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prologue

Specky zipped up his suitcase and propped it against his bedroom wall. He had a few minutes to spare. He shoved his passport in his pocket, sat in front of his computer and typed International Rules Football Ireland v Australia into YouTube. A score of clips appeared on screen. Specky clicked on one and turned up the volume.

‘And both teams are amongst the goals tonight …’ blared the commentary from the computer speakers. ‘But it’s now the Irish who have possession. Donaghy drives the ball out on the wing … the Irish skills have really dominated this game. Donaghy taps and dribbles the round ball like Ronaldo, yet he can scoop it up and kick like Lenny Hayes. Look at the Irish champ go!’


Woah, Specky thought. He’s flying! The ball looks like it’s attached to his boots. His control is awesome! How does he do that? The Aussies are all AFL guns, but even they look like they’re not one hundred percent confident with the round ball.

‘Donaghy sidesteps Brown – he twists and turns – he loops over to McCeevay. McCeevay back to Donaghy – and Ireland have set up beautifully to score! But here comes the Aussie backline. Donaghy better get rid of it quick. Smith charges … as does Harvey … but there’s no stopping the Irish boys’ lightningquick skills. The Aussie goalie, Fletcher, rushes out … Donaghy is clear! He’s clear! Dustin Fletcher dives towards him! Donaghy slams the ball into the back of the net, and the Irish fans go beserk …’

‘Hey, are you all packed?’

Specky clicked pause and turned to his dad. He nodded. ‘Yep!’

‘Good. Mum’s just feeding Jack, then we’ll be on our way,’ said Mr Magee. ‘What are you doing? Watching more Irish football?’

Specky nodded again.


‘You look worried,’ said Mr Magee. ‘You’ve been practising for four weeks. I know it’s not what you’re used to playing, but you’ve got a good understanding of the game, don’t you?’

‘Yeah,’ said Specky. ‘I think I do.’

‘Of course you do! You’ll be fine.’ Mr Magee smiled and clapped Specky on the shoulder. He grabbed the suitcase and wheeled it out the door.

‘I hope I do.’ Specky sighed heavily. ‘I really hope I do.’





1. footy farewell

‘Oh, Simon, you look so grown-up in your Australian blazer,’ Specky’s mum gushed as she wrapped her arms around him.

Specky wriggled out of his mother’s grasp. She had been crying and hugging him ever since they’d left the house.

‘Mum, I’ll only be away for a couple of weeks,’ he replied, handing his mother the hanky she had packed in his hand luggage. ‘You’re acting like I’m leaving for a couple of years.’

Standing at the departure gate, all decked out in his Australian team uniform, Specky was filled with a mix of nerves and excitement. In just over two hours he would board a flight bound for Dublin, Ireland, along with twenty-four of Australia’s best Aussie Rules young guns. Specky had been living for this moment ever since he’d been selected in the Under 15s All-Australian team, and they’d been training constantly so they would be fighting fit for the International Rules series against Ireland.

‘Don’t forget the list I gave you, wonder boy,’ ordered his sister, Alice. ‘I want the Chanel perfume from Duty Free, but if you can’t get that then I’ll take the Gucci. Got it?’

‘No way,’ said Specky, rolling his eyes. ‘If you’re lucky, you might get a four-leaf-clover t-shirt.’

‘Seriously – drop the ’tude!’ Alice snapped. ‘I’m in the middle of my exams. I should be home studying right now, not farewelling the mighty warrior as he attempts to invade and conquer Ireland.’

‘Whatever,’ shrugged Specky. ‘No one forced you to come.’

‘Yeah, right! You know Mum and Dad made me. The very least you can do is bring me back something decent. And just one more thing …’

Alice leaned in and, before Specky could figure out what was going on, she hugged him tightly. ‘Good luck. I’m proud of you, squirt,’ she said.

Specky was caught off guard. ‘Okay, where’s my sister? You’re an imposter!’ he joked.

Alice just smiled.

‘We’re off to get some coffee, Si,’ said Mr Magee, lifting Specky’s baby brother, Jack, out of the pram. ‘We’ll be back in a sec.’

‘And there he is, folks, looking resplendent in his Australian blazer with the coat of arms proudly displayed for everyone to see.’

Specky grinned. He knew that distinctive voice immediately. It was his friend Gobba. And alongside him were Specky’s best mates, Danny and Robbo.

‘Yes, Simon “Specky” Magee, the megastar from Camberwell is about to embark on a footballing journey to the other side of the world. What a moment for this impressive young lad, and what a moment for the loyal and supportive friends who’ve been with him every step of the way. I don’t think it’s too much of an exaggeration to suggest that he wouldn’t have got this far without the guidance of Josh Roberts, Danny Castellino and myself, the one and only, legendary commentator-in-the-making, Ben “Gobba” Higgins.’

‘What are you doing out here?’ said Specky. ‘I’ve already said goodbye to you guys, like a hundred times.’

‘Yeah, we love you too, legend,’ said Robbo sarcastically.

‘Nice!’ added Danny. ‘We drag ourselves across town, catch a tram, a train and a bus across the city just to show our support for a mate, and this is the welcome we get? Is that how you’re going to welcome her too?’

Danny pointed. Specky looked up to see Samatha Shepherd, who they called ‘Tiger Girl’ because of her obsessive love of the Richmond Tigers. She was winding her way through the crowd in the terminal.

Robbo started laughing.

‘What’s so funny?’ asked Specky.

‘Look who else came to see you off,’ Robbo snorted, and he pointed in the other direction.

Specky turned to see his ex-girlfriend, Christina Perry, smiling and waving. He gulped.

‘Well, welcome back, viewers.’ Gobba kicked into his best commentary voice. ‘If you’ve just joined us, let me bring you up to speed. After footy superstar Specky Magee was selected for the All-Australian team he expressed his admiration and love for Tiger Girl, only to discover later that his old flame, Christina, was moving back to Melbourne from Sydney. Talk about throwing a spanner in the works! For the past month Magee has been a massive wimp and avoided the problem. So stay tuned because this is going to be hotter than Mr Castellino’s garden of flaming chilli peppers.’

Danny and Robbo looked like they were going to die laughing.

Specky looked around, hoping that his All-Australian team-mates were busy checking in and wouldn’t notice him.

‘You’re full it, Gobba!’ he said, struggling for a comeback. He knew Gobba was right. He liked both girls. So he’d just avoided them and focussed on his footy.

‘Hey, you peanuts,’ huffed Tiger Girl, slapping Danny on the shoulder. ‘Thanks for the invite to tag along with you guys. Not!’

‘You weren’t home,’ said Robbo with a grin. ‘We called, but your mum said you were out shopping.’

‘Well, I was,’ said Tiger Girl, handing Specky a soft-toy AFL tiger. ‘Here, Speck, I bought you this to remind you of home. And by home, I mean me,’ she added with a smile. ‘I was going to get you a koala or a kangaroo, but that would’ve been tacky as!’

‘Hi!’ Christina said brightly, brushing past Tiger Girl and giving Specky a hug. ‘This is for you. A little reminder of all of us thinking about you back here in Oz …’

Christina handed Specky a soft-toy kangaroo. Specky caught Tiger Girl giving Christina an evil look.

‘Yep. As I said, folks, this footy farewell is gonna get hot, hot, hot!’ said Gobba. ‘So don’t flip that channel, ’cause we’ll be back right after this break!’





2. your call!

Specky held a soft toy in each hand. He shifted nervously from foot to foot, not sure what to say to either Christina or Tiger Girl. He looked to his mates to help him out of the awkward situation, but they actually seemed to be enjoying the tension in the air.

‘Can I talk to you – privately?’ asked Tiger Girl, nudging past Christina and pulling Specky aside.

‘Look. I have to say what’s on my mind,’ she said, when they were out of earshot. ‘Or I’ll just dwell on it while you’re away. Lately, for some reason, you’ve totally backed off.’

Specky stuttered something about training and footy, but she interrupted him.


‘Yeah, yeah, I know you’ve had to focus on this trip, but it doesn’t take a genius to work out that the reason you’ve cooled things off with me is what’s-her-name over there. If you really like me, Magee, you better let me know soon. Think about it while you’re over there crushing those Irish dudes. But I want an answer when you get back. You at least owe me that.’

Specky was lost for words. And as soon as they rejoined the others, Christina pulled him aside.

‘Look. This is probably not the time or the place to tell you this,’ she said. ‘But I kind of thought that when I returned to Melbourne things would go back to being what they used to be between you and me. But it hasn’t been the same. And I miss that, Speck. I’ve never stopped thinking of you, but if there’s someone else …’ Christina glanced over at Tiger Girl. ‘Then you have to be straight with me. So, um, think about it in Ireland … and good luck in the big games.’

‘Thanks, Christina,’ said Specky, feeling embarrassed.

Talk about seriously intense, he thought. Man, I didn’t see that coming! Where are my folks? I’ve gotta get out of here.


‘Hey, Speck. I’ve got something to ask you, too.’ Finally Danny had decided to help him escape.

‘I can probably guess what it’s about,’ said Specky, giving Danny a grateful look. ‘I can read you like a book, Castellino!’

‘Fine,’ laughed Danny. ‘Then what’s the answer? Are you going to accept the invitation from Manchester United? It’s friggin’ killing me! Read my lips: MAN-CHES-TER U-NI-TED. This is the opportunity of a lifetime … You gotta at least try out.’

Manchester United’s ‘Youth Excellence Programme’ had sent talent scouts to Australia to look at candidates from other football codes, and they had been impressed with Specky’s athleticism, speed, explosive power, and his ability to ‘catch the oval ball’ so cleanly. Amidst all the excitement of winning the Grand Final medal for Best on Ground and being named in the All-Australian team, Specky had also been offered a crazy opportunity to train for the most famous soccer team in the world. He still couldn’t get his head around it, but Danny was a huge soccer fan and he couldn’t believe Specky hadn’t said yes already.


‘That talent scout said you’ve got a chance at being a professional goalkeeper,’ Danny added. ‘Do you know how much they earn? They’re superstars!’

‘Danny’s right, Speck,’ said Robbo. ‘I love my footy as much as anyone, but I reckon I’d take it.’

‘Yeah, I know, I get it,’ sighed Specky. ‘But I’ve got a week after I get back to give Man U an answer. So, Danny, you’ll be the first to know when I decide, all right?’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Danny, obviously disappointed.

‘Rightio, you young uns, time to say goodbye. I don’t want this grandson of mine missing the flamin’ plane after all the hard work it took to get here.’

‘G’day, Mr … um … Grandpa … um … Grandpa Mr Magee,’ stuttered Gobba.

‘Not like you to get stuck for words, son,’ laughed Specky’s grandfather. ‘I’ve heard you commentating everything from Specky’s games to two mothers pushing their prams down the road. Just call me Grandpa Ken, like everyone else. Now let me say goodbye to the champ here.’


Grandpa Ken gave Specky a big hug. ‘You know how proud I am, kid – you go get ’em and make our country proud. Love ya! Stay safe!’

‘I will, Grandpa, I will.’

‘Simon!’ called one of the team’s coaches. ‘It’s time!’

Specky’s family wandered back to say a final farewell.

‘Don’t forget to Skype,’ said Alice.

‘What the flaming heck is Skype?’ bellowed Grandpa Ken. ‘Just let the kid go!’

After a final hug from his folks and a gurgle from little Jack, Specky joined his team-mates at the door to customs. He turned once more and waved.

‘Go Australia!’ everyone cheered. ‘Go Specky!’





3. team-mates, check! passports, check!

‘Rightio, boys! Just wait for the others to join us,’ cried out Specky’s team manager, Bobby Stockdale. ‘We’ll head to the gate as a group, so hold on until the last few come through customs.’

‘Can you believe we’re actually going halfway around the world?’ asked Dicky Atkins, one of Specky’s closest mates on the team.

‘It’s unreal,’ replied Specky, grinning. ‘Although I’m pretty relieved the goodbyes are all over and done with.’

‘I wouldn’t have been in such a hurry to say goodbye to those two hotties, Speck,’ smirked Skull, flopping his arm around Specky’s neck.

Lenny Morgan was known to Specky and his team-mates as ‘Skull’ because he shaved his head before every game.

‘Give him a break, Skull,’ said Brian Edwards, another of Specky’s close friends in the team. ‘He was ducking and weaving like Gary Ablett on Grand Final day when his ex arrived on the scene. Talk about daggers flying between those two chicks.’

Specky was sure his face had gone bright red. So much for hoping no one would notice! He shugged, trying his best not to look concerned. ‘TG and Christina are just good mates. We’re all just good friends, that’s it.’

‘Yeah, right!’ snorted Skull.

‘Magee, you’re not going to give me any trouble over in Ireland, are ya?’

All of the boys stopped talking as their coach, Jay ‘Grub’ Gordan, waddled over with the rest of the team. Grub was the most revered junior AFL coach in Australia. He had coached the Victorian team in the junior carnival and had been unanimously appointed to take charge of the national side as well.

Specky, Brian, Dicky and Skull had all played under Grub and understood his gruff manner as well as the high standards he demanded. He could be harsh in his criticism, and praise was delivered only sparingly. Specky had enormous respect for Grub, and knew that no one had had a bigger influence on his career in such a short span of time.

‘Um, err, no way, Grub,’ Specky stuttered, even more embarrassed that Grub had heard the boys ribbing him.

The entire team fell silent. They were never really sure what Grub was thinking and where he would go with something.

‘I don’t want mobs of young Irish girls hangin’ around our hotel all day, trying to get a glimpse of the young Aussie who thinks he’s a heartthrob or the next Elvis or something.’

‘The next who ?’ asked Skull.

‘Speck is a heart-throb! Oooh, Elvis, I love you, Elvis,’ stirred Dicky, pretending to be a lovesick female fan.

Dicky was the only one of them who dared to joke around with Grub. He got along with everyone and was the real heart of the team – always roaring encouragement from the field or the bench and making everyone feel better when things went badly. He looked much older than he was – Specky and his team-mates called him the man-boy and he already had hair on his chest – but he was really just a big kid. Dicky could even make Grub laugh with his clowning around. But this time Grub just looked at him sternly.

‘Don’t you start, Atkins!’ he barked. ‘How about we stop with the muckin’ about and check you’ve got your passport, money and documents. That goes for all of you!’

Dicky immediately did as he was told. As he patted his pockets, a troubled look appeared on his face and he dived for his backpack.

‘Atkins? What’s the problem?’ asked Grub. ‘You do have your passport on you, don’t ya?’

‘Yeah, I do, I mean, I thought I did,’ stammered Dicky, now rummaging around in his bag, a little more frantic with every passing second. ‘I know it’s here somewhere.’

Dicky spilled the entire contents of his backpack out on the floor, right in front of a line of passengers making their way to the gates.

‘My mum said this would happen to me,’ he said, as books, pens, magazines, packets of lollies and a Nintendo DS machine went flying everywhere. ‘I had it ten minutes ago – I just showed it to that customs dude.’

‘Well, you better find it quick smart,’ said Grub. ‘Or you’ll be kissing this trip goodbye.’

Specky had never seen Dicky look so stressed out before – not even in a heated match situation.

‘Here you go, Atkins!’ Grub said, finally, a slight grin on his face as he tossed the navy-blue passport at Dicky’s feet. ‘It dropped out of your back pocket after you went through customs. Lucky I was right behind you, lad.’

‘Thanks, Grub! You saved my life!’ exhaled Dicky. ‘Forget Speck. You’re Elvis! I love you, Elvis! I love you!’ Dicky jumped up and gave Grub a big bear hug.

Specky and the others laughed and some of the other passengers even applauded as they strolled by.

‘All right, all right, that’s enough,’ said Grub, rolling his eyes at Bobby Stockdale. ‘This kid is going to age me by ten years before the trip is over.’





4. up in the air

Specky looked out the window as the massive jet hurtled down the runway. He had been seated next to Kevin Kottersley. Affectionately known as ‘Special K’, Kevin had been the captain of the South Australian team that had defeated Specky’s Victorian side in the State final. Specky and Kevin had had a few run-ins that day, but since then they had put their differences aside.


[image: image] The great thing about representative football was the opportunity to play alongside footballers from opposing teams or different states. Good players always compete ferociously, but they also admire and respect other talented footballers, even when they are playing for the other team. Specky knew it was also a chance to observe the way the very best players prepared for training and games and pick up some handy tips along the way. He couldn’t wait to play alongside his former rivals.



‘Speck, check out all the movies we can watch,’ said Special K, as he fiddled with the entertainment console in front of him. ‘It’s awesome!’ he said, flicking through the playlist.

Spiro Molopoulos, another player from the Victorian team, was sitting directly in front of Specky and Special K. Next to Spiro sat Dicky, who had finally calmed down after losing his passport. He already had a blow-up pillow nestled around his neck and an eye mask sitting on his forehead, and now the seatbelt light was off he had launched into some sort of strange exercise routine.

‘Anyone want to swap seats?’ Spiro called out.

‘Belt up, Zorba,’ responded Dicky. ‘Haven’t you read the in-flight instruction card?’ he exclaimed, his loud voice carrying for several rows. ‘It says you should do a series of stretching exercises or you might get something called deep-vein thrombosis.’


‘I might catch a movie first, if that’s okay with you, Dicky,’ said Spiro.


[image: image] Specky pushed the button to recline his seat and smiled to himself. One of the reasons he loved football so much was the team aspect of the sport and the camaraderie that it encouraged. This was never more evident than when a team was on a trip and living in each others’ pockets. It struck Specky how different twenty-five boys could be from each other yet how important it was that they were singleminded and in tune with each other when it came to football.



‘Suit yourself, but don’t come whinging to me if you can’t walk in a couple of hours,’ said Dicky. ‘Look at Skull. He’s making sure he stretches his legs.’

Skull was walking up the aisle and was passing Specky’s seat … for about the fifth time!

‘Hey, Skull, you going to the loo again? Have you got a bladder problem, mate?’ asked Bear Gleeson, the teams’ number-one rover.

‘Bear, you stick with me on this trip,’ said Skull, sitting down next to him. ‘I’ll teach you everything I know about the ladies. Let me just say, I’m getting a lot of interested looks from those flight attendants. I think they’re quite taken by the old nude nut.’ Skull rubbed his bald head and grinned again.

Skull was full of it, thought Specky, but in a good way.

As Skull took his seat, one of the female flight attendants made her way towards him.

‘See! What did I tell ya?’ he said excitedly, nudging Bear in the ribs. ‘She’s coming over for a bit of skull love.’

‘Excuse me, young man, is your name Lenny Morgan?’ asked the flight attendant, flashing Skull a toothy smile.

‘Yep, but I’m not so young,’ said Skull, winking at her. ‘I’ll be going for my driver’s licence in four months. So I’ll have my own wheels soon.’

By now, everyone was paying attention to Skull, including Grub, Bobby and a couple of the adult chaperones.

‘Well, Lenny,’ smiled the flight attendant, ‘I was just wondering whether you would like some crayons and a colouring book to help pass the time. We have a car colouring book – you know, since you’re going to have your own wheels soon.’

Everyone roared with laughter.

‘Ask her for the kids’ menu, Skull!’ said Bear, as the flight attendant headed back to the galley.

From the smug look on Grub’s face, Specky suspected that he might have had something to do with it. The jokes were flying thick and fast, but Skull took it all in his stride.

[image: image]

Specky and his team-mates settled in for what was going to be a long and tiring flight. The coaches had downloaded a few games on to laptops and Specky was watching a DVD of last year’s Under-16s International Rules game against the Irish.

Kevin had moved back three rows to play a computer war game with Mitch Mahoney, a team-mate from WA.

‘Coming in, Magee,’ grunted Grub. ‘Can you make room for an old man?’

Specky pushed pause on the computer and took off his headphones.


‘Arthritis in the fingers and knees and a back that barely bends,’ Grub said, as he sat down. ‘I’m not very well suited to long plane flights. I see you’ve been studying the footage of previous games. What do you make of it all?’

‘Well, it’s a quick game, that’s for sure.’

Specky usually felt a little nervous around Grub, but when the topic of conversation was football all nerves seemed to disappear.

‘The Irish boys aren’t as tall or solid as most of our guys,’ added Specky. ‘But, gee, they can run! They’re extremely tough, and they never seem to lose their feet. I think it’s going to be a really tough challenge.’

Grub smiled. ‘Ah, but you haven’t mentioned the biggest challenge of all,’ he said.

‘The round ball?’ asked Specky.

‘Dead right, son.’

Specky started to feel the nerves kick in. If professionals like James Hird, Nick Reiwoldt and Andrew McLeod struggled to control the round ball, then how were he and his team-mates going to go?

‘Don’t worry too much,’ said Grub. ‘I’ve found that young players adapt pretty quickly. I really wanted to talk to you about something else, though. I’ve been playing around with the team formation and one of the most important positions on the field in International Rules is the goalkeeper. Obviously there’s no position anything like that in Aussie Rules, so without a doubt it’s the most difficult role.’

Specky remembered George Vernon, the Manchester United talent scout, telling him that he had great potential as a goalkeeper. He thought he knew what Grub was about to say next.

‘I reckon with the way you read the ball, and the fact that you’ve got safe hands and move really well from left to right, well, I just think you’re the best man for the job. What do you think?’

Specky didn’t know what to think – could he really be a natural goalie? He’d usually played up front and was used to moving freely around the field. But he could tell from Grub’s tone that it was a great honour to be asked.

‘Well, kid, are you going to say something, or am I going to have to use that big oaf Atkins, instead?’ Grub pressed.


‘Nah, nah, sorry. I’d love to give it a shot. I’ve never done anything like it before, but I promise I’ll give you a hundred percent.’

‘That’s the boy!’ Grub slapped Specky on the back. ‘Bobby has got a DVD highlights package of legends Stephen Silvagni and Dustin Fletcher when they were playing goalie for the senior team. They both did outstanding jobs, so I’m sure you’ll pick up plenty of hints watching them in action.’

Just as Grub was about to get out of his seat, he hesitated, and sat back down.

‘One more thing, son,’ he said. ‘I know you’ve got a fair bit on your plate right now, and I could see from the turn-up at the airport that you’ve got plenty of support, but I just want you to know that my door is always open if you want to talk about this whole Manchester United thing. We’re all a little uncertain about it, to be honest, and we don’t want these guys muckin’ around with your head if it’s never really going to happen. I’m not going to interfere, but I’m here if you want to talk.’

‘Thanks, Grub,’ Specky said. ‘I appreciate it.’ And he really did – he had no idea what was going to happen in the coming weeks. What if he did really well as an International Rules goalie? What if he loved every minute of it? Would that influence his decision to accept the Man United offer? At least if I’m hopeless at it, he thought, and let through a whole stack of goals, then my decision will already be made.

The newpapers back home had been full of articles about former Rugby League stars Karmichael Hunt and Israel Folau switching codes and signing with the new AFL Clubs – Gold Coast and Greater West Sydney. Maybe the idea of a kid who grew up playing Aussie Rules becoming a goalie in the English Premier League might not be as crazy as it first seemed …

Specky let out a huge sigh. Only time would tell.





5. press call

‘Mate, it feels like we’ve travelled around the world three times. I can’t even work out what day it is, let alone what time.’

‘I know! But we’re finally in Ireland, can you believe it?’ said Specky, as he and Brian made their way to the luggage carousel, having just cleared customs at Dublin Airport.

Just as Brian was about to reply, Skull bounded up to them, pointing excitedly. ‘Hey, check it out! There’s TV cameras out there.’

Specky and his team-mates turned to see a small group of reporters gathered outside.

Specky knew that the International Rules Series between Ireland and Australia had grown in popularity over the years. A sell-out crowd of over 70000 people had attended the last Test between the senior Australian and Irish teams at the famous Croke Park ground, Dublins’s equivalent of the MCG.

‘Righto,’ said Bobby. ‘Those cameras are here to get shots of you blokes.’ He gathered the group together. ‘So don’t forget that anything you do from this point forward is not only a reflection on yourself and this team, but also a reflection on our country. Skull, tuck your shirt in, mate! Dicky, run a brush through your hair, will ya? And, Spiro, take those headphones out of your ears and pack them away. You look like a try-hard rapper, not one of Australia’s finest junior footballers.’

Specky and the others quickly tucked in shirts, rubbed sleep from their eyes, and generally made themselves look respectable.

‘This could be my big break!’ said Skull excitedly.

‘Now, I don’t know if the press will want to talk to any of you guys,’ continued Bobby, ignoring him. ‘But if they do, they’ll come and ask me first and I’ll come and grab you. They will most likely just want to get a comment from Grub – but be ready if you’re asked.’


They pulled on their hats and gloves and walked out into the cold Irish morning. As they approached the team bus, they saw that Grub was already holding a mini press conference.

‘Mr Gordan. I’m Mick O’Shea from the Irish Times. There has been some concern over the years with the physical nature of these games. What have you got to say about that?’

Specky watched Grub – his coach looked calm and in control.

‘Well, Mr O’Shea,’ he said. ‘We’ve got bigger problems to worry about – like trying to master the art of kicking your round ball. The physicality of how we play has, I think, been blown out of proportion. And these are not seniors, Mr O’Shea, these are boys. We’re looking forward to a friendly contest and we’re very happy to be here in this wonderful country of yours.’

John Freeman, the team’s ruckman, who was nearly two metres tall and answered to the nickname ‘Lurch’, was called over by Bobby for an interview with a couple of Ireland’s major television stations. The TV reporters couldn’t believe how tall Lurch was – they huddled in closely around the giant boy.


‘What size are you, son?’ called out one reporter.

‘You sure you’re a teenager? Can I see your passport?’ joked another.

‘What do they feed ya down there in Oz? Is there something in the kangaroo meat?’

Specky grinned as he watched Lurch stuttering for answers. The questions were coming thick and fast, and the big fella looked a little overwhelmed.

The Aussie boys gave an almighty cheer when Lurch finished his interview. He let out a huge sigh of relief as he rejoined the group.

‘Got a little tongue-tied there, mate?’ asked Bear.

‘Nah, just confused,’ said Lurch. ‘I couldn’t understand a word they were saying. Their accent is so full on and they were speaking so fast. It was like watching an SBS movie – I needed subtitles.’

The entire touring party burst out laughing as they boarded the bus and headed for the team hotel.

Once they hit the road, they couldn’t believe what they saw out the windows. So many old buildings. So many row houses squashed side by side. Amazing bridges. The famous Liffey River. Specky was wide-eyed as the streets of Dublin flashed by. The two Northern Territorian boys in the team, Jeffy Winsome and Stephen Backley, couldn’t believe their eyes.

‘Woah! Check it out!’ sighed Jeffy. ‘Man this city is really old and full of history like!’

‘Still nowhere near as old as Kakadu,’ Stephen replied.

‘Yeah, but I can go to Kakadu whenever I want,’ said Jeffy. ‘I don’t get to see this every day. This is gonna be awesome!’

Specky knew what Jeffy meant – only now did he feel as if the great adventure was really beginning.
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‘Room three hundred and three, Magee and Edwards.’

‘Cool, Speck, were rooming together.’

Brian and Specky grabbed the room key from Bobby and rushed to the elevator. The team hotel, the Doonigan, was a heritage building – a grand Irish hotel, easily over one hundred and fifty years old. Some of the ceilings were so low that Lurch and Dicky had almost bumped their heads on the beams in the foyer.

Specky liked the squeaks and creaks from the dark-stained floorboards as they walked to their room and threw their suitcases on their beds.

The itinerary said that they needed to head back down to the lobby in their running gear. After lunch they would be jogging to a nearby oval for some light training. It was supposed to help them get over the jet lag, but Specky hadn’t stopped yawning since they’d arrived and now regretted having watched DVDs and played video games for ten hours straight. It was the middle of day, but he thought he might crash at any moment.

As they were getting changed into their training gear the phone rang. Both boys looked at each other, shrugged, and then dived for the telephone. Specky got there first.

‘Hello!’

‘Aye, it’s Patrick McDougall here, laddie. I tink I’ve lost ma kilt. You wouldn’t have spied it in yar travels now, would ya? I’d really be tankful if you’ve seen it, to be sure, to be sure.’


‘Dicky, that would have to be the worst accent I’ve ever heard,’ Specky snorted.

‘Oh, I thought it wasn’t too bad,’ said Dicky. He was clearly disappointed. ‘Anyway, me and Bear are two doors down. Knock on your way down to training.’

‘No worries, mate, we’re on our way now. And, Dicky …’

‘Yeah?’

‘We’re in Ireland, you dope, not Scotland.’





6. st augustine’s

On the morning of the practice match Grub and Bobby allowed Specky and his team-mates to sleep in until ten. It was going to be a massive day. The game was scheduled for the afternoon and was against St Augustine’s College, one of Dublin’s premier school teams. After that they were to be billeted out to host families. Grub had told them that it would mean they could really experience the Irish culture and, hopefully, make some lifelong friends, but Specky was sad to be leaving the rest of the team. They were having so much fun.

At breakfast, everyone hovered around Lurch, who was waving a copy of the Irish Times.

‘Listen to what this reporter has written about us,’ said Skull, snatching the newspaper out of Lurch’s hands and reading it out loud. ‘The Australian boys landed in Dublin on Tuesday and were led off the plane by a giant of a boy who answers to the nickname “Lurch”. They are a superb-looking team of youngsters, kitted out in their Australian uniforms – and looking every bit as professional as any of our senior Irish football squads. They have been expertly prepared by their manager and coach, Jay Gordan, who some say is the greatest coach of junior footballers anywhere in Australia. I fear for the considerably smaller lads from St Augustine’s College, who have been chosen as practice-match partners against these “Wizards of Oz”. By the looks of these Aussie boys, I think this may be more of a massacre than a practice match.’

Spiro grabbed one of the napkins from the table, folded it into the shape of a hat and placed it on his head. ‘Look at me! I’m the Tin Man!’ he joked. ‘Or am I really the Wizard of Oz?’

‘You sure you’re not a munchkin?’ said Specky.

‘CUT IT OUT AND SIT DOWN, MOLOPOULOS!’ roared Grub as he entered the room. ‘The rest of you take your seats as well. Morgan, bring that article to me right now.’


Skull sheepishly handed over the newspaper and sat down.

‘Don’t you blokes fall for this rubbish,’ said Grub, holding the paper high above his head. ‘Young punks for the first time in their lives see their names in a newspaper and start thinking they’re much better than they bloody well are!’

The room was dead silent.

‘If any of you get a big head, I promise you’ll be watching the first Test Match from the grandstand. And I don’t care if we only have ten players on the field.’

Grub paused and one by one aimed his intimidating stare at every boy in the room.

‘This reporter, Mick O’Shea, is trying to suck you in and you’re bloody well fallin’ for it. Now, I want you to forget about this rubbish. The St Augustine’s boys are not going to be overawed by you lot.’

Grub turned his attention to the white board that Bobby had just wheeled in. It had the team positions written on it.

‘I’ve been doing some research on this school. They’ve been the Dublin Senior School Champions for the past eleven years,’ he continued. ‘They are immensely proud of their record and they’re extremely excited about the prospect of matching themselves against the best Australia has to offer. This may be a trial game for us, but for these guys, it will be like a Grand Final.’

‘Then let’s serve it up to ’em!’ roared Dicky.

There was a ripple of agreement from around the room.

‘We’ll give ’em a contest, Dicky, don’t you worry about that,’ said Grub. ‘But mostly I want you guys to use this game to familiarise yourself with the round ball. It’s going to be difficult to control, so I want you to focus on the best way to kick it, handball it, and how to stop it going into the back of our net.’

Specky gulped.


[image: image] Specky had been studying the DVD Grub had given him to watch on the plane. It was the goalkeeping highlights of the recent Test series between Australia and Ireland’s senior players – in particular, he had paid attention to the form of Essendon legend Dustin Fletcher. Because the game was played under the compromised rules system, the scoring was also different. In addition to the normal Australian set up, of two goal posts and two point posts, there was a soccer-style net suspended between the goal posts. If the ball was kicked or knocked into the back of the net that was worth 6 points. A ball kicked or knocked between the goal posts, but not in the net, was worth 3 points, and a ball kicked or knocked through the point posts was worth a single point. Specky was aware that a ‘6 pointer’, in the back of the net, was incredibly valuable to either side. Watching Fletcher alone in front of goal with the Irish forwards coming towards him at full speed, the difficulty and responsibility of the goal-keeping role had really hit home.
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Driving through the gates of St Augustine’s College reminded Specky of his days at Gosmore Grammar. The magnificent bluestone building was perched on a hill and surrounded by perfectly cut, rich-green sporting fields.

‘Woah! Have a look at ’em all,’ said Skull, as Specky and his team-mates saw thousands of students taking up positions around the biggest pitch in the school grounds.

Jack Hayes, a talented half-forward from the tiny South Australian town of McClaren Vale was dumbfounded: ‘That’s ten times the entire population of my town, right there!’

The Australian team nervously hopped off the bus, not sure of the welcome they would receive. But as they approached the field, the Irish team formed a guard of honour. Specky and the boys were greeted with a handshake and were presented with a St Augustine’s College Gaelic Football jumper on the way to the change rooms.

‘Welcome to St Augustine’s, I’m Michael O’Leary,’ said a tall, freckle-faced boy, handing him a jumper. ‘And welcome to Ireland.’

‘Um, thanks, mate,’ said Specky, taken aback by the unexpectedly warm welcome. ‘I’m Simon, but everyone calls me Specky.’

‘Why’s that?’ asked Michael. ‘You wear glasses?’

‘Huh?’ said Specky.

‘Specky – short for “spectacles”. You’re called that ’cause you wear glasses?’

‘Nah,’ said Specky. ‘In Aussie Rules when you take a spectacular mark, which means, you know, when you go for the big grab …’ Specky trailed off. He didn’t even know if they used the words ‘mark’ or ‘grab’ in Irish football. ‘Um, never mind,’ he said. ‘It’s great to be here. Thanks!’

‘You’re welcome,’ said Michael. ‘Your team’s change rooms are over there. So I’ll see you on the pitch. And fair play to ya, Simon, I mean, Specky.’

Michael took off to join the rest of his teammates – ready to play.

‘Well, they said the Irish were a friendly bunch, but that’s just about the nicest thing I’ve ever seen,’ said Brian, joining Specky as they strolled over to the change rooms.

The Australian boys talked over the top of each other, not quite believing what had just happened.

‘Pretty nice guys, don’t you think, Grub?’ said Bobby, who was also beaming, having been presented with a jumper by the school’s assistant coach. ‘They seemed really happy to have us here.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Grub with a knowing look on his face. ‘We’ll see.’





7. steam

From the very outset of the game, it was obvious that the Aussies were going to struggle. Lurch lost the first ball-up against an opponent half his size, and within moments the ball was driven into the St Augustine’s forward line with three easy kicks. The Irish boys dribbled and baulked around the Aussies with such lightning pace and flair that it looked as if the Australians had been cemented to the ground.

Specky nervously tightened his gloves, and with his heart pumping a million miles an hour he faced his first attack less than a minute into the match. He edged forward and backward and forward again. He shuffled from side to side. His opponent sidestepped Spiro and Bear and made a charge towards him. Specky held his breath. This was it.

‘THWOOMP!’ sounded the ball, as the Irish forward kicked it with all his might.

Specky dived and just got the tips of his fingers to it – tapping it away and back into play. Brian sprinted towards the loose ball to kick it out of danger, only to be beaten to it by Michael O’Leary and two other St Augustine’s players, swooping in like a squadron of stealth jets. Specky hurriedly jumped to his feet and ran back in front of the goals, his arms spread wide.

‘THWOOMP!’

The Irish forwards attacked again. The ball darted over Brian’s head and before Specky could react it zipped past him and into the top right corner of the net. Specky landed on the ground with a thud and swore in frustration. The Irish had scored the first goal of the game. And it wasn’t long before they scored again. And again.

‘Come on!’ shouted Specky to his team-mates. ‘I need a bit of help here!’

Specky had never felt so gutted. His stomach sank every time the ball came forward. Being a goalie was turning out to be one of the most intense things he had ever done.

‘Brian … come on, mate! Back me up here!’ Specky called out, when he finally made a couple of solid saves and booted the ball back into play. Brian was one of the stars of the team and was always calm and confident under pressure. But even he had lost his cool.

‘Sorry, Speck – I keep losing grip of the friggin’ ball!’ he called back.

Specky shook his head in frustration. The St Augustine’s boys were having a field day against the Aussies: Bear looked slow against his opponent. Dicky was being bumped and pushed off the ball right and left. Special K had been tackled more times than he had been for the entire season back home and Skull couldn’t kick the round ball if his life depended on it. Spiro fumbled every ball he got his hands on, and Michael Bayless, Specky’s super-quick team-mate from Victoria, looked positively sluggish.

In the dying seconds of the first half, Specky once again faced a relentless attack from the St Augustine’s forwards. He screamed for the Australian backline to protect him, but once again they crumbled under the pressure and again Specky found himself charging out to stop another strike.

The St Augustine’s crowd roared as the ball rocketed into the back of the net. Specky collapsed on the ground, feeling useless and humiliated. He had never felt so out of his depth on a sporting field in all of his life. The round ball was hard to judge through the air and the Irish boys kicked it with such precision. They knew how to make it curve and dip.

Specky looked up at the scoreboard and sighed heavily. He couldn’t believe it. St Augustine’s College was just a school team, and he was in a national side – they had been selected because they were the best in the whole country. And yet at half-time it was the locals putting the visitors in their place. The score: St Augustine’s – 29 Australia – 3

It was as the Irish Times reporter, Mick O’Shea, had predicted. The match was turning out to be an absolute massacre – but it was the St Augustine’s boys doing the massacring.

The Australian change rooms were deathly quiet at half-time. The boys sat on the benches not daring to utter a single word, all of them totally shell-shocked. Specky stared at the floor, unwilling to make eye contact with anyone.

Grub was the last to enter. Specky braced himself for what would surely be the most severe tongue-lashing Grub had ever delivered. If this was the best they could do against a school side, then how were they going to compete against the best that Ireland had to offer? Specky and his team-mates were bruised and sore – and not just physically.

Their St Augustine’s opponents were on average around ten centimetres shorter and five kilos lighter, and they had basically run rings around them. They had tackled the Aussies into submission, bumped them off their feet at will and crushed their spirit in the process.

Well, thought Specky. I might as well get this over and done with. I deserve whatever’s coming my way. He shifted his gaze off the chunk of mud that he’d be staring at on the concrete floor and looked up at his coach.

But Grub just paced the room slowly, lost in his own thoughts. He made his way over to his training bag, bent down and retrieved something from the side pocket. By this time they were all holding their breath. To everyone’s surprise, Grub’s face slowly broke out in a broad smile.

‘Any one of you useless buggers want to read this newspaper article now?’ he asked, waving the Irish Times in front of them.

Specky could see that Dicky was about to say something smart-alecky, but Specky elbowed him in the ribs and he shut up.

‘Look, it’s not the end of the world,’ Grub muttered. ‘In fact, it’s probably the best thing that could have happened to us. How many of you took up your position on the field today, looked at the skinny, pale kid next to you and thought to yourself, “Yep, this is going to be a pretty pleasant afternoon”?’

‘I did, Grub!’ Dicky blurted out. ‘Yeah, that’s exactly what I was thinking.’

‘Okay, okay, Atkins, I wasn’t really looking for an answer, but I appreciate your honesty,’ said Grub. ‘Complacency is a funny thing, boys, and it’s the reason behind some of the biggest sporting upsets. If you don’t pay your opposition the ultimate respect, regardless of what they look like, or how ordinary you think they are, or how good you think you might be, you will get a result like the one we’re lookin’ at right now.’

Grub paused.

‘I’m not going to shout my head off, boys, so relax. You look like you think I’m gonna pull an axe out of my bag and start chopping arms off … Nah, this is a lesson we needed to be taught. You blokes got yourselves into this mess, now you’ve got to go out there and get yourselves out of it.’

With that, Grub left the rooms, leaving Specky and his team-mates to work out exactly how they were going to haul in a 26-point deficit.
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Back on the field, Specky could immediately tell that his team-mates had lifted their game. Their skills were only marginally better, but their workrate was one-hundred percent improved.

The Australian forwards managed to keep the Irish team busy at the other end of the field so Specky didn’t have much to do as goalie in the second half. As the time ticked away, it became obvious that despite the fantastic skills on show, the St Augustine’s side were miles behind the Aussies in fitness and conditioning.

Towards the end of the second half, the St Augustine’s team really started to run out of steam and that’s when the Aussie boys pounced. Specky watched in admiration as his team-mates started to run over the top of their opponents. Five straight goals in less than five minutes – thanks to Dicky, Skull, Bear and Michael – boosted the entire team’s confidence. Specky exhaled, relieved that the game had turned around.

With only a couple of minutes to go, the Aussies managed to surge ten points ahead of the St Augustine’s side. Dicky now had possession of the ball and was being charged by his short, stocky scruffy-haired opponent, Frankie Nolan.

As Dicky went to kick the ball, Frankie rocketed towards him and, with a slightly raised elbow, collected Dicky just behind the ear. Dicky hit the soggy pitch with a thud.

It only took seconds for the Aussies to realise that this was a deliberate and dirty act of play. So much for friendly hospitality! Suddenly chaos reigned supreme.

As the siren sounded, Skull rushed for Frankie Nolan and bumped him off his feet. Within seconds another St Augustine’s player grabbed the scruff of Skull’s jumper and flung him to the turf. This prompted Special K to come steaming in and get Skull’s attacker in a headlock. Specky edged away from the goals as he watched his team-mates and his opponents leave their positions on the pitch and rush in towards the scuffle. Suddenly the ‘friendly game’ resembled a cage match from WWE wrestling.

No way! thought Specky, joining his friends, sprinting to the other side of the ground as fast as he could.

Specky pulled and dragged four Irish boys off Lurch, who was barely able to stand. Eventually the officials and teachers managed to separate the teams.

As the boys walked to their rooms, ill-feeling was still running high and players on both sides were still engaging in some full-on sledging.

Bobby Stockdale, who had Specky and Lurch by the collars of their jumpers, was beside himself.

‘This is not good, Grub,’ he said. ‘This was supposed to be a goodwill practice match – and it ended up in a brawl. The press are going to eat this up! What will these boys’ parents think when they read about this back home?’

‘Relax, Bobby, there was no harm done,’ said Grub. ‘And you can let those boys go now, I think. Both teams were just letting off a bit of steam – there weren’t any punches thrown. They’re teenage boys, mate, and they’re not playing tiddlywinks out there. They’ll be right.’

‘But what about the negative publicity?’ said Bobby.

‘It’s all about crisis management, Bobby boy,’ said Grub, as he put a fatherly arm around his clearly stressed-out team manager. ‘Besides,’ he continued, looking at Specky and Lurch with a mischievous grin on his face. ‘That’s the least of our problems right now.’

‘What do you mean?’ replied Bobby.

‘In half an hour, these boys will be going home with their opponents to be house guests for a night …’

Grub chuckled. And Bobby exhaled nervously. Specky and Lurch exchanged worried glances.





8. your irish family

‘If I have to spend the weekend with that dirty mongrel who flattened Dicky they’re gonna have a problem on their hands,’ announced Skull. ‘I’m just not going, simple as that.’

‘Yeah, me neither,’ added Lurch. ‘I had four of the little leprechauns hanging off me.’

‘Mate, that was some headlock you put on that dude,’ said Specky turning to Special K.

‘Yeah, just a little tip I got from that Jackie Chan movie I watched on the flight over,’ grinned Special K, packing away his footy gear.

‘His name’s Frankie Nolan,’ said Dicky. ‘I wonder who’ll draw the short straw and end up staying with him. There’s no way they’ll send me.’


The room quickly fell silent, as Grub and Bobby entered the rooms.

‘Well, boys, nice way to make a first impression on the Irish,’ Grub said. Specky thought his coach was doing his best not to smile. ‘We’ll talk about that later, but now to the good bit – Bobby’s going to announce the names of the families you’ll be billeted out to for the next couple of days.’

Nervous chatter rippled through the rooms.

‘And then he’s going to get a job with the United Nations and sort out all the other conflicts in the world,’ chuckled Grub.

‘Cut it out, Jay,’ said Bobby, looking grimfaced. ‘I’ve spent the past hour with the St Augustine’s officials and while we take the matter seriously we have all agreed that the billeting should still go ahead. Now, I know that some of you have concerns about staying with one particular player, but we will not be making exceptions. If these players and their families are good enough to open their homes to us for a few nights, then we accept graciously.’

With that, Bobby started to match up the players with their hosts. ‘Kottersley will be staying with Daniel Byrne. Freeman with Gabe Callaghan. Malopoulos with Liam Doyle …’

Specky and the remaining players held their breath, all hoping they wouldn’t be billeted to the Nolans. No one was more nervous than Skull. When his name was called, he stopped chewing his nails, and looked up at Bobby with a pleading look.

‘Morgan and …’ Bobby paused slightly. ‘… Frankie.’

Skull’s shoulders slumped and a shiny sheen of sweat broke out on his bald head.

‘… Crinnin. Morgan with Frankie Crinnin.’

‘What? Who? What did you say?’

‘Crinnin,’ said Brian sitting closest to Skull. ‘It’s not Frankie Nolan.’

Skull looked relieved, and the rest of the team groaned and complained loudly.

‘All right, all right – settle down,’ said Bobby. Bobby continued calling the names until there were only five players left and Frankie Nolan was still in the mix.

‘Magee and …’ Specky held his breath. ‘… Michael O’Leary.’

Specky exhaled. Phew! Michael O’Leary had given him the jumper before the match and he seemed like a nice guy. He was so relieved he almost missed the next name.

‘Atkins, you’ll be staying with Frankie Nolan.’

‘WHAT!’ bellowed Dicky. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m the one he belted around the ear! Grub, do something!’ Dicky pleaded. ‘Please, Grub. The family will probably lock me up in the basement and starve me.’

The rest of the team looked on with a mixture of sympathy, relief, and amusement.

‘I’m afraid I can’t help you, Dicky,’ said Grub. ‘I actually asked that you be paired up with the Nolan boy.’

Dicky looked stunned.

‘I want to know that you’re capable of separating what happens on the playing field from what happens off it. What happens on the ground, stays on the ground. Life is a series of tests, Atkins, and this is just another one.’ And with that Bobby and Grub left the rooms.

‘Suck it up, Dicky boy!’ stirred Skull, as he picked up his bag and made a move to follow them.

Dicky bent down and picked a half-sucked orange piece off the floor and with laser-like accuracy hurled it at Skull. The orange piece stuck to the back of Skull’s bald head – and a chunk of juicy pulp dribbled down the back of his neck.

‘Suck that up, Morgan,’ growled Dicky.





9. the o’learys

‘Right, boys,’ Bobby announced as they waited for their host families to pick them up. ‘In a few minutes the end-of-day bell will sound and let me tell you, it will be busier than Flinders Street Station. So don’t wander off. We’ll see you back at the hotel tomorrow afternoon. Be good, do us proud and, for goodness sake, no high-risk activity – no skateboarding, horseback riding, not even bike riding. I don’t want any broken bones before the big game.’

Parents were making their way in to the school to pick up their kids, and cars were backed up all the way down the pebbled driveway to the front gates. The bell rang and hundreds of St Augustine’s students streamed out of the school. The Australian boys stood back to avoid the stampede. Within minutes, Specky’s team-mates were approached by their hosts and whisked away.

‘See ya, mate!’

‘Catch ya later!’

Specky looked around for Michael O’Leary, but he was nowhere to be seen.

‘Already missing ya, Coach!’ joked Skull as he took off with his host family.

‘And you too, Morgan,’ grinned Grub, shaking his head.

‘You coming?’

Specky turned to see Frankie Nolan step up to Dicky.

‘Yeah, I s’pose,’ grumbled Dicky.

‘I’ve bagged the front seat,’ snarled Frankie. ‘So you’re in the back with my sister, Molly, got it?’

Dicky pulled a face at Specky and reluctantly followed Frankie to the car.

‘Just avoid any full-on fights,’ Specky whispered as Dicky brushed past. ‘Kicking his butt might be considered a high-risk activity.’

‘Hey, Specky!’ It was Michael O’Leary. ‘Found ya!’ he said. ‘So, you’re ready?’


Specky nodded, suddenly feeling butterflies in his stomach.

Michael waved as a white ute screeched to a halt in front of them. It had a sign painted on the door that read: O’Leary’s Plumbing – More than Just a Good Crack!

As they threw their bags in the back of the ute. Specky was almost knocked over by a large group of St Augustine’s students rushing to the driver’s side. Some of them even asked the driver for his autograph.

‘Just ignore them,’ Michael said. ‘That’s my brother Patrick in the car. He plays for Dublin. He’s one of the best Gaelic footballers in the country. He doesn’t usually pick me up – but he was working nearby today.’

‘Wow!’ said Specky. Michael’s brother was the Irish equivalent of an AFL star. ‘It’s like I’m going to stay at Nick Riewoldt’s house. Hang on, did you say “work”? He works?’

‘Yeah, he’s in business with my dad,’ said Michael as if it were no big deal that a superstar player would have a job other than football. ‘He’s an apprentice plumber. Remember, we don’t get a pot of gold to play football like your AFL boys.’



[image: image] Specky hoped he hadn’t embarrassed Michael. He had to keep reminding himself that even the very highest level of Gaelic football in Ireland was still a strictly amateur code. The senior National Team, that played against the likes of Adam Goodes, Dustin Fletcher and Dane Swan, was made up of players who worked during the day as builders, bricklayers, accountants and factory workers. As long as Specky could remember, AFL players had been paid for what they did, but he knew that AFL had only really been a national professional league for the last few decades. He wondered if that would one day change in Ireland as well.
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‘Right, welcome to the O’Leary house,’ said Patrick, as they climbed out of the ute opposite a row of red-brick terrace houses.

‘Look out!’ yelled Michael.

Specky whipped his head around to see a soccer ball arcing towards him – it was only a metre away from smacking him in the face. In lightening-quick time, Specky caught it just before it hit him.

‘Woah! Pretty quick!’ Patrick said, grinning.


‘See, I told ya,’ said Michael. ‘Told ya he was one of the guns in his team.’

Specky just stood there, holding the ball, wondering what on earth was going on.

‘Sorry about that,’ said a boy of about nine or ten, running up to snatch the ball out of Specky’s hand. ‘That was my neighbour, Riley. He’s a crap kick! So … are you the Aussie? Do you know Tadhg Kennelly?’

‘I’ve told ya before, Joe,’ said Patrick, ‘just because he’s from Australia doesn’t mean he knows Tadhg. Australia is a big place. Simon, this is our little brother, Joseph.’

Specky wished that he had met the Sydney Swan’s Irish legend. He would have loved to have seen Joe’s face.

‘JOSEPH COLM FIONN O’LEARY! THIS IS THE LAST TIME – GET INSIDE AND HELP ME SET THE TABLE! NOW!’

Specky didn’t have to be a local to know this had to be Joe’s mum yelling. He remembered how his own mum would shout out for him to stop kicking and marking a footy in his backyard and come inside for dinner.

‘Ma! This is Simon!’ Michael shouted back.


Mrs O’Leary waved Specky over to the door. ‘Hello, Simon. Aren’t you a handsome young man? It’s so nice to meet you. You must be hungry. JOSEPH! I’M NOT GOING TO TELL YOU AGAIN! PUT THAT BALL DOWN AND COME IN NOW! Sorry about that, let’s get you inside and settled in.’

When Specky stepped in to the hallway he almost tripped on a Barbie doll in a pink toy car.

‘Woah, that was close,’ he said to Michael. ‘My entire Irish series almost gone because of a Barbie doll – don’t know if I could’ve lived that one down with the boys.’

‘COLLEEN!’ blasted Mrs O’Leary, her booming voice echoing through the double-story terrace. ‘COME PICK UP YOUR TOYS!’

As Patrick and Michael took Specky’s bags upstairs, two young girls appeared at the end of the hallway. They looked identical – straight red hair and faces covered with freckles.

‘That’s not my Barbie,’ said one of them. ‘It’s Polly’s.’

‘I don’t care who it belongs to,’ snapped Mrs O’Leary. ‘Simon, these are the twins, Colleen and Polly. Now you two come say hello to Simon – and apologise to him.’

‘That’s okay,’ said Specky. ‘My baby brother Jack has toys all over our house too.’

‘We’re not babies,’ snapped Polly. ‘We’re six!’

‘Sorry,’ said Specky.

Mrs O’Leary pulled a face as if to say ‘just ignore them’.

‘Okay, Simon,’ she said, leading Specky to the living room. ‘We want you to feel at home here. So grab a drink from the fridge whenever you want, switch on the TV … whatever.’

‘Just don’t go into my room,’ came a bossy voice from the door.

Specky turned to see a teenage girl about the same age as his older sister, Alice.

‘I’m Caitlin,’ she said. ‘And my room is off limits … got it?’

Specky remembered his own sister greeting Brian with exactly the same bossy command when he came to stay with the Magees. But that was where the resemblance ended – Caitlin looked like a supermodel and it was hard not to stare. He was at a loss for words.

‘Hey, Aussie boy, I’m talking to you,’ she said. ‘Stop checking me out and pay attention …’

‘No … no … I … I wasn’t …’ Specky stuttered. ‘I mean …’ His felt his face turning red. He wished the floor would swallow him up.

The twins giggled in unison.

Specky gulped. It was going to be a long twenty-four hours.





10. raw nerve

‘Ah … this must be the Australian,’ Mr O’Leary said as they sat down to dinner. He smiled broadly as he shook Specky’s hand. ‘I hope Patrick doesn’t give you too many tips before the big games – we still want Ireland to win, you know.’

‘Do we have to talk about the fancy football hero over there?’ snapped Caitlin. ‘It’s so boring and his head’s too big already.’

‘Lay off it, Caitlin,’ snapped Patrick, but Caitlin was already distracted by a text message on her mobile.

‘What did I say about mobile phones at the dinner table?’ said Mrs O’Leary.

‘It’s her boyfriend, Keenan,’ Michael whispered to Specky. ‘He’s Frankie Nolan’s brother.’

Specky was relieved that the conversation had veered away from him. It gave him a chance to eat his meal. It was funny, he thought. He was halfway across the world, but dinner at the O’Leary’s was just like any Friday night in any home in Australia. The way that Patrick and Caitlin argued with each other even reminded him of himself and Alice. And for a moment he kind of missed her.

‘So, Simon, did Michael tell you that I’m going to Australia?’ Patrick said, when they had finished dinner and the girls and Joseph were upstairs getting ready for bed. ‘I’ve been selected to go and train with Collingwood during the summer – to see if I have what it takes to play AFL.’

‘Wow, that’s unreal,’ Specky said. He was about to ask Patrick lots of questions, but then he hesitated – he noticed that Mr O’Leary didn’t look at all happy and Michael sighed and shook his head.

‘Well, I’m glad you think it’s unreal, Simon,’ Patrick said bitterly. ‘Maybe you can convince my old man here it’s a good idea.’


Specky froze. It didn’t take a genius to work out that they had stumbled onto a touchy subject.

‘Oh, if you two are going to start up again, can I be excused?’ groaned Caitlin, pushing back from the table.

‘I’ll make tea,’ said Mrs O’Leary.

‘Dad doesn’t understand why I want to play AFL,’ said Patrick, ignoring them both, ‘even though it’s always been a dream of mine and –’

‘Gaelic football was always your dream,’ interrupted Mr O’Leary. ‘And you still have a lot to achieve. Wouldn’t you love to win a senior All-Ireland championship?’

‘Of course I would, Pa,’ retorted Patrick. ‘Don’t get me wrong, Simon, I love my football more than anything, but what if I love Aussie Rules just as much? What if I could be the next Tadhg Kennelly or Jim Stynes? Lots of young Irish players are doing it – what about Setanta O’hAilpin? If you were given a chance to try out for something that would offer you a lifestyle you could never dream of having back in your hometown, wouldn’t you just go for it?’

Specky remembered Danny’s reaction whenever he talked about the invitation to try out for Manchester United. He knew better than anyone how tempting it was to want more money and more fame than you could ever get at home. But he also knew how Patrick’s dad must be feeling – what if all the best AFL players were convinced to leave Australia and play a different sport? What would happen to Aussie Rules then?

It’s probably best not to share my news about Manchester, he thought. I don’t want to complicate the conversation even more.

‘You would, Simon, wouldn’t you?’ pressed Patrick, snapping Specky back to attention. ‘I know Michael understands.’

‘Um, I s’pose I would,’ Specky said.

Michael looked apologetically at Specky – he had obviously heard this argument before. Specky wriggled in his seat. The room was thick with tension.

‘I’m not saying you can’t pursue something better for yourself, son,’ said Mr O’Leary, softening his voice. ‘The good Lord knows how hard I’ve worked to build up one of the biggest plumbing companies in Dublin. I’m all for having dreams. But the grass isn’t always greener, Patrick.’


‘Well, I have to find that out for myself,’ said Patrick.

‘You’ve got to understand, Simon,’ said Mr O’Leary. ‘We play sport for the sake of the game and not for the trappings that come with it. I don’t know why the younger generation in this country can’t be proud of our game and our culture. Sport might just be a business in other parts of the world, but here it defines who we are. If AFL players didn’t get paid, would you still play the game for the love of it?’

Simon nodded. ‘Yeah, I definitely would!’

‘That’s easy to say when you’re fourteen or fifteen,’ said Patrick. ‘But what about in your twenties, knowing that large crowds will pay entrance fees to see you, but you won’t see a penny of it?’

‘Um … I don’t know,’ said Specky. ‘I’m really not sure …’ He thought about Jim Stynes – one of his AFL heroes. He’d started out as a great Gaelic Football player in Dublin, and when he moved to Australia to play AFL he’d became one of the absolute legends of the game. He’d even represented Australia in International Rules, but he’d had to play against his own brother to do it …


‘I wouldn’t hang around,’ said Michael, siding with Patrick. ‘Not if there was a chance I could get paid for it.’

‘Oh, sweet Mary and Joseph …’ Mr O’Leary said, sighing dramatically. ‘No disrespect, Simon, but the AFL have got some nerve coming over here and poaching our boys and offering them the world. Some of those agents are nothing but greedy opportunists out to get their paws on the best and then exploit them to fill their own pockets – like that Brad Dobson fellow who came over here and set up an AFL trial camp in Cork as if he were trawling for salmon.’

Specky flinched at hearing the name of the same talent agent who had offered to manage him only a couple of months earlier.

‘You know him?’ Mr O’Leary asked, noticing Specky’s reaction.

‘Yeah, he offered to be my manager.’

‘But you’re only fourteen!’ said Mr O’Leary in disbelief. ‘You see! That’s completely irresponsible.’

Specky nodded and explained how he and his family had turned Brad Dobson down.

‘So what, Pa?’ said Patrick. ‘We said no to Dobson as well. The Collingwood scouts aren’t at all like him. Besides, there are more Irish boys going off to play football in the English Premier League than there are going to play AFL. How’s that any different?’

But Mr O’Leary never got a chance to respond, he was interrupted by the sound of Caitlin racing down the stairs and into the room.

‘Oh my God, Simon,’ she gasped, holding out her phone. ‘Keenan just texted me – your teammate Dicky has given Frankie a black eye!’





11. australia calling

When the fuss had died down, Specky went upstairs with Michael to play Xbox.

‘So, d’you think your mate Dicky will get in trouble with your coach?’ asked Michael, his eyes firmly on the cars on the screen. ‘Caitlin said it was an accident, but you don’t really believe that, do you?’

Specky swerved his car around a hairpin bend and pressed his thumb on the accelerator. It bought him some time before he answered. He wanted to say yes, but it did seem like too much of a coincidence. For Dicky’s sake, Specky hoped it really was an accident otherwise he would be kicked off the team and sent home.

‘Simon …’ Mrs O’Leary popped her head into the bedroom. ‘It’s your mother on the phone.’

Specky took the phone and chatted to his mum and then his dad. It was Friday morning in Melbourne. He could hear Alice shouting comments from the background and then the sound of Jack crying. ‘I’d better go, Si, and I know it’s really quite late over there, but I’ll put your grandfather on …’ said his dad. ‘He’s around here for breaky.’

‘Hello, champ! How’s it going?’

‘Hey, Grandpa!’ Specky smiled, happy to hear his voice.

Specky told his grandfather about the practice match against St Augustine’s College and about his host family.

‘Did they feed you potatoes?’ Grandpa asked. ‘The Irish love their potatoes – can’t get enough of them. And cabbage – they absolutely love cabbage.’

‘Nah, Grandpa,’ Specky laughed. ‘No potatoes. Or cabbage. But we did have a mean fettuccine carbonara.’

‘Pasta? In Ireland? Strewth! What’s the world coming to? Hang on, kid, your sister wants to know if we can spike you next time …’

‘Spike? I think you mean Skype, Grandpa.’ Specky grinned.

‘You can Skype from our laptop,’ said Michael.

‘Um, Grandpa, hang on …’ said Specky. ‘I think we can. And I’m pretty sure we can Skype from the hotel. Tell Alice we’ll talk tomorrow, okay? Yeah, you too … bye …’

After Grandpa Ken hung up, Specky logged onto Skype, and Michael settled in to play FIFA Soccer. Specky could see that both Christina and Tiger Girl were at their computers. Who do I call first? he wondered. But almost immediately a call came through. It was Tiger Girl.

‘Hey! I’m so glad you’re online,’ she said, her smiling face appearing in the window. ‘How’s it all going?’

She immediately wanted to hear all the details about the practice game. Specky was chuffed. He really liked that Tiger Girl loved footy as much as he did. And that she was always encouraging him.

‘I found out that the Gaelic football website is going to post video highlights of your Test Matches. Cool, huh? I’ll be able to see you in action.’

Specky and Tiger Girl happily chatted until another call came buzzing in. It was Christina.

‘Oh, who is it, Speck?’ asked Tiger Girl. ‘Is it Robbo? He’s been dying to talk to you.’

‘Um, it’s, um …’ Specky stuttered. ‘It’s …’

‘Tiger Girl’s face suddenly dropped. ‘It’s Christina, isn’t it? Well, I guess you better answer it,’ she said.

‘Nah, it’s okay,’ said Specky, trying not to look too flustered. Man … this is awkward, he thought.

‘Hi, Simon! Oh, isn’t Skype fabulous! There you are on the other side of world,’ said Tiger Girl’s mother stepping into the picture.

‘Hi, Mrs Shepherd,’ said Specky.

‘Sorry, Simon,’ said Tiger Girl’s mum, now leaning in towards the camera, showing an extreme close-up of her nose. ‘Samantha has to go. She needs new school shoes – she has feet the size of flippers.’

‘MUM!’ gasped Tiger Girl, totally embarrassed. ‘Leave us alone!’

Specky grinned.

‘God! I can’t believe she said that,’ said Tiger Girl, blushing. ‘I better go. I’ll try to catch you again before your first Test.’


Only seconds after Specky hung up, Christina called again. This time Specky clicked the answer button.

‘Hi!’ she smiled, her face popping up on the screen. ‘Hey, I’ve got something exciting to tell you. This week my dad was in a marquee at the races and I said that if he bumped into any AFL players he had to do something for me.’

‘Like what?’ Specky asked.

‘I said he had to get their autographs and get them to write a message to you – to encourage you over there in Ireland. Anyway, he did and look …’

Christina held a piece of paper up to her camera. Specky couldn’t believe it! There were handwritten messages from three of the very best players in the competition:

Go Specky! Beat the Irish – Gary Ablett.

To Simon. All the best in Ireland! – Chris Judd.

Aussies Rule! Best wishes, Specky – Buddy Franklin

‘This isn’t a joke?’ asked Specky in disbelief.

‘No, way,’ said Christina pulling the paper back from the camera. ‘They’re legit. And they’re yours when you get back. Thought that would spur you on.’


‘Yeah,’ said Specky dumbfounded. ‘Thank you. That’s amazing. You’re amazing!’

‘Well, I do try,’ Christina smirked, pleased with herself. ‘I just wanted to show you what you mean to me …’

‘Hi!’ said Michael stepping in behind Specky. ‘I’m Michael. I heard something about autographs?’

Christina lifted the paper up to the camera again.

‘That’s really cool,’ said Michael. ‘Even I know who those guys are!’

When Specky ended his call with Christina, he turned to see Michael pulling a face at him. ‘So … you have two girlfriends?’ he said. ‘How does that happen?’

‘Um, it’s … it’s kind of a long story,’ Specky stuttered. ‘I really like them both. TG and I were just friends and Christina was in Sydney so it was never a problem before, but now … well, obviously I can’t go out with both. I’ve got to decide before I get home and I’m not sure what to do.’

‘That must be so, so tough, mate,’ Michael said sarcastically. ‘To have two gorgeous girls fight over you … seriously, that’s tough. How are you coping? Are you okay? I mean, if –’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ Specky said, even more confused than ever about his feelings. ‘Okay, I get it! Now wasn’t I beating you in that last game?’





12. irish jig

The following day started very early for Specky. Colleen and Polly woke him up, giggling at the door of Michael’s bedroom.

‘Get lost!’ yelled Michael from under the covers.

Joseph who normally shared a room with Michael had slept in Patrick’s room so that Specky could have a comfy bed and sleep in, but by six-thirty in the morning bedroom doors were slamming and Joseph was chasing his twin sisters up and down the stairs, flicking rubber bands at them. By eight, everyone was arguing about who could use the bathroom next and Mr and Mrs O’Leary were yelling orders at everyone from the kitchen.

Woah! I thought Saturday mornings back home with Alice and Jack were crazy, thought Specky.

But despite all the noise and chaos, by ninethirty the whole family and Specky were fed and dressed and ready to head out into the chilly Dublin air. Patrick and Caitlin took off on their own, and everyone else piled into the O’Leary’s large four-wheel drive.

‘I thought we’d take you to see something very Irish,’ said Mrs O’Leary over her shoulder.

‘I can’t believe you’re forcing us to go and see Polly and Colleen dance,’ moaned Michael. ‘Simon doesn’t want to see a bunch of little girls dancing!’

‘Yeah, dancing sucks,’ added Joseph, clicking on his seat belt.

‘You suck!’ snapped the twins in unison.

‘That’s enough!’ said Mr O’Leary from behind the steering wheel.

‘It’s not just dancing,’ exclaimed Mrs O’Leary. ‘It’s traditional Irish dancing.’

‘We wear ghillies on our feet, not reels, and we dance light jigs, not slip jigs,’ said Colleen, as if Specky was supposed to know what that meant.

When the O’Learys arrived at the dance club, Michael and Specky moved to the very back of the hall. The place was teeming with little girls and a few boys all dressed in traditional dance costumes.

‘Sorry about this,’ muttered Michael. ‘I bet this is boring for you. And you don’t have to be nice, my mum’s not around.’

Specky laughed. ‘Nah, seriously, it’s okay. I remember Tadhg Kennelly did some Irish dancing when the Swans won the premiership a few years back – when he went up to get his medal.’

When the sound of fiddles, flutes and drums filled the air, the young dancers, including Polly and Colleen, moved to the centre of the hall. The twins were part of a three-line formation. Their feet moved at a rapid rate, while their upper bodies and arms were as stiff as can be.

‘Wow, they’re really good,’ said Specky, who was actually quite impressed. ‘Your sisters look like they’re nailing it.’

When the performance ended, everyone cheered and applauded.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ Michael whispered. ‘There’s an hour of this still to go.’

Specky followed Michael as they weaved through the crowd and snuck out through the foyer. Michael grabbed a soccer ball from the car. Specky was relieved to be kicking a ball around. He liked to get some practice in every day with a round ball.

‘Who’s your favourite football team?’ Michael said, indicating the ball to show that he meant soccer.

‘The Socceroos, of course,’ said Specky proudly, pushing the ball forward with the instep of his foot.

‘No, I mean English Premier League.’

‘Manchester United, I reckon,’ said Specky.

‘Me too!’

‘Actually … ’ Specky hesitated. Should he tell Michael about the opportunity to train for Man U? He was still a little uneasy about talking it up.

‘Are you serious? That’s huge!’ Michael gasped, when Specky told him. ‘You know how many guys would kill to be in your shoes? That’s unbelievable!’

‘Yeah, I s’pose it is,’ said Specky. Seeing Michael’s reaction suddenly made him acutely aware of what life would be like if he was offered a place at Manchester.

‘Boys!’ called Mr O’Leary, waving at Specky and Michael. ‘They’re done! Simon, we want you to meet someone.’

‘Simon, this is the girls’ dance teacher, Helen,’ said Mrs O’Leary, when they got back to the hall.

‘Hello, young man,’ said Helen, a tall slender woman with jet-black hair tied up in a bun. ‘Colleen and Polly said you would love to have a try at Irish dancing,’ she added, holding out a pair of black-heeled shoes. ‘So I’ll give you a quick lesson.’

‘Sorry?’ said Specky, catching sight of the twins giggling behind their mother’s back.

Everyone was grinning – even Michael.

‘Um, no, thanks,’ stuttered Specky. ‘I’m not much of a dancer.’

‘Oh, go on, Specky,’ said Michael, trying not to laugh. ‘We won’t tell anyone.’

‘Not many get offered a free lesson from one of the best teachers in the county,’ added Mr O’Leary.

‘All right, I’ll give it a go,’ Specky sighed, caving in to the pressure.

Thankfully, by the time Specky had swapped his shoes over, the hall was nearly empty.

‘Right, I’ll give you a very basic step to begin with,’ instructed Helen. ‘And then you repeat it …’


Specky self-consciously followed Helen’s steps.

‘That’s it! Hop, hop, back … perfect!’ she encouraged.

To Specky’s surprise he was getting it and he began to relax a little. He smiled at his host family, who were all grinning from ear to ear.

‘You’re practically Irish now, Simon,’ joked Mr O’Leary.

‘Right … now, let’s do what you’ve just learned to music,’ announced Helen. ‘Ready?’

Specky nodded.

‘Go!’

Specky stepped in time with the beat and before he knew it he was doing an authentic Irish jig. Everyone clapped along and, for a moment, Specky was really enjoying himself …

Then he turned around and saw a figure standing at the entrance of the hall – a figure with a shiny bald head, wearing a footy jumper and filming him on an iPhone.

‘Skull!’ he said, horrified.

‘Nice one, Magee!’ Skull waved. ‘The boys will love this. See ya back at the hotel, Lord of the Dance.’





13. hurling

‘So the game we’re going to see is a semi-final between Dublin and Tipperary. Obviously Dublin is our team,’ explained Mrs O’Leary, turning to look at Specky in the back seat.

They were on their way to Dublin’s premier ground, Croke Park, to see a game of hurling. Some of the Australian team would be there as well, with their host families.

Specky didn’t know what to expect from Ireland’s second favourite sport, but he didn’t have much of a chance to think about it. He couldn’t get the image of Skull laughing and filming him out of his head. I’m really gonna cop it from the boys, he thought. Then an awful idea occurred to him – Skull had better not put it up on YouTube or I’ll kill him, he thought, cringing.

Patrick and Caitlin were waiting for them at the main entrance of Croke Park. A few minutes after they arrived, Dicky and his host family, the Nolans, appeared.

Specky met Frankie Nolan’s older brother, Keenan – Caitlin had already rushed over to hold hands with him. But Frankie, sporting a black eye, stood sullenly on his own a few metres away. Specky leaned in to Dicky.

‘So did you get into trouble?’ he asked.

‘It was an accident,’ protested Dicky. ‘I was lifting my suitcase, and the goose walked right in to it.’

‘Seriously?’ laughed Specky. ‘You’re sure you didn’t do it on purpose? Get him back for the other day at the match?’

‘If I’d hit him on purpose, they’d have shipped me off home by now,’ said Dicky. ‘But I’ve got to say, Speck – couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy!’

They turned back to join their host families.

‘It’s massive, right?’ Michael said proudly, looking up at the impressive stadium. ‘She’s a thing of real beauty. It’s the headquarters of the Gaelic Athletic Association and has a capacity of over eighty-two thousand people!’

The big game against Ireland the following week would be played at Croke Park and it was Specky’s first look at the ground. It was pretty impressive, he thought.

‘Not bad, but not quite as good as the mighty MCG,’ bragged Dicky. ‘We can fit almost one hundred thousand people in there, and before it was renovated they could squeeze over onehundred and twenty thousand in.’

‘Woah,’ Keenan said, obviously impressed. ‘Did you hear that, Caitlin?’

Caitlin nodded as she stared lovingly at Keenan. Specky caught Michael rolling his eyes.

‘Wow … one hundred and twenty thousand to a football match! That I’d like to see,’ Keenan said. ‘Have ya ever been to the ground?’

‘Been to the ground?’ scoffed Dicky. ‘Speck and I played on it before the Grand Final. It was the best day of my life.’

‘Bollocks,’ grunted Frankie.

Dicky and Frankie exchanged dirty looks. Specky suspected that they had probably been staring each other down like this nonstop.

‘Bollocks nothing!’ Dicky snapped back. ‘Tell him, Speck.’

‘Um, it’s the truth, but I’m just as excited to be playing here,’ said Specky diplomatically.

‘Nothing compares to playing on the MCG – nothing,’ added Dicky, making Frankie snarl more than usual.

‘Um, shouldn’t we be getting inside to watch a bit of hurly action?’ asked Specky, noticing the parents making a move.

‘Its not hurly,’ laughed Michael. ‘It’s hurling!’

Specky and Dicky got in line behind their Irish families, clicked through the turnstiles, and made their way through the stadium.

Specky held his breath as they entered the ground. It was a magnificent arena. It was definitely smaller than the MCG, but Specky could feel a real buzz from the sixty thousand or more fans already in their seats. He could see why Michael spoke so proudly of it.

‘Since this is your first hurling game, I’ll tell you what’s happening,’ Michael said, sitting down next to Specky.

Frankie reluctantly sat down next to Dicky.


Fifteen players jogged onto the field and begin to warm up by smashing what looked like a cricket ball with oversized hockey sticks.

‘Woah. This looks awesome,’ Specky said, as the game got under way.

‘It’s as random as,’ laughed Dicky, as one of the players flicked the ball up off the ground with his stick, then belted it about eighty metres down the ground, only to have one of his teammates catch it without changing stride.

‘The sticks are called hurls and a ball into the back of the net is worth three points,’ explained Michael. ‘And any ball that goes between the posts above the net is worth one point.’

Someone’s gonna get killed, thought Specky as the players raced around the pitch, showing incredible skill and courage. The players were wearing helmets, but they were playing with no regard for their personal safety. They fired away at goals with precise accuracy, all the time being harassed and put off balance by their opponents.

Specky absolutely loved every second of the match. He wasn’t entirely sure of all the rules, but picked up enough to follow the game. He had no choice but to barrack for his host family’s team, Dublin. The way the O’Learys and the Nolans cheered on their teams reminded Specky of the passion you’d see from a Collingwood or Carlton fan back home.

‘Geez, did you see that catch, Speck?’ said Dicky excitedly. ‘Ricky Ponting would have been proud of that!’

The roar of the crowd was deafening, especially when a great catch was made or a long ball rocketed through the big sticks.

Specky looked down the row of seats to see Caitlin, Keenan, Patrick, Joseph and the twins screaming at the top of their lungs and the parents applauding wildly.

The match was turning out to be a real cracker. With just twenty seconds left on the clock, one of Tipperary’s star players dodged and weaved around three opponents and sent a low ball sizzling towards the corner of the net. The Dublin goalkeeper flung himself full length and knocked the ball off course. The siren sounded and Croke Park erupted. Dublin had won by just two points.

The O’Learys and the Nolans jumped from their seats and started hugging whoever they could reach. Keenan and Caitlin started kissing as if it were the end of the world. Joseph and the twins jumped up and down on their seats as if they were mini-trampolines. Michael and Patrick were high-fiving everyone around them.

Dicky was completely overwhelmed with the excitement. He was yelling and bear-hugging everyone, including Frankie who was so excited that he just grinned and broke out singing ‘Come on you boys in blue’ with the rest of the stadium. Dicky joined in and even though he didn’t know the words, he shouted along at the top of his lungs. Those two aren’t so different, after all, thought Specky – at least not when it comes to sport.

‘I’m not exactly certain what just went on,’ Dicky yelled at Specky, ‘but that was one of the best things I have ever seen.’

‘Yeah, and it can even bring enemies together,’ added Specky.

‘Huh?’ said Dicky, looking back at Frankie who gave him another high-five. ‘Oh, yeah, well, he’s not all that bad. It’s all about moving on, Speck …’


Dicky went back to singing and celebrating with the others.

Specky grinned. There was no way he’d ever forget this day with his Irish family.





14. reunited

One by one, Specky’s team-mates arrived at the Doonigan Hotel. After the match, Specky had said good-bye to the O’Learys, who promised to give him a proper farewell at the end of the series.

The lobby was buzzing when Specky walked in. His mates were in a huddle by the fireplace, laughing. Skull was holding his iPhone. Here we go, thought Specky.

‘There he is!’ Skull called out once he spotted Specky. ‘Lord of the Dance!’

All the boys laughed – especially when Skull broke out in to a jig.

‘Is this the way to do it?’ he stirred. ‘Come on, Magee. We want to see a live performance. Come on! Do a jig for us.’

Specky shook his head and tried to shrug it off. But Skull continued to tease.

‘Jig! Jig! Jig!’ he started to chant.

Moments later the entire team had joined in.

‘Jig! Jig! Jig! Jig! Jig!’

Specky tried to laugh along with everyone else, but he was pretty embarrassed. Thankfully he was saved by Grub.

‘All right, you noisy buggers!’ bellowed their coach. ‘Cut it out. Remember where you are! Morgan – you’ll be jigging on the bench for the next game if you don’t keep your comments to yourself.’

Everyone immediately fell silent.

‘Rightio,’ said Grub. ‘I know you’ve all got plenty to catch up on but we’ve got the biggest game of our lives on in just under two days time. I want you all to take your bags up to your rooms and be back down here for dinner by six o’clock. Straight after that we’re going to have a team meeting and start to really focus on our opposition, so bring down your playbooks and a pen.’

Specky felt the mood in the room change instantly. For the past day they had been in holiday mode, but now things were getting serious.
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After a hearty high-carb dinner, the boys filed into the hotel meeting room. Grub, Bobby and an unknown man stood in front of a large whiteboard covered in names, arrows and instructions.

‘Well, playtime is over, boys,’ said Grub. ‘D’you remember when the media was telling the entire country that you were sporting gods?’ Grub turned and picked up a newspaper from the table next to him. ‘Now, I don’t know if any of you have seen today’s paper, but it makes for interesting reading.’

Bobby placed a scanned copy of an article on the projector and magnified it on the wall for everyone to read:


AUSSIE’S KIDDING THEMSELVES

By Mick O’Shea

In two days time, the very best of Australia’s junior footballers will pit themselves against Ireland’s finest at Croke Park in the first of two International Rules Test Matches.

If their performance against St Augustine’s College is anything to go by, they will leave this country with their tails between their legs, ashamed and embarrassed at their inability to match the speed and skill of the finest junior team ever assembled in this country.

Having met the squad at the airport and observed their thuggish behaviour at St Augustine’s, I can only think that the Aussies have sent over a team of average club brawlers, totally unsuited to this form of compromised rules.

How could they possibly stop Ireland from romping to a two-game victory?



Groans and discontent rippled throughout the room. It was the first time any of them, all stars in their respective junior clubs back home, had been subjected to any real criticism – and it took some getting used to.

‘You’ve got to be jokin’,’ said Dicky.


‘Now settle down, all of you,’ commanded Grub. ‘This journalist will be covering every single thing we do and, trust me, he ain’t gonna do us any favours.’

‘But he’s a liar,’ protested Brian angrily. Specky knew how offended his friend would be to be called a ‘thug’ or a ‘brawler’.

‘This won’t be the last time this happens, boys,’ Grub said, as he walked over and put his hand on Brian’s shoulder. ‘He hasn’t lied, he’s just given his opinion. He’s clearly hoping to drum up interest in the game – and at the same time throw us off our focus. The lesson to learn here is not to take any of it personally.’

Grub spent the next hour going over the game plan for the team. He concentrated on tackling – the Irish game didn’t involve tackling and the Australians’ ability to stop their opponents’ run had always been a major advantage.

Grub completed his presentation and turned to the stranger, who had been sitting quietly in the corner.

‘Now, boys, I’m sure you’re wondering who this fine gentleman is.’

All eyes turned to the short, stocky man as he moved towards the centre of the room.

‘Let me introduce Brother O’Donnell. Brother O’Donnell spent some time as an exchange teacher in Melbourne and developed a great love for Australian Rules Football while he was there. He contacted us a couple of months ago and offered to be our “forward scout” for the series, providing us with some details and information on our opposition. We were delighted to take him up on his offer. I want you to give him your full attention and make him feel welcome.’

Specky and his mates applauded enthusiastically.

‘Thank you, thank you, Jay,’ beamed Brother O’Donnell. ‘I’m honoured to be here and to play a part, however small, in the series. I will go through the Irish team in a moment and show you some footage of them playing for their local counties, but I just want to warn you about one thing.’

Specky leaned forward in his chair. It seemed as though Grub had found them a secret weapon against the Irish – it was hard going into a game not knowing anything about your opponents.

‘The Irish lads will have heard stories of the facilities that you boys enjoy back at home and the help, support and training that the junior academies provide, while they themselves have to work so they can afford to travel with the team. They have a great sense of pride and don’t want to let their family and their townsfolk down. These lads are hard and tough. They fear nothing. They look at you boys as privileged and so, for them, this series is almost personal.’

Brother O’Donnell turned to insert a disc into the DVD player.

‘Now, let me run through their squad for you …’

Brother O’Donnell showed the team a twominute clip on each player in the Irish Squad. He narrated as the slideshow flickered from boy to boy:

‘This kid is O’Conner. He’s a tough running back. Flanagan – quick, skilful half-forward who rarely misses when shooting for goal. Kavanagh – the team’s enforcer who will never take a backward step. One of the few who like to tackle. Gallagher – he plays in the midfield. Reads the game like no other …’

Specky scribbled furiously in his notebook.

Brother O’Donnell pressed the pause button on the next frame. The image froze on a scruffy red-haired boy with an intensely self-assured and determined expression on his face.

‘Boys,’ said Brother O’Donnell. ‘Many people think this fellow is the most talented young sportsman in Ireland today. His name is Eamon O’Sullivan and he has represented the country in athletics, rugby, soccer and Gaelic Football. The athletics director of Ireland says he’s good enough to run the fifteen hundred metres at the next Olympics. The Rugby Federation of Ireland have been trying to get him to commit to their game for three years – they’ve even guaranteed him a place in the National Squad when he turns seventeen. The GAA have awarded him their most prestigious junior award and have every club in the country chasing him. And, as if that’s not enough, Manchester United have invited him to try out for their elite academy school early next year.

Specky took in a sharp breath. Brian and Dicky both turned to him and grinned. If he agreed to take up Manchester United’s invitation, he would surely cross paths with this gun.

‘Yeah, but can he play cricket?’ joked Skull.


Everyone laughed.

‘Actually,’ interrupted Brother O’Donnell. ‘He had never played the game before last year, but decided it looked like fun and promptly made a century the third time he went out to bat.’

‘I’ll take him,’ said Special K, jumping out of his chair. ‘Let me play on him!’

‘We’ll see, Kevin,’ replied Grub. ‘We’ll see. I like your attitude, though, son. He’s only one player, but he’s one we’re obviously going to have to keep an eye on.’

It was late in the evening by the time Brother O’Donnell completed his presentation and Grub had finished what he had to say. Specky felt pumped up, but slightly overwhelmed as he shuffled out of the meeting room with his excited team-mates. He knew that this was going to be some battle. He just hoped he was ready for it.





15. test one

Specky was nervous as the team bus drove slowly through the mighty gates of Croke Park. A big crowd was pouring into the stadium. A huge number of Dublin schools, had organised tickets for their students.

‘Woah,’ said Dicky, his face pressed up against the bus window. ‘Can you believe we’re back here, Speck? The crowd looks just as big as the one that turned out for the hurling game.’

The butterflies that had been churning in Specky’s stomach now felt like elephants with wings.

‘Yeah, and get a load of those Irish hotties,’ chimed in Skull. He waved to a group of highschool girls who had their hair painted green, orange and white, the Irish national colours. ‘They’ll be talking about the Skullanator after this game, I promise you.’

Specky wished he had Skull’s confidence. Nothing seemed to phase him. Skull was obviously one of those players who relished the chance to play on a big stage. Specky took a deep breath and hoped his nerves would settle down a bit.

The Aussies stepped off the bus, gathered their bags and made their way into the change rooms. Specky chose his locker and went into the property steward’s room where the Australian guernseys were all neatly laid out.

Since Specky was the goalkeeper, he had to wear a different-coloured jumper from his team-mates. His was bright orange with a navyblue-and-gold ‘V’ on the front.

‘Nice look, mate! You could direct traffic in that,’ joked Brian as they pulled on their shorts, socks, and runners in preparation for the warm-up.

‘Yeah, the Irish will need sunnies, it’s that bright.’ Specky grinned.

‘Can you believe where we are, Speck?’ said Brian. ‘It’s a long way from the Rivergum Redfins.’

Specky thought back to the time when he, Danny, Robbo and Gobba had helped Brian’s country team win a senior game against their archrivals.

‘Yeah, but I reckon old Razorback Jack would be handy to have in our team right now,’ said Specky, referring to Rivergum’s footy legend, Jack McCracken.

‘All right, boys! Slow jog around the rooms,’ ordered the Australian team’s fitness coordinator, Rick Cosker. ‘This is it. Time to switch on.’

While Grub and Bobby ran the show, Specky and his team-mates were happy to see Rick step forward. Rick was a fitness fanatic who had become an extremely important influence on the team. He competed in triathlons in his spare time and was completing a Masters degree in health and fitness. He controlled each player’s training load as well as monitoring their diet and nutritional needs. Specky and his team-mates admired and respected him enormously, and the fact that he was just twenty-seven years old provided a nice balance since Grub and Bobby were both well into their fifties.


Specky fell in behind Special K as the Australian team suddenly came to life.

‘Let’s make every tackle count!’

‘Gotta start well, boys. Take our opportunities!’

‘Kick the goals when we get a chance.’

As always, Dicky was leading the charge. ‘Tackle those blokes into the ground, boys! Let ’em know what we’re all about early. Play for the jumper, fellas! Don’t forget who we’re representing today!’

Specky loved Dicky’s passion. He was always the most vocal and enthusiastic player in the room.

‘I’m not letting the Aussie flag down, no way! And neither are you!’ Dicky roared as he stomped around the room with a manic look on his face.

Specky’s nerves began to fade. He was now in the zone – acutely aware of everything that was happening around him. He felt fresh and he was running up on his toes. As he made his way from one end of the room to the other, he noticed some familiar faces behind the barricades quietly watching the team go through their warm up. Among them he saw Michael, Patrick and Mr O’Leary. Patrick winked at Specky, and Michael gave him a thumbs-up. But then Specky did a double-take. Were his eyes playing tricks on him?

No, they weren’t. There in the crowd was that pushy agent Brad Dobson, trying to hand out business cards. And just behind him was Kevin Sheedy! Locked in conversation with Guy McKenna! Specky’s jaw almost hit the ground – what were the coaches of the Greater Western Sydney Giants and the Gold Coast Suns doing here?

Woah, this is huge, he thought, as they started their hamstring stretches.

Grub gathered the boys in the race just minutes before they were to go out onto the ground.

‘Keep it simple, boys,’ he said, his voice barely louder than a whisper. ‘Don’t forget that the series is played over two Tests and it’s an aggregate score situation. This game is really just the first half of a very long match. Every point counts, and every point saved makes an enormous difference. So support Magee in the goals, boys. It’s not going to be easy so he needs all the help we can give him. Get back in numbers and protect the net.’


‘I’m right there with ya, Speck!’ bellowed Dicky.

‘Yeah, let’s go, Speck! You can do it, man!’ encouraged Spiro.

The crowd’s roar from outside intensified.

‘It’s just us against them and their thirty thousand fans,’ said Grub, his voice now rising. ‘Let’s score early and quieten this crowd right down. Give ’em nothing to cheer about.’

Specky and his team-mates shuffled into a tight huddle.

‘Don’t get frustrated with mistakes,’ Grub said. ‘You will make them, you know that. The round ball is our greatest challenge. Flick it around by hand, run hard to support your mates, and tackle those kids so hard they’ll never want to see an Aussie jumper again. Now get out there and play like an Australian!’

The boys roared as one, and made their way to the entrance, waiting for the ground announcer to welcome them.

Specky had never felt so proud in all of his life. When the Australian team was announced, he floated onto the playing arena behind Special K, who was captain for the day. The crowd went absolutely nuts. Rather than boo or taunt the Aussies they burst into song. A chorus of thirtythousand voices resonated throughout the entire ground.

Specky and his team-mates had never experienced anything like it. They jogged a slow lap before moving in a couple of ball drills.

Rick Cosker grabbed a ball and took Specky down to the goals. As Specky took up his position, the vocal Irish fans behind the net jumped to their feet and started chanting:

‘You’ve got no i-de-a! You’ve got no i-de-a!’

Their voices grew louder and louder. Rick fired balls at Specky who did his best to keep them out of the net.


[image: image] Specky knew that much had been made in the local press about the fact that there was no such position as goalkeeper in Aussie Rules. They saw it as an enormous advantage and were fully expecting to slam plenty of goals into the back of the net.



‘You’re right, mate,’ encouraged Rick. ‘You’re gloving the ball beautifully.’

Specky joined his team-mates at the centre of the ground for the singing of the national anthems. They stood in line with their arms linked. The Irish team mirrored them several metres away.

‘Stare ’em in the eyes, boys! And sing loud and proud!’ Dicky called out, reminding Specky and the others that Grub wanted them to belt out the anthem with pride.

But as the first few bars of ‘Advance Australia Fair’ blared out over the loudspeakers, Specky and most of his team suddenly became selfconscious about their singing. They mumbled their way through the lyrics. Even Dicky, who had belted out the first verse with gusto, quickly pulled back once he realised he was the only one really singing.

When the Australians reached the end of their anthem, Sean Kavanagh, the huge Irish half-forward and captain of Ireland, started yelling at his team:

‘What a joke!’ he shouted. ‘Have a look at ’em, would ya! They don’t want to be here. They don’t want to play for their country. They don’t even want to sing their own anthem.’

Specky felt embarrassed and ashamed. And he suspected most of his team-mates did too. He glanced over at Dicky and could see in his eyes that if he could’ve charged at Sean Kavanagh he would have.

‘You’re a disgrace to Australia!’ the Irish captain taunted them. ‘Ya think you’re too good to sing your own song. You’re a flippin’ disgrace!’

‘You’re the disgrace, mate,’ grumbled Skull through clenched teeth.

‘He should shut his gob. Or I’ll shut it for him,’ said Spiro.

‘Yeah, I’ll show him who’s a disgrace,’ said Dicky, taking a step out of line towards the Irish team.

Specky grabbed hold of Dicky’s arm and pulled him back in.

‘He’s just baiting us, mate. Don’t,’ he whispered, just as the Irish National Anthem struck up.

Unlike the Australian boys, the Irish team sang with passion and spirit, mouthing every word loudly and proudly. Specky looked on with a mixture of admiration and guilt. The crowd sang in unison with the Irish team, holding their hands over their hearts.


Specky held the gaze of the player opposite him, the legendary Eamon O’Sullivan. All right, then, let the fun begin, thought Specky, as he made his way to the end of the pitch.





16. lunacy

Specky stood nervously in front of the Irish goals as the umpire threw the ball into the air to get the game underway. An almighty roar rang out around the ground.

Only two players from either side were allowed in the centre third of the ground to contest the ball-up.

Specky glanced up into the crowd and took a deep breath. This is it, he thought. The next hour won’t just determine whether we win this game – it will tell me if I’m cut out to be a goalie or not.

Specky looked up into the stands, at the TV commentary box, where he knew Brian Paylor, the Australian commentator, and the legendary Irish television sports personality Tommy Finnigan were about to call the game.

Both of them were keen to inject a bit of friendly rivalry into the commentary.


[image: image] It looks like it’s going to be Freeman and Kottersley for the Australians up against Gallagher and O’Sullivan for the Irish. My word, Brian, that Freeman boy is a massive lump of a lad.

Don’t you worry about that, Tommy. He’s as big as an elephant, but he moves like a panther.

It’s Freeman that gets first hands on the ball and directs it into the path of Kottersley, who gathers the ball at full pace and drives it in the direction of Edwards. Oh no, it’s a horrible kick and it skews off the side of his boot, but only to see Morgan, the boy with no hair, swoop on the loose ball and dodge around his opponent.’



Specky held his breath, watching the action from the goal square.

‘Put it through,’ he urged his team-mate as Skull ran towards the goals. ‘This is just the start we need.’


[image: image] Morgan looks like he’s going for an ‘over’. He lines it up, and … oh no, what a horrible attempt. It just sneaks in for a minor score, but nonetheless the Aussies have made a bright start to the game.

And there’s plenty more of that to come, Tommy.

Paul O’Meara brings the ball back into play … AND HAVE A LOOK AT THIS KICK!



The Irish goalkeeper sunk his boot into the ball and Specky watched in awe. Unlike the Aussies’ first two shocking attempts at kicking, Paul O’Meara launched the ball into orbit. It spun beautifully and did not deviate off its course as it sailed well over the zone defence the Aussies had put in place. It landed a clear ten metres past the centre of the ground.

Specky got up on his toes. He glanced to either side of the net to make sure he was centred and in the best position to stop the ball. The Irish captain, Sean Kavanagh, swiftly anticipated the length of the kick and met the ball before Dicky could read what was going on. Kavanagh quickly passed the ball to his team-mate Seamus Moore, who was flying past.

Specky couldn’t remember seeing a player move as speedily as Moore. His legs were just a blur as he left the Aussies in his wake. He bounced the ball once and zeroed in on Specky. From the determined look on his face, anyone could tell Moore was rocketing in and would try to score a six-pointer. Specky gulped and swayed from foot to foot.

Suddenly, out of nowhere, Spiro left his opponent and charged at Moore, surprising the Irish speedster and suddenly putting him in two minds.

Specky adjusted his position slightly, certain now that Moore would attempt to kick the ball over his head and settle for the three points.

At the last moment, however, Moore screwed the ball around his body.

Specky thought he had it covered, but with the extra spin that his Irish opponent had put on the ball, it curled violently across the goal-front.


Specky back-pedalled to the goal line and looked on in horror as Eamon O’Sullivan darted in from the far side of the ground, catching the ball on his chest.

Without breaking stride, Eamon dropped the ball onto his boot and, from just five metres out, thundered it towards the back corner of the net.

Specky catapulted to his left, his body completely horizontal to the ground. He stretched out his fingers and just tapped the ball as it whizzed by. Specky crashed into the turf. The crowd went berserk.

I’m a terrible goalie, thought Specky, miserable as he quickly got back up on his feet. I’ve given up six points already.

‘That’s it, Speck!’ screamed Dicky, running past him and giving him a high-five. ‘They’re not getting anything past you, mate!’

‘What the … ?’ said Specky, turning around to see the goal umpire signal a behind.

He hadn’t let one through after all.

The commentators were jumping out of their seats.



[image: image] Oh my Lord, what a save from the Australian goalie!’

I’ve been watching Eamon O’Sullivan play this game since the day he could walk and I can’t remember a goalkeeper ever denying him a six-pointer from inside the ten-metre box! Oh, Brian, me lad, you’ve got a good ’un there, in young Magee. That would have made any goalkeeper around the world proud, that would have.



As Specky gathered the ball, he was surprised to see that many of the Irish fans were actually cheering for him.

He looked up the ground and noticed Michael Bayless free in the middle of the pitch.

‘If that Irish goalie can kick it past the middle of the ground, then I reckon I should be able to get it to Baylo,’ he muttered to himself.

Specky ran to the edge of the box and booted the ball with all his might. But as soon as his boot made contact with the ball, he knew it was a shocker. He watched in horror as it dipped dramatically and dropped a good twenty-five metres short of its target.

Like a swarm of angry bull ants, the smaller Irish players were all over the loose ball. Ross Sweeney, the shortest kid on the Irish team, pounced on it and shot a lightning five-metre pass to Seamus Moore – who wasted no time, and swiftly knocked it on to Eamon O’Sullivan. Before Specky knew it, the ball had sailed back over his head for the first three-point goal of the match.

Back in the commentary box Tommy Finnigan could barely control himself:


[image: image] The Aussies are going to be getting sore necks as they watch the ball go through the uprights. Oh no, folks, I’ve got a bad feeling for ya, if you’re supporting the boys from Down Under. It looks as if they’ve never seen a round ball before, let alone kicked one.

Give ’em a chance, Tommy. They’re just finding their feet at the moment, and when they do, you won’t be so cocky.



Specky took another deep breath and once again prepared to bring the ball back into play. This time taking a safer option, he spotted Special K breaking towards the pocket and sent a low bouncing ball in his direction.



[image: image] That’s better from the Australians. Kottersley takes possession at half-back. He looks inside and sees Atkins, and goes to him. Atkins marks, handballs on to the running Edwards who takes a bounce on the outer wing.



‘Go, Brian!’ urged Specky, watching his good mate sprint towards their forward line.


[image: image] Edwards handballs over the top to Morgan, who gives it straight back … This is a great build-up from the Australians. Edwards looks inside where Mitch Mahoney is all on his own and he finds him with one of the few good kicks that they have managed so far.



With the ball up at the other end of the ground Specky could relax slightly. Of all of his teammates, Mitch had adapted to the round ball best, and Specky felt confident that he would kick a goal and level the scores.


[image: image] This is a pretty simple kick for Mahoney. In fact, it was a half-decent passage of play from Australia. Maybe they’ll give our boys some competition after all …




Mahoney ran in and fired at the goal.


[image: image] Oh no, I spoke too soon! Mahoney was lucky to make contact with the ball, and it has sailed well out of bounds for a goalkeeper kick to the Irish. Are these really the best you’ve got, Brian?



The Australian team was thoroughly embarrassed for the remainder of the first half. Their kicking went from bad to worse, and they managed just one further score by the time the break came around.

Specky and his team-mates struggled with the round ball and the harder they tried to control it, the worse it got. This was incredibly frustrating for a group of talented and skilful young footballers, and it was getting the better of them. So much so that Specky could see some of his team-mates were reluctant to go after the ball for fear they would muck up the kick.


[image: image] Specky got a very good appreciation for what the Irish were able to do with the ball from where he was standing. He was shocked at how skilfully they could spin the ball, make it swerve, dip, float or, when they were firing at goal, make it fly straight, hard and fast at the most incredible speed. The Aussie team was really struggling with the way they needed to make contact with the ball on their boot. With the Aussie Rules ball, the boys ran in a straight line with their target and dropped the ball onto the top part of their boot. The Irish, on the other hand, kicked the round ball across their body, almost running at a right angle to where they were aiming. They kicked the ball ‘around corners’, with top-spin, which enabled them to control the ball with far greater accuracy.



The Irish superstar Eamon O’Sullivan had kicked two goals, but Specky continued to defend as if his life depended on it. He tried to hold his nerve and not lose his focus no matter how relentless the Irish attack was – especially when a tirade of 3 pointers sailed over his head, all launched from forty and fifty metres out with unerring accuracy.

‘Boys, trust me on this one,’ said Special K in his best captain’s voice. ‘We’ll get better at this game. You know it, and I know it. Okay, we’ve struggled so far …’


Specky glanced up at the scoreboard. ‘Struggled’ was an understatement. The halftime score read: Ireland – 41 Australia – 9

‘… but we need to learn from our mistakes,’ Special K continued. ‘We haven’t put any pressure on them, we haven’t tackled them hard, and we’ve let them do what they want. We need to make a statement right now, before this game gets away from us.’

‘Yeah, he’s right,’ said Dicky. ‘We haven’t showed them who we are. C’mon!’

‘Let’s stick it to ’em!’ revved Skull. ‘We’re tougher than this!’

‘Yeah!’

‘C’mon, Aussies!’

Specky knew that they all had to display some real character now and fight their way back into the contest. ‘We can’t for one second forget that we’re playing two Test Matches,’ he said. ‘It’s not about who wins the first Test, it’s about the total score at the end of the second Test. Even if we lose, we have to make sure we’re as close as possible to their score at the end of the game. At the very worst, let’s keep this match alive for the second Test.’


A round of ‘yeahs’ and ‘Speck’s right’ echoed throughout the team, and they streamed out to their positions with renewed energy.

[image: image]

Dicky and the Irish Captain, Sean Kavanagh, bumped each other, waiting for the second half to commence.

As Specky jogged past them on his way down to the goals he could hear Kavanagh baiting and taunting Dicky.

‘I told ya. You lads are all talk,’ he stirred. ‘You think you’re somethin’ special when you’re not.’

Specky could tell Dicky was wound up like a top. Kavanagh continued his sledging:

‘You get everything on a silver platter, but when it comes down to it, you’re just full of it.’

‘I’ll show you full of it,’ barked Dicky, lowering his shoulder and bumping Kavanagh with an almighty shove. Caught off guard, the Irish captain toppled to the ground with a thud.

Oh boy, here we go, thought Specky.

The crowd was now on their feet. Up in the commentary box, Brian Paylor was beside himself.



[image: image] Stand by! Kavanagh was just sat on his bum by Atkins. But, look out … Kavanagh is up and is wrestling Atkins to the ground. IT’S ON HERE, TOMMY!



Specky and Eamon O’Sullivan were the first to arrive at the scene. Specky grabbed Dicky’s jumper and Eamon grabbed Kavanagh’s. Together they separated the hot-headed duo and managed to end the scuffle.

‘You keep your beast under control, and I’ll settle mine down,’ said Eamon to Specky.

‘Yeah, no worries!’ Specky nodded.

‘And that save ya made was a mighty effort, but it won’t happen again,’ Eamon added.

While the disagreement on the field had been sorted out, the one in the commentary box was just warming up.


[image: image]Your man Atkins started it all, Brian, now don’t you be telling us otherwise.

Oh, settle down, Tommy. There was nothing in it. Just a couple of kids letting off a bit of steam! We got you worried, have we?


That’s a good one, that is, Brian. The only thing I’m worried about at the moment is whether we’ll beat you by fifty or one-hundred points. Your boys are getting a walloping, they are.

Well, let’s see what unfolds in the second half, folks. The Irish have been magnificent and lead by thirtytwo points. Can the Australians make any inroads? O’Sullivan gets the first kick of the second half and kicks in the direction of Kavanagh. Oh boy, he and Atkins are going at it again, folks. Kavanagh picks up the ball and heads to his right. Atkins is charging after him. Kavanagh stops, and tries to go back the other way and BAM! Atkins nails him with one of the best tackles you’ll ever see. Free kick to Atkins and the Kavanagh boy has been badly shaken up.



Dicky’s tackling was impressive, but watching his team-mates struggle to make in-roads against the Irish made Specky wish he were out there driving the ball forward.

Dicky stood with the ball, ready to kick. But all the Aussie players were covered and couldn’t break away from their opponents. Specky knew it would be disastrous at this point for the Irish to get possession. He inched out of his square a little way, then a bit further …

I don’t have a direct opponent, he thought suddenly. I could make a real difference here …

Specky called out to Dicky at the top of his lungs. Dicky turned at the sound of Specky’s voice.

He looked stunned to see his goalkeeper abandon the goals and run to the wing. But he didn’t hesitate for a second. He booted the ball to Specky.

It took everyone by surprise, even Brian Paylor and Tommy Finnegan in the commentary box.


[image: image]I have to admit, that was a fine tackle. Atkins goes back and kicks to … Hang on a second … he kicks to Magee – way out there on the outer wing. What in heaven’s name is he doing there? He must be at least eighty metres away from his goal line. This is sheer lunacy. I’ve never seen anything like it in my fifty years of covering football. What on earth is a goalkeeper doing so far away from his goal? The Aussies have gone completely mad!




Specky gathered the ball. There were no Aussies within fifty metres of him and he knew he couldn’t kick the round ball accurately enough at that distance to ensure it didn’t end up with an Irish player. He looked back at his goal – completely unprotected. So he took off towards the Irish goal, sprinting forward, bouncing the ball as he went.


[image: image]Well, it might be mad, Tommy, but have a look at this kid go. It’s poetry in motion. Simon Magee, the Australian goalkeeper is now inside his own team’s forward line. He chips the ball over the head of Murphy and finds Morgan …



Specky was caught up in the moment. He stole a quick glance back at his own goals and saw that Dicky had run back to cover for him.

I’ve come this far, I might as well keep going, he thought, as he cut inside his opponent and sprinted towards Skull.

‘Lennnny!’ hollered Specky, calling for Skull to pass the ball back to him, as he sprinted.

Skull speared a beautiful handball a couple of metres in front of Specky. Specky ran on to it, gathered the ball, and looked up. There were only two Irish players left in front of him, the full-back and the goalie.

Specky ran straight at the full-back, who charged him. Specky took a step to his right and held the ball away from his body for a split second. The full-back went straight for the ball, as Specky had anticipated.

Specky pulled the ball back in to his body and spun away, executing the perfect blind turn.

He was now in clear space, only five metres from the goal. The goalie charged off his line, but Specky simply chipped the ball in the softest, most exquisite manner and lobbed it perfectly over his head – it landed in the back of the net.

The stadium erupted.


[image: image] I SEE IT, BUT I DON’T BELIEVE IT! That is the greatest individual performance I have ever seen in my life and it came from a fourteen-year-old Australian. Ladies and gentleman, if you only heard me describing what just happened, you could be forgiven for thinking that I’ve been drinking. Oh, what a goal, what a run, what a player!




Specky wasn’t quite sure what he had just done. All he knew was that he was at the other end of the ground from where he was supposed to be, and now he needed to get back to his position quickly.

His team-mates ran from all corners of the pitch to congratulate him – jumping on top of him. The crowd was up on its feet, giving Specky a standing ovation. By the time he got back to the goals, he was exhausted.

‘Man, that was beautiful,’ said Dicky, running up and hugging him. ‘You’re a legend, Speck.’

Specky’s inspirational goal lifted the Aussies and for the next ten minutes they managed to outscore the Irish by ten points. But the momentum slowly shifted back the other way.

It was glaringly obvious that there were major differences between the two teams. The Irish boys could make the round ball do anything with their unbelievable kicking skills and they were blindingly quick. Specky and his team-mates never once gave in, but they simply couldn’t keep up once the ball found its way into the open spaces – which it often did, due to the fact the Australians were spraying almost every kick they had.

In the last five minutes of the game, with the Irish leading by 36 points, and the chance of Australia pulling that margin back in the second Test looking more and more unlikely by the minute, Grub dramatically changed the team.

He put all of his tall players, including Lurch Freeman, Mitch Mahoney, Michael Bayless, and Dicky into the forward line and sent clear instructions down to Rick Cosker who doubled as the team’s runner.

‘Grub says to kick the ball as high as you can when we go into our forward line,’ he instructed. ‘It might be easier to control the ball off your boots that way and maybe we can out-mark them with the big fellas.’

Everyone thought the game was done and dusted.


[image: image]Well, Brian, the series is probably over, to be honest. No team would be able to close in a thirty-sixpoint deficit in the second Test. And, have a look at this, will ya? I think your coach, the great Grub Gordan, agrees with me. He’s putting all his giants into the forward line. The way they’ve been kicking, these boys will have nothing to catch.




But the very next play saw the ball bounce out wide. It was picked up by Brian. He immediately booted the ball as high as he could and floated it towards Lurch and his opponent. The Irish defender misjudged the ball badly, but big Lurch simply stuck up his hands and took an easy mark.

Specky looked on with great interest as his team-mates dominated the last five minutes of the game. Lurch kicked another two goals, as did Mitch – and Michael also added one. It was a gallant effort by the Australians, but not quite enough to reverse the scores. When the final siren sounded, the Irish team burst into wild celebrations and song.

Specky trudged to the centre of the ground where the players from both teams had gathered to shake hands.

Eamon O’Sullivan, who was named the best player on the ground, jogged towards Specky and stuck out his hand – he was smiling from ear to ear. ‘Fair play to ya, mate,’ he said. ‘You played a smashing game. I’m not sure if you realise, though, goalkeepers are not really supposed to kick the goals.’

‘Yeah, thanks a lot, mate,’ said Specky, shaking Eamon’s hand. ‘But you guys were far too good. I’ve never seen so many quick players in one team in all my life.’

‘Yep, we can run, all right – there’s no worries about that,’ Eamon said. ‘But I’m not sure we’re going to grow any taller in a couple of days. Anyways, we’ll see you in Galway.’

Specky and Eamon parted ways, and mingled with the rest of the players. Despite the small melee that had broken out after half-time, Specky sensed that the spirit between the two teams was upbeat. Sean Kavanagh, the aggressive Irish Captain, seemed totally transformed. He was now making a point of congratulating every Australian player on a well-fought game.

As the Irish jogged off on a victory lap, Grub joined the team on the ground. ‘Keep your heads up, boys, and don’t feel too disappointed,’ he said. ‘It’s really only half-time in this series, and we’ve done well to close the margin to eighteen points. And don’t you worry, I think we might just have worked out how we’re going to pull off the greatest comeback victory in the history of International Rules. Now get inside and cool down properly. Our preparations for Galway start right now.’





17. the road to galway

Specky and his team-mates shuffled out of the hotel lobby and boarded the bus.

‘Stop dragging your feet! We haven’t got all day,’ barked Grub.

‘I knew I could spot talent when I see it. You were an absolute star yesterday,’ came a voice just over Specky’s shoulder. Specky turned to see Brad Dobson. ‘What a coincidence that we would bump into each other like this halfway around the world,’ he added.

Coincidence? Yeah, right, thought Specky, knowing Mr Dobson was too calculating for any-y thing to be a coincidence.

‘You know, I’m still waiting for your parents to call me,’ he said. ‘I really could make great things happen for you, Simon.’

‘Um, I better get going,’ Specky said, trying to shrug the agent off.

‘I hear you’ve been invited to try out for Manchester United. Very impressive, especially for a non-soccer player like yourself.’

‘What? How do you know about that?’

‘I have contacts all over the world, Simon. That’s why I’m the perfect person to represent your sporting future. I could broker the Manchester United deal for you, if you decide to go down that path.’

Specky shuffled from foot to foot, now feeling incredibly uncomfortable. ‘Um, I’ve really gotta go,’ he said again.

‘Look,’ said Brad, ‘I know you’re still very young, but in a couple of years you’ll be the hottest prospect on the market. I’m sure of it! And when that happens I want you to come to me first.’

‘Hey, Dobson!’ Grub called out from the bus. ‘What did I tell you about coming near any of my boys? Don’t think I won’t report you!’

‘Just saying hello, Jay!’ Brad waved at Grub with a cheesy grin, before turning back to Specky. ‘See ya, Simon. I’ll be in touch.’

Once out of the hustle-and-bustle of Dublin, the Australian boys were all mesmerised by the breathtaking scenery. They were headed to Galway on the west coast, and the bus whizzed past stone-fenced fields, windy moonscape-like moors, and lush green valleys. Brian said the sheep that dotted the landscape looked like they were from a Disney movie – all plump and woolly and snow-white and nothing like the dusty scrawny ones back in Rivergum.

But an hour into the trip, most of the team lost interest in the passing scenery and turned back to their mobile phones and iPods. Skull, Mitch, Spiro, Lurch and a few of the others took over the back of the bus and amused themselves with dirty jokes.

‘Did you see this, mate?’ said Special K, who was flipping through a copy of the Irish Times. ‘You’re all over it.’

Specky was surprised to see that almost half a page was dedicated to yesterday’s Test and that most of the article was about him and the Irish team’s champion, Eamon O’Sullivan:



The Wizard of Oz

By Mick O’Shea

As embarrassing as yesterday’s insipid performance was for the Australian team, there was one shining light that captured the imagination of the footballloving public of Ireland.

The Australian goalkeeper’s performance was one of rare quality and artistry and produced one particular moment that may yet redefine the way the game is played. Displaying an unthinkable self-confidence and willingness to take a risk (so sadly lacking in the rest of his team-mates) young gun Simon Magee abandoned his own goal and went on a searching run down the field that resulted in the greatest six-point play that this writer has ever witnessed.

This has never been done at any level of the game here in Ireland, and the sheer audacity and brilliance of the act had senior coaches shaking their heads in amazement.

Combined with his astonishing acrobatics in front of his own goal, constantly fending off the Irish boys who peppered away at the net all day, Magee was a definite contender for the Player of the Match honours, which in the end, deservedly, went to our local genius, Eamon O’Sullivan.

The return match in Galway will be interesting, if only to see whether or not the Irish lads can better their 18-point winning margin, which flattened the Aussies.

Without Magee, the real Wizard of Oz, this series would be a demolition. As it stands, it will still be horribly one-sided, but with the prospect of seeing this extraordinary talent in action again, it might be worth buying your tickets now.



‘You’re famous, mate,’ remarked Special K, grabbing the paper back off Specky.

The attention made Specky a little uneasy. He felt a sudden wave of pressure for the next Test.


[image: image] Publicity was something that Specky would have to get used to in order to follow his dream. There was no way to escape the media if you were playing in the AFL. His grandpa had given him the best advice: ‘If you’re going to read and believe all of the good stuff they write about you, then you’ve got to be prepared to read and believe all of the negative stuff as well.’ Specky still felt self conscious about the article, but he knew that what others wrote or said about him was out of his control, and the only opinion that really mattered to him was that of his coach and his team-mates.



‘Listen up, boys,’ said Grub from the front of the bus. ‘Quieten down! Now, Bobby, Rick, Brother O’Donnell and I stayed up most of last night editing the tape of the game. We’re going to go through the DVD now and have a look at what we did well and what we need to improve on, and then we’re going to talk about how we’ll turn things around.’


[image: image] Specky knew this was exactly what the AFL teams did after each game they played. Video reviewing and analysis was one of the most effective coaching tools available. Telling someone what they were doing wrong was one thing, but reinforcing the point with actual match-day footage had a far greater impact. It could be confronting for some players who weren’t used to having their mistakes highlighted in front of the team, but it worked.




Grub went through the entire match with them. Specky found it a fascinating process. Little things, like where a player was standing in relation to his opponent, or letting a ball get over the back of a pack, or not covering for each other when they were caught out of position made so much more sense when he saw it on the television.

Grub encouraged them to put their hand up and ask questions, or challenge him if they didn’t agree with something he said.

Before Specky knew it, two hours had flown by. To his surprise, the game wasn’t as one sided as they had thought, and Specky was confident that if they could fix the little things, and improve their kicking they were a chance to win the next Test. Whether or not they could win by more than 18 points and take the series was another thing altogether.

‘Okay, I’ve watched that game from start to finish four times since yesterday,’ said Grub, as he switched off the screen. ‘And apart from the fact that I hope our goalie will stay in front of his goal this time around, I can tell you that we have come up with a game plan that WILL win us the next Test and WILL win us the series.’


Specky wriggled in his seat excitedly. Grub was a magnificent motivator and he was managing to restore the team’s shattered confidence.

Specky noticed Brother O’Donnell sitting quietly at the front of the bus, taking notes. He was sure Grub would be using Brother O’Donnell’s insider knowledge and expert input to form his new game plan.

Grub continued. ‘You know what happened in the last few minutes of the game, but I want you all to focus on it closely. Our big guys – Lurch, Mitch, Baylo and Dicky – were able to go forward and make it possible for us to score freely, and that’s going to be the cornerstone of our game plan in the next Test.

‘We’re going to go tall, boys,’ Grub announced triumphantly. ‘We know they’re bloody quick, but we also know they’re bloody small. We’re going to stretch them in the front half of the ground, and rather than try and get too fancy with our kicking, we’re just going to bomb the ball high into the air and watch our boys mark everything that comes their way. It’s that simple. And, after talking with Brother O’Donnell, I’m certain they won’t make any changes to their squad. It’s going to work, boys. Trust me.’

With that, Grub took his seat and launched into an animated conversation with Brother O’Donnell.

Specky loved the plan. He couldn’t wait for the re-match and had every confidence that his coach was on the right track.

The bus turned off the main motorway and headed down a long and winding dirt road, snaking its way through the heart of the rugged Connemara landscape.

‘Woah, look at that! Is that the hotel?’ said Mitch. ‘It looks like Hogwarts!’

Specky and his team-mates rushed to the windows. No one could believe their eyes. There on the horizon, standing high on a cliff face and surrounded by the Twelve Bens mountain range, stood a castle.

‘It’s massive,’ said Brian.

‘Well, boys,’ said Bobby, taking the microphone. ‘These are our digs for the next couple of nights. Not bad, eh? Welcome to Ballyglenn Castle!’




18. ballyglenn

Specky and his team-mates crunched their way along the fine white gravel to the grand lobby of the castle hotel. A well-dressed middle-aged woman walked down the large wooden staircase and over to Grub – her arms open wide.

‘Oh, Jay Roger Mortimer Gordan, you old dog! Look at you!’ she said, hugging him tightly.

‘Maureen Shelly Baby Malone, you haven’t changed a bit. Still as beautiful as the day I met you.’

Dicky snorted and elbowed Specky in the ribs. ‘Grub’s in lurve,’ he whispered, laughing. ‘And I thought he was married to Bobby!’

‘Boys,’ Grub said, clearing his throat and swinging around to face the team. ‘This is Ms Malone. We have her to thank for arranging our stay here. She’s the owner of this magnificent building. She also happens to be my ex-wife.’

Ms Malone smiled brightly at everyone. ‘We were only married for a month. And then we both came to our senses. Could you imagine me living with this grumpy old coot? Besides, I couldn’t move the castle to Melbourne – it’s over three hundred years old and my family has owned it for five generations.’

Specky gazed up at the solid oak beams that loomed over them on the cathedral ceiling. Large paintings of hunting scenes hung on the ancient stone walls and sunlight streamed through the multicoloured stained-glass windows casting coloured light across everyone’s faces. Three hundred years old! he thought. This was built before Captain Cook even came to Australia. That’s even weirder than the idea of Grub being married!

‘We only have one rule here,’ Ms Malone continued. ‘No scallywagging! That means no running or ball-kicking in the castle. We do, however, have three football pitches, a basketball court and some incredible hiking tracks.’


Specky liked the way that Ms Malone spoke. Her accent was different to the Dublin accents he had heard so far – it was soft and kind of sing-song-y.

‘And one more thing,’ she added. ‘There are two libraries in the castle. The Grand Library is on the second floor. It has a number of computers and, yes, we are wireless here. But there is also the Old Library on the top floor. You’re welcome to go in there, but I must warn you that our resident ghost, Gretchen, is quite protective.’

‘Wooooooooo!’ said Skull. ‘Is she headless?’

Ms Malone grinned. ‘No, she’s not headless. She can be cranky, though. She was a nanny to the Malones in the eighteenth century and she died here. She loved books and if you don’t respect the library, she will let you know about it. Some guests have reported books flying off the shelves unaided. I kid you not.’

‘Hey, Brother O’Donnell,’ said Skull. ‘You may have to do a … a …’ Skull turned to Specky. ‘Speck, what’s that thing priests do to get rid of demons?’

‘An exorcism?’

‘Yeah, an exorcism,’ nodded Skull. ‘Brother O’Donnell, you might have to perform an exorcism if there’s a real live ghost in the castle.’

‘You can’t do exorcisms on ghosts, you dropkick,’ scoffed Dicky. ‘It’s only for people who are possessed by evil spirits. Don’t ya know anything?’

‘Lucky your mate knows all about this spooky stuff, Magee,’ Skull laughed. ‘When you did that girly jig, I could have sworn you were possessed.’

Everyone laughed.

‘Okay, I’ve had it with the jokes. I think it’s time to get Skull back,’ Specky whispered to Dicky as the team followed Grub and Bobby to their wing of the castle. ‘And I’ve got a plan. You in?’

‘Definitely,’ grinned Dicky.

But before they could get far, Ms Malone called Specky back. ‘It’s Simon, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Jay suggested that as goalie, you might like to sign our guestbook – on behalf of the team.’

Specky followed Ms Malone to her office behind reception. Ms Malone handed him a pen and a leather-bound book. Specky scribbled a message in the guestbook.

‘You’re all probably wondering what the story is with your coach and me,’ Ms Malone said, sitting back in the chair opposite.

‘Um, not really,’ Specky said, embarrassed.

‘Jay and I go way back,’ she said, oblivious to Specky’s answer. ‘Thirty-seven years, can you believe it? We were just two young lovers in London …’

Oh, cripes, thought Specky. That’s too much information already!

‘We found each other in the Star and Garter, a pub in London’s West End. Jay was there with the Australian cricket team. When our eyes met, well …’

Yep, I’m trapped, thought Specky, looking at the door.

‘Well … let’s just say it was love at first sight. Or so we thought. Jay and I were best friends – we still are, but we make much better friends than husband and wife. So we parted ways …’ Ms Malone sounded sad and she trailed off, lost in her own thoughts.

Huh? Specky thought. TG and I are best mates … would going out with her ruin that? Are we better as friends than boyfriend and girlfriend? And could Christina and I be just friends? Or do we make a better couple?

Specky gazed past Ms Malone to see Dicky and Brian waiting for him in the lobby. They were trying to get his attention. Ms Malone finally noticed – she turned and laughed.

‘Oh, look at me! I don’t usually ambush people like this, let alone teenage boys who wouldn’t be caught dead talking about affairs of the heart. And it looks as if a couple of your friends are as desperate for you to leave my office as I’m sure you are.’

‘What was all that about?’ asked Brian as Specky joined them.

‘Long story! Except … if she calls you in, don’t go! You might never get out,’ said Specky.

‘Okay then, noted,’ said Brian.

‘So, payback time for Skull?’ said Dicky.

Specky nodded. ‘Oh, yeah, bring it on.’





19. what the …?

‘So d’you think Brian can get Skull to come up here?’ whispered Dicky.

‘Definitely,’ grinned Specky. ‘I told him to say that Grub has put together a special leadership group and that he’s included – and that Grub wants to speak to the group privately in here. So when Skull walks through that door, we’ll jump out and scare the living poo out of him. It’s gonna be awesome!’

Specky and Dicky were hiding behind a large shelf of books at the back of the Old Library.

‘That’s if Gretchen doesn’t scare us first,’ said Dicky.

Specky looked around the dark, drafty room. Dicky was right – it was kind of creepy.


‘Someone’s coming,’ whispered Dicky.

The boys crouched down, ready to pounce. The door opened.

‘Sorry about that. I couldn’t get clear reception in my room …’

It was Brother O’Donnell.

‘Awww, man, so much for getting Skull back,’ whispered Dicky.

Just as Specky and Dicky were about to step out from behind the bookshelf, they heard Brother O’Donnell say something that made them stop dead in their tracks.

‘No, don’t worry … yeah, I’m sure. They’re all downstairs … I know everything I need to know about the Australian team now … Yep, that’s the agreement …’

Specky pulled Dicky back.

‘What the … ?’ Dicky hissed as Brother O’Donnell continued.

Specky’s jaw dropped and Dicky shook his head in utter disbelief.

‘Well, Coach McGinnity, I suggest you listen closely. I’ve been sitting in on all of their team meetings and their coach has asked for my advice. The Australians firmly believe they can turn things around with their tall forward-line players. They’re going to play five, maybe six, of their tallest players in the forward line … Yes, yes, of course I’m serious. All of them … That’s right.’

Dicky mouthed a swear word to Specky. They couldn’t believe it – they had a rat in the ranks – and he was sharing their team’s tactics for the next Test with the opposition’s coach.

‘They don’t think they can contend with our speed and agility, but with …’ Brother O’Donnell paused while he pulled a notebook from his pocket. ‘With Freeman, Bayless, Mahoney, Atkins and Backley on the forward line, they feel that our team is not well enough equipped to deal with them … Yes … And we haven’t got the height in defence to match up with them … Well, I suggest you find some tall defenders in a hurry, and if you haven’t got any in your squad, then search around the counties and find some, otherwise we’ll be in a bit of trouble … for sure … yes …’

Without warning, Dicky suddenly cupped his hand over his nose, and sneezed. Schnoop!

The half-sneeze squeaked behind his hand. Specky bit his bottom lip as he heard Brother O’Donnell suddenly say: ‘Yeah, yeah, I’m here. I thought I heard something.’

Brother O’Donnell walked a couple of paces towards the back of the library. Specky and Dicky ducked their heads.

‘Very funny … well, according to one of the Australian boys I can do exorcisms, so maybe I can deal with ghosts as well. Okay, okay … good … I’ll talk to you later.’

Brother O’Donnell took one last look back in Specky and Dicky’s direction, and slipped out of the library.

The boys let out a huge breath. They raced down the stairs, nearly knocking over Brian and Skull on the way down.





20. grub

‘And then, after he told him all about the way we were going to play, and how we’re going to go into the Test with the tall forward line, he told their coach he better go out and find some tall defenders …’

Specky and Dicky were standing in Bobby’s room telling him, Grub and Rick what they had overheard.

‘Can you flamin’ believe it, mate?’ asked Rick angrily, turning to Grub. ‘We accept him as part of the team, treat him like one of us, and he turns around and stabs us in the back, just like that.’

And Specky had never seen Bobby so upset. ‘We stayed up all night planning for this next Test, and now this traitor has ruined all our good work. We might as well e-mail them our game plan and be done with it,’ he said.

Grub looked serious, but not stressed. ‘Boys,’ he said, turning to Specky and Dicky. ‘Rick, Bobby and I are going to have a chat about things here in private for a bit. I’d really prefer it if you didn’t share any of this with the rest of the team for now. We’ll let you know how we’re going to deal with this, but for now nothing changes. Remember this is between us, okay?’

Specky and Dicky nodded.

‘And, boys,’ added Grub. ‘Be sure of one thing – Brother O’Donnell’s time will come. His time will come.’

The following morning the Australian team took advantage of Ballyglenn’s vast fields and hiking tracks and Grub set them a light training session. Specky watched his coach closely, but there was no change in his behaviour. In fact, Grub spent most of the training drill in deep conversation with Brother O’Donnell.

‘What do ya reckon Grub’s up to, Speck?’ puffed Dicky, as they jogged into position for their last drill. ‘He looks like he’s sucking up to that traitor more than ever.’


‘Dunno, Dicky,’ answered Specky. ‘But we’ll just have to trust him, I s’pose. Grub’s on to it, mate. I’m sure he’s got something up his sleeve. But we’d better keep training. If you’re going to be our secret weapon up forward, you better be able to kick straight.’

At the end of training, Grub gathered the players around him.

‘Nice work, boys,’ he said. ‘Really sharp. Skills are better, we’re kicking the ball better and there’s a great spirit among you all. Now, I know you’ve got some free time this afternoon, but I just wanted to have a word with you all straight after lunch.’

‘Will you need me there, Jay?’ asked Brother O’Donnell. ‘I see this meeting isn’t on our schedule.’

‘Nah, you relax,’ said Grub. ‘You’ve done more than enough already, and I know that you and Bobby have an early afternoon tee-off time at the golf club. We’re just going to show the footage of the first Test again to reinforce how we’ll turn the result around.’

After lunch everyone gathered in a boardroom on the first floor of the castle. Grub and Rick stood at the front of the room and waited patiently as the team settled into their seats.

‘Boys, competing in sport challenges us in all sorts of ways,’ Grub said, pacing around the room. ‘You need to be able to react quickly and cleverly to ensure that you stay one step ahead of the pack. Today we find ourselves confronted with one such challenge, and depending on how you choose to react to this challenge, we can either turn it into a positive or let it bring us down.’

Specky took a deep breath. He knew how everyone would react when they heard the news. It had been tough keeping it from his teammates for twenty-four hours.

‘It has come to our attention that Brother O’Donnell is not who we thought he was,’ Grub added. He stopped pacing and filled the team in about Brother O’Donnell’s two-timing.

‘I can’t believe this!’

‘Rotten cheat!’

‘He can’t get away with this!’

‘Okay, okay!’ Grub said, holding up his hand for silence. ‘I can understand your frustration and disappointment. But I want you all to think very seriously about how you will cope with this information. Will you let it decide the result of tomorrow’s game before a ball has even been kicked?’

‘But, Grub,’ said Skull. ‘We’re stuffed! They know exactly how we’re going to line up and what our tactics are for the big game.’

‘Well, Morgan,’ said Grub. ‘We’ve got just under a day to do something about that.’





21. underdogs

Specky and his team-mates stood in the race of Galway’s hallowed Pearse Stadium. They could hear the muffled sounds of the crowd in the sta-a dium, all barracking for the local team. The Irish definitely had the home-ground advantage. The Aussie team had gone over and over Grub’s new game plan and knew they were as well prepared as they’d ever be for this massive game. But knowing what they had to do and putting it into practice were two completely different things. The team stood in silence, even Dicky was lost in his own thoughts. Then Grub’s voice echoed down the corridor. ‘C’mon, boys!’ he bellowed. ‘Look alive!’

‘I don’t care about the scoreboard,’ he said, slapping Specky and Brian on the back, ‘and I don’t care about the result. The only thing I care about is that you lads walk off this ground knowing that there was nothin’ more you could have done to influence this game.

‘The great achievements in your life are those that come about in the face of adversity,’ Grub continued, his voice dropping to almost a whisper. ‘Getting up when no one thinks you can. Rising against the odds when the normal person lies down and accepts his fate. Refusing to accept the path laid out for you, and altering that path. You can do that here if you believe in yourselves and have faith in each other.’

Specky had played in plenty of football games in his life, but he had never experienced a team so focussed on their coach. Emotion was running high as the Australian team linked their arms over each other’s shoulders and leant forward to hear what Grub had to say.

‘No one thinks we’re capable of competing with these boys today. We’re the underdogs,’ Grub told them. ‘Well, guess what, boys? No one knows you like I do. Let’s go out there and prove them wrong!’

Dicky roared at the top of his lungs, and the team cheered, hugging each other and encouraging one another to defy the odds. For the first time since he had overheard Brother O’Donnell in the library, Specky believed they had a chance at winning – maybe even a chance at taking the series.

Inspired by Grub’s speech, Kevin Kottersley led the boys out on to the ground. They were awed by the size of the crowd and the singing coming from the stands. Specky knew that this game would be something special – an experience he would never forget. He jogged down to the goals with Rick Cosker and, just as they had done in the first Test, they finished their warmup with Rick firing balls at Specky from different angles and distances.

Specky gloved the ball safely and securely, diving in both directions and knocking the ball clear with confidence. The crowd behind the goals, mostly school students, obviously knew how well Specky had played in the first game, and they got stuck into him the entire time.

Specky jogged back and rejoined the team for the national anthem. This time Grub joined them in the line up. Specky scanned the edge of the pitch to find Brother O’Donnell. He was shaking hands with the Irish coach, both of them smiling slyly.

Specky stood with Dicky on one side and Special K on the other, their arms hooked around each other’s shoulders. The ground announcer called for quiet and introduced the playing of the Australian National Anthem. The crowd stood as one and an eerie silence came over the ground, as the music began to play.

‘AUSTRALIANS ALL LET US REJOICE, FOR WE ARE YOUNG AND FREE …’

This time Specky and his team-mates belted out the anthem. No one suffered from the selfconsciousness they had felt in the first Test. Their singing wasn’t really in tune, and not every player was singing in time, but Specky thought it was the most beautiful sound he had ever heard.

He and his team-mates were sending a loudand-clear message to their opponents. They were proud to be representing their country and in their own way they were throwing down the gauntlet to the Irish. Dicky was almost screaming the last few bars of the song and Specky could hear Grub’s raspy voice belting out the last lines.


Specky looked at the Irish team lined up opposite them. There was no taunting coming from them this time, and, for a split second, Specky thought he could detect some uncertainty in the eyes of a few Irish players. The star of the team, Eamon O’Sullivan, was smiling broadly, and as the Aussie song finished, he nodded his head as if to say, ‘That’s more like it!’

The Irish matched the Aussies for passion as they sang their anthem and then the moment of truth finally arrived.

Tommy Finnigan and Brian Paylor were once again perched up in a commentary box, all set to call the action.


[image: image] Is it my imagination, Tommy, or do the Irish team look a lot taller and heavier than they did for the first Test?

No, you would be right in suggesting that, Brian. I went into the Irish rooms before the game and had a chat with Coach McGinnity. He’s had a bit of a premonition about the way the Australian team will line up and has made the appropriate changes. You have to get up early to catch the Irish on the hop, Brian.


I’ve got to say, I’m very surprised that they would change their team at all, Tommy, We have a saying in Australia that you don’t ‘flirt with your form’, and I’d say that changing a winning line-up is fraught with danger.

You worry about the Australians, Brian. I think the Irish boys know what they’re doing … And, here we go, folks. The Australian boys have come together in a tight huddle and they’re only now taking off their tracksuit tops. There’s the bright orange goalkeeper’s top of Aussie sensation Simon Magee …’

HANG ON A SECOND, TOMMY! That’s not Magee! That’s … I’m pretty sure that’s Dicky Atkins wearing the goalkeeper’s shirt. Strewth! What a sensation, here, folks, before we have even started. The Australians have sprung a MASSIVE surprise for the second Test. Grub Gordan’s done it again. He’s a master of the unexpected. Simon Magee, the young superstar from Melbourne, is making his way down to the Australian forward line and will take up his position at full-forward. Oh boy, I love it, Tommy. I bet you didn’t see that coming.


Wait a minute. Is that legal, Brian? Are you allowed to do that? There seems to be some confusion down on the sidelines.

Well, stand by for some more confusion, Tommy, because you’re not going to believe the way the Australians have set up their forward line. Magee is playing full-forward and is surrounded by Morgan, Edwards, Gleeson, Molopoulos, and a young aboriginal lad playing his first game, Jeffy Winsome. That has got to be the smallest forward line that this game has ever seen. And compare that to the Irish defence, Tommy. Every one of them is well over six feet tall. Oh, this is unbelievable. It would appear that the Irish coach has got this horribly wrong. For some reason, he’s planned for a team of giants in the Australian forward line and he now finds them matched up with five rovers and, in the biggest shock of all, with Simon Magee, the boy everyone in the stadium thought was going to play as goalkeeper. Oh boy … I think that’s round one to the Aussies.



Specky found himself matched up against a giant of a kid by the name of Damien Kelly. Straightaway Specky realised that while he could never match Damien in the strength department, he’d be much quicker and far more agile. Specky saw that Skull, Brian, Bear, Spiro and Jeffy were in exactly the same boat – they were up against big fellas they could exploit beautifully.

There was absolute chaos in the Irish camp. Specky saw Grub sitting on the bench with the Australian interchange players. He was obviously enjoying the show immensely. Specky looked towards the end of the bench where Brother O’Donnell sat with his head in his hands.

The Aussie players were raring to go even before the ball was bounced, and their big, lumbering opponents were struggling to keep up with them.

Lurch won the first tap out and the ball was grabbed by Special K. He saw Specky break to the wing and dribbled the ball along the ground in front of him. Specky swiftly gathered it up and turned towards goal. Damien Kelly ran at him, but Specky danced around him with ease, handballing quickly to Spiro, who in turn flicked it over to Brian. The big Irish defenders were powerless to stop the Aussie’s high-speed offence.

On the run, Specky received a handball back from Brian. He put his head down and flew towards the net. The crowd were on their feet.

Specky bounced the ball once and closed quickly on the goals. The Irish goalie came at him quickly, then stopped abruptly, aware that Specky might lob one over his head as he had done in the first Test.

But this time, Specky caught sight of Jeffy flying towards the outer post. Specky softly handballed the ball into the space that Jeffy was heading for, and without breaking stride, Jeffy volleyed the ball in mid-air and it cannoned into the back of the net for a six-point goal.

The crowd groaned as one. It had taken less than thirty seconds for the Aussies to score.


[image: image]Did you see that? Did you see that? Not even a minute into the game and the Australian team has put the fear of God into their opponents. This series is alive, people! Grub Gordan is a genius and, just maybe, on the back of Simon Magee, that eighteen-point margin from the first Test might be gone by half-time.



Specky felt like he was flying. Playing in goals had been a novelty, but now he was running freely again he knew that this was where he belonged – out in the middle of the action where he could involve himself in so much more of the game.

The Irish team was in complete disarray. On the advice of Brother O’Donnell, they had left out three of their smallest, quickest players and replaced them with big slow defenders. Their coach spent the first half reshuffling his side, trying to cope with the Aussie forward line.

And it was becoming clear that the Irish coach was struggling to find the perfect match up on Specky. He could always turn to their champion, Eamon O’Sullivan, to do the job, but if he moved O’Sullivan on Magee that would leave no one up forward. The Irish’s team’s main style of play was based on an attacking game, not a defensive one. So no matter the score, they couldn’t risk moving their number one gun on Specky – not yet.

Specky knew he was reading the ball beautifully and it felt as though Skull, Brian, and Jeffy could read his mind. They were always where he needed them to be, exactly when he needed them to be there.


With two minutes to go in the first half, the Aussies led by fourteen points – just four points behind on aggregate.

In the commentary box, Tommy Finnigan had gone quiet, leaving Brian Paylor to do much of the commentary.


[image: image]Magee has been quite magnificent, folks. He’s kicked three goals and set up two six-pointers for Winsome. What a player he is! The ball is back in the middle, and won by O’Sullivan, who is doing his best to keep the Irish in it. He kicks to half-forward where it’s gathered by Sweeney. Sweeney swings around and sends a magnificent ball towards the goal line. Atkins has done a great job in goal for the Aussies and it looks as if he’s got this one covered … But, no, look out, the Irish captain, Kavanagh, is flying towards goal as well … Atkins leaves his goal line and charges towards the ball … Kavanagh keeps coming … Atkins … Kavanagh … Atkins … Kavanagh … OH MY LORD! What a collision! That, folks, has rocked Pearse Stadium to its very foundations.


The ball has spilled free, while both players appear to be knocked out cold. O’SULLIVAN! O’Sullivan has kicked it into the back of the net. What a smashing player he is! For all the efforts of the Aussies, they lead by just eight points, giving the Irish an overall lead of ten.

But, Tommy, neither boy has moved … There goes the siren for half-time. Let’s hope they’re both okay.



[image: image]

‘I’m fine, Grub, don’t even think about taking me off.’

Much of the half-time break was spent debating the fitness of Dicky, who, apart from the fact that he could barely see out of one eye, was also struggling to move freely because of a massive corkie in his right thigh.

‘I don’t need to run much in goals and I can still see out of me other eye,’ he said, grimacing.

Specky admired his friend’s courage, but he was worried for him too. There was absolute silence in the rooms as all eyes were fixed on Grub and Dicky.

‘Son, what you did just before half-time was as gutsy an act on the football field as I’ve ever seen,’ said Grub, his hand on Dicky’s shoulder. ‘You never once took your eyes off the ball – you summed up everything that’s great about this game. So, I’m going to ask you only once, and whatever answer you give me, I’m going to accept: Are you fit enough to go out there and take your place in this side without compromising our game?’

Dicky gathered himself, threw his shoulders back, and stood tall. ‘Grub, there is nothing in this world right now that means more to me,’ he said. ‘Please give me this chance and I swear that I won’t let you or the team down.’

‘That’s good enough for me, son,’ Grub said.

When Specky took his position at full-forward, he immediately noticed changes in the Irish defence. Gone were the big slow players they were up against in the first half. They had all been replaced by much smaller, quicker defenders.

Damien Kelly, Specky’s original opponent, was nowhere to be seen, and he now found himself matched up on an opponent named Fergus O’Doherty, a wiry blond defender from Northern Ireland. Fergus had a no-nonsense reputation as one of the best young ‘stoppers’ in the country.


The second half got underway and Specky was aware of a stark difference in their opponents’ style of play. The Irish slowed the speed of the match right down, and using their magnificent kicking skills, maintained possession at every opportunity by kicking the ball short and wide.

Specky ran harder than he ever had, but each time he went to contest the ball, it was transferred to the other side of the ground by way of a chain of short, precise kicks. Eamon O’Sullivan was dominating the play and the entire tempo of the match.


[image: image]‘Here we go, Brian. The Australians might have clawed their way back into contention, but the Irish boys have learnt their lesson and are running down the clock. The Aussies currently lead by ten points, but that will only be enough to win the game. They need to win by at least nineteen to take the series.

True, Tommy, but it would be a hollow victory if the Irish won the series by playing it safe. I would have thought they’d back themselves and try for a clean sweep.




Specky could feel the series slipping away. He was still winning the ball, despite the tough personal contest he was now having against O’Doherty – and it didn’t help that Eamon O’Sullivan was beginning to drop back and double-team at every opportunity – each time denying Specky the chance to score.

As Rick Cosker ran past Specky, after delivering a message to Skull, Specky yelled out, ‘Hey, Rick! Ask Grub if I can have a run in the middle. Let me go head to head with O’Sullivan. At least then it will be one on one.’

Rick sprinted back to the bench, had a quick word with Grub, and bolted back out to Specky.

‘Grub said go for it, Speck,’ he puffed. ‘Come on, mate. Let’s make something happen.’

Specky jogged to the middle of the ground and swapped positions with Special K. Fergus O’Doherty nervously moved to the midfield with Specky. Specky grinned. He could tell immediately that his opponent was out of his comfort zone and very unsure of himself.

Michael Bayless took a great mark at half-back and Specky seized the opportunity. He sprinted to the wing, while Special K headed towards goal. Eamon O’Sullivan and Fergus O’Doherty exchanged confused looks, unsure which of the two boys to man-up on.

Brian Paylor picked up the commentary:


[image: image]Magee has finally found some space at centre wing and picks up the ball. He heads to goal. This is the first attacking move for the Australians for some time and it’s no great surprise that it comes from Magee.



Specky took a bounce and then looked up the ground to assess his options. Both O’Sullivan and O’Doherty had made the mistake of going after Specky, which left Special K streaming into the forward line on his own.

Paylor continued, his voice rising in excitement.


[image: image]Magee is flying, with O’Sullivan doing his best to run him down. Magee’s slowing down … O’Sullivan’s going to get him …



Specky could sense Eamon O’Sullivan breathing down his neck, but he knew exactly what he was doing. He headed towards the corner of the pitch and just as Eamon was about to get a hand on him, he stopped dead in his tracks and turned his shoulders slightly.

Caught completely unaware, Eamon could only put out an arm as he went flying helplessly past.


[image: image]Oh boy, what a move from Magee. O’Sullivan’s out of the picture, as Magee now looks inboard to a crowded forward line. There’s just no space for the Australian forwards to move …



Specky saw Special K free and moving to the back of the net. He looked through the sea of players positioned in the front of the Australian goal and saw the most narrow of gaps opening up. He dropped the ball on to his boot and smashed it with all of his might, hoping that the practise he had been doing with the round ball would pay off.

It was good! The resulting kick sizzled through the air, barely a metre off the ground. It flew like a missile, dissecting at least a dozen players who were powerless to stop it – such was the power and timing of the kick.


The ball hit Special K right on the chest, nearly knocking him over, but he quickly recovered and hammered it into the back of the net.

Specky sprinted over to Special K and jumped on him.

‘Yes! You bloody bewdy!’ Specky cried, hugging him, as his other team-mates rushed in to celebrate.

‘Look who’s talking! That was a friggin’ awesome pass, mate!’ Special K yelled, grinning wildly. ‘We’ve gone sixteen points up! We’re trailing the Irish by only two points over all.’

‘We can do it,’ said Specky. ‘I think we can win this!’

They had five minutes to go to get the three extra points needed to secure the series. Specky disentangled himself from his team-mates and ran back to the centre just in time for the umpire to throw the ball in the air. Lurch palmed it beautifully to Specky who, just as he was about to grab the ball, was knocked slightly off balance by a bump from Eamon O’Sullivan. Eamon whipped the ball away from him in a brilliant display of skill and timing.

Specky regained his balance just in time to see Eamon streaming towards the goal. He chipped the ball no more than a metre sideways to Ryan Foley, who gathered it cleanly, sidestepped a despairing Spiro, and then handballed it back to Eamon.

The pass was not a good one, however, and it dribbled along the ground in front of Eamon – who continued to chase it at unbelievable speed. It was still looking dangerous for the Aussies.

Specky was racing towards the action at goal, but in the meantime Dicky had to make a splitsecond decision. He charged off his line, a fearsome sight with his right eye now completely closed and a massive bandage wrapped around his badly injured thigh.

The crowd was once again on their feet, shouting and screaming as loud as they could.

And no one was louder than Tommy Finnigan in the commentary box:


[image: image] THIS IS IT! The Irish wonder boy sizes up the situation and steadies himself. He’s going to kick it off the ground and … LOOK OUT! Atkins throws himself onto the flying boot of O’Sullivan … OHHHHHH! What’s happened? I can’t see the ball …




The crowd inhaled as one as a tangle of players fell over each other in a mad and frantic scramble inside the Irish penalty box.


[image: image] I CAN’T SEE THE BALL, BRIAN! WHAT’S HAPPENED? IS IT A GOAL? IS IT A GOAL TO IRELAND?’



Specky stood at the edge of the chaos, with players jumping around everywhere. A large pack had formed right on the Irish goal line. He couldn’t tell whether or not the ball had crossed the line.

And then, like in a scene from a movie, Dicky emerged from under the scrimmage, blood streaming from his nose, one eye swollen shut, barely able to walk. And, protecting it as if his life depended on it, he had the ball squeezed tightly to his chest.


[image: image] Atkins has saved it! Atkins has saved it! He can’t see! He can’t run! His nose is splattered all over his face, but he has stopped the goal!




Specky was the first to move. Time was running out, and in the confusion all the players had moved far from their positions. ‘Dicky!’ he yelled.

Dicky, barely able to lift his foot, raised one more mighty effort and booted the ball along the ground in the general direction of Specky’s voice.

Sean Kavanagh had noticed Specky’s lead towards the ball and was closing in on him at a ferocious pace. Rather than bend down and pick up the ball, Specky dribbled it out in front of him and took off after it. He quickly put a couple of metres between himself and Kavanagh, but continued, soccer-style, to play the ball along the ground as he streamed forward.


[image: image] Magee’s out on his own, and he’s flying down the wing. Now he bends and picks it up and runs to half forward. O’Doherty comes at him and … Magee lobs the ball over his head, steps around him and gathers the ball. What a play! Time’s running out. Magee takes another bounce. He’s starting to tire. He has to take a shot …’



Specky’s lungs were burning and his legs could not carry him any further. He was still forty metres from goal, but he had to take his chances. He slowed slightly, settled, and dropped the ball on to his boot.

Brian Paylor could barely get the words out.


[image: image] Magee’s taking the shot! He’s taking responsibility for the entire result. He kicks it … It looks good off the boot … NO, NO! It’s not going to make the distance.



Specky watched in horror as the ball dipped violently and plummeted towards the ground.


[image: image] HANG ON, IT’S A MARK! I’m not sure who it is. I can’t quite make it out at the moment, but … it looks like Morgan. It is! Lenny Morgan has taken a mark twelve metres out from goal, directly in front. And there are only forty or so seconds left on the clock.



Specky couldn’t believe it. Skull had come from nowhere and marked the ball on his chest. The noise in the stadium was unlike anything he had ever heard. He knew, however, that this kick was no certainty. If it had been with an Australian Rules football, then it would have been all over – Skull would never miss. But with this round ball it was a completely different proposition. They’d struggled to convert with even the simplest of chances. Specky jogged over to Skull.

‘Mate,’ said Specky, stepping up alongside him. ‘Just do your best. We’re with you all the way. And if you can slot this through, I might even do an Irish victory dance for ya.’

Skull kept his head down for another few seconds and Specky hoped that the pressure wasn’t too much for him.

‘Speck,’ Skull said, looking up with a cheeky grin. ‘I wouldn’t want to miss that! Besides the Skullanator was born for these moments.’

And then, without hesitation, and with the crowd chanting so loudly that Specky thought all of Ireland might hear them, Lenny ‘Skull’ Morgan smashed the ball right through the middle of the uprights, giving victory to Australia, and awarding them a series win by one point.

Specky fell to his knees and shot his fists to the sky.

‘Yes! Yes!’ he cried, overcome by exhilaration and relief.


Specky looked up to see the wild scenes of jubilation in the Australian camp – Grub and Bobby were going nuts on the sidelines, and his teammates were jumping on each other, hugging and shouting excitedly, ‘AUSSIE! AUSSIE! AUSSIE’ – and among it all, a gutted-looking Brother O’Donnell hurriedly disappeared in to the crowd.

Specky beamed, his eyes now uncontrollably tearing up with joy.

If this is what it feels like to win for your country, then I never want it to end! he thought. Never!





22. cya!

There were lively scenes at Dublin airport as Specky prepared to fly home. He was still on a high from the win, but it was sad to be saying his farewells. The entire O’Leary family had taken the day off work and school to say goodbye.

‘Give me a big hug!’ gushed Mrs O’Leary, embracing Specky tightly. The twins were run-ning around the terminal and giggling, but they raced in to hug him too.

‘Ma! Let him go,’ said Michael, rolling his eyes. ‘Don’t suffocate him!’

‘So, I’ll see you in Australia,’ said Patrick, when their mum had finally stopped hugging Specky. ‘My dad’s still not keen on the idea, but seeing you play the other day has made him pretty keen on AFL. He’s been watching Collingwood games on the internet ever since.’

Specky grinned. ‘I’m sure you can talk him around,’ he said. ‘My dad didn’t like any form of footy, at first. They get used to it!’

‘Hey, Simon, can I have your Australian guernsey?’ asked Joseph, arriving from the carpark with Caitlin and Mr O’Leary.

‘Joseph!’ snapped Mrs O’Leary. ‘Just ignore him, Simon.’

‘Sorry, Joseph, but I promised it to my grandfather,’ Specky said. ‘I can give you these, though. They might be a bit big for you.’

Specky reached into his bag, and pulled out his official Australian team shorts and handed them over to Joseph.

‘Awww … cool!’

‘Well, what do you say?’ said Mr O’Leary.

‘Thanks, Simon! Thanks a lot!’

‘Come here, hot stuff. Give us a hug!’ Caitlin said, grinning. ‘If your friend’s not afraid of a bit of public love, then I’m not either.’ Caitlin pointed over at Dicky and Frankie Nolan.

Specky laughed. Dicky and Frankie were laughing and jabbing friendly punches into each other’s arms as if they were now the best of mates.

‘This is from me,’ said Michael, stepping forward and handing Specky a plastic bag.

Specky pulled out a sky-and-navy-blue guernsey. It was the Dublin hurling team’s official strip.

Specky was really touched. ‘Thanks, mate! I was pretty lucky I got to stay with you guys – it’s been unreal.’

‘And good luck deciding whether to go with Manchester,’ said Michael quietly. ‘I’d go for it. I’ve been thinking, though,’ he added, smiling, ‘you were a pretty awesome goalie, but you couldn’t resist going out there and kicking some goals. How would Man U ever keep you in the goal square?’

‘Yeah … I’ve been wondering that myself,’ Specky said.

‘It was an absolute pleasure getting to know you, Simon,’ said Mr O’Leary, moving in to shake Specky’s hand. ‘I will never forget the way you took to our game – and, of course, your little jig.’

‘Me neither,’ shouted Skull, who was standing nearby. ‘Hey! Don’t you owe me a victory dance?’


Skull broke into another mock jig. The team cracked up. Again. But Specky just grinned and to everyone’s surprise sided up to Skull and joined in.

‘I think you might just be picking it up,’ joked Specky, hopping on the spot.

‘You know, it does feel good,’ laughed Skull.

Everyone cheered as Specky and Skull exchanged high-fives. There were no longer any hard feelings between the two.

‘I just got word,’ called Grub, raising his voice over the team’s laughter. ‘And you may all want to listen to this. The head of the Gaelic Athletic Association has informed us that Brother O’Donnell and Coach McGinnity won’t be involved in any official football games in the near future. It’s game over for them, just like I told you –’

‘Um, Grub,’ said Bobby interrupting. ‘Look who’s here.’

Everyone turned to see Ms Malone walking quickly towards them.

‘Maureen?’ stammered Grub. ‘What … what are you doing here?’

‘I’m coming with you,’ she announced, a bit out of breath. ‘If you want me to.’


‘What? What do you mean?’ Grub asked.

‘It’s been wonderful seeing you again and I just can’t let you go without giving it one last try. What did we know in our youth? Nothing! So how about we give it another shot?’

‘Um, but, but …’ Grub stuttered, obviously conscious that everyone was watching him. ‘Oh, who am I bloody kidding? Of course I want to! Come here, you!’

Grub pulled Ms Malone in towards him and kissed her as if he were in a black-and-white Hollywood movie.

As the team teased Grub, and all the adults congratulated the two of them, Specky suddenly remembered that he had another decision to make when he got home … and it wasn’t going to be easy.





23. home

‘Squirt! You awake?’

Specky rolled over. He was still exhausted. When he opened his eyes he could see the sun shining through the window, but it felt like the middle of the night.

‘Simon! Thanks for the perfume.’

‘Huh?’ Specky groaned. Alice was standing by his bed. ‘What?’

It took Specky a minute or so to realise that he was actually back home, back in his bedroom, back in Melbourne.

‘Dad said you got in after midnight last night,’ Alice said, now sitting on the edge of Specky’s bed.

‘Yeah,’ yawned Specky. It must be Sunday morning in Melbourne, he thought.


‘So how was it? Awesome, right? We saw you on the Gaelic football website – we downloaded the highlights.’

Specky sat up still not quite believing he was back home. His time overseas had just flown by.

‘Oh, Alice! I told you not to wake your brother,’ said Mrs Magee, popping her head in to Specky’s room and balancing baby Jack on her hip.

‘I’m sure the chosen one will survive,’ Alice said.

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ said Specky, lifting Jack out of her arms and cuddling him. ‘Danny and Gobba stayed at Robbo’s place last night so I can come round and catch ’em all.’

‘I know you can’t wait to see your friends,’ said Mrs Magee. ‘But at least eat something. I can whip up your favourite brekky – and you can tell me all about your trip. Your father had to go in to the gallery, but Granddad’s waiting downstairs for you.’

‘Ah, the golden child has returned. All hail the golden child,’ Alice said dramatically. ‘I thought it was all too good to last.’

‘Oh, Alice, you do go on,’ said Mrs Magee, shaking her head.

‘Seriously,’ Alice said to Specky. ‘Mum missed you so much, she was starting to be really nice to me. And, well, to tell you the truth, it freaked me out! So I’m glad you’re home.’

Specky grinned – it was great to be surrounded by his real family again.

‘Is that my champion grandson?’ Grandpa Ken’s gruff voice echoed from the kitchen as Specky walked down the stairs. ‘There he is!’ he beamed, as Specky walked through the doorway.

Specky hugged his grandfather. I’ve got something for you,’ he said, pulling his Australian guernsey from behind his back. It had been signed by all his team-mates. ‘Told ya – it’s yours,’ said Specky handing it to his grandfather.

‘You’re a legend, kid, you truly are,’ said Grandpa Ken, tearing up and hugging Specky again. ‘So tell me … tell me all about this Irish adventure of yours.’

[image: image]

Just as Specky was shovelling the last pancake into his mouth and telling his mum and his grandpa about the scene at Dublin airport, his phone beeped. It was a text from Tiger Girl. It read:



Welcome back, Speck! They just posted your second

Test online. Awesome game. But don’t get a big head

now – not a good look! Especially with those pixie

ears of yours. [image: image]

I’ll call you later when you’ve settled back in. TG x



Specky smiled. Trust Tiger Girl to bring me back down to earth, he thought.

Specky shoved his phone back into his pocket.

‘Go one, get a move on,’ said Specky’s mum. ‘I can tell that you’re dying to see your friends. You can go through the rest later.’

Specky jumped up and practically ran to Robbo’s house. Just as he rounded the corner, a car pulled up at the curb and beeped. He turned back to see Christina hopping out.

‘Welcome home,’ she squealed, running over to hug him excitedly.

‘Um, thanks,’ grinned Specky, confused and a bit nervous. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘We just stopped at your house and your mum told us you were here. Hey, this is for you …’

Christina handed Specky a parcel. Inside the wrapping was a new Sherrin.

‘It’s a welcome-home gift,’ said Christina, smiling. ‘I didn’t want you to forget what a real football looked like. And, as promised, here’s this as well …’ She handed him the piece of paper covered with AFL autographs.

‘Woah, this is amazing,’ said Specky, overwhelmed. ‘Um, is your dad okay, just sitting there?’ Specky waved at Mr Perry in the car.

‘Yeah, he’s fine …’ shrugged Christina. ‘So … I’ve really missed you, Speck, and well …’

‘Woo-hoo! It’s the Speckster!’

Specky swung around to see Robbo, Danny and Gobba rushing towards him. Before he knew it, they had all jumped on him, tumbling into a pile on the lawn.

‘Get off me!’ Specky laughed.

‘Speck’s back!’ cried Danny.

‘You superstar!’ yelled Robbo.

‘And what a joyous occasion this is turning out to be, folks …’ announced Gobba, in his best Denis Cometti voice. ‘The great Magee is back. Back where he belongs … back in Oz, back in Melbourne, back with his mates. But what’s this? Has our champion of champions shown up with his lady, the one he calls …’

‘Shut up!’ everyone snapped in unison.


‘Fine,’ said Gobba. ‘Just adding a little colour.’

‘What about Manchester?’ said Danny, sounding impatient. ‘What have you decided? Are you going to try out with them next year or what? You’ve got to decide by next Monday and you promised you’d tell us first.’

‘Look, I dunno, Danny … It’s complicated. I haven’t completely made up my mind.’

‘Sheesh, Speck,’ Danny sighed. ‘You’re worse than Gary Ablett. He took an entire year to tell anyone if he was going to play for the Suns or not. It amazes me that –’

Robbo cupped his hand over Danny’s mouth. ‘Give it a rest, Castellino,’ he said.

‘Hey, sweetie! I’ll be back in about half an hour. Just going to get the paper, okay?’ Mr Perry called out from the car.

‘Okay, Dad!’ said Christina.

‘So, what’s with the footy?’ asked Robbo, grabbing it out of Specky’s hands.

‘I got it for him,’ said Christina, proudly. ‘He’s probably forgotten how to kick it, though,’ she joked. ‘Now that he’s a big Gaelic football star.’

‘Well, let’s find out,’ said Robbo.

They crossed the street to the park opposite Robbo’s house. ‘All right … you two at this end,’ said Robbo to Specky and Christina. ‘Castellino, Gob and me at the other end. And, Christina, go gentle on him – you know how sensitive these celebs can be.’

Specky and his friends booted the Sherrin back and forth. Taking marks and punting the footy back to his friends, Specky finally felt that he was truly home. And he realised that he was happy, very happy.

He handled and speared the footy as if it were an extension of himself. It was as natural as breathing. In some ways, Specky thought, I like this as much as kicking goals in front of a crowd of thousands. This is what it’s all about. This just feels right … And in that moment, he knew that he could never ever give that feeling up – not for all the money or fame in the world. He knew exactly what he was going to tell Manchester United.

‘And Danny kicks a rainmaker, folks,’ cried Gobba. ‘The ball floats high, high, high above Magee and Perry …’

‘It’s mine!’ Christina cried as they both went for the ball. Specky laughed as Christina jumped on his back, going for the mark.


‘You reckon?’ grinned Specky.

The footy dropped firmly into Specky hands and the two stumbled and fell to the ground, with Christina landing on top of Specky.

‘Nice mark, Magee,’ Christina said.

‘Yeah, well they don’t call me Specky for nothing,’ Specky replied, as they untangled themselves and sat up.

‘So did you think about what I told you to think about … you know, about us?’ Christina asked as Specky handed her the ball. She kicked it to Robbo and turned back to Specky, reaching out to take his hand.

Specky didn’t know what to say. Christina was gorgeous, she loved footy and her dad was connected with football stars and TV stars … She was the perfect girlfriend. So why didn’t it feel right?

‘So … you and me … What do you say, Speck? You know I deserve an answer.’

‘I’m sorry, Christina,’ Specky said, suddenly. ‘I’ll catch you guys, later!’ he called out to his friends.

‘Specky! Where are you going?’ Christina cried out after him.

But Specky didn’t answer. He sprinted as fast as his legs could take him. He knew what he had to do. It was all so clear to him as he charged down the leafy Camberwell streets. Finally, he paused to catch his breath and banged on the front door of a white house.

Tiger Girl answered the door. ‘Speck! Welcome home! Why are you all out of breath?’

‘There’s something I gotta tell you,’ he said.

‘What? What’s up?’ asked Tiger Girl, looking concerned.

‘Um … I just want to let you know that I like you,’ said Specky. ‘I really, really like you and I’m sorry if I’ve strung you along for the past couple of months. That wasn’t fair on you or Christina, but … um, I think, if you want … we should, you know … seriously go out with each other … That’s if you want.’

Tiger Girl smiled. ‘But what about Christina?’ she asked softly.

‘It just doesn’t feel right,’ Specky said. ‘You and me … um … we feel right.’

Before he could say another thing Tiger Girl stepped forward and gave him a big hug.

As Specky hugged her he sensed that a new, amazing chapter in his life was just beginning. He didn’t know what challenges or rewards it would bring, but he did know one thing for certain – the new footy season was just around the corner and he would definitely be playing Aussie Rules …
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