ll get stuck into training with the footballs. Now, hit the showers – except for Warren. Fifteen more laps, lad!’

‘Hang on!’ interrupted Piggie. ‘What about Mr Brennan’s famous place kick?’

Mr Brennan smiled. He grabbed one of the footballs and walked to the fifty-metre line, directly in front of goals. He made a small divot in the ground with the heel of his boot, and placed one end of the ball in it. He took several paces back, then ran toward the ball – and with the sweetest timing Specky had ever seen, made contact with the football. The ball flew off his boot like an arrow, and sailed right through the middle of the goals.

‘Woah!’ said Specky, impressed. ‘That English rugby dude, Jonny Wilkinson, would have been pleased with that!’

‘Yeah, it’s pretty amazing,’ added Whispers.

‘Nice one,’ said some of the boys to Mr Brennan.

‘Thanks, guys,’ he said, proud of himself. ‘Yep, I wouldn’t be dead for quids!’

Specky and his team-mates packed up their stuff and made their way back to the change rooms. Trudging across the oval, Specky turned back and saw Grizza miserably jogging at the far end of the field. Specky grinned, but he sensed Grizza wasn’t going to let him forget this.

∗ ∗ ∗

Later that evening, as Specky was busy at his desk finishing his maths homework, he sensed someone standing behind him. When he turned he was surprised to see it wasn’t just one person, but everyone in the dormitory – with Grizza heading the pack.

Oh oh, thought Specky. I’m done for. Grizza is out to get me ’cause I showed him up today.

But Whispers, Sticks and all the other boys had mischievous grins plastered across their faces. And Grizza called for Tim to sit beside Specky. The only one who looked worried for Specky and Tim was Worm.

‘Piggie, go and stand guard at the door. Make sure no monitors are about,’ ordered Grizza.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Specky, trying his best to sound nonchalant.

‘Yeah, why are you all looking at us like that?’ added Tim, defensively.

‘It’s initiation time, boys,’ announced Grizza.

‘Initiation?’ asked Specky and Tim simultaneously.

‘Yep. All new boarders need to go through an initiation before they can be accepted as one of us. It’s tradition. That is, unless you think you’re not one of us, or you’re just gutless wonders.’

Specky looked at Tim, then back to the boys.

‘Yeah, right, like we’re worried about a couple of dumb stunts,’ replied Specky, trying to sound tougher than he was feeling.

‘Good, so that means you’ll do it then?’

Specky was overcome with a sudden pressure to answer yes, even though he didn’t know what the boys had in mind for him. By the look on Tim’s face, Specky could tell he felt the same way.

‘Well?’ asked Grizza. ‘You’re gonna do it? Or you’re gonna be wimps?’

Specky felt cornered – he wanted to be accepted by his new friends. Again he looked to Tim and together they shrugged in agreement.

‘Yeah, we’ll do it,’ Specky mumbled reluctantly.

‘Good,’ grunted Grizza. ‘This is what we want you to do.’


7. initiation

For a moment, Specky wondered when the boys had discussed this. Was there some special Gosmore initiation manual they all referred to or something? Specky had flashes of himself dumping a whole bottle of bubble bath into the school fountain, or covering a building in toilet paper.

‘Right, we’ll tell you about both stunts, and we’ll leave it up to you two to decide which one you wanna do,’ said Grizza. You can either get your ear pierced. Or you can paint Lance.’

Everyone snorted and chuckled.

‘Who’s Lance?’ asked Specky.

‘Lance is Sir Lancelot. He’s part of Gosmore’s mascot. The Knights… get it? He’s one of the school horses.’

Specky remembered the black stallion and the guy dressed as a knight he had seen parading around the oval last year when he and his Booyong team-mates had come to play against Gosmore in the Diadora Cup match. Danny had put a toy lion on Lance’s back at the end of the game. Back then, and even now, Specky couldn’t believe that a school could have its very own horse, let alone a stable of horses.

‘That’s it?’ asked Tim. ‘They’re the stunts? Doesn’t seem like a big deal.’

Again the boys grinned. Specky knew there had to be a catch.

‘Yeah, it sounds easy,’ said Grizza. ‘But…’

Here it comes, thought Specky.

‘Gosmore is really strict. If you get caught doing either of those things they’ll suspend you – you’ll be risking your scholarships.’

Specky turned to see Worm shooting him a look that clearly said ‘See, I told you’ and ‘I don’t know if you should do this’.

‘Okay, I’ll pierce my ear,’ mumbled Tim, not giving Specky a chance to choose.

‘Good. Gosmore doesn’t allow any body piercing, so, you’ll have to go through a whole day without being caught,’ said Grizza. ‘Then, Magee, it’s you and Lance. We want you to paint on Lance, “Royals Suck!” then let him loose. Lance has broken out of the stables a few times. And when he does, he always runs off to Salisbury College, ’cause he has the hots for a Shetland pony they have in their stables. Here, hide this.’

Grizza turned and grabbed a pot of water-based paint and a brush from Piggie and handed them over to Specky.

‘We can’t make him do that!’ Worm piped up. ‘What about Nails? Not to mention Lance! That horse is psycho. He’ll probably kill you if you get anywhere near him, Speck.’

Specky thought of Danny again.

‘How bad can he be? When we played you last year, my mate, Danny, got close to him.’

‘Then he was lucky. Or maybe Nails was riding Nanny – one of the mares.’

‘Awwrh, your geeky little mate is worried for you,’ said Grizza, sarcastically.

‘Nah, he’s right,’ said Whispers, stepping forward. ‘Sir Lance is a freak. Sometimes he’s really quiet, but other times he’s just plain nuts! It all depends on what mood he’s in. The only person who can always calm him down is Nails.’

‘Who’s Nails?’ asked Specky.

‘Mrs Niles. But we call her Old Lady Nails, cause she’s tough as nails. She’s really ancient – I think she’s like eighty or something.’

‘But she could still snap Sticks in half! Isn’t that right, Sticks?’ interjected Grizza.

Sticks didn’t smile. Whispers continued.

‘Nails is the equestrian teacher. She teaches Years Eleven and Twelve – but not on Lance. And she’s the one who dresses up as a knight and rides Lance whenever we have big footy games and special events.’

‘Okay enough! This is a bloody initiation. Not some girly gossip-about-teachers hour,’ snapped Grizza. ‘Tomorrow Barto’s got to get his ear pierced – I don’t care how you do it. Then the night after that Magee will paint Lance. And if any of you have a problem with that,’ Grizza continued, raising his voice, ‘then you’ll have to face me.’

For several seconds no one said a word. Specky again caught Worm giving him a worried look. But there was nothing he could do or say. If they wanted to be a member of the team, Specky and Tim were going to have to do this initiation.
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The next morning, every boy on Specky’s floor was hassling Tim about his ear piercing.

Worm had talked Tim out of trying to do it himself and that afternoon he was going to a chemist in Lovettville where he could have his ear professionally and safely pierced.

‘No pain, no gain!’ taunted Piggy. ‘And I thought all full-backs were tough as guts!’

‘At least we don’t have to see all the blood and pus and stuff,’ said someone else, laughing.

‘Pus and blood?’ Tim gulped, looking worried.

[image: image]

The following morning Specky tried not to think about what was in store for him. Instead, he decided to stay by Tim’s side for the day.

Tim was beginning to realise that keeping his stud out of sight from teachers was going to be a lot tougher than he had originally thought.

In Drama their teacher, Mr Baker, asked the students to do improvisations, acting out personality types that were different from their own. When it was Tim’s turn, he wandered up to the stage area with his left ear stuck against his shoulder, to try to hide the stud.

‘Right, Tim, it looks as if you’ve already begun,’ he said. ‘Why the late Princess Diana tilted-head look?’

Specky wondered how Tim was going to get out of this, and for a brief moment he thought his mate was going to blow it. That is, until Tim replied, ‘I’m shy.’

The rest of the class broke out laughing, except for Grizza, Piggie and their mates. Specky knew they were hoping Tim would get caught.

‘Quiet!’ snapped Mr Baker. ‘This is great! Pretending to be a little shy kid – keep it up, Tim.’

Specky could tell that even Tim had a hard time trying to keep a straight face.

‘Yes, I’m shy, and I’ve lost my mummy. Oh, Mummy, where are you?’ he said in a squeaky voice, getting into the act.

Specky didn’t know which was funnier, Tim’s performance or the way Mr Baker was getting into it.

‘Bravo! Bravo!’ he roared theatrically, clapping loudly. ‘And look, he’s staying in character!’

Tim wandered back to his seat, with his ear still on his shoulder.

For the next three periods, Maths, Australian History and English Literature, Tim found it easier to keep his stud out of sight. He could place his hand over it, as if he was propping himself up and listening intently to the teacher lecturing up front. Just as the school day was drawing to an end, though, and Tim was starting to believe he had his initiation in the bag, Mr Stevens popped out of a classroom, in front of him and Specky. It was afternoon recess and both boys had been making their way back to their lockers. Mr Stevens called out to them, his booming voice echoing down the corridor.

‘Oh, no! I’m a goner!’ panicked Tim.

‘Just run off. I’ll make up some kind of excuse for ya,’ suggested Specky, looking just as worried.

‘I can’t. It’s too late. He’ll know something is up!’

Mr Stevens was now only a few paces away from them.

‘Boys!’ he smiled. ‘I’ve been talking to Coach Farrell and he said that you two should… What are you doing, Tim?’

Specky turned to see that Tim had shoved his ear up against the corridor wall.

‘I’m listening for termites, sir,’ said Tim.

Specky rolled his eyes.

There’s no way he’s going to get away with this, he thought, nervously biting his bottom lip.

‘Termites?’

‘Yeah, termites. We have heaps of them in my place back in Wodonga. I heard some scratching around.’

‘Well, that’s very interesting, Tim. But that wall is solid sandstone. Now stand up, please,’ ordered Mr Stevens.

‘No, it’s okay…’ Tim answered back.

‘I said, stand up!’

Specky knew this was crunch time. Any second now Mr Stevens would see Tim’s pierced ear. Specky gazed past the principal and saw that he and Tim were being watched by a group of their team-mates. Grizza was smirking, along with Piggie by his side. Specky then spotted Whispers, who had a football in his hand.

He’s not gonna… Is he? he thought.

Suddenly, Whispers kicked the footy, spearing it directly at them.

‘Look out!’ yelled Specky.


[image: image]Specky’s cat-like reflexes came into play. Football is such an unpredictable game that he had learnt to make split-second decisions, without the luxury of thinking them through. No one is ever out of the play in a game of football. A ball may slew off the side of a team-mate’s or opponent’s boot, and you have to be focussed and quick enough to take advantage of it. Greg Williams, the dual Brownlow Medallist, was once described as being a ‘good player in heavy traffic’. Specky had often wondered what that meant, and now he suspected he knew. In the school corridor there was a lot of ‘traffic’ around: students and teachers all rushing from one class to the other, and Specky had to be a good ‘driver’.



Specky lunged forward and took a safe mark, only centimetres away from the back of the Principal’s head.

‘Right! Who did that?’ Mr Stevens shouted, swinging around to face the boys.

Whispers didn’t own up, and all the boys just shrugged their shoulders as if they hadn’t seen a thing. Mr Stevens wasn’t impressed. For the next few minutes, he gave everyone an earbashing about being irresponsible and then ordered them to class. By the time he turned back to speak to Specky and Tim, Tim had run off down the hall.

Mr Stevens seemed to have forgotten about Tim anyway. He just thanked Specky for warning him and marched back to his office.

Thanks to the fact that he had a double period in the library, Tim was able to get through the rest of the school day by burying his head behind a stack of books. So when 9.45 pm rolled around, Tim was safe, and it was Specky’s turn.

‘Shut up, will ya?’ Grizza whispered loudly as he and the other boys watched Specky hop onto the windowsill, ready to sneak out. ‘If the monitors wake up, we’re all in deep trouble. Remember, Magee, once you’ve painted Lance, leave the stall and the stable door open for him to get out. He will have to run past here to leave the grounds, so we’ll see your great artwork.’

‘How will I know which horse is Lance?’ Specky asked nervously.

‘You’ll know,’ sneered Grizza. ‘He’s the one that will be kicking and bucking the most!’

Specky didn’t know what to say. Worm wished him luck as he climbed out the window and balanced on a large branch of the snow gum that stood near the wall of the dormitory building.

‘Lance is in the end stall,’ Worm whispered out the window. ‘Be careful.’

Slowly, with a torch and a paintbrush in his back pocket, and a tin of white paint in one hand, Specky quietly climbed down the tree.

Once on the ground, he rushed off into the night in the direction of the stables. He was so nervous he could hear his heart thumping against his chest.

This is crazy. I can’t believe I’m doing this, he thought, as he ran behind the school’s theatre and the indoor swimming pool.

A few minutes later, Specky jogged up the steep hill that lead to the back end of the Gosmore grounds.

As Specky approached the stables he could hear horses whinnying. But he could also hear an intimidating snorting sound. That had to be Lance. Specky was absolutely petrified. He knew the horses could sense he was there, and it looked pitch black inside the stables. Specky slowly unlatched the gate and shuffled a couple of steps inside. As his eyes adjusted a bit to the darkness, he stepped past the stalls of the four mares toward the frightening sounds coming from the end of the stable. Lance was now grunting and neighing loudly.

‘Okay, boy, it’s okay,’ Specky choked, inching toward the nervous beast and turning on his torch.

‘There you are. Whoa! You’re huge!’

Specky caught sight of the stallion’s wild eyes staring down at him.

‘That’s it, boy. I’m not going to hurt you. So please, don’t kill me,’ continued Specky in his most calming voice, even though his heart was in his throat.

Specky placed the tin of paint and the brush on the ground, reached for the latch to Lance’s stall and clicked it open. Lance suddenly kicked back, slamming his hooves into the wall behind him – Specky staggered backward and fell over.

‘Shoot!’ gasped Specky. ‘He’s gonna kick me to death.’

He got back up on his feet and waited. He waited and waited – for what seemed an eternity. He stood there, frozen, agonising over whether he had the courage to go through with this initiation. If I don’t do this, so what? What’s Grizza gonna do? he thought. But then they’ll all think I’m a wimp. Which would suck. But I don’t wanna get killed either, or expelled…’

A thousand thoughts swirled about in Specky’s head.

Eventually, he gathered all his courage, unlatched the door, rested the torch on the side of the stall and crept inside.

‘That’s it. Come on, boy,’ said Specky, lightly stepping forward.

He put out his hand, and, remarkably, Lance seemed to be settling down.

The stallion warily moved toward Specky. He froze again – he didn’t even blink. Lance moved in a little closer and sniffed at his hand. Slowly, Specky raised his hand and stroked the side of Lance’s head.

It took Specky some time before he felt confident enough to move his feet, let alone grab the tin of paint.

‘That’s it, boy. This won’t hurt. It might even feel nice. That’s it.’ Specky kept reassuring Lance, as he began painting the message across the horse’s flank. A few minutes later he had finished the job. Specky pushed open the door and tried to shepherd Lance out.

‘Come on, boy. Off you go! Go and visit your little pony girlfriend. Go!’ he said.

But Lance wasn’t budging.

Okay, let’s try something else, thought Specky, grinning.
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‘I don’t believe it!’ croaked Grizza.

Grizza and the rest of the boys were pressed up against the dormitory window, shocked by what they saw outside. It was Specky, calmly leading Lance, his hand gripping a bridle that he had slipped over the horse’s face and head. Specky waved to the others as he left Sir Lancelot, with ‘Royals Suck!’ painted on his side, to gallop off freely into the night.


8. to the office

When Specky woke up the next morning, he was feeling pretty proud of himself. He was especially chuffed when some of the boys started calling him ‘The Horse Whisperer’ and ‘Dr Dolittle’. And he got a kick out of seeing Grizza staring at him in disbelief.

But by the time he reached his locker his mood had changed. He and Tim were summoned to the Principal’s office by a Year 7 student.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Tim, rushing up to Specky. ‘You don’t think we’re in trouble, do ya? You don’t think he found out about the initiations, do ya?’

Specky didn’t know what to say. He was just as worried as his mate.

‘Wait in my office,’ said Principal Stevens, poker-faced and not giving any hint about why they were there. ‘I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.’

Specky and Tim wandered into the Principal’s office and sat down on the black leather couch against the back wall. Specky and Tim looked around the room. It was an enormous office with a large desk and chair underneath a huge bay window. On one wall were photographs of former Principals, including John Regent, the guy who had created the Boots of Glory game. Against the opposite wall stood a glass cabinet filled with trophies, medals and flags.

‘Whoa, look at ’em all,’ Specky sighed, getting up to take a closer look. ‘This school has won trophies in everything. And not just footy: rowing, swimming, cricket, rugby, soccer, debating, even choral singing. Check it out, Tim!’

Specky swung around to see that Tim had moved over behind Principal Stevens’s desk.

‘Tim? What are you looking at?’ Then he saw them…

‘Wow!’ he choked. ‘Are they the… ?’

‘Yep, the Boots,’ stuttered Tim, looking at them in complete awe.

On top of a pedestal, in a glass case, sat the century-old boots of Fredrick Cooper – the Boots of Glory. Both boys were silent for a moment. Specky ogled the worn leather, the tattered laces and high-ankle padding. Even the scrapes and scratches around the heel and toe area seemed important – as if they had amazing stories behind them.

‘Unreal,’ Specky whispered under his breath. ‘Don’t you reckon?’

Tim didn’t answer. He was sitting back on the couch with his head in the palm of his hands.

‘Are you okay?’ Specky asked, moving over to sit next to him.

‘This totally sucks!’ Tim mumbled into his hands. ‘If we’re in trouble and we get suspended, then the Board will take away our scholarships. Then we’re really stuffed!’

At that moment, Specky glanced up at some photographs and saw a picture of Principal Stevens, Coach Farrell and five grey-haired men. Underneath the photo, a metal plaque read The Gosmore Grammar Board.

‘Look, we might not be in trouble,’ said Specky, trying to comfort Tim.

‘But what if we are? I can’t afford to lose the scholarship. Getting it was the best thing that ever happened to me and my family. I can’t let my mum down.’

‘What d’ya mean?’ asked Specky.

Tim looked up. ‘Promise you won’t tell anyone?’

Specky nodded.

‘Mum and my little brother, we live in a tiny flat,’ Tim explained. ‘Mum works hard, but we never have enough money. We can’t afford to buy me footy gear and stuff, but footy’s the only thing I’m good at and if I can make it to the AFL we won’t have to worry about money ever again. See, that’s why I can’t afford to lose this.’

Specky felt for his friend. He thought about his own situation and realised that even if he did lose his scholarship, he still had heaps of opportunities at home.

‘If you’re good enough, it doesn’t matter if you’re rich or poor, you can still make it to the AFL,’ Specky said.

‘Yeah, that’s easy for you to say. I bet you don’t have to worry about making money. You can focus on footy. If I lose this, I’ll have to give up football altogether and get a part-time job, to help Mum out. That’s what I was gonna do, just before I was offered this scholarship.’

Specky was stuck for words.

Just then, Mr Stevens returned. This was their moment of truth. ‘Right,’ he said, settling into his high-backed chair. ‘I’m going to ask you both a question and I want you to answer it honestly.’

Specky nervously clenched his hands together.

‘I got a call from the Principal of Salisbury College this morning to say that Sir Lancelot was once again on their campus trying to… How can I put this? Trying to “court” one of their ponies, Queen Victoria. But he was also sporting some new body art. As you can imagine, the teachers and students of Salisbury were not impressed. So my question is, did either of you have anything to do with this stunt? Tim?’

‘No, sir. I didn’t,’ Tim replied.

Specky bit his bottom lip. He knew that technically Tim wasn’t lying.

‘And, Simon? Did you do this?’

Specky paused – his mind crammed with thoughts.

Should I lie? Is this a test? Do I look guilty?


[image: image]Specky remembered the new AFL Hall of Fame and Sensation in the city. It was football heaven: the history of the game was recorded, celebrated and on display, all under the one roof. Some of the most important pieces of football memorabilia were also on show, documenting the origins of football. But the best bit was the part that was known as the ‘sensation’.

You got addresses from former Premiership Coach David Parkin as he walked you through the end of the Preliminary Final, right up to Grand Final day. Specky had been amazed when he walked into a virtual change room, where, on the walls, four large video screens came to life. Allan Jeans, Tom Hafey, John Kennedy and Ron Barassi, four of the greatest coaches of all time, gave stirring speeches. And the next room was even more unreal.

It had the biggest video screen Specky had ever seen. It showed real-life highlights from past Grand Finals, and made the people in the room feel like they were a part of the action. Specky had never experienced anything like it, and the words of the master coaches had stayed with him.

They had stressed that you might be able to lie to other people, but you could not lie to yourself. They called upon the need for honesty and an honest effort from all players if they wanted to win a Grand Final. The message was that the whole team had to be able to look at themselves in the mirror at the end of the day and be able to say, ‘I cheated no one today. I was honest with myself in trying to play to the best of my ability.’

Ever since walking out of that room, Specky had decided that he would always be honest when playing his football, and that he would try to live his life that way as well. That day at the AFL Hall of Fame and Sensation had been a very big day in Specky’s life.



‘Yes, I did it,’ he blurted. Specky couldn’t believe he had actually confessed to Principal Stevens.

‘Thank you, Simon. I appreciate your honesty. Was it an initiation stunt?’

‘Um, yes,’ muttered Specky, wondering how he knew.

‘And Tim, I’m sure you had one, too.’

Specky looked at Tim. ‘Will I be suspended, Sir? Am I going to lose my scholarship?’ he jumped in. These were the questions he knew Tim wanted to ask.

‘What you did was foolish and irresponsible. What if Sir Lancelot had been hit by a car? I certainly can’t take this lightly – but it will all depend on whether your friend answers me honestly now. So, Tim what was your initiation stunt?’

Specky pulled a face at Tim, as if to say ‘Please, tell him the truth otherwise he’ll suspend me’.

Tim looked panicked. ‘Um, I… I…’ he began to say nervously. ‘I had to pierce my ear, Sir.’

Principal Stevens came out from behind his desk, approached Tim and took a closer look at his ear. He could see the small hole where the stud had been.

‘Right. So that explains termites in the wall!’ Principal Stevens didn’t look impressed. ‘Okay. This is what I’m going to do,’ he said, returning to his chair. ‘Coach Farrell and I have already discussed this, and I am not going to suspend you or bring this up with the Board.’

Specky could see Tim relax, as if a huge weight had been lifted off his shoulders. Even Specky couldn’t hide the enormous relief he was feeling.

‘But,’ continued Principal Stevens, his face appearing sterner and angrier than it had a few moments ago. ‘If either of you do anything like this again, and I mean anything, there will be no second chances. The Board will hear about it and your scholarships will no doubt be revoked.’

Specky thought he could hear Tim’s breathing stop.

‘Coach Farrell and I were boys once, too,’ said Principal Stevens. ‘We know about initiation stunts. And, although I do not condone them, I am also a realist. Boys will be boys. But that doesn’t mean you won’t pay for your actions,’ he added. ‘Tim, I want you, twice a week from the beginning of next term until the Boots of Glory match, to help Mrs Leggiamo in the library. And Simon, since you’ve already established a good rapport with Sir Lancelot, you will help Mrs Niles at the stables for the same amount of time.’

Specky nodded and, as he did, he caught sight of a fit-looking woman in about her mid-seventies, dressed in overalls and gumboots, leading Lance past the office window. She didn’t look happy.

When Specky and Tim got back to class they couldn’t wait to tell the others what had happened. But during the first two periods – English and Media Studies – Worm, Whispers, Sticks and the other boys didn’t appear remotely interested. But when morning recess came around…

‘So, Stevens let you two off?’ said Grizza, flanked by half of the Year 9 boarders.

‘Yeah, we were lucky,’ answered Specky. ‘At first I thought, this is it, and –’

‘Good, the plan’s working,’ interrupted Grizza.

‘What?’ said Specky and Tim in unison. ‘What plan?’

Specky looked at Worm for an answer. Worm shrugged.

‘What are you talking about?’ Tim asked again.

Grizza’s eyes lit up. ‘I’m talking about another initiation!’

‘What?’ snapped Specky. ‘But we’ve done ’em!’

‘No, you haven’t. They were just ‘dummy’ initiations. Just to satisfy Mr Stevens and the other teachers. We knew you’d get called to the office and we knew they’d let you off. But no one will be expecting you two to do another stunt. Now it’s time for the real initiation! We’ll think of something that will definitely prove you’re a part of the team. Isn’t that right, boys?’

Everyone nodded, including Whispers, Sticks and even Worm. Specky shook his head in disbelief.


9. pressure

Later that night, Specky tossed and turned, unable to get to sleep. He couldn’t stop thinking about the pressures of fitting in with his new Gosmore mates.

‘This is so dumb. At Booyong I could just be me. I didn’t have to prove anything to anyone,’ he told himself over and over.

Specky started thinking about his family and friends in Melbourne, and how much he missed them all. Just as he began to wonder what Robbo and Danny had gotten up to that day, he heard a bump in the darkness that made him forget all about home.

Propping himself up on his elbow, Specky caught sight of a shadowy figure entering through the same window he had snuck out of the night before.

The figure tiptoed across the dormitory floor, past the sleeping boys. Specky didn’t know what to do, but he didn’t take his eyes off the shadow. As the figure drew closer to Specky’s bed, he recognised who it was.

‘Sticks?’ he said, in a loud whisper.

Sticks jumped back, startled.

‘What are you doing awake?’ he stuttered.

‘Me?’ said Specky. ‘What about you? Where have you been? I saw you climb in through the window!’

‘Um… nowhere. I didn’t go anywhere. You must be dreaming,’ Sticks replied, looking guilty.

‘Dreaming? No way! Why are you dressed?’

Sticks crossed his arms defensively.

‘I just went for a walk, all right? I needed some air. So mind your own business,’ he said, raising his voice and almost waking up a couple of the other boys.

‘All right! No big deal. Just asking, that’s all,’ added Specky.

‘Okay, then. Go back to sleep.’

Sticks returned to his bed and left Specky wondering what had just happened.
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The following day, at lunchtime, Specky and Tim were again surrounded by the Year 9 boarders.

‘So, are you looking forward to your stunt?’ asked Grizza.

‘Nup!’ replied Specky, standing his ground. ‘’Cause I’ve been thinking, why should we? It’s not your scholarship you’re risking.’

Grizza shook his head, looking back at all the others for their reaction. He took a step closer to Specky.

‘You think you’re it and a bit, don’t ya, Magee? Well, this isn’t Poo-yong High. If you wanna be here, you have to play by our rules. Get it?’

Grizza shoved Specky backward. Specky felt his heart race and his blood boil. There was no way he was going to let himself be intimidated.


[image: image]Specky had already stood up to Grizza at the fitness tests and he knew, from his experience with Screamer back at home, that he had to stand up to him now. In football, intimidation was a widely used tactic, and unless you stood your ground you ran the risk of being walked all over.

Specky knew that on the field intimidation was often a form of bluffing, to see whether an opponent was going to give in or get ‘sucked in’. Those doing the intimidating were often doing it to test out an opponent.

He’s bluffing, Specky thought. It can only work if you let it get to you. And he was determined not to let Grizza get the better of him.



Specky stepped forward and shoved Grizza back.

‘Whoa! I can’t believe he did that. He’s dead!’ Piggie whispered.

But instead of charging for Specky, Grizza tried another tack.

‘What? You can’t hack the pressure, Magee? You scared?’ he hissed.

Specky didn’t say a word, his eyes still firmly fixed on Grizza’s.

‘Are you scared it’ll be too hard for ya?’

‘We’ve done our initiations and we’re not doing any more,’ reiterated Specky.

‘You might, once I tell you what it is.’

‘What is it?’ Piggie asked.

‘Magee and Barton,’ Grizza said, as if making an announcement, ‘will steal the Boots of Glory!’

The first reaction from everyone was complete shock – that Grizza could even suggest such a thing – followed by a flood of ‘no way’s and ‘whoa’s.

Specky looked at Tim. His face was pale.

‘Yeah, right, like that changes our mind!’ Specky said sarcastically, turning back to Grizza.

‘Well, it’s your choice, Magee. Just proves to us that you and Barto are the biggest wimps around and you’re not really good enough to hang out with us.’

Just as Grizza was about to turn and head off, Tim suddenly blurted, ‘We’ll think about it!’

‘What?’ croaked Specky, whipping his head around.

‘We’ll think about it,’ Tim mumbled again, nervously.

‘There’s no way we should make them steal the boots,’ piped in Worm, out of the blue. ‘We’re talking about the holy grail of Gosmore here.’

‘Exactly, Bookhead,’ sneered Grizza. ‘That’s exactly why they should do it. I can’t think of anything better. They have to steal them, show us and then put them back. This will be the best initiation stunt ever in the history of Gosmore.’

Specky continued to look at Tim in disbelief. He grabbed his arm and pulled him aside.

‘What d’ya say that for? Are you seriously thinking of doing this?’ he said in a loud whisper.

‘No, I don’t wanna do it!’

‘So, why say it?’

‘I just blurted it out,’ cause, I dunno,’ cause, well, you heard him… They think we’re wimps and, well, Speck, we’re gonna be with these guys for the next four years. If we don’t do this, we’ll never fit in.’

‘Forget about being accepted. If we get caught doing this, we’ll probably never see daylight again,’ said Specky. ‘We’re not gonna do it!’

But Specky couldn’t ignore the distressed expression plastered across Tim’s face. He felt the same pressure to be accepted by their new friends.

‘Look, can’t we just stall ’em for awhile and hope they just forget about it?’ suggested Tim.

So Specky turned to Grizza and told him that they wanted more time to think about it.

‘Fine then,’ he responded. ‘You’ve got till after the holidays.’


10. no place

like home

There were only three days to go before the start of the holidays, and Specky attended class, footy training and even dinner with a spring in his step.


[image: image]Dinner sessions were something else Specky had found hard to get used to at Gosmore Grammar. The boarders all ate together, and after big training sessions or games, the football team had special meals prepared for them by the school’s Home Economics classes. It was impressed on the boys how important it was that they eat the right food – so that they would recover quickly and ensure that they had plenty of energy for upcoming physical activity.

It was explained to Specky that his body was like a car and the food he put into his body was like fuel that kept him going. If he didn’t refill the ‘tank’ after a hard workout, then he would ‘break down’ – he would feel tired and lack the ‘get up and go’ that was needed to play good football.

He was also taught the right fuel to put into his ‘tank’ – foods high in carbohydrates and protein and low in fats, like pasta, rice, potatoes, bread, vegetables, fish, chicken and lean meat. Luckily, Specky enjoyed these foods anyway and looked forward to the variety of pastas and casseroles and fresh food that was provided.

There was always plenty of plain steamed rice to go with the meals, and although Specky preferred the fried rice that his family bought from the local Chinese shop back at home, he knew he had to be disciplined now if he was going to get fit and improve as a player. Which is why he had learnt to cope with the fact that there was no soft drink or ice-cream, either. The players were instructed to drink at least two litres of water a day to re-hydrate their bodies after all the strenuous exercise they did. Every time they worked out and started to sweat, they were losing fluids from their bodies, so they had to replace them constantly throughout the day.



Specky couldn’t wait to get home and catch up with his family and friends – especially Christina. He emailed her on the last night of term.


Hi! Can u believe we’re gonna c each other soon? I’ve invited my new mates Tim, Worm, Sticks and Whispers 2 come and stay at my place for a couple of days during the second week of the holidays. So, you’ll get to meet them. Do u wanna see a movie this Saturday? I wanna c that footy film that’s just come out, HANGA!

CYA soon!

Speck
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‘Hello, darling!’ cried Specky’s mother, greeting him as he walked into the hallway of his Camberwell home. Mrs Magee hugged Specky tightly and kissed him on the forehead.

‘Mum!’ winced Specky.

Mr Magee was a few steps behind him, carrying in Specky’s luggage. He had picked Specky up at Gosmore and driven him back.

‘What? A mother can’t show how much she’s missed her son?’ said Mrs Magee, ruffling Specky’s hair.

‘Yeah, but ease up on the smooch fest,’ Specky teased, glad to be back.

‘I bet you wouldn’t say that to Christina,’ blurted Alice, thumping down the stairs, with the Great McCarthy by her side. ‘She’s left like a hundred messages for you already. She said your mobile wasn’t switched on.’

‘Yeah, the battery’s flat. I have to charge it up,’ replied Specky.

‘So, how are you, Squirt?’ Alice continued, stepping forward and punching her brother on the shoulder.

‘Dude!’ added the Great McCarthy, slapping him a high five. ‘How’s the big GG?’

‘Yeah, what’s it really like?’ Alice asked. ‘I’ve heard so many freaky stories about boarding school – like weird initiation rituals and stuff like that. I reckon they’re making it up.’

‘Give the boy a chance to take his coat off,’ interrupted Mr Magee, dropping Specky’s heavy suitcase on the floor.

‘Yes, we’ll have plenty of time to catch up,’ Mrs Magee tagged on. ‘Actually we have some news to share with you. Go upstairs and unpack. Dinner will be ready in about half an hour.’

Specky was happy his mum had stepped in when she did. He didn’t want to have to respond to Alice’s question.

Specky burst into his bedroom, threw his suitcase down on the bed and sighed. He was so happy to be back. He hadn’t realised how much he had missed his ‘stuff’ – his sports posters on the wall, his old footy clock-radio, even his bed. He was really going to enjoy being back home for a couple of weeks. And the very first thing he wanted to do was call his mates.

Just as Specky picked up the phone to dial Robbo’s number, it rang.

‘Hello?’ answered Specky.

‘Welcome back!’

It was Christina.

‘Hi!’ Specky’s voice cracked.

‘I got your email. But your mobile’s been switched off all day.’

‘Yeah, Alice told me you tried calling. I have to recharge it. So, where are you calling from? I can hear heaps of people in the background,’ said Specky.

‘We’re at the airport. We’re going to Queens-land for the holidays. Dad surprised me and Mum last night. Said we all need a good break in the sunshine. So, I won’t be able to see you – which totally sucks!’

‘Yeah, it does,’ said Specky, trying not to sound too disappointed. ‘But that’s really nice of your dad. Well, I s’pose we’ll see each other when I come back for a weekend in the middle of next term.’

‘Definitely! You should try to come for a few weekends in a row. I wish I could see you now, though.’

There was a knock at the door and the Great McCarthy stuck his head into Specky’s bedroom to tell him that dinner was nearly ready and that his parents wanted to tell them something.

‘Speck? I said, I wish I could see you now,’ Christina repeated.

‘Sorry, Dieter’s here and he said something to me,’ replied Specky.

‘That’s okay. I just wish there was some way we could’ve seen each other before I left.’

‘Yeah, me too.’ Specky coughed, trying to ignore the Great McCarthy who was making silly kissing noises and pulling faces at him.

And he’s in Year 12! thought Specky, shaking his head.

‘And, Speck, I’ve been wanting to say this for ages and I’m not sure if this is the right time or place, but all this time away from you has made me realise how much I really, really miss you. And how much you mean to me,’ she continued. ‘Do you miss me?’

Specky’s face turned bright red – he was caught off guard. He wanted to respond to Christina, but the Great McCarthy was standing right beside him.

‘Speck? Are you still there?’

‘Yeah, I’m here. I do – to what you just said. Look, I can’t talk now, but I’ll call you on your mobile as soon as I can. Have a great trip.’

Specky hung up the phone, and lightly punched the Great McCarthy – pushing him out of the room – and slammed the door.

A moment later, Robbo called, and then Danny.

Eventually, Specky joined his family at the dinner table.

‘Why the long face?’ asked Mrs Magee, as Specky pulled up a chair. ‘I kept your bedroom just as you left it – looking like a bomb hit it.’

‘Nah, it’s not that,’ mumbled Specky. ‘Everyone’s gone on holidays. Christina’s going to Queensland, Danny’s gone to stay with his cousins up in the country, and Robbo and his family are heading to Sydney for the week. I won’t see Christina at all and I won’t see the guys until next week.’

‘Well, at least you got to chat to them,’ said Mrs Magee, passing the gravy to Alice. ‘Now, your dad and I have something to tell you all –’

RING ! RING !

‘That phone again! It’s like Flinders Street Station here,’ complained Mr Magee, getting out of his chair.

‘What did you want to tell us, Mum?’ asked Specky.

‘It’s okay, I’ll wait till your father gets back.’

‘So, spill the beans, Speck!’ said Alice, jumping right in. ‘Tell us everything about Gosmore.’

‘It’s a great school,’ replied Specky, hoping his sister wouldn’t bring up the initiation question again. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Have you started footy training yet?’ asked Dieter.

‘Yeah, it’s pretty full on. And this is a pretty big year for my team,’ exclaimed Specky.

‘Why?’ asked the Great McCarthy.

Specky excitedly told everyone about the Boots of Glory match.

‘That seems like a lot of pressure to place on you boys,’ remarked Mrs Magee, not as impressed by the traditional football showdown as Dieter was.

‘That was Cedric Cockatoo,’ said Mr Magee, returning to the table. ‘He and young Johnny are moving to Melbourne. I told him I’d help them find a place around here, since you and Johnny are such great mates.’

‘Wow,’ cried Specky, turning to his mum. ‘That’s awesome news. Why didn’t you tell me straight away?’

Mrs Magee laughed. ‘It is good news, but it’s not the news we’ve been trying to tell you; your father and I have an announcement to make.’

Specky and Alice gave each other a confused look. ‘What’s going on?’ Specky couldn’t help noticing his father appeared a bit nervous.

‘I’m just going to say this straight out,’ he replied. ‘We’ll soon be expecting another family member to arrive.’

‘What? Is Granddad coming over to visit from Perth?’ asked Specky.

‘No way!’ Alice squealed, horrified. She had suddenly realised what her father was trying to say.

‘What?’ asked Specky, still not making the connection.

‘We’re having another baby,’ said Mr Magee, smiling.

‘How? You guys are ancient,’ scoffed Alice.

‘Excuse me, young lady!’ scolded Specky’s mum.

‘Really? Mum’s pregnant?’ Specky said, taken aback. ‘But that means, you guys have been…’

‘Exactly! Gross!’ winced Alice.


11. torn

It took several days for the news about the baby to sink in. But in the end, everyone was pretty excited.

For now, Specky was just happy to have time off from Gosmore. In fact, in the first week of the holidays he liked his own company more than he thought he would. His days were filled with playing PlayStation, watching TV (mostly AFL footy matches and his favourite footy show, Sensational Stuff ), going for daily runs and kicking goals at his old school oval.


[image: image]Specky and his Gosmore team-mates had been given a training schedule to stick to while they were on holidays. Coach Farrell had designed it so that they would not lose any of the fitness or skills that they had developed in the early part of pre-season training. Sticking to the schedule required great mental discipline from Specky. He was finding that without set training times, and people training with him, it was very tempting to just miss a session here and there.

But Specky got himself into a routine. He was up at 7.30 every morning to complete the running side of the training. The five-lap warm up that had been so tough for him back at his first training session was always in the back of his mind, and was his motivation for getting out of bed each morning, when he really felt like sleeping in.



By the time the second week of the break rolled around, Specky was really looking forward to having his new Gosmore mates stay over and catching up with his old Booyong High friends.

‘Come in,’ said Specky, greeting Whispers, Worm and Sticks at the door on Tuesday afternoon.

‘Tim not here yet?’ asked Sticks.

‘Nah, he’s not coming,’ answered Specky. ‘He called last night to say he couldn’t because of some family thing.’

Specky had promised that he wouldn’t tell them that Tim had stayed home to look after his little brother while his mother took on extra working hours.

‘You won’t be needing that,’ teased Specky, nodding at the thick book in Worm’s hand.

‘You never know,’ Worm joked back. ‘It might come in handy if I get bored.’

‘You’ve probably read six books already these holidays,’ remarked Whispers, as if that was the worst thing he could ever imagine doing during a school break.

‘No, it’s eight books, this’ll make nine,’ said Worm.

‘So, what are we gonna do this arvo?’ asked Sticks.

‘I told my mates Danny and Robbo we’d meet ’em at my old school and have a kick of the footy.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ said Whispers.

‘Cool, I’ll show you where you can dump your bags.’

Moments later, the boys thumped down the stairs and took a sharp detour into the kitchen – where they planned to raid the pantry before heading out.

‘Oh, it looks like I stocked up just in time,’ said Mrs Magee, coming in from grocery shopping. ‘I hope I have enough here for four growing boys.’

Specky rummaged through the bags and started to read the labels on the cartons and cans of food that his mother had bought.

‘What are you doing, Simon?’ she asked with an amused look on her face. ‘I can assure you that none of the food is out of date.’

‘I’m not looking at the use-by date,’ mumbled Specky. ‘I’m reading the little table on the side of the packets. It tells you how much fat is in each item, how many carbohydrates there are, the protein levels and the amount of cholesterol there is. It’s all the stuff we have to be aware of to stay fit.’

‘Gee, Simon, I’m very impressed. Maybe I’ll get you to speak to your father, and see if you can get him to cut back on that block of Dairy Milk chocolate he likes to tuck into each night.’

Specky was so caught up going through the shopping that Mrs Magee had to introduce herself to his friends. Alice did the same when she came in a few moments later, carrying more bags.

‘Here, this was in the mail for you. It’s from Tiger Girl,’ she said, handing Specky a postcard.

‘Tiger Girl?’ repeated Whispers, looking blankly at Sticks and Worm. ‘Who’s Tiger Girl?’

Specky was already reading the postcard, which had been sent from England.

‘She’s Specky’s other girlfriend,’ stirred Alice. ‘She went on an around-the-world trip last year and got as far as the UK. Her mum fell in love with an English guy and stayed there.’

‘Do you mind?’ snapped Specky.

‘Alice, stop teasing your brother. Both of you can help me with these bags. You know I’m not meant to be lifting heavy things,’ exclaimed Mrs Magee.

Alice rolled her eyes.

‘So, who is she?’ Whispers asked again.

‘I thought Christina was your girlfriend?’ remarked Worm.

‘Um, she is. Tiger Girl’s just a really good mate,’ grinned Specky.

Alice couldn’t resist teasing him. ‘Oooh, look out! My brother, the ladies’ man!’

When they finally made it to the Booyong High oval, Danny and Robbo were already there having a kick-to-kick.

‘Hey, Specky Potter!’ yelled Danny, when he saw them approaching from across the oval.

‘Hey, Speck!’ Robbo shouted, grinning, happy to see his best mate again.

Specky introduced his old friends to his new ones. They didn’t seem overjoyed to meet each other and acknowledged one another with a few suspicious grunts and nods.

‘Can we have a kick with ya?’ asked Specky, quickly filling the awkward pause that followed.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Robbo. ‘Come up at our end.’

Specky joined his old friends and walked some distance away, while Whispers, Sticks and Worm stayed where they were.

As the ball was punted back and forth between the two groups, Danny and Robbo took the opportunity to catch up with Specky.

‘So, is it weird being back? What’s it like?’ Robbo asked first.

‘It’s good. But it’s different to Gosmore,’ said Specky booting the footy. ‘What about you guys? How’s everyone at Booyong?’

‘It’s the same old place,’ shrugged Danny. ‘We won our first match against the Panthers. We killed them. Screamer booted nine goals! He loves that Coach Pate plays him at full-forward all the time, now that you’re not there.’

‘Really?’ said Specky, feeling a tinge of jealousy.

‘Yeah, and he’s easier to get along with now that his old man isn’t team manager and isn’t putting so much pressure on him.’

Robbo leapt and took a firm mark over Danny. He speared the ball to Whispers.

‘His dad still comes and watches, but only from a distance. We can still hear him getting stuck into us sometimes,’ added Robbo.

Whispers, Sticks and Worm stopped kicking the ball. They waved Specky, Danny and Robbo over.

‘We wanna get a drink,’ announced Sticks. ‘Is there a shop nearby?’

They all made their way toward a local milk bar.

‘So, do you guys still have that horse?’ asked Danny, laughing, remembering last year’s Diadora Cup match.

‘Yeah, we do,’ answered Worm. ‘Actually, Specky knows him really well now. Don’t ya, Speck?’

Worm, Sticks and Whispers sniggered among themselves.

‘What? What d’ya mean?’ asked Danny, looking to Robbo to see if he understood what they were getting at.

‘Aw, it’s nothing,’ Specky said.

‘Nothing?’ scoffed Whispers. ‘It was amazing! You nailed that initiation!’

‘Initiation?’ asked Robbo. ‘What initiation?’

‘Nothing,’ Specky said again.

‘You did an initiation?’ Danny tagged on.

‘Yeah, he did,’ piped in Sticks. ‘Like a true Gosmarian.’

Specky flinched; he could see how weird that comment must’ve sounded to Danny and Robbo.

‘A true Gosmarian? What d’ya mean by that?’ Robbo asked, stopping in his tracks.

‘It means he’s a part of a great traditional school,’ remarked Worm proudly.

‘And he wasn’t before?’ said Danny. ‘Booyong High is a great traditional school, too.’

‘Yeah, right,’ scoffed Sticks.

‘What’s that meant to mean?’ Robbo grunted.

Specky tried to change the subject, but it didn’t work. The conversation got even more heated. He looked to Worm for assistance, but he just shrugged helplessly.

‘So, you’re saying you think you’re better than us’ cause you go to a richer school,’ exclaimed Robbo.

‘That’s not what they mean,’ said Specky, who felt like an umpire in a really aggressive game.

‘No, we don’t think we’re better, we know we’re better,’ sneered Sticks arrogantly.

Specky was taken aback. Talk about making the whole situation ten times worse, he thought.

‘Get real!’ snapped Robbo, now totally offended.

‘Yeah, you’re up yourself!’ added Danny.

‘Look who’s talking,’ growled Whispers. ‘You’re having a go at us because our parents work damn hard to put us in the best school in the country.’

‘What? You’re saying our folks don’t work hard?’ croaked Danny.

‘Hang on! Hang on!’ said Specky, raising his voice and standing between his two groups of friends.

‘This is crazy. We’re just meant to be hanging out. Not judging each other!’

‘Yeah, you’re right,’ mumbled Robbo, his stare still fixed on Whispers and Sticks. ‘Unless your new mates think they’re better than us at footy, too. I mean, they do have, like, a half-dozen coaches, a cheer squad, trainers and seven ovals to help ’em, I s’pose.’

Specky shook his head. There was nothing he could do now to stop this argument.

‘Footy is footy,’ said Worm, sounding desperate. ‘Look at Collingwood. Now they train at the new Lexus Centre, have got the best facilities in the competition with state-of-the-art training equipment, indoor swimming pool, unreal players’ lounge and theatre, and they didn’t even make the finals in the year they got all that. And when they were at old Victoria Park, where things were falling down around them, they played in two Grand Finals in a row. Just because you have the best facilities doesn’t mean you’ll naturally be the best team.’

‘We could take you on right now and win,’ snorted Whispers, ‘but we’d still be better without any of those things.’

‘Okay, you’re on then. Us against you guys – now!’ instructed Robbo, pulling up his sleeves. ‘Specky, you’re with us?’

‘No, he’s with us. Gosmore versus Booyong!’ blurted Sticks.

‘I’m not playing,’ said Worm, nervous about the whole challenge. ‘But I’ll be umpire.’

Specky had been thrown into a situation he didn’t want to be in. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so torn. Danny and Robbo had been his friends for years, but Whispers and Sticks had become good mates, too.

‘It can’t be you three against us two,’ protest-ed Robbo. ‘And besides, Speck was at Booyong longer than he’s been at Gosmore.’

‘Like it or not, Specky goes to Gosmore now, so he’s with us,’ said Sticks, standing his ground. ‘You can have that guy over there. Maybe he’ll join your team.’

Everyone turned around to see who Sticks was pointing at. Specky couldn’t believe it.

‘Great! Just great. That’s all we need,’ he sighed sarcastically under his breath.

It was Screamer Johnson.


12. friends

versus friends

When Specky’s arch nemesis appeared, it didn’t take long for him to work out what was going on. He was more than happy to join Danny and Robbo and be involved in the so-called ‘friendly match’ against Specky and his Gosmore friends. Specky expected Screamer to take it as a good opportunity to stir things up. He didn’t disappoint.

‘So, look who’s back in town,’ he smirked. ‘Back on our turf. We miss you, you know that? Not!’

‘Whatever,’ shrugged Specky.

Specky noticed that Screamer had grown taller since he’d seen him last. He was now as tall as Robbo, but more solid. Actually, he was the biggest of them all. Specky caught the expressions on his Gosmore friends’ faces. They had noticed Screamer’s intimidating build, as well, and were a little wary of him. Specky wondered if they were thinking that Screamer reminded them of Grizza.

‘And these must be the girls from Costmore. Where are your ties, girls?’

Robbo and Danny sniggered.

‘Yeah, that’s really funny,’ scoffed Whispers. ‘Let’s just get on with it. Us against you guys, for half an hour. When the time is up, the team in front wins. Worm, you time us. And throw the ball up for us.’


[image: image]Specky knew that every schoolyard or park or city street had its own unique set of ‘backyard footy’ rules. And he and his friends were no exception: only one bounce each, everyone had to be over the half-way mark of the oval before a goal could be scored, and if the ball went out of bounds it was an automatic free kick against the team that was last to touch the ball. Apart from that, it was pretty well open slather.



Before Specky knew it, he and his friends from Gosmore and Booyong were in the middle of an all-out footy clash.

For the first couple of minutes, Worm did his best to keep control of the game. But as the tussle got more physical, it turned into a ‘keeping-off’ game, and all the rules were thrown out the window.

It was a hard-hitting affair right from the start. Specky took some of his trademark high-flying grabs and got the ball to Whispers and Sticks as quickly as he could, while Screamer always tried his best to knock him over. Everyone was getting a belting one way or another – from intentional corked thighs and wacks across the head to grazed knees.

At one point, Robbo shoved Specky to the ground, landing right on top of him.

‘Mate, this is dumb. We shouldn’t be doing this,’ Specky said, spitting out grass and dirt.

‘Why? Is that’ cause you’re a true Gosmarian now?’ Robbo replied cuttingly, as he picked himself up and ran off after the others.

After thirty minutes of nonstop running, tackling, kicking and handballing, the game came to an end. But only just. It took several minutes of Worm shouting ‘Time’s up! Time’s up!’ before they stopped.

Specky and his Gosmore friends had won by two goals.

‘Yes! In your face, Screamer, dude!’ bragged Sticks. ‘Gosmore boys are the champs.’

Sticks, Whispers and even Worm all began singing the Gosmore song.

Specky winced. He didn’t feel good about winning against his old friends, who were now marching off in the opposite direction. Specky chased after them.


[image: image]Specky didn’t like the way his new schoolmates had celebrated their victory. He had always been brought up to be humble and modest in victory, whether it was a game of cards at home or a Grand Final football match. Great players like Voss, Hird, Buckley, Judd, Riewoldt, Tredrea, Ricciuto and O’Loughlin were very gracious winners who never rubbed the opposition’s nose in any defeat. ‘Humility in victory’ was something that Specky really believed in.



‘Hey, where are you going? Wanna get that drink now?’ shouted Specky.

Robbo and Danny slowly turned back to face Specky. With wounded looks, they shook their heads and continued walking. Specky was gutted.

‘That’s rich, Magee! You just crapped on your old mates and now you want them to hang out with you,’ snarled Screamer, jabbing his shoulder into Specky’s back as he walked by.

‘Rack off! What would you know?’ Specky snapped defensively.

Screamer didn’t answer. He just ran ahead and caught up with Danny and Robbo.

‘It wasn’t my idea to play against each other!’ Specky yelled after them, watching them dis-appear across the Booyong High Oval.
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Specky didn’t enjoy the last couple of days of the holidays as much as he should have. While he and his Gosmore friends had two full days of fun, he still felt down in the dumps about Danny and Robbo. He tried to talk to them a couple of times, but when he called their homes they were both ‘unavailable’.


13. decision time

Specky felt anxious about having to leave the comfort of his home and family again. He knew it would take a little while to settle back into the boarding-school way of life.

The Sunday evening before the first day of second term, Specky was the first boarder to return to his dormitory floor. Throwing his suitcase on his bed, he sighed heavily.

Wonder if Tim’s here yet? he thought.

Specky decided to unpack while he waited for the other boys to arrive, but he was distracted by shouting coming from outside. Specky walked over to the window and looked down. Grizza had some guy in a headlock. Specky ran downstairs to find out what was going on, but by the time he got outside, some other boys had formed a circle around the two brawling lads.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ Specky asked Whispers, who was watching the fight.

‘Grizza’s beating on some Year Ten guy!’

‘I can see that,’ said Specky. ‘Why?’

‘Someone said that guy called Grizza a Royal Boy.’

‘A what?’

‘A Salisbury Royal Boy,’ added Whispers. ‘If there’s one thing that gets Grizza completely psycho, it’s being called a Royal. He hates it! Drives him crazy! And this guy called him a Royal.’

‘Why would he do that?’ asked Specky.

‘Because when Grizza’s family moved from Tassie six years ago they sent him to Salisbury College. He was there for about six months before his parents decided to move him to Gosmore.’

‘So what’s the problem?’ shrugged Specky, catching glimpses of Grizza wrestling the guy into the ground.

‘The problem is, Grizza hates to think that anyone might think he’s not a fair-dinkum Gosmarian.’

‘But it was only six months.’

‘I know,’ agreed Whispers. ‘But I’d hate it if anyone said that to me. I went to Salisbury for two years before I moved here.’

‘You did?’ choked Specky. ‘Why? Why d’ya move?’

‘’Cause at the time, when I was in Grade Three, it looked like I had a talent for playing piano. And Gosmore had a better music program. So Mum decided to move me. She said Gosmore would “nurture my gift”. Dad hated that – he’s a total Royal. And after a couple of years, I gave it up and took up footy anyway. But Mum wasn’t going to move me back, no matter what Dad said. I’d made good friends and I like it better here.’

Grizza wasn’t going to release the guy, but just then a teacher appeared and broke up the scuffle. Everyone headed back inside, disappointed.

An hour later, when Specky finished unpacking his suitcase, he and Tim, who had just arrived, were surrounded by Grizza and the other boarders.

‘So, did you wimps have a nice holiday to think about your initiation?’ asked Grizza.

Specky realised he had forgotten all about the initiation. He looked at all the boys staring directly at him. He thought of Danny and Robbo and how he might have lost them as friends for good. And how, like it or not, his future was at Gosmore. The pressure to fit in was so much greater now. He looked at Tim, who was shaking his head.

‘So, are you wimps gonna do it?’ Grizza pushed again.

Specky shot one last imploring look at Whispers, Sticks and Worm, but he already knew what he was going to say.

‘All right, we’ll do it,’ he sighed.

‘We’ll what?’ coughed Tim.


14 . boots

go walking

Two nights later, it was like déja vu for Specky. He, Tim and all the boys in the dormitory had congregated once more around the same arched window.

‘Here are the keys to Regent Hall and Stevens’s office,’ said Grizza, dropping them into Tim’s hands.

Specky couldn’t believe it – Grizza and Piggie had nicked a set of spare keys from the school janitor’s trolley.

‘You sure the cleaner won’t know these keys have disappeared? And are we sure the monitors aren’t awake?’ asked Specky, feeling edgy.

‘Yeah. He has, like, a million keys,’ said Piggie. ‘And yeah, we’ve told ya before, they’re the slackest monitors we’ve ever had. We could get away with murder.’

‘But what about stealing the Boots of Glory?’ wondered Specky, trying to remain composed.

‘It’s not really stealing,’ said Grizza. ‘Once you’ve got the boots, come back here and show us as proof, and then you can take them back. Got that?’

Specky and Tim nodded.

‘Hang on,’ said Worm, bursting through the group. ‘Here, you better cover your faces. Just in case.’

Worm handed Specky and Tim two balaclavas. One was black and the other was red.

‘Always watching out for them, huh, Book-head?’ groaned Grizza. ‘Stop stalling! Just go!’

Before they knew it, Specky and Tim were standing outside Regent Hall.

‘I can’t believe it’s a full moon tonight,’ mumbled Specky through his woollen mask. ‘And there’s no fog. This is crazy. We might as well be doing this with a spotlight on us.’

Tim didn’t answer as he jiggled a number of different keys in the keyhole. Eventually, the door clicked open. Specky followed Tim in, quickly closing the door behind them. Quietly the two snuck down the long dark corridor toward the Principal’s office. When they reached the door, Tim tried out the other keys.

‘Yes,’ he whispered to himself, as the door swung open.

Specky exhaled and took a few paces inside. The moonlight was streaming through the bay window across Principal Stevens’s desk, and onto the boots.

‘There they are,’ croaked Specky. His heart was pounding even harder than it did when he ran down an opponent on the footy field. ‘Hurry up and grab ’em and let’s get out of here. Quick!’

Tim unlatched the glass case’s lid.

‘Okay,’ he mumbled.

‘So, what are we waiting for? Grab ’em and let’s get out of here,’ said Specky again, nervously.

‘You do it,’ Tim replied. ‘I’ve got us this far.’

Tim walked back to the front door of the office, leaving Specky to take the boots.

Specky felt the palms of his hands wet with sweat. He took a deep breath and reached into the glass case, gently placing his fingers onto the old leather laces flap of each boot.

‘Right! I’ve got ’em, let’s go,’ he said.

‘No, wait!’ panicked Tim, silently closing the office door.

‘What?’ asked Specky, seeing terror sweep across his friend’s face.

‘Someone’s out there! I think I just saw the door at the end of the corridor open.’

‘What? You sure?’ freaked Specky, almost dropping the boots.

‘Yeah,’ said Tim, lowering his voice. ‘We’ve gotta get outta here. Out the window!’

‘Then we’ll have to run the long way back to the dorms. Across Regent Oval,’ added Specky.

‘I’d rather do that than get caught by whoever’s out there,’ said Tim, locking the door.

Specky knew he was right – they had no choice, really. And Tim had already opened the window, jumped out and bolted off. It wasn’t until Specky was half way across Regent Oval that he caught up with him.

‘Thanks for waiting,’ he said sarcastically, trying to catch his breath and slowing down to a walk.

‘Sorry,’ replied Tim, sounding less stressed. ‘I freaked out, but I’m okay now. I don’t think there was anyone there, really.’

‘Are you sure?’ said Specky, still worried.

‘Pretty sure. Hey, look!’

Sitting on the ground a few metres ahead of them was a football.

‘Someone must’ve forgotten to pack it away,’ said Tim, scooping it up.

‘Hey, why don’t you have a kick for goal?’ suggested Specky.

‘Me? No, you should. You’re the star forward. And you know what… Try on the Boots of Glory! See if they fit. That would be awesome.’

‘But Worm said they’re like the holy grail of Gosmore. It’d be disrespectful or something,’ he replied.

‘Come on! It can’t hurt. I won’t tell the others,’ Tim coaxed. ‘No one will ever know.’

Specky was tempted. It’s only one kick, he thought. He quickly took off his runners and slipped on the old-fashioned football boots.


[image: image]Specky had, over the years, become obsessed with all sorts of sporting equipment: a new football, a new tennis racquet, a new cricket bat, even a baseball glove, although he had never actually played the game. He, Robbo and Danny had spent countless hours in sports stores, and every Christmas and birthday was eagerly anticipated in the hope that there would be something new that they could take to the local oval or court and try out.

All of his mates were very aware of the different sporting brands and which ones were used by their sporting heroes. Specky was especially lucky that his parents were able to provide him with the best boots on the market, and he had worn many different styles and brands over the years.

He hadn’t been spoiled, but he’d gone through a pretty rapid growth spurt and it was rare for his feet to fit into the same pair of boots he had worn the year before. A pair of boots that are too small and tight, or too big, can damage a young footballer’s feet, so Specky’s mum always took him to a recognised sports store and had his boots carefully fitted.

Boot designs were always changing, with new, flash colours and stripes, as well as different soles and stops, but the Boots of Glory were like nothing Specky had ever worn before.



‘They feel good,’ he said. ‘They fit me perfectly.’

Tim handballed the footy to Specky.

‘Okay, here we go,’ he said, as he lined up his kick. Specky was about thirty-five metres from the goals, directly in front.

‘I can’t see a thing with this balaclava,’ he complained, taking it off. ‘Ah, that’s better.’

Specky felt the cold night air on his face. He took a few steps forward and… thump ! It was a beautiful kick – a massive torpedo. The ball whizzed through the moonlit sky and right through the middle of the big sticks.
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Specky and Tim made it back to their dormitory feeling like secret agents returning to headquarters from a successful undercover mission. All the boys were excited, and they all wanted to get a closer look at the Boots.

‘I have to hand it to you two,’ snorted Grizza, impressed. ‘I didn’t think you could do it. But I wouldn’t get swollen heads if I were you. You still have to get them back.’

‘Someone’s coming!’ whispered Piggie, who had been keeping watch at the entrance to the dormitory.

Within seconds, everyone had scattered for their beds. Specky dived under his covers holding the boots close to his chest.

The door squeaked open and in came two of the senior monitors, flashing torches randomly across the large room.

Specky could hear them whispering loudly to each other.

‘You sure you heard something? All that study is going to your head,’ one said.

‘No. It sounded like a few of them were awake and talking,’ the other replied, now flashing his torch on individual faces.

Specky could feel them approaching. He had his blanket pulled right up to his neck so they wouldn’t see he was dressed. The monitors were now hovering at the foot of his bed. Specky closed his eyes tightly and felt the bright flashlight skim across his eyelids.

‘If they flick back my doona, I’m dead,’ he thought, trying his best to look as if he was in a deep sleep.

The tense moment passed. The monitors continued on around the rest of the dormitory – and went back to their quarters.

It was a good hour before anyone on Specky’s floor dared to make a move. In fact, Specky had dozed off for a second only to be awakened by Grizza and some of the other boys standing over him.

‘You and Barto have to get those boots back,’ he ordered. ‘And if you get caught, we never saw you.’

Yeah, yeah, thought Specky. I bet that’s what you’d really like, wouldn’t ya?

Specky and Tim made their way back to Principal Stevens’s office. They replaced the boots in the glass case and ran back to the dormitory. Their ‘real initiation’ was over.


15. a note

For the next few days, all the other boarders looked at Specky and Tim with awe. In fact, since it seemed that no one had noticed that the Boots had gone missing for a couple of hours, they felt pretty calm about the stunt. But one afternoon after school, Specky discovered an envelope sticking out from underneath his pillow. It was unmarked and unstamped. Specky scanned the dormitory to see if anyone had left it for him – no one was looking his way. He ripped open the envelope and took out the typed note inside. It read:

I saw you take the Boots of Glory. And now you’re going to play by my rules.


16. masterpieces, training

and arm wrestling

‘Who d’ya think did this?’ Specky asked Tim, as the boys were heading back to their lockers.

‘Speck, you’ve asked me about a hundred times since last night. And I told ya, someone’s playing a sick joke. I bet it’s Grizza just trying to freak us out.’

‘Yeah, I know, you’re right,’ agreed Specky, determined not to think about it any more.

‘Catch ya later,’ said Tim, throwing his books into his locker. ‘Good luck with Old Lady Nails.’

‘Yeah, you too, with Leggiamo in the library,’ Specky called out after him. The boys went off in opposite directions, ready to do the chores that had been assigned to them.

Specky stopped by his dormitory and changed out of his school uniform into a pair of old jeans and a windcheater and went to meet the oldest employee at Gosmore.

‘Simon Magee?’

Specky nodded as he approached the stables. He had only seen Nails once before, but even then he could tell that although she was in her seventies she was very agile and full of life. Wearing overalls and gumboots, she looked as fit as any woman, or man, half her age.

‘So, you’re the lad who marked my beautiful thoroughbred?’ she asked with a stern look, almost crushing Specky’s hand when she shook it.

‘Yeah, um, I’m really sorry, Mrs Nails, I mean Niles. Mrs Niles…’ Specky stuttered, feeling embarrassed.

‘Well, I appreciate your apology, Simon. Or should I call you Specky – star full-forward from Booyong High in Camberwell, Melbourne? Recently celebrated a fourteenth birthday… Don’t look so surprised,’ grinned Nails. ‘I know a lot about you. In fact, there isn’t much I don’t know about what happens around here, especially if it involves the footy team. And the one thing I know for sure is that you’re a good kid.’

‘Am I?’ Specky said, surprised.

‘Yes. So, let me see for myself how you did it. I want you to go and get Sir Lancelot and lead him out here.’

Specky did as he was told. He retrieved Lance and calmly paraded him around outside the front of the stables.

‘And that’s how I know you’re a good kid, Specky,’ Nails said. ‘Sir Lancelot won’t let just anyone get near him. He has good taste.’

‘Thanks,’ said Specky.

She had a reputation for being tough, but as the afternoon progressed Specky found himself liking Old Lady Nails. She loved to talk, and told Specky all about her family, her grandchildren, and Lance and the other horses in the stable.

Man, if this is all I have to do – just talk to her – then this is gonna be a total bludge, Specky thought. Tim’s gonna wish he got this punishment.

But as Specky was starting to feel smug about not having to lift a finger, Nails caught him off guard.

‘Right, that’s enough of the chit-chat – time for some work,’ she announced. ‘I want you to go around to the outside stall at the back of the stables and attend to the horses’ masterpieces.’

‘Masterpieces ?’ asked Specky, blankly, as Nails motioned for him to follow.

‘Yep,’ grinned Nails, pointing to the middle of the enclosed corral.

‘What, sorry?’ asked Specky.

‘Look a little closer,’ she said. ‘Lance and the girls have outdone themselves today. It must be the extra barley I’ve been giving them. Anyway, they’ve created some real masterpieces. Or, as everyone else calls them, giant piles of horse poo.’

Specky’s eyeballs almost popped out of his head.

‘So, what are you waiting for, boy?’ said Nails, smiling broadly.

Specky reluctantly picked up a nearby shovel and a sack.

‘I want you to get in there and scoop up all of Lance’s artwork.’ Nails continued. ‘I can get good money for a bag of horse manure in town. It does wonders for roses! And put down that shovel and pick up that big one with the heavy handle.’

‘What’s wrong with the one I’ve got?’ asked Specky.

‘Well, I watched you doing your fitness test last term, and you were really struggling with those chin-ups. Use that heavy shovel for a couple of weeks and you might just build up a bit of muscle in the process. It can’t hurt anyway.’

Specky gulped. He entered the stall and slowly approached the first ‘masterpiece’. He dreaded the smell. Trying to breathe only through his mouth, Specky shovelled the dung into the sack. The shovel was certainly heavy, and each time he picked up a deposit he could feel the muscles in his forearms and shoulders working overtime. Maybe I will get a bit stronger, thought Specky. It’ll be the only positive thing to come out of all this.

Specky’s eyes watered as he attended to each giant mound. Fortunately, the dried-up stuff was easy enough to handle.

Don’t freak. It’s just grass and stuff, really, he kept telling himself.

But then Specky reached the last pile. It was his biggest nightmare come true – a fresh batch. This particular ‘masterpiece’ was still hot, steamy and covered in blowflies. Specky’s stomach churned as he stabbed the shovel into it. As he tried to shuffle it into the sack, Specky caught a good whiff of it.

‘ORRRRRRRRGHHHH,’ he complained.

He could hear Old Lady Nails laughing at him from all the way across the corral.
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Twice a week, Specky continued to help Nails at the stables. He hadn’t had to deal with Lance’s ‘masterpieces’ again, and Nails had been kind enough to assign Specky to other not-so-messy chores, like brushing and washing Lance and the four other horses: Nanny, Sparkles, Vanity and Miss Jane. She even gave him a few riding lessons on the mares.

Nails often gave him jobs that would help him build strength in his upper body. One time, when a large load of hay was delivered, she made Specky not only unload the heavy bales, but carry them for twenty metres and stack them up against the side of the stable wall. After an hour, Specky’s arms and chest burned from the hard work. He looked forward to taking a well-earned break. But Nails changed her mind.

‘On second thought,’ she said. ‘I think you can put them back where you got them. I don’t think we need that much hay after all.’

Specky couldn’t believe it. He felt like telling the old lady to do it herself, but he bit his lip. Specky had a long drink of water and set about the task of re-stacking the hay bales in their original resting place.

On the afternoons when he wasn’t at the stables, Specky was busy with footy training. As the first game of the season approached, Coach Farrell had increased the intensity of the team’s training sessions. At the end of Thursday night’s session, the coach made a special announcement. He had selected Whispers as captain and Grizza as vice captain of the team, not only for the season, but also for the Boots of Glory match. This was an auspicious moment for both boys – they’d now be immortalised in the Gosmore history books. Specky and Tim also received their official Gosmore season guernseys that day.

‘How lucky am I? Awesome!’ Specky said, as he held the jumper in front of him. ‘It’s the number five! My number!’

‘Yes, I thought you might be happy with that,’ said Mr Brennan, patting Specky on the back. ‘I heard it was your number at your old school. And since no one had it on this team, I made sure you’d get it. You know, it was my old number many years ago, too.’

‘For Gosmore, as well?’ Specky asked excitedly, thinking that was pretty cool.

‘No, I went to St Paul’s in Melbourne,’ Mr Brennan added.

‘St Paul’s in Carlton?’ asked Specky, wondering if it was the same school Christina went to.

‘Yes,’ replied Mr Brennan. ‘You know it?’

‘Um, sort of, my girlfriend goes there,’ said Specky.

‘Well, it’s a great school. Boy, it’s hard to believe it’s been twenty-three years since I graduated. But I’m not complaining. I don’t feel forty. I wouldn’t be dead for quids. It all goes so quickly, though. So enjoy every moment of this, Simon.’

‘Thanks… And thanks for the jumper.’

When Friday night rolled around, Specky and his team-mates were more pumped up than usual as they gathered around the dinner tables. Most couldn’t wait for the next day to arrive. Everyone knew that tomorrow’s game would be a good indicator of how they would perform in the Boots of Glory match in a few weeks’ time. And everyone was wondering how Specky and Tim, the team’s newest players, would perform.

Specky tried his best not to think about it too much – that would only add more pressure to what he was already feeling. He managed to relax, and even got involved in some of the dinnertime antics – like a mashed-potato food fight and an arm-wrestling competition organised by Grizza.

‘Come on, who’s gonna take me on? You’re all losers!’ he stirred.

‘Whispers! How about the captain taking on the VC? Come on. Don’t be weak!’

‘Find someone else,’ shrugged Whispers. ‘I’ve got dish-stacking duty.’

Specky watched Whispers and a couple of other boys, including Tim, gather empty plates and wander through the kitchen doors to help the dinner ladies clean up.

‘Sticks! Try your luck, Muscles,’ Grizza continued. ‘I’ll even use my left arm. Come on! Prove you’re not a weakling! Come on!’

Specky noticed that Sticks was taking Grizza’s comments to heart, just as he had at their first training session. His face was flushed and his lips were tightly closed.

‘Stickman! Stickman! Stickman!’ Grizza began chanting. Soon all the other boys joined in. Sticks couldn’t handle the pressure. He gave in and took up Grizza’s challenge.

‘Hey, how’s it going?’

It was Worm, plonking himself, his dinner and his latest book down next to Specky.

‘Where have you been?’ asked Specky.

‘Salisbury College.’

Specky responded with a what-were-you-doing-in-enemyterritory look.

‘I’m president of the Royals and Knights Book Club. We joined forces cause there weren’t enough members at either school. Actually, I gotta say, I really like Salisbury’s library. You should join our club.’

‘Um, I’m not sure if that’s my sort of club, mate. But thanks anyway,’ replied Specky.

‘So what’s going on?’ Worm asked.

Specky filled Worm in, and they watched Grizza win the arm-wrestling competition after a few short attempts. Sticks couldn’t stand the ribbing that followed and sulked off to the dormitory.

‘By the way,’ added Worm. ‘Can I have my balaclava back?’

‘Oh yeah, sorry. With all that’s been happening, I totally forgot about it. I’ll get the one off Tim for you, too.’

‘No, just the black one is fine. The red one’s not mine. I found it near my bed one night. No one wanted it, so I just kept it.’

After dinner, Specky made his way back to the dorm. When he sat down at his desk, ready to do some homework, something caught his attention. It was another envelope sticking out from underneath his pillow.

Specky quickly ripped it open and read the typed message:

Don’t kick more than three goals tomorrow. If you do, you’ll regret it…


17. first game

‘Gosmore Knights! Gosmore Knights! Gosmore Knights!’

Parents, teachers, and students turned out the following morning, chanting and barracking loudly for their footy teams. Among the crowd were Principal Stevens and Old Lady Nails – minus her horse, and knight outfit. The Gosmore spectators hugged the boundary line of their home ground and had already seen their Under 13s and Under 14s win their first games of the season. But there was much anticipation to see how the Boots of Glory team would perform.

‘Good luck!’ said Tim to Specky, as they jogged out onto Regent Oval in their crisp new blue-yellow-and-white uniforms.

‘Yeah, you too,’ replied Specky, whose mind was miles away.

‘Look, I still think it’s a dumb joke,’ Tim added, noticing Specky was deep in thought.

Specky had told Tim about the second note and he couldn’t stop thinking about it.

‘Yeah, but why would anyone here want to sabotage our chances of winning this game. I don’t get it. And why –’

‘Keep it down, will ya? Someone might hear you,’ interjected Tim.

The boys were jogging around the oval a few paces behind the team.

‘I dunno, Speck. I don’t know what I’d do. Are you seriously not going to kick more than three goals?’

‘Nah! Of course not,’ said Specky. ‘There’s no way I’m going to be threatened or blackmailed, if that’s what this is.’

‘What if it is ?’ stuttered Tim, nervously.

‘Hang on! Didn’t you just say it had to be a joke?’

‘Yeah, but now you’re starting to freak me out!’

Specky and Tim gave each other final looks of concern before sprinting off to join their team-mates at the pre-game warm-up session.

After a spirited pre-game rev-up talk from Coach Farrell, Mr Reager and Mr Brennan, the Gosmore Knights were pumped and raring to take on their opposition, the Lovettville High Eagles.

It was clear from the opening moments of the first quarter that the Knights were the superior team. They dominated out of the middle and moved the ball quickly to a dangerous forward line, where Whispers and Specky both scored goals in the opening minutes. This was to set the pattern for the first half of the game.

Grizza was sensational in the ruck, getting his fist to the ball and thumping it hard and long at every single ball-up. Gosmore now had the luxury of kicking the ball long into the goal square with confidence, knowing that both Specky and Whispers were going to be a handful for the defence.

The Lovettville High boys continued to struggle against the quicker and more skilful Knights. Sticks took a strong mark in the right forward pocket and wasted no time in centring the ball to the top of the goal square. Specky and Whispers now found themselves surrounded by five opponents, who had pushed back to the goal square to try and curb their dominance. As the ball whizzed through the air and drew nearer, all seven boys leapt for the sky. Specky, who was sandwiched in the middle of the pack, propped his right knee onto the back of Whispers and his left knee on the shoulders of the Lovettville full-back. Without taking his eye off the ball, he propelled himself further upwards, flying half a metre above everyone else. His arms were outstretched and his hands were poised beautifully. Specky latched his fingers onto the ball and hung there for a second. It was an incredible specky – one of his absolute best.

The crowd and the Gosmore camp gasped as Specky fell safely to the ground with the ball securely clutched to his chest. Ecstatic cheers and whistles echoed around the ground, as Specky went on to kick the ball through the middle of the big sticks – his third goal for the game so far.

Soon after the siren sounded, the scoreboard read: Gosmore Grammar – 9.3.57. Visitors – 3.5.23.

‘That was amazing!’ said Worm rushing up to Specky at the half-time huddle. ‘You should have heard some of the parents in the crowd and Principal Stevens. They were blown away.’

‘Thanks,’ said Specky, swigging down some water.

‘And you have twenty-one possessions so far – just awesome. Well done!’ added Worm, flipping through the pages on his clipboard.

Specky could tell that Worm took great pride in being the team’s statistician. He moved on from player to player to share their stats with them.


[image: image]Specky was aware that statistics had become an increasingly important part of football over the years. They gave the coach and the players important feedback on whether or not they were achieving the goals set at the start of each match. Once upon a time, statistics were all about simply recording the kicks, marks and handballs. During these times some players became too conscious of their stats, and were occasionally accused of playing for themselves by chasing possessions in an attempt to be the highest possession winner on the ground. This worked against everything that coaches preached to their teams about the importance of placing the side ahead of the individual.

Statisticians now recorded tackles, shepherds, smothers, knock-ons, blocks and spoils, tap outs, clearances, hard-ball and loose-ball gets, effective and ineffective disposals: all of the little things that are so important to a team’s chances of winning, yet used to go unrecognised.



‘Keep it up, Magee.’

‘Brilliant grab, Simon.’

Specky and his team-mates replenished their energy with plenty of water, cut oranges and power bars.

‘That’s three goals,’ Tim hissed into Specky’s ear. ‘Are you gonna kick any more?’

‘Yeah, if I can, I will,’ replied Specky. ‘Look, I’d be an idiot to let some anonymous note tell me what to do, wouldn’t I?’

Specky was trying to sound less worried than he actually was – even though he could see that Tim was looking increasingly concerned.

‘Yeah, you’re right. Stuff the note,’ he exclaimed.
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Early in the third quarter a few Gosmore players slacked off a little, believing they had the game in the bag. The Eagles took advantage of this, found some form and clawed their way back into the match. Specky and Whispers were lucky to see the ball come up to their end at all. But even though Lovettville High snapped a couple of quick goals, it wasn’t because Gosmore’s back line hadn’t tried to stop them. In fact, while Specky starred earlier in the game, the third quarter was Tim’s turn to shine. With an incredible combination of disciplined defence and fantastic attacking runs from the back line, he single-handedly prevented the Eagles from bagging a few more goals. He reminded everyone of a young Matthew Scarlett – and he had consistently cleared the ball from the danger zone on a number of occasions.

At three-quarter time, Coach Farrell let the team know how impressed he was with Tim. He told them that his work rate hadn’t dropped off and asked everyone else to follow his example. Gosmore needed to finish the last quarter as they had started the match.

The Knights took heed of Coach Farrell’s words and jogged back out onto the oval determined not to let him down. Within the first few minutes of the last quarter Specky’s team-mates had taken control again. Specky was on fire. He blitzed his opponent, outrunning and marking him at every opportunity.


[image: image]Specky was beginning to get a reputation throughout the competition. His high marking was legendary, and a lot of the opposition teams’ planning centred around limiting the opportunities he had to take one of his famous marks.

They would often have their ruckman drop back a kick behind the play so that Specky was actually competing against two opponents. Back at Booyong High that didn’t present a big problem, but the quality of opposition that Gosmore played against meant that he had to be prepared to take his marks in more than one way.

He had decided that he was going to lead to the football more often in the last quarter against the Eagles, and it worked beautifully. The full-back sat back in the goal square expecting Specky to try and take big, high marks every time. Specky simply sprinted away from him, and straight past the big ruckman, and took mark after mark. Luckily he had his kicking boots on.



When Specky lined up for his fifth goal, the note didn’t even cross his mind. He was so into the match – lost in the pure exhilaration of playing good footy. He went on to boot an incredible four more goals before the final siren sounded – helping Gosmore win their first game of the season by over 58 points.

Both Specky and Tim were congratulated by the coaches, teachers and the team. Their sensational start to the football year gave a huge boost of confidence to the Gosmore camp, and Specky and Tim felt they had justified their scholarships and made their mark in the team.

For the rest of the weekend, Specky enjoyed being the centre of attention. Everyone except Grizza was inspired by how Specky and Tim had played. Grizza was just as prickly as he had always been.
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The following morning, just before first period, Mr Stevens’s voice boomed angrily over the school speakers.

‘The entire school is to assemble in the Randall Theatre immediately. This is an emergency assembly regarding the Boots of Glory.’


18. insider

‘All right, settle down, everyone,’ said Principal Stevens, standing on stage in front of the assembly. ‘I am incredibly angry and disappointed. This morning I discovered that someone has broken into my office and removed the Boots of Glory.’

A collective gasp echoed throughout the theatre, followed by mumblings of disbelief and chatter among the students. Specky felt his jaw tighten and his entire body freeze. From the corner of his eye, he could see Tim was equally as shocked. Specky dared not look at him or anyone else, as Principal Stevens was staring directly at his row.

‘Thankfully, they have been returned, but this is still a terrible day for Gosmore Grammar,’ continued Mr Stevens. ‘Breaking and entering is a serious crime and I am determined to find out who did this. And when I do, they will suffer the consequences. You know who you are. Going by the blades of grass wedged in the stops and a new scratch, this person not only took them from their case, but decided to actually use them. I suspect whoever it was had a kick with them.’

Again the grumblings rippled from every row in the theatre. And this time Specky caught Grizza and some of the other boys glaring at him.

After the assembly ended, the whole school was abuzz with talk and speculation about who could have done such a thing. Specky and Tim were beside themselves, especially when at lunchtime they were called to see Principal Stevens again.

‘This time we can’t tell him the truth, Speck, or we’re out,’ pleaded Tim, as they approached the office.

‘We might not have to. He probably knows already. Someone’s ratted on us,’ replied an anguished Specky.

‘Well, if he doesn’t know, we just have to lie this time. Come on, mate. You know I can’t afford to lose this scholarship.’

Specky was so overwhelmed that he couldn’t decide what he would do.

‘Right, sit down, boys,’ ordered Mr Stevens, as Specky and Tim entered his office. ‘I’m going to come right out and say it. Did you two steal the Boots?’

‘No, sir,’ Tim answered without skipping a beat.

‘Simon?’ asked Mr Stevens, noticing that Specky was avoiding eye contact. ‘Simon? Is this true? This wasn’t another initiation stunt for you two?’

Specky looked up and tried his best not to blink or show any sort of expression on his face. He could feel sweat under his armpits and on the palms of his hands. He glanced at Tim and saw the fear in his eyes.

‘Well, Simon, if it’s taking you this long to answer, then you must know something,’ pressed Principal Stevens.

‘Um… no, Sir. I was just thinking about who could’ve done this. But Tim’s right, it wasn’t us.’

Specky coughed, trying to overcome the dryness in his mouth. He couldn’t believe he had just lied. He had told himself he would always be honest, no matter what. He was so close to confessing. But he couldn’t – not this time. Not with Tim sitting right beside him, begging him with the most desperate look.

‘Well, I have to say I’m relieved. And I have to apologise to you two,’ added Principal Stevens.

‘Apologise?’ asked Specky. ‘For what, Sir?’

‘When I received this anonymous letter informing me that someone had taken the Boots, my first thought was that you two might have been responsible.’

Specky kept his eyes fixed on Principal Stevens. He knew if he looked away he’d seem guilty. And he couldn’t help thinking how similar the letter Mr Stevens was holding was to the mysterious notes.

‘After you were so honest with me last time, I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions. I’m sorry for being so quick to judge you both.’

‘That’s okay,’ Tim replied brashly.

‘Well, good,’ said Principal Stevens. ‘But if you hear anything at all about who has done this, I want you to let me know right away.’

Specky and Tim nodded.
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‘Phew, that was close. Thanks, Speck,’ sighed Tim, walking a few steps behind Specky.

Specky didn’t answer. He was marching down the corridor, hurrying to get somewhere.

‘Where are you going?’ asked Tim, moving up beside him.

‘To the dorms,’ Specky answered, picking up the pace.

‘Why?’ asked Tim, confused. ‘We still have twenty minutes of lunchtime left.’

Specky started to run, leaving Tim to follow. When he reached his floor, he headed straight for his bed.

‘Nothing!’ he mouthed, looking underneath the pillow.

‘What are you doing?’ Tim panted, arriving a few moments later.

‘I thought there’d be another one here,’ said Specky, shaking his head.

‘Another what?’ asked Tim, still catching his breath.

‘Another note ! I bet whoever sent that letter to Principal Stevens is the same person who’s been sending me notes.’ Specky looked around his feet and under the bed to check he hadn’t overlooked anything. But there was nothing.

‘I bet this was his way of showing me this isn’t a joke. But I still don’t get why anyone would want to control the way I play.’

Tim was about to comment, but Grizza and eight other boys, including Whispers and Sticks, came shuffling in.

‘Don’t say a thing about the letter or about me getting notes,’ Specky whispered quickly to Tim, glancing at the others.

‘Why?’ asked Tim.

‘’Cause, the only guys who knew we took the Boots of Glory that night were the boarders, and who else could be leaving notes for me here? I reckon whoever’s doing this has to be one of them.’

‘You think it was Grizza?’ asked Tim.

‘I don’t know. But just keep quiet for now.’

‘So, Magee? What did Stevens say?’ asked Grizza, stepping in at the foot of Specky’s bed.

Specky told the boys how they had lied to Principal Stevens.

‘Bloody lucky! That’s all I can say,’ shrugged Grizza. ‘And how dumb were you, putting on the boots? Stevens probably wouldn’t have even noticed they were touched if you hadn’t decided to have a kick with them.’

‘I didn’t think it was a big deal. There was a ball lying about on the oval and I kicked it, that’s all,’ said Specky, wondering if Grizza was the person behind the notes.

‘Yeah, well, like I said, you’re both bloody lucky.’

[image: image]

Later that night, Specky found the note he had been expecting. It was waiting for him after dinner, once again under his pillow. Specky took a deep breath and slowly read it.

I told you not to kick more than three goals. If you disobey me next time, Stevens will find EVERYTHING, and then you can say goodbye to Gosmore and your scholarship.

And if you’re wondering – yes, I have proof. Digital cameras these days are terrific for shooting in the dark. I’ve got some great footage of you wearing the Boots of Glory. So, now that you know I’m serious, you are going to play by my rules, my ROYAL rules.


19. a royal

connection

Specky struggled to fall asleep that evening. It was close to one o’clock and his head was packed with thoughts about the latest note.

So whoever is doing this is connected with Salisbury College, he mused. He turned over onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. But then, why would they want me to play the way they want in a match that has nothing to do with Salisbury?

Suddenly, the penny dropped for Specky.

‘That’s it!’ he said out loud, springing up out of bed. Someone here, who’s connected to Salisbury College, is trying to blackmail me into playing the way they want… so I’ll help the Royals win the Boots of Glory game.

Specky dropped back onto his pillow, relieved that he was onto something, but disturbed by what it would all ultimately mean for him. He tried to laugh it off.

Hang on, you big head, he thought. I’m only one guy. No one can expect me to affect the outcome of an entire game just by myself. That’s just…

Again, something dawned on Specky.

But, that’s it. It’s not just me. If whoever’s sending these notes is on the team, if two of us are playing to help the Royals, that could definitely have some influence on the game.

At that moment he wished he was back in his own bed at home. Specky shook his head. It had to be one of his new friends on the footy team. But who could it be?

Grizza? He could have a huge effect on the game. And he went to Salisbury for six months. Could all that stuff about him hating being called a Royal be a cover up?

And Whispers – Salisbury was his first school, and if he didn’t fire up during a game, that could also influence the result.

Specky’s mind was working overtime. But then he was distracted by a small bump from the other side of the room. Someone else was awake.

Specky looked up. At the far end of his floor, he saw the silhouette of a skinny figure climbing out a window.

‘And then there’s Sticks!’ he said under his breath. It would explain why he went right off at me when I saw him sneak in last time. So, where are you off to now, Sticks? To Salisbury?

Specky was determined to find out.
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By the time Specky got dressed, climbed out the window, and scrambled down the tree, Sticks was long gone.

Great. I’ve lost him, he thought.

Since he was already outside, Specky decided to wander around the campus in the hope that he might catch sight of Sticks somewhere along the way.

Shivering in the cold night air, he aimlessly walked among the school buildings, across a couple of sporting fields and even down the long driveway leading out of the Gosmore grounds. But there was no sign of Sticks. After what seemed like an eternity, he decided to give up the search and head back to the warmth of his bed.

Maybe he did go to Salisbury, he thought. But why? Did he go to report to someone?

As he walked back past the gymnasium, Specky suddenly heard a clanging sound.

He stopped and listened carefully. A few moments later he heard it again.

That’s coming from inside the gym, he thought, quietly making his way over to the building.

Specky crouched beneath one of the windows of the gymnasium, slowly edged his way up the wall and took a peek inside.

‘I don’t believe it!’

It was Sticks – working out in the weights room.


[image: image]All of the great players were dedicated to improving their game: it was almost an obsession. While AFL players trained super hard, many of them realised that not everything could be achieved in the hours set aside for training. So they often took it upon themselves to do the extra work in their own time. They used the philosophy that if they could get up earlier, or train on a Sunday, when other players were resting, it would give them an advantage at game time.



As Specky watched his friend doing a set of bench presses, he regretted that he had suspected him.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Arrrgghhh,’ yelled Specky, jumping back from the window.

It was Tim.

‘Man, you scared the hell out of me! What are you doing here?’ huffed Specky, startled to see his mate standing behind him.

‘I couldn’t sleep ’cause I’m worried that Stevens is going to find out that we stole the Boots and then we’re stuffed and…’ Tim was rambling, ‘… and anyway, I saw you sneak out and I wanted to find out what you’re up to. So, what are you doing?’

Specky hadn’t told Tim about the latest note. He had held back because he didn’t want to freak Tim out even more. And Specky had wanted to do a little detective work on his own.

‘What are you two doing here?’

‘ARRRGGHHH!’ yelled Specky and Tim, startled again.

It was Sticks.

‘This isn’t good for my heart,’ gasped Specky.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Sticks demanded, looking cheesed off.

‘We should be asking you that question,’ said Specky. ‘Why are you working out in the middle of the night?’

‘You wouldn’t understand,’ Sticks mumbled, dropping his head.

‘Try us,’ said Tim.

‘Yeah, c’mon, mate,’ added Specky. ‘Is this where you’d been that night I caught you sneaking back in?’

Sticks nodded.

‘But why? You don’t need to work out,’ said Specky.

‘That’s easy for you to say. You’re not built like a twig,’ snapped Sticks. ‘And I don’t see anyone stirring you about your body. I hate my build! I hate my nickname!’

Specky caught Tim pulling a face as if to say ‘Woah, he’s losing it’.

‘Um,’ stumbled Specky. ‘You shouldn’t get hung up on it. Look, we’re all still growing. You’ll fill out one day. Look at Nick Riewoldt. He was skinny as when he started playing AFL. And what about all the other legends in the game? They weren’t all built like Mack trucks.’


[image: image]While some weight training is always an essential part of a player’s preparation, Specky’s coaches had always reminded the team that young footballers are still going through a growth period. It can be dangerous for young players to start on an intense weights program while their bones and muscles are still developing. But although trying to lift heavy weights was not advised, using their own body weight for things like push-ups, chin-ups and sit-ups was an ideal way to develop body strength.

Specky also worried about Sticks working out alone. Even professional athletes always trained with at least one other person acting as a ‘spotter’ – someone to assist if the weights were too heavy and they were to get into a little bit of trouble. And for young players it would be especially important to have someone qualified to help them maintain the correct technique when going about the different exercises.



‘Like who?’ asked Sticks.

‘Well there’s James Hird and Shane Crawford. They’re not big blokes and they’re superstars,’ replied Specky.

‘And look at Luke Ball and Luke Power. They don’t have a lot of meat on them and they’re stars too,’ added Tim.

‘Yeah, I s’pose you’re right,’ sighed Sticks. ‘It’s just bloody Grizza stirring me all the time.’

‘He’s always out to stir things up – that’s what he lives for,’ exclaimed Tim.

It turned out that for the past month Sticks had been sneaking out in the middle of the night and entering the gym through a window he’d leave unlocked during the day. He agreed to talk to the coach and to lay off the extra weight work in the meantime, and headed back with them to the dormitory.

It had been an eventful night.

[image: image]

‘So Magee, heard the news?’

It was Grizza, just back from the morning run that Coach Farrell had organised for the Boots of Glory team. Specky had slept in!

‘What news?’ he yawned, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.

‘Coach Farrell told us this morning we’ll be playing in the Diadora Cup season again. And guess who we play against in our first match?’

‘Who?’

Specky looked up at Grizza’s sweaty, but smug face.

‘Your old school. Poo-yong High!’


20. thoughts in full stride

Over the next week and a half, Specky started to look at all his team-mates with suspicion.

He didn’t think that the Salisbury insider would write another note until closer to the Boots of Glory match, but he promised himself he would do anything possible to find out who the culprit was before that.

At one training session, Specky watched Whispers and Grizza closely. A professional photographer had been asked to take the team’s picture for the Boots of Glory program and the school yearbook.

‘Right, can I have the captain and vice captain only, please?’ instructed the photographer, standing in the centre of Regent Oval.

Decked out in their full footy uniforms, the boys shuffled into place.

‘Stand up straight,’ ordered Coach Farrell. ‘If we win the Boots of Glory, this picture will also be included in a new book the Gosmore alumni committee is putting together, called Gosmore Winners. So you’ll be immortalised in the history books.’

‘Awesome! How unreal would that be?’ grinned Whispers.

‘Yeah, whatever,’ grunted Grizza.

Hmm, thought Specky. If Whispers wanted Salisbury to win, he wouldn’t be this excited about being a part of Gosmore’s history. Would he?

Specky felt certain that Grizza, who obviously hadn’t cared less about having his picture taken, was the main suspect.

Once the photographer had finished taking his shots, Coach Farrell asked the boys to gather around him. He gave them details about the forthcoming Diadora Cup match against Booyong High. This year they were to play Booyong at their home ground. Some of the boys watched for Specky’s reaction.

But Specky made a real effort not to give anything away, even though his stomach churned at the thought of going back to play against his old friends.

‘And one more thing, before I let you go,’ announced Coach Farrell. ‘An official umpire from the VFL has been selected to overlook the Boots of Glory game. But this year both Salisbury and Gosmore have decided that we’ll be adding a new aspect to the match. One student from each side will get the chance to umpire ten minutes each during the game – under the supervision of the main umpire. And I’m happy to say that our student umpire representative will be Alistair Singleton.’

The boys clapped as Worm made his way through to the front of the group.

‘Alistair has known for a while, but wasn’t allowed to say anything until now, until the main umpire for the game was officially named,’ smiled Coach Farrell, patting Worm on the back.

Specky had a flash of Worm telling him about his book-club meetings at Salisbury College.

Could it be Worm? Could he be the insider? It’s always the quiet ones in those mystery movies, Specky thought. The one you never suspect. As an umpire, he could definitely call the game in the Royals’ favour.

Just as Specky had been about to pin it all on Grizza, this new information about Worm threw a spanner in the works. Finding out the identity of the insider was going to take a lot longer than he had thought.
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‘So, Simon, are you excited about going back to play at your old school tomorrow?’

Specky replied with a half-hearted ‘Yeah’ to Old Lady Nails as he brushed Sir Lancelot’s tail.

‘What sort of answer is that?’ she said. ‘You look like you have the weight of the world on top of you. What’s wrong, boy?’

Specky had the urge to tell Nails everything. He wanted to tell her about the mysterious notes and how he was being blackmailed; how he wasn’t sure what he would do even if he found out who the insider was; about his old friends Danny and Robbo being upset with him and how they still hadn’t responded to any of his emails; and how he felt weird that he was going to play against them tomorrow. Specky wanted to tell Nails all of this, but he didn’t. He couldn’t.

‘Well, you really must have a lot on your mind,’ said Nails, not getting any sort of reply from Specky. ‘Whatever it is, it’s not as bad as you think. It never is. Take it from me, an old woman who knows.’

Nails told Specky about a few times in her life where the world seemed too much for her. She told him how, as a younger woman, she had had the chance to ride in the Olympics equestrian team, but two days before the trials she had fallen and broken her arm. And she told him about her husband Ernie passing away after their thirtieth wedding anniversary.

‘You see, kid, when we’re tested like this in life – no matter how terrible the situation – we still have options. You can either sit around being miserable or accept what has happened and get on with it. I can think of something that might cheer you up, though.’

‘What?’ asked Specky.

‘I think you’re ready to ride Lance. He needs a little exercise.’

‘Really? But –’

‘No buts. Your lessons on the mares have been going very well and you have a real knack for it.’

‘You sure? I mean, no one rides him except you, and –’

‘No excuses, lad. I wouldn’t put you on him if I didn’t think you could do it. He really likes you. So put your helmet on and take him for a decent run.’

Before Specky knew it, Sir Lancelot was saddled up and Specky was ready to ride.

‘Right, just take him to the end of the paddock and back,’ instructed Nails.

He opened the gate that led out to an acre of vacant land directly behind the Gosmore school grounds.

‘And, Specky,’ added Old Lady Nails, ‘if this doesn’t clear your mind, nothing will. Yah!’

She gave Sir Lance a good whack on the backside, causing him to bolt off toward the horizon.

‘WOAAAAHHHH!’ yelled Specky, holding onto the reins for dear life.

‘Slow down, Lance!’ he shouted. ‘Man, I’m gonna die!’

Specky’s heart raced as he felt every powerful stride of the stallion. Lance’s mane flapped wildly in the wind, whipping across Specky’s face – he was flying. A minute into the ride, Specky realised he wasn’t going to fall off. In fact, he was now moving smoothly with each lightning step the horse took.

‘Yahooooooo!’ Specky shouted, gaining more confidence as he and Lance tore across the field.

It was such an exhilarating feeling. It was almost as good as taking a high mark, and Specky totally forgot about his worries for a while.


21. back to booyong

Specky nervously chewed at his fingernails as the bus pulled up at Booyong High. He looked out of the window to see who he’d recognise first.

‘Hey, Legend!’ came a voice from nowhere as Specky hopped off.

It was the Great McCarthy strolling by on his way to his next class.

‘Nice threads, fancy boy!’ he stirred, slapping Specky on the shoulder.

‘Hey, Dieter,’ replied Specky.

‘So, you gonna give some free kicks away to our boys, or what?’ joked the Great McCarthy.

Specky caught some of his Gosmore team-mates shooting him dirty looks.

‘Yeah, right!’

‘Argh, too bad, but it should be a good match. The whole school is gonna turn out to watch. Your sister and I are gonna hang out near the Booyong Road end goals.’

‘Great,’ replied Specky, suddenly feeling more pressure to play well. ‘Look, I better go. I’ll catch ya later!’

Coach Farrell, Mr Reager, Mr Brennan and the Gosmore team were already making their way toward the change rooms.

Once Specky and his team-mates were changed, they clip-clopped out onto the oval and were greeted with jeers and jibes from the Booyong students, who had been released from their classes to watch the match.

Whoa, Dieter was right, thought Specky. The whole school has turned out.

Specky’s old schoolmates jammed themselves in right around the boundary line.

Specky tried to ignore some of the boos and derogatory remarks directed at them as they warmed up and jogged around the oval.

‘Didn’t realise you came from such a feral school, Magee,’ sneered Grizza. ‘But on the other hand, that’d explain you.’

‘Yeah, well it takes one to know one, I s’pose,’ retorted Specky, who wasn’t in the mood to take any of Grizza’s grief.

Specky looked back toward the change rooms. There was no sign of his old team.

‘Simon!’

It was Specky’s mum. She was standing among a large group of parents who had come to see the match.

‘Mum?’

Specky ran over to meet his mother.

‘Hello, darling!’ she smiled, grabbing Specky in toward her and kissing him on the cheek.

‘Mum, ease up,’ said Specky pulling away. ‘Where’s Dad?’

‘He got caught up at the gallery, but he’s going to try and make it for the second half.’

‘G’day, Specky boy!’ a familiar voice came from the crowd.

It was Cedric Cockatoo, the father of Specky’s Great Footy Contest mate, Johnny.

‘Mr Cockatoo! What are you doing here?’

‘We live here now. Said goodbye to Katherine and moved down here two weeks ago,’ he said, with a broad smile. ‘But I think I’ve spoiled the surprise.’

As Specky was about to ask ‘What surprise?’, he was drowned out by the crowd suddenly erupting into thunderous cheers. Specky’s old side had jogged out onto their home ground. They were led by Robbo and Screamer and following a few steps behind them were the rest of the Booyong Lions, including Danny, Gobba, Simmo, the Bombay Bullet, Einstein, Smashing Sols and, to Specky’s surprise, Johnny Cockatoo.

‘Hey, Specky, man!’ he hollered, spotting Specky straight away and making a beeline for him.

‘Hey! This is so weird,’ said Specky, slapping Johnny a high five. ‘Dad said you were moving, but I didn’t think it would be so soon. It’s so freaky to see you in my old school colours!’

‘What about you! Too bad we can’t play on the same side.’

Johnny’s smile was just as broad as his father’s.

‘So, I hear you’re a big snob now, Specky, man,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Robbo, Danny and Screamer told me about how you got stuck into them with your Gosmore mates and –’

‘That isn’t true, mate! It wasn’t my idea to –’ But before Specky could finish he was interrupted by a tap on the shoulder.

‘Hello, Simon. Good to see you.’

It was Specky’s former coach, Coach Pate.

‘Miss Pate! Hi!’ stuttered Specky.

‘How’s Gosmore treating you?’ she asked.

‘Um, it’s good. It’s –’

Again, Specky was interrupted.

‘Hey, Magee! This isn’t This is Your Life!’ snipped Grizza.

Specky looked back over his shoulder to see that his Gosmore team-mates had gathered around Coach Farrell. He spotted Mr Brennan motioning for him to join them.

Specky excused himself and ran off to join his team-mates.

‘Having a nice reunion?’ hissed Grizza, as Specky edged his way beside him into the huddle. ‘They might be your mates off the field, Magee, but when we cross the white line they’re the enemy. You better not be thinking of taking it easy on those losers just because you grew up with them. If one of them gets in the road, we expect you to run straight through him.’

‘You worry about your game and I’ll worry about mine – like you give a damn about what happens to this team anyway,’ snapped Specky in a loud whisper.

It wasn’t really the right time or place to let that out, considering Coach Farrell had already begun his pre-game rev up, but Specky couldn’t help himself.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Grizza growled back.

‘How’s your letter writing these days?’

‘What the hell are you talking about, Magee?’

‘Um, excuse me for talking while you’re inter-rupting,’ said Coach Farrell, raising his voice.

‘Sorry, Coach,’ they responded simultaneously.

‘I need you two to focus. Grizzle, as I recall from last year, Booyong’s ruckman can really play. You have to get your hand on the ball first at all the ball ups and boundary throw-ins. And Magee, I know this is your old side, but you will have to drop all emotional ties with your mates. I’m hoping for the same magic we’ve had from you in the last couple of weeks.

‘All right, boys, Booyong are gonna be fired up to do what they can to win on their home turf, but it’s up to us to show them why we’re the current Diadora Cup champions. Now get out there and let me see you give it your all!’

‘Carn, fellas!’

‘Let’s crush ’em!’

‘Go Knights!’

The Gosmore players encouraged each other as they separated and ran out to take up their positions.


22. specky versus booyong

As Specky made his way to the goal square, Coach Farrell’s orders echoed in his head – especially the comment about dropping his emotional ties with his old mates.

Yeah, easier said than done, he thought.

Specky jogged into full-forward position and found that Smashing Sols was his opponent.

‘Hey, Sols. You playing full-back these days?’ asked Specky.

‘Yep,’ he replied coldly, puffing out his chest and shoving his body into Specky.

‘Okay, whatever, just asking,’ said Specky, nudging him back.

‘Yeah, well, I don’t usually talk to someone who’s up himself.’

‘What?’

‘Screamer told us about how you and your new mates think you’re better than us.’

Specky shook his head in disbelief. ‘Is that what everyone thinks?’

‘Yep!’

Smashing Sols continued to dig and nudge at Specky, trying to throw him off balance.


[image: image]Specky knew it was not unusual for footballers to find themselves playing against good friends. Some of the biggest names in the AFL had changed clubs over the years and ended up playing against their old sides and old team-mates. Nathan Brown, for example, had been a star with the Western Bulldogs and then changed clubs to play for the Richmond football club. Specky was determined to take his advice and treat this as another game of football and try not to think about the opposition as mates, but, for the length of the match, see them purely as opposition football players.

Specky knew that Grizza and the rest of his new team-mates would be looking for signs that he was not as switched on as he normally was, and he was determined not to give them any reason to doubt how serious he was about the game.



The umpire blew his whistle and the game was under way. The Booyong crowd screamed and cheered.

Coach Farrell was right. Booyong were more determined than ever to shine in front of their home crowd. They got off to a good start, kicking a goal within the first minute of the match – thanks to a slick Robbo-Danny-Johnny-Screamer combination. But Gosmore soon answered back with a superb snap from Whispers. For the rest of the quarter it turned out to be a goal-for-goal contest. Specky outplayed Sols, and was happy to thread a couple through the big sticks.

Halfway through the second quarter, Smashing Sols was replaced by Robbo. Specky thought it was an unusual move by Coach Pate, especially since he had been doing well in the ruck.

‘G’day,’ said Specky, while waiting for the ball to come his way.

‘Hey,’ mumbled Robbo, staring ahead at the play.

‘You know, Sols told me how you’re all cheesed off with me, which really sucks,’ cause none of it’s true.’

‘Whatever,’ scoffed Robbo, still avoiding eye contact.

‘Yeah, okay, whatever then. I just thought we were mates,’ replied Specky, disappointed.

Danny scored a goal at the other end. But within moments the ball was making its way back to Specky and Robbo. It was handballed by Grizza to Piggie, then onto Sticks, who thumped it long into the forward line. Specky began to lead, but as he did Robbo grabbed the back of his jumper, not allowing him to break free. Robbo worked his way in front and took an easy chest mark. Specky turned to the umpire, expecting a free kick, but the umpire had obviously missed it and he awarded Robbo the mark. Specky couldn’t believe that the umpire had missed such a blatant free kick, but he decided to bite his tongue and simply stood on the mark with his hands in the air.

As Robbo took his kick, Specky was very aware of a familiar voice from the sidelines.


[image: image]‘Well, folks, this could be a masterstroke from Coach Pate. Taking Smashing Sols off Magee and replacing him with big Robbo has had an immediate effect. The big fella seems to have got the better of the former Booyong High star, and it just might swing the match back in Booyong’s favour. Maybe he’s not as good as he thinks he is.’



It was, of course, Gobba – he was more interested in calling the game than playing it. Specky hated to admit it, but it was getting on his nerves.

Specky clenched his teeth and tried to block out what Gobba had just said about him, but he couldn’t – it was like getting shot in the back with an invisible arrow.

Specky had an opportunity to make amends a short time later when once again the ball made its way down toward the full-forward position. Just as he was about to launch himself into the air in an attempt to take a big specky, Robbo blocked him, denying him the opportunity to have a fair run at the ball. He stood on his toes at the same time, just to rub it in. The Lions’ second ruckman, ‘Lurch’ Langdon, floated in and took an easy, uncontested mark.

This time Specky couldn’t control himself. He turned to the umpire and said, ‘Come on, ump, are you blind? That’s the second time he’s stopped me going for the ball. Open your eyes and do your job!’

The umpire blew his whistle and awarded a fifty-metre penalty against Specky, and the Booyong players and the crowd went wild.

‘Good on ya, Specky, sooky la-la.’

‘You’re not so cocky now, are you, Magee?’

‘Don’t like it when you get beaten, do ya, Speck?’

Specky heard every one of the taunts that were directed at him as he jogged the fifty metres back to where the kick would now be taken from.

Robbo ran the whole way alongside him, taunting him about how undisciplined he had become since he left them.

‘Getting a big head, are you, Speck?’ he said, laughing.

Specky was shattered. He had prided himself on not letting himself get sucked in like this, and he couldn’t remember the last time he had given away a fifty-metre penalty. He still thought he deserved the free kick, but he also knew that it was stupid to argue with the umpire, no matter how frustrated he was.

As he was standing the mark, Grizza ran past and snarled, ‘Pull your head in, will ya, Magee? Stop thinking about yourself and get your mind back on the job.’

Specky knew he was right, and hated that he had given Grizza a chance to criticise him in front of everyone. Just when he thought it couldn’t get any worse, the team runner made his way toward him.

‘You’re off, Specky, Coach wants you to have a spell. Go and cool down.’

Specky went bright red, a combination of embarrassment and frustration, as he made the humiliating jog to the interchange bench.

Of all the places for this to happen, could I have picked a worse one than here, in front of my old home crowd? he thought as he crossed the boundary line. It seemed that every person in the crowd and on the field had something to say as Specky was dragged by his coach. The only one who seemed upset for Specky was Johnny Cockatoo, who, as he jogged past, said out of the corner of his mouth, ‘Don’t worry, Specky, man, we all make a mistake every now and then. You’re just human.’ It was a nice gesture from Johnny, but Specky was too disappointed to respond.

At three-quarter time, Booyong High was well in front by twenty-six points. Coach Farrell was not impressed as he addressed the team. Eventually, he got to Specky.

‘Simon, I know you’re receiving a lot of extra close attention, and we can all see that some of it is outside the rules, but that’s just footy, mate. Take it as a compliment – they’re worried enough about you to try some tactics that aren’t in the spirit of the game. The umpires are there to sort that stuff out and we just have to trust that they will pay the free kicks when they see them. If they miss a couple, we just have to cop it on the chin. You giving away a fifty-metre penalty is exactly what Booyong is hoping for. It’s not always going to go your way, buddy. We know you’re better than that, and we’re right behind you.

‘I don’t expect you to kick six or seven goals every game – the rest of the team will share the workload. I’m going to move you out to centre half-forward now. Just give us a contest every single time you’re involved in the play and the rest will look after itself.

‘Boys, if Magee is not taking marks, that means there will be a lot of crumbs at ground level for the rest of you. Simon, concentrate on your tackling and shepherding, and things will start to turn for you.

‘Whispers, you go to full-forward. They won’t be expecting that, and we might be able to catch them on the hop a bit. Let’s just try and peg them back, goal by goal, and we will win this game. Now get out there and get stuck into it.’

The boys let out a huge roar, and Specky could sense the determination in every single player. He was still feeling miserable about being dragged from the ground and not being played in his favourite position, but he knew it was the right thing for the team. As they were heading out to their positions, Mr Reager gathered all of the forwards together. He was in charge of the forward-line group, and had had a big influence, even in a short period of time, on the way Specky approached the game.

‘You know my philosophy on forward-line play, boys,’ he said. ‘I don’t care who kicks the goals. All I care about is how many we kick as a team. Try not to crowd each other, give each other lots of space, and work hard on the defensive side of the game. If we can put some pressure on their defenders when they have the ball, we can make them fumble and turn the ball back over to us. Let’s win the footy back and score more heavily.

‘Simon, once the ball goes deep into our forward line, I want you to stay out on the half-forward line. If they win the ball back and kick it out of defence, I want you to form a wall with the other half-forwards – don’t let it get past you.

‘Everyone needs to lift. Now, off you go.’

Specky knew exactly what he needed to do, and he was going to work harder than he ever had. He took up his new position at centre half-forward. It caused confusion among the Booyong High team. Robbo didn’t know whether to stay at full-back or go out to centre half-back to pick up Specky. Screamer Johnson decided the issue for him.

‘You stay there, Roberts. I’ll take Magee. I’ve been waiting for this for a long time… I’m surprised you can still run, wimp. I thought you might have splinters in your bum from sitting on the bench for so long.’

Specky said nothing. He was focussed on doing his job and winning the game for Gosmore.

‘I wanna see your ugly face, Magee, when we win,’ his rival gloated. ‘I’m gonna prove to everyone that you’re not as good as you and your poncy Gosmore friends think you are!’

That struck a nerve with Specky. ‘I never said I was better,’ answered Specky. ‘You just told them that.’

‘Yeah, well, maybe I did. But I never told them that you can only make the AFL if you go to a school like Gosmore.’

‘I never said that, either!’ retorted Specky, angrily.

‘Then why’d you accept the scholarship?’

‘Because, I… because…’ Specky felt another invisible arrow pierce his back.

Do Robbo and Danny resent me for going to Gosmore? he wondered.

Before he had time to think anymore about it, the game got under way. Gosmore looked like a different team. The ball was booted out of the middle of the ground and sailed just over Specky and Screamer’s heads. Specky turned around and ran with the flight of the ball. Smashing Sols was charging at it from the other direction, not for one second taking his eyes off it. A collision was going to be unavoidable – Smashing Sols, looking up, did not see Specky coming at him.

Specky saw him, but kept running. He knew he could beat him to the ball. Very few footballers, even AFL players, would have kept going: it was the most dangerous position for any player to find himself in, but Specky knew he had no choice. If he pulled out, then everyone would think he was scared or wasn’t trying hard enough to win the game. He kept running, watching the ball, and lunged at the last minute. As the ball fell into his arms, Smashing Sols arrived and cannoned into Specky at a fearsome pace. The crowd all gasped and both players went sprawling to the ground. Specky was able to hold onto the mark, but he had been ‘shirt fronted’ right up the middle of his body, and was badly winded. Sols, too, had had the stuffing knocked out of him.

During the quiet moments that followed, only one voice was heard:


[image: image]‘That was the most courageous act we have seen on a football field for a long long time. Magee, what an unbelievable effort. We all know he can fly with the birds, but that took guts and courage. It was like that game Stephen Silvagni played here as a schoolboy…’



Gobba went on and on, forgetting temporarily that Specky was playing for the opposition.

Everyone stopped, wondering if either player was going to be able to continue. Specky gritted his teeth and got to his feet. During his holiday he had seen a replay of the 1989 Grand Final against Geelong where the great Hawk Dermott Brereton had been flattened in the opening minutes only to get to his feet and kick an inspirational goal moments later.

The fact that Specky was up had caught everyone by surprise, and Specky was sure they all expected him to have a shot at goal. But he noticed that Sticks had snuck down into the forward pocket by himself, his opponent too busy wondering whether or not Specky was going to be able to take his kick. Specky took the opportunity and quickly chipped the ball over Screamer’s head – he was muttering to himself while standing on the mark – and Sticks ran into an open goal to narrow the margin to twenty points.

The Gosmore bench went wild. It was the most inspirational and unselfish piece of play that anyone could remember, and it seemed that nothing was going to get in the way of a Gosmore victory now.

Specky continued to play exactly the way Coach Farrell and Mr Reager wanted him to. He wasn’t dominating, but he was tackling fiercely and shepherding players out of the way, which allowed many of his team-mates the opportunity to win the ball. Robbo was still doing a good job for the Lions and was keeping Whispers quiet, but every time he booted the ball away from the Gosmore goals, Specky was standing at centre half-forward – in the way.

Coach Farrell sent the runner out to Specky with two minutes to go. Gosmore was behind by three points.

‘Okay, Specky, Coach wants you to go back to full-forward to see if you can kick the winning goal for us.’ Specky sprinted to the goal square. Screamer yelled out to Robbo to pick him up.

‘C’mon, Derek! Go and play on him! Don’t let that little twerp Magee run over the top of ya!’ Specky recognised the aggressive voice booming from the crowd. It was Screamer’s dad, standing directly behind the goals.

Well, he hasn’t changed, Specky thought.

But Screamer stayed where he was. If Specky was going to be the hero, then Screamer Johnson was not going to get the blame for it.

[image: image]

With less than a minute of the match to go, the Booyong crowd were beside themselves. It was down to the wire. The Lions were ahead by only three points. They were doing everything possible to stop the Gosmore boys running over the top of them.

But it was no use. Grizza burst through the centre and kicked a massive torpedo to Piggie on the half-forward line. He wasted no time in booting the ball in Specky’s direction. Specky was surrounded by four Booyong players – Robbo, Screamer, Danny and Johnny. The pack flew and everyone, including the other players on the ground, held their breath.

The ball spilled to the ground and bounced toward the Gosmore goals. Specky was one of the first to recover. As he looked up he saw Sticks go flying past him. The crowd was at fever pitch. Just as it looked like Sticks would run into an open goal and kick the ball off the ground for a winning score, the footy bounced at an unbelievable angle.

Sticks changed direction, gathered the ball in his hands and swung around onto his right foot. As Specky was running toward the goal square, he could see, out of the corner of his eye, a blinding flash of movement. It was Johnny Cockatoo, sprinting toward Sticks.

Specky knew that if Johnny tackled Sticks now, then Booyong would win the game. He ran towards Johnny, and as he approached he realised that Johnny hadn’t even seen him, he was so focussed on Sticks. His mate, the one player on the opposition who had actually been nice to him today, was wide open.

For a split second, Specky was torn. Johnny was running so fast and wasn’t expecting to be bumped so there was every chance Specky could injure him. But what choice did he have?

Just as Johnny was about to get his hand on Sticks, Specky, making extra sure his elbow was tucked into his side, shepherded Johnny out of the way with a crushing, but very fair, hip-and-shoulder bump.

Johnny and Specky both went flying, and Sticks waltzed into an open goal and kicked the winning six-pointer.

As Specky untangled himself from Johnny, the siren sounded and the Gosmore bench went berserk: spilling onto the oval, jumping all over each other.

But all Specky was worried about was Johnny. The trainers from both teams were now with him and he looked to be in a lot of pain.

‘Oh my God, folks!’ said Gobba in a subdued tone.


[image: image]“That was one very solid bump. Young Cockatoo, in his first game for the Lions, does not look to be in a good way. Gosmore have taken the points here today, folks, but there is a tense atmosphere all over the ground.’



The Gosmore boys were making their way off the field, but Specky was still standing beside Johnny and the trainers and most of the Booyong team.

‘Good on ya, Magee, ya hero! Ya bumped the smallest bloke in the team.’ It was Screamer, but Specky thought a lot of the boys were probably thinking the same thing. Specky was feeling so awful, he didn’t even respond to Screamer’s baiting.

When Johnny finally got to his feet his arm was in a sling. The trainer said, ‘Okay, boys, out of the way, we have to get him to hospital for some x-rays. Looks like it could be a broken collarbone.’

‘What?’ exclaimed Danny, who had been unusually quiet. ‘How could you do that, Speck? It was his first game. First you dump us for that pretty-boy private school, now this! I can’t believe it.’

Specky started to defend himself, but Johnny cut him off.

‘Don’t worry about it, Speck. I should have seen you coming,’ he said, wincing, but still flashing his trademark smile. ‘Looks like I’m gonna have to eat more of my vegies so next time you’re the one that comes off second best.’

With that, they escorted Johnny off the ground. Specky turned to see his dad and Cedric Cockatoo standing close by. His dad put an arm around him and squeezed his shoulder.

‘He’ll be okay, Speck,’ Cedric reassured him. ‘It’s all part of the game. Footy’s a contact sport, young fella. It’s not the first and it won’t be the last injury he gets. I’m going to the hospital now, but I’ll let you know how he’s travelling.’ Cedric jogged off in the direction of his car.

Specky gave his dad a hug and ran toward the change rooms. He met Worm at the door.

‘I’m sure your old mates will get over it,’ Worm said. ‘After all, it’s only a game.’

‘It was more than that out there,’ mumbled Specky.

He watched his old friends disappearing one by one into the change rooms. He knew, there and then, that things would never be the same between them.

‘Well, that shepherd you put on that guy was perfectly fair and no one could have a problem with it,’ added Worm. ‘It’s never nice to see anyone get injured but, hey, that guy Sols didn’t take it easy on you when you took that awesome mark. And, besides, they did play an incredible match, we just fired up at the right time. You guys in attack and defence were pivotal to our victory.’

‘Pivotal? What?’ asked Specky.

‘I said, you guys were pivotal to our victory,’ repeated Worm, confused.

‘That’s it!’ Specky said, pop-eyed.

‘What’s it?’ asked Worm.

Specky didn’t answer – his mind was already somewhere else. He now knew exactly who the Salisbury insider was.


23. it’s you!

The next day after school, Specky didn’t have to help at the stables for long – Nails was at home, nursing a cold. He fed the horses and brushed them and then decided to finally confront the person behind the mysterious notes.

‘So, it’s you! You’re the one trying to blackmail me. You’re the Salisbury insider,’ said Specky, through clenched teeth. ‘I can’t believe I trusted you.’

‘What? Are you crazy? I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.’

‘Yeah, you do, Tim!’


24. piece it together

Specky had cornered Tim in the library. He was in the middle of stacking a pile of books.

‘You left the notes! You’re connected to Salisbury!’

Tim winced nervously as he struggled to respond.

‘Admit it! Yesterday Worm said the forward line and the back line were pivotal to us winning the match and it suddenly hit me. I knew that by myself I couldn’t have that much of an effect on the game. But if there were another player, someone else who could influence the match by the way they played… someone who was pivotal to the result.’ Specky glared at Tim. ‘Gosmore lost the past few games to Salisbury because they were beaten in the forward and back lines, remember? That’s why they went in search of us. With me at full-forward and you at full-back, we could put a stop to Salisbury’s dominance in those areas – that is, unless we didn’t play our best.’

‘You’re being paranoid,’ croaked Tim.

‘No way!’ said Specky. ‘The other night when I caught Sticks in the gym, you said you couldn’t sleep so you followed me. Then how come it took you so long to get there? I was wandering around for about forty minutes. Were you already outside? Meeting someone from Salisbury? I wouldn’t put it past you now, but I don’t get why you’re doing all this. Why would you want Salisbury to win the Boots of Glory? What do you get out of it?’

‘You’re losing it!’ said Tim, who had beads of sweat dripping down his forehead. ‘I can’t believe you’re saying this.’

He turned back to stack some more books.

‘I’m going to go tell Stevens,’ said Specky. ‘Everything!’

‘No, you’re not! Why would you do that? We’ll get expelled and lose our scholarships,’ Tim panicked.

‘I don’t care about losing my scholarship. Doesn’t worry me now.’

Specky turned and started to walk out of the library. When he got outside, Tim sprinted after him.

‘Mate, you’re not really gonna dob us in? You can’t!’

‘Yes, I can,’ said Specky, still pacing ahead.

Specky was bluffing, but hoped it would get a reaction out of Tim.

‘Just stop and think for a sec,’ pleaded Tim.

Specky picked up his pace.

‘No, stop! Okay, you’re right. It’s me. I’m the insider. But I never wanted to be!’

Specky stopped walking. His bluff had worked, but he almost wished it hadn’t. He turned and faced Tim.

‘I’ll tell you everything,’ whispered Tim. ‘But please don’t tell Stevens.’

Specky nodded and followed Tim back into the library, away from other students. And Tim told Specky everything.
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‘Now, let me get this straight,’ said Specky, shaking his head. ‘Last year, you got an anonymous letter saying how would you like a scholarship to Gosmore? Tim nodded. ‘But it also said that you would have to help sabotage the Boots of Glory match?’ Again Tim nodded.‘But I still don’t know why you’d agree to do that,’ said Specky.

‘I told you why last term,’ said Tim miserably. ‘I had nothing to lose. My mum could never afford to send me here, and I’ve got to get to the AFL. So I thought, well, the Boots of Glory match is only one game, and I was going to get a scholarship for four years! This is the best footy school.’

Specky sighed as he let it all sink in.

‘So, you had to sign a letter saying that you would do all this. And then send it to a post-office box in Melbourne. And then a couple of weeks later you got a call from Gosmore saying you had been offered a sporting scholarship.’

‘Yep, that’s right.’

‘And you still don’t know who’s behind all this?’

‘No… well, I’ve got a name, but it’s fake: he calls himself Mr X.’

‘So you’re being blackmailed as well.’

Specky squinted as he tried to piece all the information together. ‘And this student from Salisbury who calls himself Crusha. You don’t know who he is either?’

Tim shook his head.

‘But he gives you instructions from this Mr X guy, right?’

Tim bit his bottom lip and nodded.

‘Woah, this is just so bizarre,’ Specky croaked. ‘And when you said you thought you saw someone when we were in Stevens’s office that night, that was made up?’

‘Yeah. I told Crusha that we were going to steal the Boots, and I got a message back from him saying that we should make sure to go back via Regents Oval.’

‘Why?’

‘I guess Mr X could get a good view of us there, to film us. So he had something to blackmail you with.’

Specky sat down on a chair and exhaled heavily.

‘Woah,’ he whispered under his breath. ‘What sick, evil dude would go to all this trouble just so Salisbury could win the Boots of Glory?’

Tim didn’t answer Specky. He was looking straight past him.

Specky followed Tim’s gaze and turned to see Worm emerging from behind a row of books. He had heard the whole conversation.


25. mr x?

‘You gotta keep this to yourself!’ said Specky.

‘Why? We need to tell someone. Find out who is behind all this,’ answered Worm, glaring at Tim.

‘What’s that dirty look for?’ snapped Tim.

‘I can’t believe you would do this,’ exclaimed Worm.

‘Hey, you’d do the same thing if you were in my position.’

‘No, I wouldn’t!’

‘What would you know? You don’t have a clue what it’s like not having enough money to –’

‘Hold it!’ injected Specky. ‘Will you both settle down? What Tim’s done isn’t right, but it’s done. It’s useless arguing over it now. You can’t tell anyone, Worm – unless you wanna see us get expelled?’

Worm shook his head angrily. Specky continued.

‘What we’ve gotta do is find out who’s behind all this. It’s gotta be someone who was in a position to spot your footy talent in the first place, Tim, and convince Gosmore to take you on.’

‘You mean the talent scouts?’ said Worm.

‘Yep! And I think the only ones who went out in search of us were Mr Reager, Mr Brennan and Coach Farrell. So it has to be one of those three.’

For a moment no one said a word. The boys were shocked by the realisation that one of their teachers could do such an awful thing.

‘That’s what I’ve always thought,’ sighed Tim, now looking pretty ashamed of himself. ‘But I don’t know who spotted me.’

‘Why can’t we just go up and ask them who went to see Tim play in Wodonga?’ suggested Worm. ‘Whoever that was, is the one.’

‘It would look like we know something. It’s too suss,’ said Specky.

‘Can’t we just ask Coach Farrell?’

Specky and Tim looked at each other. Didn’t

Worm get what they just said? Worm noticed their bewildered expressions.

‘Look, you can’t seriously believe it could be Coach Farrell. Think about it. If he wanted to sabotage the Boots of Glory game, he could do it through his coaching. He’d play you in the ruck, Tim, and, Specky, he’d put you on the bench. Get what I’m saying? He’d change the whole team around. He wouldn’t bother about getting some kid at Salisbury to get messages to Tim and write threats to you.’

‘You’re right,’ Specky said. ‘So, then it’s Reager or Brennan.’

As Specky was talking, Coach Farrell walked into the library and stopped to chat to Mrs Leggiamo at the front desk.

‘I’m gonna go and ask him now,’ Worm said definitely.

‘No!’ Specky and Tim called after him.

But it was too late. Worm rushed across to the front desk and spoke to Coach Farrell. He returned a couple of minutes later.

‘So, who was it?’ asked Specky.

‘It was Reager…’

‘I knew it!’ blurted Tim.

‘And Brennan!’ added Worm. ‘They were there together. Then Coach Farrell joined them a week later and saw you play.’

‘Awrh, well, it doesn’t matter,’ said Specky. ‘At least we know it’s one of those two. We have to find out as much as we can about them. See how either of them could be connected to Salisbury.’

‘I’ll check out Mr Reager,’ Worm said, jumping in. ‘This is better than reading Sherlock Holmes!’

‘Well, good,’ said Specky, not feeling quite as enthusiastic as Worm. ‘I’ll check out Brennan. He used to go to Christina’s school. I’ll get her to look in some old school yearbooks.’

‘And then what?’ asked Tim, looking very worried.

‘What d’ya mean?’ asked Specky.

‘What happens after you find out who it is?’ Cause I don’t wanna lose my scholarship.’

Specky was stuck for an answer.

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘We’ll work that out once we find out who it is.’
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The following morning, Tim and Specky were back doing what they did best – playing footy. The team was slugging it out in their regular season’s match. They were up against the Croweton College Crows – tough competitors from another town in the Lovettville district. Coming off the back of their victory against Booyong High, Specky’s team oozed with confidence. Too much confidence, as it turned out. They were flat and lethargic on the field and just couldn’t do a thing right.

During the quarter-time breaks, Specky found himself staring at Mr Reager and Mr Brennan from afar. Tim couldn’t concentrate, either. It was one of the reasons the Knights were struggling so badly against the Crows. It was difficult for them to believe, as they watched the men smile and offer advice to the other boys, that either of them could be so against Gosmore.

Gosmore played one of the worst games that anyone could remember and, in a massive upset, the Croweton College Crows beat the mighty Gosmore Grammar by fifteen points. But Coach Farrell was very quiet and calm when he spoke to the team after the game.

‘Boys, I don’t have to tell you how badly we played. It’s a timely reminder that if we don’t prepare ourselves properly – mentally and physically – for every single game, then we get what we deserve. And that’s exactly what happened out there today. We thought that we just had to turn up today and we could win the game. Maybe the victory over Booyong gave you inflated opinions of how good you all are.

‘I think this team has the potential to be one of the best Gosmore teams to ever take the field. But I could give you so many examples of teams with enormous potential that didn’t achieve anywhere near what they should have.

‘We’ll have to get our minds back on the job in a hurry if we’re going to retain the Boots of Glory. You’ll have to train hard and train well, so I’ll see you for extra training tomorrow morning at six, and then again after school. And if I don’t see an improvement straight away we’ll do it all again the following morning, and I’ll keep getting you out of bed until we get it right. Now hit the showers and have a good think about what you want to achieve as a football side.’

After showering and getting changed, Specky and Tim met Worm, and walked back to their dorms together. Grizza and Whispers had spoken to the team after the coaches had left and everyone agreed with what Coach Farrell had said. In a way they were all looking forward to getting back on the training track. To avoid talking about their disappointing day, the boys shared what they had found out about Mr Reager and Mr Brennan.

‘I called my mum last night and told her I was doing a biography assignment,’ began Worm. ‘Anyway, she usually knows heaps about the teachers. She’s always helping them out with events and functions and stuff, but she only knows that Mr Reager came to this area from South Australia ten years ago with his wife Barbara.’

‘And nothing about Salisbury?’ asked Specky.

Worm shook his head.

‘What about you, Speck? Did you find out anything about Brennan?’ asked Tim.

‘I talked to Christina and she said she’ll get back to me on Monday after school. But I’ve just thought of someone who might be able to tell us more about both of ’em.’
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‘So, Kevin Brennan and Dave Reager, eh?’ said Old Lady Nails, placing a bucket of water in Lance’s stall. ‘What can I say about Kevin Brennan?’

Nails scratched her brow, her face squishing up into a thousand wrinkles.

‘He came to us a couple of years ago from teaching at a school in Geelong. He’s divorced. No kids. Was a former student of St Paul’s in Carlton. Very down-to-earth bloke. I remember when I first met him I thought I recognised him: he has one of those very familiar faces. But apart from that, there’s not much else I can you tell you about him, I haven’t known him for long.’

Nails latched Lance’s stall and grabbed a broom to begin sweeping. Specky hovered a few steps behind.

‘As for Dave, well, he’s originally an Adelaide boy. He was a champion hurdler in his day. He studied to be a PE teacher at LaTrobe University in Melbourne. He turned fifty last year. He’s married to the lovely Barbara. And has a grown-up daughter. Anything else?’

Specky was hoping for a lot more than that.

‘Um, was he ever a Gosmore or Salisbury student at all?’

‘No, he did all his schooling in Adelaide. Although, he does have a connection to this area…’

‘What?’ asked Specky. ‘What’s the connection?’

‘I’m not sure if I should tell you, lad. Not many people round here know about this piece.’

‘Please, tell me!’ pleaded Specky. ‘Has it got anything to do with Salisbury College?’

‘Funnily enough, it does. But why would you ask me that?’

‘Um, I dunno, just a stab in the dark, I s’pose,’ Specky improvised.

‘Well, look,’ said Nails. ‘I’ll tell you, but you just keep it to yourself.’

Specky nodded eagerly.

‘Mr Reager’s wife is originally from this area. She met Dave at university.’

Is that it? thought Specky. But she continued.

‘As I said, not many know this, but Barbara is the granddaughter of the first Principal of Salisbury College, Arthur Danforth. One of the two Principals who invented the Boots of Glory match.’


26. gala dinner

Specky, Tim and Worm found it hard to meet up privately that evening. The Under 15 team were all preparing to go to the Boots of Glory gala dinner, and there was always someone around. But a few minutes before catching the bus to the Lovettville town hall, the three did eventually find a moment to talk.

‘It has to be him then! What are we gonna do now?’ whispered Worm, as he fixed his tie.

‘Nothing yet. I think we still need to find out about Brennan first,’ said Specky. ‘Christina called me earlier and said she couldn’t find him in any of her school’s old yearbooks.’

‘That is weird,’ said Worm. ‘Hey, what’s up with him?’ He gestured in Tim’s direction.

‘What’s wrong, Tim? You haven’t said a word,’ said Specky. Tim was being oddly quiet.

‘I got a note in my locker today to meet Crusha on Thursday night,’ he said. ‘He’s probably gonna give me the final message from Mr X, Speck, since the Boots of Glory match is this Sunday.’

Worm shook his head in disgust.

‘I wonder what this Crusha dude gets out of all this,’ said Specky.

‘Money!’ answered Tim. ‘When I asked him once, he said why not if it meant getting easy cash and the chance to help Salisbury get the Boots of Glory.’

‘Help!’ scoffed Worm. ‘You mean cheat to get the Boots of Glory.’

Just then a few of the other boys walked up and, moments later, they all boarded the bus to Lovettville. Only when everyone was assembled on the front steps of the town hall did Specky realise what a big event it was going to be. Streaming into the large Victorian building were parents, teachers and former Boots of Glory players, all dressed in their finest. Once inside, Specky was taken aback by the sea of tables, waiters in tuxedos pacing about offering drinks and canapés, thousands of fairy lights hanging from the ceiling, the school orchestra playing in the background and the enormous silk banners in the Gosmore colours draped across the walls.

‘Woah, this is as big as the Brownlow!’ he said under his breath.

‘Simon!’

Specky turned to see his parents walking toward him.

‘Hi, Mum. Hi, Dad.’

‘Isn’t this terrific?’ said Mr Magee, looking up to the ceiling. ‘I had no idea that this Boots of Glory game was so important.’

‘Yeah, it is! Really important to some,’ said Specky, as he watched Mr Reager and Mr Brennan greet some of the other parents.

‘Um, testing, one, two. Attention everyone!’

It was Coach Farrell, standing on the stage at the front of the hall, speaking into a microphone. Beside him were the Boots of Glory, in a glass case on top of a pedestal.

‘Can I ask you all to find your tables and be seated, please. The first course is about to be served. Thank you all for coming. I hope you enjoy your meal. We’ll commence our program before dessert is served.’

‘Well, good luck, love. We’ll let you go and join your friends,’ said Mrs Magee.

The Boots of Glory team was seated on three big tables toward the front of the hall. But in between courses many of the guests mingled between tables. Specky tagged alongside Whispers, Sticks and Worm as they chatted to their parents.

‘Worm’s folks are just bigger versions of him,’ said Specky, returning to his table and sitting next to Tim.

Tim was spitting ice cubes in and out of his empty glass, looking sullen.

‘Hey, I’m sorry that your mum couldn’t make it,’ said Specky, noticing Tim’s gloomy expression.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ he mumbled. ‘She couldn’t afford a babysitter for my brother anyway.’

‘Hello, Simon!’ It was Old Lady Nails, dressed in a gown and pearls, and looking very elegant – a far cry from her overalls and gumboots.

‘Just wanted to wish you all the best for the Boots match,’ she said, smiling at Specky. ‘And to apologise – unfortunately I won’t be able to be there – my daughter’s getting married. But I’ve organised for an old equestrian friend of mine to get dressed up as the mascot knight and ride Lance before the match. So, keep an eye out for them both. And good luck, kid!’

‘Can I please have everyone back at their tables as we’re about to begin our presentation,’ boomed Coach Farrell from the stage.

The official part of the evening started with Mr Stevens making a speech and talking about the history of the Boots of Glory match. Then four former Boots of Glory team members from twenty-five and fifty years ago shared their own personal experiences of the match.

‘Could you please put your hands together for all of our former Boots of Glory players!’ said Coach Farrell, leaning into the microphone.

The entire hall erupted into applause and the orchestra struck up the school song.

‘Okay. It’s a great honour for me to introduce our special guest speaker for the night,’ announced Coach Farrell, when the musical interlude ended. ‘We’ve kept it a secret until now, but without further ado, could you please give a huge welcome to Denis Pagan!’

Specky couldn’t believe it – the coach of Carlton! Amazing! he thought. Christina’s gonna flip when I tell her.

Denis Pagan spoke about his love for Aussie Rules and how traditional matches like the Boots of Glory helped keep the unique game alive. He talked passionately for the next twenty minutes and entertained the large audience with his dry humour and witty anecdotes.

‘So, to you boys, I wish you all the very best,’ he said, looking directly at the team.

As everyone clapped and cheered, Coach Farrell motioned for the boys to gather on stage, and asked Denis Pagan to present the official Gosmore Boots of Glory guernseys.

‘Please save your applause for the very end,’ announced Coach Farrell. ‘Could we have number two, Damien Pigton, come forward…’

Piggie stepped up, shook Denis Pagan’s hand, and received his jumper.

‘Number five, Simon Magee…’

Specky felt his heart skip a beat as he approached the legendary coach.

‘Thank you, Mr Pagan,’ he stuttered nervously, as he took his jumper.

‘You’re welcome, Simon,’ Denis Pagan said, putting his hand over the mike. ‘Our recruiting officer has been to watch your last couple of games, young man. He told me about a very courageous mark you took a couple of weeks ago. I coached Glenn Archer for many years and he’s one of the bravest players I’ve ever seen, but I think even he would have been proud of your effort. Well done. Have a great game!’

‘Number nine…’

Specky walked off in a daze. A real, live AFL coach, one of the legends of the game, knew about me. I can’t believe it, he thought. At that moment his dream of playing AFL football felt closer than ever before.

It took about ten minutes for everyone to get their jumpers. The proud parents and teachers in the audience applauded again.

‘Right, ladies and gentlemen, as the boys make their way back to their seats, we’d like to share something very special with you. We have been fortunate enough to find some footage of the last Boots of Glory match. Our heroic team of that year – some of whom are here with us this evening – won the Boots after Salisbury had held them for fifty years. It was one of the greatest days in Gosmore’s history. Well, we’re about to relive part of that extraordinary match. The film has been dubbed by a former Gosmarian, Rod Finn, now a commentator for the sports radio station SEN 1119, in Melbourne.’

The lights were dimmed, and directly behind Coach Farrell a large screen was lowered from the ceiling and a scene from twenty-five years ago flickered back to life. Specky watched in awe as the final part of the match played out in front of him. The last minute was a real nail-biter:


[image: image]‘And the crowd is going berserk! Less than a minute to go, I’m guessing, and this match could still go either way. The Knights are desperately trying to slow the play down. They’re four points in front and they can’t let the Royals in. But hold on! Look out! Turner of Salisbury breaks away from the centre and stab kicks it quickly to Miller, who handballs it off to the young Biggs and… What a marvellous kick from Biggs! It’s soaring high. This is dangerous! Dangerous! Dangerous for Gosmore! It’s heading directly for the big sticks. And no one is in the square, except for a Salisbury player, young Kevin Parker. Where are the Gosmore defenders? Is Parker gonna mark it or let it go through? He’s, he’s… he’s fumbled the mark and it’s rolled through for a point! The Salisbury crowd have gone ballistic. If only he had let it go through on its own. The Gosmore crowd can let out an enormous sigh of relief. The Knights are still three points in front after an incredible game and they… and there goes the siren! It’s all over! Salisbury had their chance to snatch it, but it literally slipped through their fingers. The Gosmore Knights have won the Boots of Glory. After fifty years, the Boots are returning to Gosmore!’



As the lights came up amid rapturous cheers and applause from the audience, Specky caught sight of Mr Brennan returning from outside. Specky noticed he looked edgy and wondered if he had missed the entire screening. Suddenly, Specky sprung up out of his chair.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Tim.

Specky didn’t answer. Instead, he weaved past some waiters carrying trays of dessert and made his way over to his parents.

‘Dad, do you have your mobile?’

Mr Magee nodded.

‘Can I have it, please? I have to call Christina, it’s urgent.’

Mr Magee handed Specky his phone, and Mrs

Magee cracked a joke to the other parents on their table about young love.

Specky rushed outside and dialled Christina’s number.

‘Hi, it’s me. Can you do me a big favour?’

‘Yeah, what? Aren’t you meant to be at your gala dinner?’

‘I am. Look, do you have those old school yearbooks with you?’

‘Yeah, but I told you I couldn’t find any Kevin Brennan. And I looked in the yearbook from twenty-three years ago,’ cause you said he would’ve been in Year Twelve then.’

‘That’s okay. Can you see if there’s a Kevin Parker, in that same book?’

‘Sure, hold on.’

Specky waited for a minute or so before Christina returned to the phone.

‘Hey! There is a Kevin Parker!’

‘Can you read what it says about him?’

‘Sure… um, here we go. Kevin came to us two years ago from country Victoria, but we won’t hold that against him. A keen sportsman, he fit into St Paul’s with ease. He’s impressed us all with his famous place kick and his football skills. Favourite saying: “I wouldn’t be dead for quids! ”’


27. crusha

For the rest of the week, all of Gosmore had Boots of Glory fever. Football somehow worked its way into all of the school subjects, from acting out footy plays in Drama to working out the square root of a goal square in Maths. The school also held a special breakfast for the staff and boarders, sold commemorative badges of the Boots, staged lunchtime ‘longest football kick’ contests and even conducted autograph signing sessions featuring Specky and his team-mates. There was extra excitement when a TV news crew came to do a story on the significance of the Boots of Glory match.

But Specky found it difficult to get into the spirit of things because his mind was still on Mr Brennan. At lunch on Thursday he had a chance to talk to Worm and Tim again about what he had learned during the gala dinner.

‘I would never have figured out it was the same guy,’ said Worm. ‘He was blond in that footage and now he’s dark haired with a beard.’

‘People change a lot in twenty-five years,’ replied Specky.

‘But I bet he must’ve been nervous whenever you guys played Salisbury. He wouldn’t want to be recognised by any of the parents or old teachers.’

Worm’s jaw dropped.

‘What?’ asked Specky and Tim in unison.

‘When we played Salisbury last year in the Grand Final, Mr Brennan wasn’t there. He had a funeral to go to. And, come to think of it, when we played them twice earlier in the season, he wasn’t around then, either.’

‘So, I guess he won’t be at the Boots of Glory match.’

‘Speck? What are you thinking? What are you gonna do?’ asked Tim.

‘We need to let Brennan know that we know it’s him.’

‘What? Why?’

‘We have to turn the tables – let him know that we won’t be told what to do. That we’ll tell Stevens about his true identity.’ Specky said.

‘But that’s too risky,’ croaked Tim. ‘What if he doesn’t care. And goes ahead with his threat and tell Stevens we took the Boots. We’ll get expelled.’

‘He won’t do it, once he finds out we know,’ said Specky, sounding more confident than he actually felt. ‘Let’s hope he won’t risk losing his job.’

‘Right, so how are you gonna let him know?’ asked Worm.

Specky grinned. He knew exactly how.
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‘Shhh! Keep it down. We don’t want to wake up the others.’

Later that evening, just after midnight, Tim and Worm were watching Specky climb out the window of their dormitory.

‘This is gonna freak Crusha out,’ whispered Tim.

‘Good!’ said Specky, pulling Tim’s red balaclava over his face. ‘He’s gotta know we’re serious. Hopefully he’ll tell Brennan straight away, and he’ll pack himself and back off. Catch ya later!’

And with that, Specky scrambled down the tree.

He jogged all the way to the main entrance of Gosmore and waited by the sandstone wall. A few minutes later, the sound of bike wheels squeaking echoed through the fog.

‘Hey, Red, you there?’ came a voice.

‘Yep,’ mumbled Specky, trying his best to sound like Tim.

Crusha threw his bike to the ground and took a few steps in toward Specky.

‘Right, this is the last letter.’

Crusha handed the note to Specky. Specky unfolded the paper and skimmed over the typed message. He couldn’t read much of it in the dark, but he could make out the last three lines. It read:

This is the moment. You will kick no goals in the Boots of Glory match. Only points. Or you can kiss goodbye to Gosmore.

‘Mr X said to leave it until the morning of the Boots of Glory match for Magee to find. Got it?’

‘Nup!’ Specky answered back.

‘What did ya say?’

‘I said, Nup! Nup! Nup! Oh yeah, and one more thing… nup!’ said Specky, knowing this would cheese Crusha right off.

‘I don’t think you have a choice,’ growled Crusha, thumping his hand on Specky’s chest.

‘But, oh, I think I do!’ said Specky, thumping him back.

‘What d’ya think you’re doing? And what’s with the weird voice?’ said Crusha, sounding very angry. ‘You better do it, poor boy. Or you’re gone, loser. Gone from Gosmore for good.’

‘Who cares! I know who Mr X is. Kevin Brennan. Or should I say Kevin Parker? I bet the Gosmore olds would love to hear about that. And I’ll show them all the threatening notes. And I’ll let them know about you. So they’ll join up with the teachers of your college and do an investigation. And when they find you – and they will find you – they’ll kick your butt out.’

‘What? How do you know all this?’

Specky could hear the panic in Crusha’s voice.

Without any warning, Specky peeled off his balaclava.

‘Who the hell are you?’ croaked Crusha.

‘I’m your worst nightmare!’ Specky grinned. He had always wanted to say that. ‘I’m Simon Magee. And you’d better let Mr X know that if he keeps threatening us we’re gonna expose him. Tell him we’ll call it even, and that we’re gonna play the Boots of Glory game fair and square.’

Crusha had no comeback. He was shocked. As he turned to get on his bike, Specky called him back.

‘One more thing!’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Go Knights!’


28. the build-up

The morning of the illustrious Boots of Glory match finally arrived. The team gathered in the food hall for a breakfast with Coach Farrell. The rest of the teaching staff of Gosmore had been invited to join them.

Specky scanned the room for the Assistant Coaches. Mr Brennan hadn’t been at school on Friday. And yesterday he hadn’t been around, either, because Specky’s team had had a bye from their regular Saturday morning games. Specky could only hope that Crusha had talked to him and that Mr Brennan had decided to forget about his ridiculous threats and lay low for a while.

After breakfast, Coach Farrell reminded them that although they were carrying the hopes of the school’s past and current generations they should keep in mind that it was still a game – and that while they should do everything possible to win, they should also have fun.

This appealed to Specky. It was the first time that he had heard the word ‘fun’ in the same sentence with ‘Boots of Glory’.

‘So this is your schedule for the rest of the morning,’ Coach Farrell went on to say. ‘After finishing breakfast, you have an hour or so to relax and to meet up with your parents and families, who no doubt will be arriving very soon. While I’m sure they are all very excited, don’t let it become a distraction. There will be plenty of time after the game to catch up with them and show them around the school. Just try and keep things as normal as you can and stick to your pre-game routine. Around half past ten I want you to make your way to Regent Oval.’

Everyone had been thrilled when it had been announced that they would be defending their title on home ground. Coach Farrell continued.

‘After our warm-up session, I want everyone in the change rooms at eleven, ready to play at eleven thirty. All right, now remember, make us proud, but, more importantly, make yourselves proud!’

Everyone cheered and shouted words of encouragement, and the team made their way back to the dormitory. Some of the boys’ parents had already started to arrive, including Specky’s.

‘Hey, Simon!’ smiled Mrs Magee. ‘Are you all ready for your glorified boots match?’

Specky’s dad, Alice and the Great McCarthy were only a few steps behind her.

‘Boots of Glory, Mum! Yeah! I think I am. Are you okay? You look awful.’

‘She’s been puking since five this morning. Woke me up! And we had to stop twice on the side of the road,’ said Alice.

‘Well, thank you very much,’ groaned Mrs Magee. ‘I can always count on my kids to be brutally honest.’

‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Specky. ‘Hey, that was great news about Johnny. I got a text message saying that his shoulder was only badly bruised. He said he’s hoping to play in a couple of weeks.’

‘Yes, we’re all very relieved,’ said Mr Magee, giving Specky a quick hug. And don’t worry, we’ll look after your mum – she’s just got a really bad case of morning sickness.’

‘Woah, check out this place,’ gasped Dieter, looking around. ‘This is amazing. No wonder they hate you back at Booyong!’

‘What?’ said Specky.

‘Nah, I’m only stirring,’ grinned Dieter. ‘But there are wanted posters of your mug stuck up everywhere, especially after you crushed us in that last match.’

Specky knew the Great McCarthy was only joking, but he couldn’t help but take it to heart. He wondered about Robbo and Danny and whether they would ever be good mates again. But just as he was starting to feel bad, Mr and Mrs Magee pointed out that they had brought another supporter along. They parted to reveal to Specky his number one fan.

‘Christina!’ said Specky, smiling.

‘Hi, Speck,’ she said, hugging him. ‘Surprise!’

Specky felt his face turn bright red. He was so happy to see Christina, and seeing her again made him realise how much he valued her friendship, her confidence and her great love of footy. He truly missed her. Specky knew he would have to play even better than his best – now that his girlfriend was there to see him.

‘So, is that where you live?’ asked Dieter, looking up at Specky’s dormitory building.

‘Yeah, I’ll give you a quick tour, but I can’t be too long. I want to go and check my gear, clean my boots – all that stuff.’

‘Oh, we’re so honoured you can spare us a few minutes, big shot,’ teased Alice.

Specky smiled and took the good-natured stirring from Alice in his stride. Soon it was time to join his team-mates and make his way to Regent Oval.

Coach Farrell took Specky and the team through their warm-up session. They did plenty of stretching, a few run throughs and a little bit of lane work. As Specky was practising his goal kicking, he saw his parents, Christina, Alice and Dieter take their seats in the Frederick Cooper Stand. A large crowd had started to stream into the ground, taking up every available seat right around the boundary. It seemed that every student and teacher from both Gosmore and Salisbury and half the town of Lovettville had turned up. Coach Farrell motioned for the team to head back into the change rooms. Specky jogged up alongside Tim.

‘How ya feeling?’ he asked.

‘This is unreal! There must be about three thousand people here,’ said Tim nervously.

‘Yeah, I know. Just try to block it out.’

Specky noticed Tim still looked concerned.

‘And forget about Brennan. Don’t even think about playing the way he wants you to. He can’t do anything to us now.’

‘I hope not.’

‘Look, he’s got nothing on us any more. There’s no way he’d risk his job. Just go out there and play your best game ever.’

‘Thanks, Speck. You too!’
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A half hour later, running out of the change rooms, Specky and his team-mates were hit with a wall of screams, cheers and applause. The crowd attendance had swelled to an incredible six thousand. While they had been waiting for the teams to emerge on to the ground, the supporters had been hyped up by pre-game entertainment. They had been treated to rousing renditions of the schools’ theme songs by brass bands from both colleges, and a convoy of convertibles had paraded former Boots of Glory players around the boundary line. Victory chants had echoed back and forth between both camps, and Gosmore’s mascot, Sir Lancelot, with Old Lady Nails’s friend dressed up as the knight, had paraded proudly from goal square to goal square and entertained the crowd with their antics.

Specky fell in behind Whispers and Grizza. They led the Gosmore team out onto Regent Oval. The cheers were deafening as they burst through their banner. Moments later, it was the Royals’ turn. Again the noise was unbelievable. It might have been Gosmore’s home ground, but the Royals supporters had turned out in force and they had a massive following.

Gosmore won the toss of the coin, and the stage was set for the long-anticipated battle. Specky ran to the goal square and took up his position at full-forward. This was it. The moment everyone had been waiting for – for twenty-five years. The Boots of Glory match was about to begin.


29. watching from afar

For the first ten minutes of the game, both sides were overcome with nerves. There were a lot of mistakes and plenty of ball ups. Both teams were so pumped up that they scrapped and fought for every loose ball. The physical pressure was enormous and every time someone took possession he was gang tackled by two or three players. The Gosmore boys still remembered their unexpected defeat to the Crows and, combined with the fact that this was the biggest game in a quarter of a century, there was no way they were going to be complacent today.

It was more like a wrestling match than a footy game. Both teams were struggling to produce genuine scoring opportunities. The Royals coach had decided to put a loose man in their defence to avoid the Knights getting away to a flying start. It was a tactic used specifically to make it harder for Specky to get into the game. They had done their research on the team and they knew that he was one of the key players.

Suddenly Salisbury got a break and drove the ball to their full-forward, who led out and took a beautiful mark in front of Tim. He couldn’t do anything about it as their full-forward went back and drilled the first goal of the match.

The Royals’ supporters went berserk. But a few minutes later Gosmore responded with a great snap from Grizza. It was a magnificent piece of play from the big fella.

As for Specky, he was being covered by two players, his opponent, as well as the loose man in defence. They managed to keep him from getting a possession for the entire quarter.

Specky had never had such a bad start to a game. By the end of the first quarter, Salisbury were ahead by two straight goals.

‘Are you okay?’ Worm asked Specky during the break.

‘Yeah, they just stuck to me like super glue,’ puffed Specky, biting into a piece of orange.

‘You sure?’ asked Worm. ‘You haven’t decided to do what Brennan wants you to, have you?’

‘Are you joking? I’m playing fair dinkum out there!’ snapped Specky. ‘Stop putting negative thoughts into my head. And keep it down. Someone might hear you.’

‘Just asking, that’s all,’ shrugged Worm.

Specky didn’t mean to snap. He was on edge because he hadn’t been able to show his best. He thought back to the Booyong game and he knew that he could not afford to get frustrated. I don’t have to be taking lots of marks and kicking lots of goals to be valuable to the team, he reminded himself. Tackles and shepherds, and a genuine contest every time the ball comes down – that’s all I have to think about. The rest will sort itself out. He was determined to make an impact in the second quarter.

And what a quarter it turned out to be for him. Fuelled by his own determination, Specky came alive – charging and barging through packs, and going in harder for the ball.

Early in the quarter he led for the ball and Piggie kicked a shocker. It floated over Specky’s head, and just as his opponent was about to take an easy mark, Specky lunged back and punched the ball to the ground. As he was competing against two players, the other opponent he had to deal with was there to pick up the crumbs. He took off, bouncing the ball as he went. Specky put his head down and started to chase him, even though it looked like a lost cause. But the Royals player started to slow down, thinking he was on his own, and, as Specky got closer, the Gosmore crowd were on their feet, screaming their encouragement.

Specky threw himself at his opponent and managed to drag him down just as he was about to put his boot in the ball. The football spilled free, and Grizza picked it up and fired a beautiful pass to Whispers, who had snuck down from defence. Whispers calmly slotted through the goal and the crowd went wild.

All of the Gosmore players rushed to Specky to congratulate him on his fantastic chase and tackle. He was as excited with his defensive efforts as he would have been with a big mark. It was the spark that he needed to get into the game. Shrugging his opponents off, he took a succession of solid marks and kicked his first goal of the game.

The Gosmore supporters were making enough noise for fifty thousand people. They all began to chant and clap in rhythm to Specky’s name. ‘SPE-CKY…’clap, clap, clap. ‘SPE-CKY…’ clap, clap, clap. Specky was inspired, and Whispers, Grizza, Sticks, Tim and the rest of the Gosmore team lifted with him.

The Knights were on fire. They dominated out of the centre and looked for Specky at every opportunity. By the time the siren sounded to end the second quarter, the Knights held a very handy fourteen-point lead and Specky had gone on to boot another two goals: a blinder from the boundary on his non-preferred foot and one soccered off the ground.

At half-time, the scoreboard read: Gosmore 7.3.45. Salisbury 4.7.31.

‘Brilliant, Magee!’ began Coach Farrell as Specky and his team-mates made their way back to the change rooms; but he was interrupted by the sharp sound of a car backfiring and a sudden, terrifying scream from the field.

Everyone shot around and saw Lance, spooked by the noise, bucking his rider to the ground. People scattered as Sir Lancelot sidestepped and kicked wildly in their direction. Some of the teachers ran to attend to the rider, who looked as if he might have a broken leg, while others tried to calm the frightened horse. But it was no use. No one could get near him.

‘Magee, what d’ya think you’re doing?’ shouted Coach Farrell. But Specky had already sprinted off toward Lance.

‘Whoa, boy, settle down…’

Specky motioned for some of the teachers to move back, and Lance came to a sudden halt, his lungs heaving and his wild eyes fixed firmly on Specky.

‘Simon Magee, come back here now!’ ordered Mr Stevens.

‘Simon, don’t!’ yelled Mrs Magee from the stand.

But Specky ignored them.

‘That’s it, boy, it’s me…’ continued Specky, stepping slowly toward Lance.

The crowd collectively held their breath. The silence was eerie.

‘That’s it. You just got a little scared, didn’t you, boy?’

Specky slipped his hand under Lance’s reins and softly stroked the side of the horse’s neck. Everyone let out a sigh of relief, and some of the spectators even broke out into quiet applause, like at a tennis match.

Mr Stevens allowed Specky to take Lance back to the stables, and as he led the still-jumpy horse off the field, he looked up into the stand and waved at his parents, Alice and the Great McCarthy who were looking on in shock. As for Christina, she was smiling from ear to ear.
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‘There you go, boy, back home. Away from all that noise.’ Specky said, as he pulled off the saddle and blanket and locked Lance into his stall. ‘Can’t chat with you now, boy. I’ve still got a second half to play.’

Specky hurried back to Regent Oval, but as he passed the music building he was startled by a figure leaning against the wall. It was Mr Brennan. Specky looked from side to side. There was no one else around. Mr Brennan looked as if he hadn’t slept for days.

‘Simon Magee,’ he snapped. ‘Do you really think you can threaten me? I’m your coach!’

Specky felt it best not to reply. He sensed that anything he might say to Mr Brennan could set him right off. He tried not to appear frightened.

‘Don’t look at me like that, Magee – like I’m some kind of crazy person.’

Specky looked down at his feet. He wanted to answer back, ‘Well, you are!’ But he didn’t. It was strange and scary to see a grown-up behaving so oddly. Especially someone he had looked up to.

Mr Brennan continued. ‘I hope you never know what it’s like to be ostracised by your friends and team-mates. To be blamed by everyone for losing something as precious as those bloody Boots of Glory.’ Mr Brennan’s voice grew louder and angrier. ‘If I had only marked that ball or not touched it at all… I had to leave Salisbury the following year, you know. I liked St Paul’s, but my father, a real Royals man, never let me forget the biggest mistake of my life. For twenty-five years, Magee, I’ve had to live with losing that game for Salisbury.’

Specky didn’t answer. A part of him was still angry, a part of him felt sorry for Mr Brennan, and a big part of him was telling him to just get out of there as quick as he could. But he had to ask Mr Brennan one question. A question that had been bugging him for a while. ‘Once you knew we stole the boots why didn’t you just get Tim and me expelled?’ he blurted. ‘Then we wouldn’t have been able to play the Boots of Glory in the first place.’

Specky felt his mouth dry up. Mr Brennan sighed heavily. ‘What sort of man do you think I am?’ he sniffed. ‘I love football. Football was, is, my life. I would’ve been a hero if I hadn’t touched that ball. We would have won the Boots of Glory. I’d probably be a professional footy player now instead of a footy coach. I don’t want to crush your dream. You boys are great players. I just want to ruin one match, not your lives. So I want you to go back out there and do as I told you to. And convince your mate, Tim Barton, to do the same. I don’t want to have you expelled – if you won’t do it for me, do it for yourself.’

Specky felt sorry for Mr Brennan, but he knew that he needed help, and it wasn’t going to come from Specky or Tim. Specky had had enough. He wasn’t going to be intimidated any longer by Mr Brennan. He took a nervous breath.

‘Yeah, well, I don’t think that’s gonna happen,’ he said, courageously turning his back on the coach and heading back to the game.

He didn’t look back. He picked up his pace and jogged all the way to Regent Oval.


30. boots of glory

‘I was about to send someone to find you. Is the horse okay?’ said Coach Farrell, when Specky finally showed up, just a minute before the start of the third quarter.

‘Yeah, Lance is fine. It took me a while to settle him down.’

Specky caught Tim looking at him, as if to say ‘What’s up?’ Specky decided now was not the right time to tell him about Mr Brennan.

Both teams jogged out to take up their positions for the second half. Fourteen points was nowhere near a comfortable lead against a talented team like the Royals, and they knew the Knights were in for a torrid second half.

Worm also made his way out to the middle of the ground. This was his big moment as the school’s representative umpire. And for the first ten minutes of the quarter, his allocated time, Worm did a brilliant job. He made fair, precise calls for both sides – maybe too precise for some.

‘Come on, Bookhead! You can’t be serious! I tried to get rid of it,’ complained Grizza when Worm penalised him for holding the ball. ‘That totally sucks! You’re meant to be on our side,’ Grizza continued to growl. Worm sharply blew on his whistle and awarded fifty metres to the Salisbury player. The Gosmore team went right off at Grizza. After Specky had given away that fifty-metre penalty against the Booyong Lions, the team had made a rule that they would never back chat the umpires again. The fact that the umpire was Worm had obviously got the better of Grizza, but it didn’t save him the embarrassment of being dragged from the field by Coach Farrell.

Team rules were team rules, and it didn’t matter if it was the captain or the twenty-second player who broke them, the penalty was the same. Even so, it was going to make the job of winning the game even tougher for the Knights.

Specky had seen it all from where he stood. He was proud that Worm had stood his ground. Neither the Royals nor the Knights scored during Worm’s umpire period.

Next it was the Salisbury student umpire’s turn. It was clear from the start that he wasn’t going to be as fair as Worm. All of his decisions were in favour of the Royals. It was so obvious that at one stage the main umpire had to overrule a couple of the student’s decisions.

At one point Specky took a safe mark right in front of goals, but his opponent was awarded the free kick for an imaginary push out. The Gosmore supporters went crazy – booing and screaming in protest, but Specky had learnt his lesson and quickly threw the ball to his opponent and stood on the mark. As he was standing there he suddenly had a hunch about who this student umpire was. He had nothing to lose, so, after the ball was cleared of the area, he ran up beside him and whispered: ‘Hey, Crusha. Don’t be too obvious. Someone might know who you are.’

Judging from the way the boy’s face dropped, Specky knew he had guessed right.

For the remaining couple of minutes of his allocated time, Crusha, remarkably, umpired fairly for both sides.

When the third-quarter siren sounded, Gosmore still held their lead of fourteen points.

Coach Farrell, normally a quiet man who did not often raise his voice, gave one of the most stirring three-quarter-time speeches Specky had ever heard. He appealed to the boys’ sense of history, the fact that they had the opportunity to write their names into the record books at Gosmore. He made reference to a number of people among the hundreds that gathered around the huddle.

‘There is Billy Blackless,’ roared Coach Farrell, pointing to the Gosmore Grammar legend. ‘Do you think he wants to see his old school give up this lead when we have worked this hard?’ The boys turned to look at the former star student who had graduated to a fantastic career with the Cats in the AFL. Blackless looked a little embarrassed to be singled out by Coach Farrell, but Specky wasn’t sure if it was because there were so many people there, or because Billy was tucking into a big meat pie at the time, and some of it had dribbled down onto his shirt. It was all Specky could do not to start laughing.

‘Wayne Crawfort is here, Byron O’Donnell, Neil Baneher. They all wore the Gosmore colours and they are here to see you retain the Boots of Glory.’ Coach Farrell was red in the face and his veins were popping out. He composed himself and finally said, ‘I will be proud of you, boys, whatever the result. I just think you deserve to win.’

The crowd around the huddle roared and the players started screaming and yelling as they ran to their positions. Specky was the last to leave. He had noticed some dark clouds starting to appear quickly over the west, and he thought there might be rain on the way. He had asked Worm to run back to the dorm to get his boots with the screw-in stops. He had played the first three quarters with rubber, moulded soles, but with the chance of a bit of rain around, he thought he would take the extra precaution of playing the last quarter with the longer stops. He didn’t want to be slipping over if it was wet.

Salisbury got just the start they were looking for when they banged on the first goal inside the first minute. They were now just eight points down.

Suddenly, as Specky had predicted, the skies opened up and rain and hail bucketed down on the thrilling game that was in progress.

Within moments Regent Oval was a mud bath. Both sides were slipping and sliding and finding it hard to get a grip of the ball. All of the skills that had been on display for the first three quarters, now went out the window. Good players and good teams are able to adapt to any conditions, and this was as good a display of schoolboy football as the crowd were ever likely to see. The players from both teams did not give an inch. It was now just an old-fashioned slog. Handling the ball was almost impossible; and from Specky’s position at full-forward he could barely see into the middle of the ground, the rain was so heavy.

Players threw themselves onto the loose ball without thinking of their personal safety. Rather than try and take clean possession, they booted it off the ground at every opportunity, inching the ball closer to their respective team goals. The ball was now waterlogged and weighed a tonne, and it was almost impossible to kick it more than twenty-five metres. The play had been bogged down in the middle of the ground for over five minutes, and Specky was anxiously roaming the goal square waiting for an opportunity to do something that would secure a Gosmore victory.

The one thing that hadn’t changed was the enthusiasm of the crowd. The unexpected downpour didn’t dampen their spirits one bit. They were more vocal than ever as the clock ticked down. With only a couple of minutes left in the match and the rain easing up, Specky and his team-mates were ahead by only five points. A goal from Salisbury could still snatch victory from their hands. Coach Farrell and Mr Reager were screaming their lungs out.

Finally, the ball was scooped out of the centre of the mud-pit and soccered out to the wing. Sticks raced his opponent for it and they went at it stride for stride. The Royals player tried to bump Sticks away from the ball, but he stood his ground, and to the surprise of everyone it was the Royals player who fell.

‘Yes! Well done, Sticks,’ Specky yelled, smiling. Sticks had been doing lots of extra weight training with the coach to make himself stronger, and it had paid off at exactly the right time. Sticks picked the ball up cleanly, and cleverly shipped it over to Whispers. Whispers dropped the mark, but recovered quickly and handballed it to Grizza, who then barrelled his way through three Royal defenders and kicked the ball toward Specky.

Specky and his opponent ran toward the ball, which, because it was so heavy, started to drop dramatically. They ploughed their way through the mud and then, suddenly, Specky’s opponent lost his footing and helplessly slipped to the ground. Specky’s decision to go for the screw-in boots had paid dividends. Even so, it looked like he was not going to make it to the ball before it hit the ground. He charged through the rain and, with a desperate last-second lunge, flung himself at the ball like a World Cup soccer goalie. With his arms fully extended, he cupped the ball tightly to his chest, hit the muddy ground with a thud, and slid across the grass for over five metres. Everyone went berserk. It was an awesome mark.

Specky got to his feet, covered in mud from head to toe. One of the trainers handed him a towel and he wiped the mud and grass from his eyes and slowly dried his hands. He made sure he went back far enough so that he wouldn’t kick the ball into the man on the mark, rubbed the front of his right boot on the back of his left sock, to clear off any junk that might affect the way he kicked, and then took a slow deep breath. Half of the Salisbury team were behind the man on the mark, whooping and hollering, waving their arms in the air trying to put Specky off.

Specky looked to the stand. His mum had buried her head into his dad’s chest, unable to look. Alice and Dieter hugged each other, holding their breath.

Specky slowly started his run up. He had seen Christina calmly standing on her own, the rain soaking her from head to toe, water pouring over her face. She had the biggest smile on her face – the proudest girl in the whole crowd. It was clear that there was not a doubt in her mind that Specky, her Specky, was going to kick the goal that would secure the Boots of Glory. He knew he could do it, too.

He calmly kicked the ball right through the middle of the goals, setting off celebrations in the crowd that had not been seen at Gosmore for, well, twenty-five years. Specky had put the nail into the coffin for Salisbury.

The ball went back to the middle, and just after it was thrown in the air, the siren sounded. The next moments were total chaos. Specky just stood there, unable to move. He put both hands in the air, and looked toward the sky. The rain that was falling on his face had never felt so good. He remembered to shake the hand of his opponent and then he was swamped. Sticks jumped into his arms and they both fell backwards into a large puddle, only to be joined by the rest of the team.

They rolled around in the mud, hugging each other and laughing and giving anyone who was there high fives and handshakes. Tim found Specky and they both hugged, the smiles on their faces looked like they would last forever. The crowd spilled onto the ground and the Gosmore song blared over the loud speakers. Specky felt someone grab his jumper, and he turned around to find Alice screaming and jumping around, squeezing him for all she was worth.

‘I’m so proud of you. That was the most exciting thing I’ve ever seen.’

Specky was speechless. Here was his big sister – who had hated football her entire life and had not hugged him since he was a baby – covered in mud from head to toe, almost as excited as he was. She was joined by Dieter and Mr Magee, and they all celebrated together.

Specky looked over at his mum. She was on her feet waving madly, pointing to Specky and telling anyone within fifty metres that he was her son. As he turned to rejoin the group, he was grabbed, and before he knew it, a big kiss was slapped on his lips. He pulled away, embarrassed and surprised, and saw Christina standing there grinning.

‘You were fantastic, Speck. I wouldn’t have missed this game for the world. And I’ll tell you something else. I’ll be there when you play your first game of AFL football, too.’

Specky could feel himself turn red. He was on top of the world. This is about as good as it gets, he thought. What a day!


31. troubled hero

For the next twenty-four hours, Specky was a hero. At the end of the match he had won the Best Player on the Ground Award – the Fredrick Cooper Medal. Everyone at Gosmore, students and teachers, treated Specky like a star. Even Grizza was suddenly his best mate. But all Specky’s excitement came to a crashing halt when Mr Stevens called him to his office over the school speakers.

‘Come in, Simon,’ said the Principal in a stern tone.

Specky’s face dropped when he noticed his parents and Coach Farrell sitting there.

‘What’s wrong?’ stuttered Specky, seeing his mum and dad’s distressed looks.

‘Sit down, Simon,’ instructed Mr Stevens.

Specky nudged in between his parents.

‘Now, Simon,’ began Mr Stevens. ‘I’ve explained to your parents why I called them to come back here today. This is a very serious matter. A few hours ago I received this from an anonymous sender.’

Mr Stevens moved out from behind his desk and popped a disk into the DVD, set up in his office.

As Specky watched the screen his stomach twisted into a thousand knots. There he was, taking off his balaclava, changing from his runners into the Boots of Glory, and then kicking a footy into the night.

Mr Stevens leant over and switched off the TV.

‘So, Simon. You stole the Boots of Glory.’

Specky could only nod, his heart stuck in his throat.

‘I don’t know why you would do a thing like that. And that boy next to you in the video? The one wearing the balaclava, who is he?’

Specky didn’t say a word.

‘Was it Tim Barton?’

Again, Specky didn’t respond.

‘Simon, answer Mr Stevens!’ said Mr Magee, sounding disappointed.

‘I can’t say,’ said Specky.

‘What do you mean, you can’t say? You’re in a lot of trouble here,’ snapped Mrs Magee.

But Specky stuck to his guns. He couldn’t dob Tim in.

‘Right, well, I have no proof that it was Tim so you’ll suffer the consequences for both of you. I hope your “friend” appreciates what you’re doing,’ said Mr Stevens. ‘Do you know who sent this to me?’

‘Yes,’ Specky stuttered. He tried to explain how Mr Brennan had tried to blackmail him.

‘Blackmail you? In what way?’ asked Mr Stevens, sounding doubtful.

Specky told Mr Stevens everything he knew about Mr Brennan: his false identity, the notes, and their conversation on the day of the Boots of Glory match.

‘Well, that would explain a few things at least,’ said Coach Farrell.

‘Mr Brennan hasn’t shown up for work today and hasn’t returned any of our calls,’ added Mr Stevens to Specky’s parents. ‘Simon, Mr and Mrs Magee, could I ask you to step into the waiting room for a few moments, please. Thank you.’

In the foyer, Specky’s parents could barely look at him.

‘I’m furious at you, Simon, for taking part in a ridiculous stunt like that. I really thought you were more responsible than this – that’s why we let you take the scholarship in the first place. Well, you’re grounded whatever the outcome,’ grumbled Mr Magee.

‘Oh, Simon,’ Mrs Magee sighed.

Specky couldn’t believe that this was all happening. Several minutes passed before he and his parents were called back into the office.

‘Well, Simon. Where do I begin?’ coughed Mr Stevens. ‘If it were left to Mr Farrell and myself to make a decision and you had been honest about it all, we might only have suspended you. But, since a copy of this footage was sent to every member of the Gosmore Board, and your actions were as good as breaking and entering, I find myself in an awkward and regrettable position. I have been on the phone with members of the Board all morning and again a few minutes ago…’ Specky didn’t like the sound of this. ‘They are adamant that this is a serious offence… and I have been instructed to terminate your scholarship immediately.’

Specky was shattered. He shot a look at his parents.

‘Simon, both your coach and I are sorry that, after the incredible win this school experienced yesterday, in no small part thanks to you…’ Mr Stevens paused. It can’t get any worse, Specky thought. ‘It is nevertheless my duty, on behalf of the Gosmore Board, to expel you from the school.’


32. goodbye, gosmore

While Mr and Mrs Magee waited outside in the car, Specky was in his dormitory shoving the last of his clothes into his suitcase. It didn’t take long for the word to spread that he was leaving Gosmore. Within minutes, Specky’s friends and fellow boarders had made their way to his floor.

‘Is it true?’

‘What does Stevens think he’s doing? You won the Boots of Glory for us! You’re a Frederick Cooper Medallist!’

‘Who dobbed you in? How’d they find out you stole the Boots?’

‘They can’t do this! We should protest!’

Specky zipped up his case and lifted it off his bed.

‘You can’t do anything,’ he said calmly. ‘It was the Board’s decision. And, as far as they know, it was only me that stole the Boots. They can’t prove it was an initiation and they don’t know anything about Tim. So, do me favour – keep that quiet. Right, I better go.’

Specky put on a brave face as he said his goodbyes to his friends.

‘See ya, Sticks. Don’t work out too much!’

‘Thanks, Speck,’ croaked Sticks, who found it difficult to say anything else.

‘See ya, mate,’ said Whispers. ‘See ya in the AFL one day.’

Specky tried to muster up a smile.

‘Yeah, you too.’

‘Hey, Magee, thanks for not telling them it was our idea. No hard feelings?’

Grizza pushed himself through the crowd of people and shook Specky’s hand.

‘Nah,’ said Specky. ‘No hard feelings, Grizza.’

‘I want you to have this,’ said Worm, stepping forward.

He handed Specky a book. It was The Grand Old History of Gosmore.

‘I wrote something in it for you,’ sniffed Worm.

Specky could see tears well up in Worm’s eyes. He read the inscription on the inside cover. It read:

Specky, here is a quote from a famous poet called Yeats.

I found it in one of those ‘thick books’ you keep seeing me with.

‘Think where man’s glory most begins and ends, And say my glory was I had such friends.’

William Butler Yeats

Thank you for being a great friend, Worm.

‘Thanks, Worm,’ said Specky with a lump in his throat.

He found it difficult to say anything else. Specky tried his best not to show how upset he was in front of the others. When he made it outside with his suitcase, Tim walked up to him.

‘Speck, I can’t believe you didn’t tell them it was me,’ quavered Tim. ‘I’m never gonna forget this. You’ve helped my mum and my little brother and…’ Tim’s voice started to break.

‘It’s okay, mate. At least we played good honest footy,’ said Specky.

‘I hope you can still make it to the AFL,’ added Tim. ‘You deserve it.’

‘Mate, like I told you, it doesn’t matter if I go to Gosmore Grammar or Booyong High or Woop Woop College, or wherever – no one is gonna stop me from getting there.’

Tim nodded, and, with that, Specky made his way to his parents’ car, jumped in the back seat, and left Gosmore for good.


33. hello, booyong –again

The next day, Specky stayed home while his mum re-enrolled him at Booyong High. He moped about the house, and spent most of the time by himself. At least I’ll be closer to Christina and Johnny, he thought. But he wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone or tell them he had lost his scholarship – not just yet.

‘I think you should go outside for a little – get some air,’ said Mrs Magee, popping her head into Specky’s bedroom.

He was lying on his bed, bouncing a soft Nerf Footy off the ceiling.

‘Nah, it’s okayk,’ he mumbled.

‘No, I don’t think it is,’ said Specky’s mum firmly. ‘I spoke to Coach Pate today. And she suggested that you turn up for training this afternoon. She’s expecting you there in about thirty minutes.’

‘Awrh, Mum!’ whined Specky. ‘No, I’m not in the mood. It’s gonna be too weird and –’

‘I don’t think you have a choice, young man. Think of it as a lesson: that life is not all about fitting in with your mates and succumbing to peer pressure.’

Specky sighed. He just wasn’t up for a lecture.

‘Okay, I’ll go.’

As he made his way downstairs, the doorbell sounded. Specky opened the door to find Tiger Girl standing there with a big grin on her face.

‘What are you doing here?’ she squealed.

‘What about you ?’ stuttered Specky. ‘Why aren’t you in the UK?’

‘We’re moving back; we’re on our way home from the airport. Mum let me stop by so I could leave a message for you. But you’re here!’

Specky couldn’t believe it.

‘It’s so good to see you,’ she said, hugging him tightly. Specky felt a tingling sensation race up his neck. ‘So, where are you off to?’ she asked.

Specky told her he was on his way to Booyong High. ‘We can drop you off then,’ she suggested.

In the car, Specky reluctantly told Tiger Girl and her mum why he was home from Gosmore.

‘Woah, that’s big! It’s good news for me, though – we’ll be in the same year. I missed a lot of school so I’m gonna repeat Year Nine.’

Specky smiled happily for the first time that day. He really liked Tiger Girl. She instantly made him feel better.

By the time Tiger Girl’s mum dropped Specky off at the school, he was even looking forward to seeing his old team again.

But Specky was still nervous as he trudged across the oval. At least Johnny will be happy to see me, he thought. And maybe Robbo and Danny will realise I’m still their mate and we’ll be okay…

Specky picked up his pace and jogged over toward the group. Coach Pate was the first to spot him and she greeted him warmly.

‘Good to see you, Simon. I’m sorry for the drama you’ve been through, but we’re happy to have you back. Boys! Can you make your way over, please.’

Specky’s old team-mates wandered over, talking among themselves. Specky saw Johnny ahead of the rest giving him the thumbs up. But Danny and Robbo wouldn’t even look at him. And Screamer was wearing his usual sneering expression.

‘I want you to welcome Simon back to the team. He’ll be starting back at the school tomorrow.’

‘Um, excuse me, Coach,’ Screamer stepped forward.

‘Yes, Derek?’

‘We know Magee’s a good player, but we’ve all just talked about it and we don’t want him back in the team.’

Specky felt winded. He looked at Robbo and Danny in disbelief. They were nodding. Had all his old friends turned against him? He caught Johnny looking stunned, but everyone else seemed to agree with Screamer.

‘Well, I’m totally shocked,’ said Coach Pate. ‘I think you should all be above this. As the coach of this team, I refuse to accept that, Derek. Simon will be in the team. He’s a part of this school and –’

‘Look, forget it!’ Specky blurted out. ‘Thanks, Coach, but I don’t wanna be somewhere I’m not wanted. Catch ya later.’

Specky turned and jogged away, his heart racing. Suddenly his whole world felt as if it were caving in on him. What was he going to do now? He could play for a team in one of the neighbouring suburbs’ football leagues – but it wouldn’t be the same. It had been hard enough, leaving his friends to go to Gosmore. But now that he was back in Camberwell, this was going to be tougher than ever.

What would he do without his beloved Booyong Lions? Only time would tell.
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