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G’day, all!

Well, here it is – the latest in the Specky Magee series! This is the sixth book, and after every installment a few people always want to know where Garry and I get our ideas.
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Well, I’m sure that Garry draws on his memories of when he was a young footballer on the path to AFL greatness and also from being the father of three sons. As for me, I turn to my memories of being Specky’s age. In fact, I can remember everything as if it were yesterday. I know that sounds like a cliché, but it’s true – I can even remember the conversations I had with my friends! I also get my ideas from students when I visit schools all around the country. So if you have a good idea for a story, let me know!

In this latest adventure, Specky gets a taste of grassroots footy and life in the bush. As you might already know, Garry and I grew up in the country and went to the same school, and in this story we got the chance to draw on our own lives more than in any of the other books. For that reason alone we’re pretty excited by this one.

But whether you’re from the country or the city we hope that you’ll enjoy reading this as much as we enjoyed writing it. If this is the first time you’ve picked up a Specky Magee novel, then welcome and don’t worry that you haven’t read the others yet – you can always check them out later. If you’re a die-hard Specky fan, then it’s great to have you back.

Cheers!

Felice
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Hey there!

As Felice mentioned, we’re both good country boys, hailing from the magnificent township of Kyabram, and we got to thinking that maybe Specky would be missing out on something if he didn’t get to experience some of the things we did.
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And wouldn’t you know it, Specky and his mates Robbo, Danny and Gobba get to do just that as an opportunity presents itself to head to the bush.

It was a lot of fun for us, thinking back to those carefree days of riding around town on our bikes, doing a bit of camping and throwing a fishing line into the water. And that’s without even mentioning the heart and soul of every country town – the local footy club.

Country football is unique and if you haven’t experienced a Saturday afternoon watching football from the comfort of your car, parked on the boundary line of the local oval, then this story can give you a little insight.

And just quietly, I think it was good for Felice to turn his mind back to life in the country. After all, travelling the world as a high flyer and living in London, as he did, can mess with your mind a bit. Never forget, you’re just a country boy at heart, Felic!

Enjoy

Garry

[image: image34]


[image: image01]

‘Brian! Brian! Wake up!’

Brian Edwards struggled to open his eyes. He read the time on his bedside clock and groaned. He pulled the curtain aside and waved halfheartedly at his smiling coach.

Ernie was leaning out the window of his ute, parked in the driveway. ‘Come on, champ! No time to sleep in,’ he called, and beeped the horn.

‘Get a move on! Ernie’s waiting for you,’ said Brian’s dad, popping his head into the room.

‘Yeah, yeah – I heard,’ said Brian, kicking the covers off his bed. ‘I reckon he’s woken up the whole town and it’s not even seven yet.’

‘Don’t be like that. You said you’d help, and with any luck you’ll get a full team today. I’ll tell him you’re on the way. Your mother’s made brekky for ya.’

Ten minutes later, Brian jumped into the passenger seat of Ernie’s ute, a mug of tea in one hand and an egg on toast in the other.

‘You know you could’ve come in for a coffee, Ern,’ said Mr Edwards, following Brian out.

‘Nah, thanks, Tom. Gotta get a move on. I think we can get a few extra players this week,’ Ernie said, grinning. His ruddy old face squished into a million wrinkles when he smiled.

‘Fair enough. Sorry Brian’s a bit late getting up,’ added Mr Edwards.

‘Yeah, sorry,’ mumbled Brian through a mouthful of breakfast.

‘We got in around midnight last night after his State training in Melbourne. All that travelling’s starting to knock us about a bit. But that’s gonna ease up from now on.’

‘You don’t have to apologise for that, Tom. You know how I feel about young Brian here making the State team. Just as long as he doesn’t forget us when he makes the AFL,’ said Ernie, ruffling Brian’s hair. ‘That’s why I’m taking him along with me this morning. Maybe he can inspire some fellas to turn up today. I hear there’s a new family on the Jacobsons’ property. I’d like to pop in and say hello. They moved in a couple of days ago.’

‘That’s a first!’ snorted Brian’s dad. ‘People leave Rivergum these days, they don’t move here.’

‘I don’t know why not. It’s the best little town in Australia,’ said Ernie, looking downcast, but then he grinned again and started the ute. ‘I’ve heard the new people have a couple of teenagers – Mitch and Charlie. Maybe we can rope them into playing.’

‘Good luck, then,’ said Mr Edwards, waving.

Ernie and Brian drove down the street and turned left onto the road out of town. Brian glanced out the window at the landscape he had seen almost every day of his life – a blur of dusty, majestic gum trees and the mighty Murray River rolling by. He knew that Ernie would be thinking about the game later in the day. Not once for the last two seasons had the Rivergum footy club been able to raise a full eighteen-man squad.

When Ernie passed the sign that read Mildura 42km and Melbourne 543km, he slowed right down and took a hard right down a dirt road toward the Jacobsons’ old property.

‘So, how’s it all going for ya, lad?’ he asked Brian, without taking his eyes off the potholes in the road. ‘How’s your city mate going? That Specky kid?’

‘Yeah, good. He’s good,’ said Brian.

‘And you’re ready for the move down there? You know, going to a new school and all that.’

‘Yeah, I think so. It’ll be a bit weird leaving Clifford High and all my mates, but it’ll be worth it to play for the state.’

‘That’s the way,’ exclaimed Ernie. ‘Go for your dream, mate. Just remember to come back every weekend to play for us.’

Brian smiled. ‘There’s no way I’d miss out on playing for the Redfins.’

When they reached the house, the new owners, Mr and Mrs Clarke, invited them in for a cuppa.

‘It’s Mr Hegarty, right?’ said Mr Clarke, motioning for Brian and Ernie to sit down at the kitchen table.

‘Call me Ernie, mate – everyone else does. I just wanted to welcome you and your family to the district. My wife, Lizzie, and I own the Commercial – by far the best pub in town.’

‘How many pubs are there in Rivergum?’ asked Mrs Clarke.

‘Only the one – that’s why it’s the best,’ joked Ernie.

Brian smiled. He liked Ernie’s dry sense of humour, and the Clarkes seemed pleased to have met someone new from the area. He sipped his tea and listened to Ernie hold court.

‘I’m not just the publican, though, I’m also the president, the coach and sometimes a player for the mighty Rivergum Redfins.’

‘You still play?’ asked Mr Clarke, surprised to hear that someone of Ernie’s vintage still pulled on the boots.

‘Yep. I turn sixty next month, but that won’t stop me. In fact, at the club we don’t discriminate on the basis of age.’

Brian wanted to say, ‘As long as you have two arms, two legs and a pulse, you’re perfect for the team.’ But he kept quiet.

‘Most players are aged from thirty to sixty, and sometimes we even have a few young fellas in their teens, like our young champ here,’ Ernie said, proudly slapping Brian on the back and causing him to splash some of his tea on the table.

‘Isn’t that dangerous? Boys playing against grown men?’ said Mrs Clarke as she grabbed a sponge from the sink to wipe up the tea.

‘Well, not everyone is up to it and we’d always talk to the parents first. And the young bloke would need to be pretty confident in his own ability, otherwise we wouldn’t even think about putting him out there.’

Ernie had that faraway look that he always got when he spoke about his beloved Rivergum Football Club. ‘I love me footy, but it’s not worth risking a young bloke’s health or career over,’ he said. ‘We do breed ’em tough out here in the bush, though. Young Brian is in the Victorian State team. He’s destined to make the AFL one day. His older brother, James, was good, too – he almost made it to the big league, but gave it up at the last minute to head up a fishing company in Adelaide. Brian’s old man, Tom, sometimes plays as well, when his back isn’t giving him trouble. He runs a houseboat business on the river, and his wife, Anne, is a teacher at Rivergum Primary. I’m sure you’ll meet them all soon.’

Brian wriggled in his seat, listening to Ernie ramble on about his family. Eventually, the conversation got back to football.

Ernie told the Clarkes how little country towns like Rivergum struggled to keep their sporting clubs alive. Once the young people finished school they often moved to the larger towns or big cities instead of hanging around to take over their parents’ farms or businesses.

‘And don’t get me started on insurance premiums,’ grumbled Ernie. ‘You can’t blame the kids for trying to make a better go of it somewhere else, but, by gee, it’s tough when you’ve also got insurance and umpire fees to contend with. They’re killing small clubs like ours. On a good day, we might get sixteen players, on a bad day fourteen, on a really bad day, we forfeit.’

Brian knew that in the hundred-year history of Rivergum Football Club, they had only won the flag seven times – six times in the early nineteen hundreds when paddle steamers worked the great Murray and sixteen thousand people lived in the town. Today Rivergum was just a small, almost forgotten community of about eight hundred people, and the last time the Redfins had won the premiership was twenty years ago. Ernie had coached and captained Rivergum’s best team ever to victory.

‘Couldn’t you recruit some men from Mildura or some of the other towns in the district?’ asked Mr Clarke sympathetically.

Brian decided he should say something – Ernie looked a bit depressed.

‘Um, we would if we could, Mr Clarke,’ he said. ‘But most of them play with the teams we play against. And players in the bigger teams get paid as well.’

‘Well, what if you merge with another club?’ Mrs Clarke said.

Brian turned to see Ernie’s face drop even more. ‘I couldn’t do that to the town,’ he said sadly. ‘The soul of Rivergum would be gone forever.’

‘Well, if money’s the problem I suppose we could help.’

‘No, mate, no! I don’t want your money – save it for the fundraising market day,’ Ernie said. ‘I need players. I want you and maybe Mitch and Charlie to play for Rivergum – starting today if you can.’

‘What? Our kids?’ said the Clarkes in unison.

‘Don’t you have two teenagers?’ asked Ernie, looking confused at their reaction.

‘Yes, of course, but I’m not sure if our kids –’ started Mr Clarke.

‘It doesn’t matter if they can’t play. I just want them standing on the ground. We need the numbers,’ pleaded Ernie.

‘It’s not that,’ said Mrs Clarke, laughing and walking away to stick her head into an adjacent room and wave her kids to join them.

‘Mitch and Charlie, I’d like you to meet Brian and Mr Hegarty,’ said Mrs Clarke. And two teenage girls shuffled into the kitchen.

‘These are our kids. Our girls,’ said Mr Clarke. ‘I don’t think they’ll be allowed on the team.’

∗∗∗

For the next couple of hours, Ernie and Brian drove from farm to farm trying to recruit whoever they could to play that day. Mr Clarke had agreed to come and watch and see if he wanted to play next week, but other than that it turned out to be a bad day. They could only muster ten players and the poor old Rivergum Redfins had to forfeit another Saturday game.

The only bright moment in the day came when Brian’s mother got a phone call.

‘Who was that?’ asked Brian.

‘It was the Magees in Melbourne. They said they’d be more than happy to take you in as their boarder for the next month or so – at least until we find a permanent place for you. Simon’s looking forward to seeing you in a couple of days.’
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‘So, he moves in after school and starts here tomorrow.’

It was the first day of term three at Booyong High and Simon Magee was surrounded by his friends at morning recess, telling them all about Brian Edwards.

‘Are his folks gonna move down, too?’ asked Josh Roberts. Standing at six foot, he towered above everyone else.

‘I dunno, Robbo. Maybe. He’s pretty serious about his football,’ said Simon, who everyone called ‘Specky’ because of his ‘spec-tacular’ marking ability in Aussie Rules. ‘He’s a gun.’

‘Just like you, huh?’ said Danny Castellino, the rover for the Booyong Lions. ‘Who’s a better player, do ya reckon? You or him?’

‘It doesn’t matter who’s better if they’re both legends,’ said a voice from behind Specky.

It was Johnny Cockatoo. He knew what it was like to be the new kid – having only moved to Melbourne from the Northern Territory at the start of the year.

Johnny was proud of his Indigenous heritage and he knew everything there was to know about every Aboriginal player in the AFL and all about his AFL team, the Kangaroos.

‘The Lions are gonna be strong as,’ he added enthusiastically. ‘With Brian playing for us, we’ll –’

‘Hang on!’ said Specky, cutting Johnny off. ‘He’s eligible to play for us because it’s a school comp, but he’s gonna go home on the weekends and play for his town. He plays in the seniors’ side.’

‘No way! Seniors?’ said Danny.

Specky explained that in country football players often made their senior debut at a young age. Playing out of their age group was something that country kids had to get used to from the moment they played their first competitive game of football.

Brian had once told Specky that it basically came down to numbers. The youngest under-age team Brian could play for was the Rivergum Yabbies – an Under Thirteen team. Specky had been able to play in the local competition in teams made up of kids his own age. In the cities there were teams for ‘tackers’, for Under Sevens, Under Nines and so on until players were old enough to play for their schools.

‘Mate, there were barely enough kids in my town to fill one side, let alone four or five,’ Specky remembered Brian saying, matter-of-factly. ‘When I was six years old, I started whinging to Mum and Dad that I wanted to play for the Yabbies, but they said I was too small. I used to have to run the boundary, and I only did that ’cause I was hoping they would be so short of numbers one day they would need me to play. And that’s exactly what happened. I made my debut at seven and in a hundred and twenty-one days for the Rivergum Yabbies, I never ran the boundary again.’

Specky told his friends about Brian’s town of Rivergum and the problems his footy club had trying to fill a side. Aside from Johnny, who knew all about the challenges of playing footy in the bush, the boys just shrugged. Talking about the country was like talking about another planet to them.

‘What’s up? We gonna have a kick?’

Joining the group were more of Specky’s classmates: Paul ‘Smashing Sols’ Solomon, the hardest hitting tackler in the Booyong Lions; Sanjay ‘the Bullet’ Sharma, originally from India, who could run like Chris Judd and never seemed to get tired; and Ben Higgins, simply known as ‘Gobba’ because of his big mouth, who dreamed of a full-time career as a sports commentator and given half a chance would commentate on anything and anyone.

‘So, what’s happening? What are you guys talking about?’ Gobba asked. ‘Is it about me and how I’ve had the most awesome holidays ever at the Dennis Cometti School of Young Sports Callers in Perth? ’Cause I did, you know.’

‘We know! You told us like a hundred times this morning and in that last period. So, yeah, that’s what we’re talking about – we’re talking about you, Gob,’ said Robbo sarcastically.

Specky noticed that Gobba looked slightly dejected.

‘No, but it’s great, Gob!’ he said quickly, genuinely impressed. ‘You are the next Dennis Cometti.’

‘Thanks, Speck!’ said Gobba, cracking a smile again.

‘Hey, Magee!’

Specky turned to see Screamer walking toward them.

Like Specky, Derek Johnson had a habit of pulling down amazing marks and that was how he had earned his nickname ‘Screamer’.

‘Hi, guys. Hey, Magee – how’s State training going?’

‘Ah, yeah, it’s all good,’ answered Specky, who was still having trouble getting used to the fact that his one-time enemy was now always so friendly. Since Screamer had followed his dream of becoming a professional musician and reconciled with his overbearing dad last term, he was a totally changed person.

‘That’s cool,’ Screamer said. ‘How’s Grub treating ya?’

‘Yeah, he’s still pretty tough,’ Specky replied, remembering his latest training session with his State coach – a legend in the world of junior footy, Jay ‘Grub’ Gordan.

Specky and Screamer had both made it into the Victorian Under Fifteen squad, but only Specky had been training with the team for the last fortnight. In five weeks’ time he would represent their state in the national carnival in South Australia.

‘Grub was disappointed you dropped out of the team,’ Specky added. ‘But he understood why you did it, I think. So, are you still gonna play for Booyong?’

‘Yeah, of course. I’d never give up playing footy,’ Screamer said. ‘Plus, I gotta give my old man something to look forward to. By the way, I took that piano masterclass – it was amazing! I’ve been asked to do another one in a couple of weeks.’

‘That’s great,’ said Specky, catching Danny and the Bullet pulling faces at each other.

‘Hey, Screamer – you wanna kick?’ said Johnny, tossing him the ball he had tucked under his arm.

‘Yeah! I’ll cop ya all later!’

As Screamer and Johnny headed off, Specky swung around to see Danny shaking his head.

‘What? What’s that for?’ asked Specky.

‘Man, to think that only a few weeks ago he was the toughest dude around. He used to just get you in a headlock or cork ya for no reason. Now, he’s all nice and stuff, and it kinda sucks… I miss the old Screamer.’

‘Man, sometimes you’re so full of it,’ said Robbo, shaking his head. ‘If you’re missing it so much, then…’

Specky laughed. He knew where this was heading. Before Danny could say, ‘Nah, don’t even think about it,’ Robbo had him in a headlock and had dropped him to the ground.

Gobba yelled, ‘Stacks on!’ and suddenly it was on for young and old. Everyone rushed Robbo and Danny and threw themselves on them.

‘Get off me! I can’t breathe,’ cried Danny, underneath the pile. ‘You’re crushing me! Get off, you knob-heads!’

As Specky rough-housed with his mates, Samantha ‘Tiger Girl’ Shepherd was walking toward them across the field, desperately trying to get his attention.

‘Speck!’ she yelled. ‘Specky! I wanna introduce you to someone.’ But Specky and the boys still didn’t notice her.

‘You’re dead!’ yelled the Bullet, emerging from the pack just long enough to get Smashing Sols in a headlock.

Tiger Girl put her fingers in her mouth and whistled. It was so loud and so piercing that a sheep farmer would’ve been proud of it.

The boys suddenly stopped punching and shouting. They looked up at Tiger Girl, their bodies still tangled up like a bag of lolly snakes.

Standing beside her was a new student.

‘Hi,’ choked Specky, shoving Robbo’s arm away from his face and scrambling to stand up.

Robbo, Gobba, the Bullet, Smashing Sols and Danny, whose head was sticking out from the very bottom of the pack, also froze.

She was the most beautiful girl they had ever seen.
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‘This is Monique Lafayette,’ said Tiger Girl as the boys untangled themselves and wobbled back to their feet. ‘She’s here on an exchange program from Geneva in Switzerland. And she’ll be staying with me.’

‘G’day.’

‘Hello.’

‘Hi,’ said the others, their eyes practically popping out of their heads.

‘Tell your mates to stick their tongues back in their mouths and to stop drooling,’ whispered Tiger Girl, leaning in to Specky. ‘It’s embarrassing.’

Specky nudged his elbow into Robbo, who in turn jabbed the others.

‘’Allo. So, you are Seemon? Samantha ’as told me all about you,’ Monique said, flashing a bright pearly smile.

‘Woah, your accent is so cool. It’s like Pepé Le Pew!’ Danny blurted out.

Tiger Girl rolled her eyes.

‘Well, you ’ave a nice accent, too,’ exclaimed Monique, whipping her long sun-bleached hair over her right shoulder.

Specky saw Danny turning bright red.

‘So, are you in Australia for a year?’ asked Specky, trying hard not to look as if he were staring at Monique like his friends were.

‘No, I am only ’ere for a little while. For five weeks,’ replied Monique. ‘It is summer ’olidays in my country now. That is why this is a short exchange.’

‘Well, that’s a shame,’ said Robbo. ‘Um, I’m Robbo.’

‘Robot?’ said Monique.

Smashing Sols and the Bullet snorted and laughed, but when Johnny gestured for them to have a kick with him and Screamer they took off.

‘No, that’s Rob-bo,’ repeated Robbo slowly. ‘But you can call me Josh, if that’s easier.’

‘Josh. That is a very nice name.’ Monique smiled again. ‘And – ’ow do you say? – you are very ’igh… um… ’igh?’

‘Tall!’ croaked Robbo, excitedly. ‘You mean tall? Yes, I’m tall.’

Specky smiled as Robbo’s face lit up. Tiger Girl rolled her eyes again. ‘You guys are pathetic,’ she whispered to Specky.

‘Bonjour,’ said Gobba, stepping forward. ‘Ça va? Je m’appelle Ben. Bienvenue en Australie.’

Specky whipped his head around in shock – as did Robbo, Danny and Tiger Girl.

‘Ah, tu parles français? You speak French?’ beamed Monique, impressed.

‘Yeah, only a little – un peu,’ said Gobba, proudly sticking out his chest. ‘I lived in Canada for a year and learned some French there.’

‘What did you just say?’ interrupted Specky, equally impressed.

‘’e asked me ’ow I was, and ’e welcomed me to Australia,’ said Monique. ‘You speak good French, Ben – très bien!’

Gobba grinned.

‘Okay, that’s enough of this meet-and-greet gush-fest,’ said Tiger Girl, shaking her head. ‘I gotta show Monique around a bit. We’ll catch you later.’

As Tiger Girl dragged Monique away, Specky and his friends stood frozen for a moment, totally gobsmacked.

‘Woah,’ said Specky.

‘Double woah,’ gasped Danny.

‘Triple woah!’ said Gobba.

‘How hot was she? She’s like a supermodel,’ stammered Robbo.

‘Yeah, well, you can keep your eyes off her,’ said Danny, turning to face Specky and the others. ‘’Cause she’s got Castellino’s girlfriend written all over her.’

‘What?’ spluttered the boys simultaneously.

‘She’s gonna be my girlfriend,’ continued Danny. ‘Didn’t you hear how she said she thought my accent was nice? She couldn’t take her eyes off me. Remember, I am the Italian Stallion.’

Specky, Robbo and Gobba burst out laughing.

‘Yeah, right,’ scoffed Robbo. ‘More like the Spaghetti-brained Pony. If she liked anyone, it was definitely me. She liked my name and she said I was tall.’

‘That was her way of politely saying you’re a freak,’ Danny snapped back.

Specky laughed some more.

‘Well, you’re both blind as,’ jumped in Gobba. ‘She totally lost it for me. I’m the one who can speak her language.’

Specky’s friends all started speaking over the top of each other, arguing loudly about who Monique liked best.

As Specky looked on, wondering whether he should leave his mates to it and have a kick with Johnny, Smashing Sols, Screamer and the Bullet, he got a text message.

Specky looked at his phone. The text was from Christina, his girlfriend, who went to a school on the other side of the city. It read:


Speck. I’m gonna come c u at state training 2nite.

I have 2 tell u something.

It’s big news. xox



I wonder what that’s all about, he thought as he put his mobile back in his pocket. Maybe it’s got something to do with Carlton playing on the weekend. Christina was a diehard Blues fan.

‘Well, Speck, who d’ya think Monique really likes?’ asked Danny.

‘And don’t say yourself, ’cause you’re already taken,’ added Robbo, quickly.

‘Look, I don’t think she likes any of us that way,’ shrugged Specky. ‘Seriously, she just met us. She was only being nice. There’s no winner here.’

‘That’s it!’ Gobba clicked his fingers. ‘A contest! The first one of us to get Monique to say who she really likes is the winner.’

‘Nah, let’s make this really interesting,’ said Danny. ‘The first one to kiss her is the winner.’

‘Yeah,’ said Robbo and Gobba in unison.

‘And the winner gets the other two to do their homework for a week,’ added Danny.

Specky shook his head. He wanted to tell his mates to get a grip, but knew it was a waste of energy to argue. They were unstoppable.

‘But any of us could say we kissed her,’ said Robbo.

‘Well, we can get Speck to ask Tiger Girl for confirmation,’ said Danny. ‘Girls always talk to each other about that stuff.’

‘Yeah, good idea.’ Gobba nodded.

‘Don’t get me into this,’ protested Specky, sensing it was all going to lead to trouble.

‘Come on, Speck,’ urged Robbo. ‘You can be like an adjudicator, sort of an umpy.’

‘Come on!’ said Danny and Gobba together.

‘All right, all right,’ said Specky, thinking that there was no way that a girl like Monique was going to kiss any of them anyway. ‘Whatever – I’ll do it.’

‘Yes!’ hissed the boys, slapping high fives.

‘Let the games begin,’ declared Gobba.
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After school, Specky’s dad drove him to State training.

‘I’ll hop out here, Dad,’ said Specky, when he spotted Brian.

He made his way over to where Brian and another State player, Michael Bayless, were standing, talking. ‘So, you got all your stuff?’ he asked.

‘Yeah,’ nodded Brian.

‘We’ve converted the study into your room, so it’s all ready for ya.’

As the three boys jogged out to the centre of the oval to join the rest of their team and their coach, Specky scanned the boundary to see if Christina was there. She wasn’t.

‘Come on! We haven’t got all day,’ growled Grub, gesturing for them to hurry up.

Specky felt the familiar butterflies that were always present when he trained with the Victorian Under Fifteens. This was what he lived for – training and playing alongside the best young footballers in the state.

He loved playing for the Booyong Lions, too, but this was different. While he never let it show at school, he always knew that even if he cruised through training and games he would still be amongst the best players out on the ground.

But when he looked around at his new team-mates, Specky wondered if he was going to be good enough to mix it with the best. For the first time, real doubts crept into his mind. These guys were so much bigger and stronger than any other team he had played with.

He caught the eye of Spiro Molopolous, a talented young ruckman from Orbost. When they had all been getting changed for the first training session, Spiro had sat around wearing nothing but an old-fashioned jockstrap as he got his ankles taped up by the trainers – modesty was not one of his strong points. Specky and his team-mates couldn’t believe that at the age of fourteen he had a hairy chest.

Spiro was tough and gruff, and just looking at him was an intimidating experience for Specky. It had soon become clear, though, that he was one of the unofficial leaders of the side.

‘Rightio, you lot. Let’s get one thing clear,’ said Grub. ‘Just ’cause you’ve made this side that’s no excuse to sit back and think that the hard work is done.’

Grub, although not a tall man, had a massive presence about him.

‘In fact, the hard work is just starting,’ he continued. ‘We’re going to begin with a beep test, to find out how many of you are prepared to push yourselves past the pain barrier. Let’s head inside the basketball stadium over there and get started.’

Specky and Brian followed their team-mates inside to discover the court covered in bright red cones.

‘I’ve heard all about this, Speck,’ said Brian, looking grim. ‘All of the AFL clubs use it as a way of measuring fitness, and it’s supposed to be torture.’

‘Yeah, well, we can only do our best,’ said Specky, sounding less concerned than he really was.

The whistle blew and the test began. The players had to run between two lines of cones, over a thirty-metre distance. Once they got to the end, they turned around and lined up to run back again. Initially the boys found it very easy. The ‘beep’, which came from a portable stereo, was the signal for them to start each run.

As the test continued, the time between the beeps got shorter and shorter, which meant the players had to run faster to ensure that they weren’t eliminated. At the end of each stage, the pace increased.

Specky was making it to the end of the thirty metres fairly comfortably, and was turning around, ready to go with a bit of time to spare, but a couple of the bigger players were struggling.

‘You reckon Dean Cox and Brendon Lade would be dropping out at level ten?’ Grub roared at them. ‘Push yourselves, you blokes!’

The boys did their best, but as the beeps became more frequent they began to drop out. Many of the others collapsed in a state of exhaustion, gasping for breath.

When the stereo announced that they were at level thirteen, Specky thought he was going to pass out. No sooner had he sprinted to the end of the cones, than the beep would sound, sending him sprinting back to where he came from. Before long it was almost continuous sprinting, with no time for recovery.

Brian and Specky were going stride for stride, and Spiro was one of only six players left in the test, which amazed everyone. From the sideline, the rest of the team cheered their support.

‘Hang in there, Speck,’ hissed Brian, in between taking huge gulps of air. ‘Just take one at a time. Don’t think beyond the next sprint.’ Then the beep sounded, sending them on their way again.

Specky wanted to return the encouragement, but he couldn’t talk. He was light-headed, his legs were burning and his chest felt like it was going to explode.

There were now only four players left as they approached level fourteen. Specky knew that anything above that, even at AFL level, was recognised as a good effort.

‘Who’s going to be the weakest one?’ bellowed Grub as the rest of the team urged them on. ‘You all want to stop. I can tell. But how do you know the bloke next to you isn’t feeling worse? One more sprint might finish him off.’

Specky desperately wanted to hang in there. Beside him, Spiro sounded like an eighty-eight-year-old asthmatic – he was wheezing and coughing – but he was still going. And Brian just had this determined look on his face that said he was never giving up.

The other player was Michael Bayless, who didn’t even appear to be trying.

They had two more sprints to go to reach level fourteen. Specky barely made it in time for the second last one, which prompted Grub to yell at him.

‘Magee! You gonna let your country buddy beat you, are ya?’ he said. ‘Not to mention that big, bumbling lug-head, Molopolous.’

Spiro grinned, and ran harder, looking more determined after Grub’s insult.

Specky closed his eyes and called on all of the energy left in his body. He was running on memory now. Ten metres from the line, his legs started to wobble and Brian, Spiro and Michael pushed past him.

Three metres left to go.

I’m gonna make it to level fourteen, Specky thought.

But just as he was about to put his foot down on the line, the dreaded beep echoed across the stadium.

‘You’re out, Magee!’ shouted Grub.

Specky slumped to the sideline as the remaining three players belted back down the track with the rest of the team now screaming their encouragement.

As Specky slouched over on his hands and knees, desperate to regain his breath, two electrolyte drinks were pushed in front of him by one of his team-mates. Specky suddenly vomited on the beautifully polished basketball court and one of the trainers rushed to his aid as he dry-retched.

Two sprints later, Spiro collapsed alongside him – also out of the contest.

Brian and Michael were able to push on for a further three sprints before Brian was eliminated. Michael continued to glide between the two cones until he eventually fell short of level fifteen.

Grub called his players in. Specky struggled even to walk.

‘Well, now you have some idea of how hard you can push yourself,’ said Grub, staring intensely into each of the player’s faces in turn. ‘I reckon some of you gave in too easily, and I want you to go away and ask yourself the question – did I squeeze every last bit of energy out of myself?’

Grub paused before going on.

‘If the answer is no, then do something about it. Bayless, you did yourself proud. Edwards, well done. Molopolous, everyone should look at you and learn something from your effort. Spiro Molopolous refused to give in. He may not look like an athlete, but he’s mentally tough, and that’s what we love to see. The rest of you have got work to do. Now get your boots on and let’s do some ball work.’

Specky walked slowly over to the oval. He was still breathing heavily, but feeling better than he had a few minutes ago. He had given his all in the beep test and he was disappointed that Grub hadn’t mentioned him.

‘Not a bad warm up, hey, Speck?’ said Michael, as he jogged past and gave him a good-natured bump on the way. ‘The old guts must be feeling a bit empty after you left your lunch on the basketball court.’

Michael bolted off onto the oval as if he had just got out of bed.

Specky shook his head in disbelief and he completed the ball work that followed in a state of total exhaustion. It was all he could do to complete the basic skills of marking, handballing and kicking.
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When Grub finally blew the whistle and called a halt to the session, almost all Specky’s State team-mates let out a collective sigh of relief – all except Michael Bayless.

‘That dude’s not human,’ whispered Specky to Brian as they hobbled toward the change rooms.

Michael was running around amongst the players asking if anyone wanted to do some extra tackling practice.

‘I think you might be right,’ mumbled Brian, who was also feeling the effects of the session.

‘Yeah, definitely not human,’ Specky repeated as he slumped onto the rub-down table, wondering again if he was really capable of making it into the big league.

∗∗∗

Specky couldn’t remember the last time he’d had such a tough workout. His body felt like jelly, and his sore muscles screamed with every step he took. As he shuffled gingerly out of the change rooms, he looked up to see Christina waiting for him.

‘Hi,’ said Specky, finding it painful even to smile.

‘Hi,’ replied Christina, giving him a hug that hurt every muscle in his arms and chest.

‘Did you just get here? I thought you were going to come and watch me train and…’

Specky stopped. He had seen Christina’s eyes fill up with tears.

‘Hey, what’s wrong?’ Specky asked softly. ‘Has it got something to do with the text you sent me today? The big news?’

Christina nodded. She dropped her head onto Specky’s shoulder and began to cry. Specky put his arms around her to comfort her.

‘Woohoo! Magee – the love machine!’

‘Nice one, Magee!’ yelled some of the other boys streaming out of the change rooms.

Specky ignored them as Christina continued to sniffle.

‘Hey… um… I’ll be over with your old man,’ said Brian, walking by.

Specky nodded. He noticed Christina’s father and mother were waiting patiently in their car for her. They waved. Specky waved back.

‘Why are both your folks here? Has someone in your family died?’

Christina raised her head and wiped away her tears with the back of her sleeve.

‘No, no one’s died,’ she sniffed. ‘It’s just that we’re leaving.’

‘Leaving?’ Specky asked, confused. ‘Where are you going? On a holiday?’

‘No, we’re leaving Melbourne,’ said Christina, biting her bottom lip. ‘Dad was offered a job in Sydney last Friday. We’ve been packing all weekend and we’re leaving now, for good. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know how.’ Christina started to sob again. ‘I wish we weren’t going. I don’t want to say goodbye to you, Speck.’

She hugged Specky again. He was lost for words. Suddenly the aches he felt from training weren’t half as painful as the pain he was feeling inside.
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On the ride home from training, Specky stared out the back-seat window, stunned by Christina’s sudden departure.

While Mr Magee kept Brian busy up front with small talk about his art gallery, Specky replayed in his head what had just happened.

Although he and Christina comforted each other by promising that they were still a couple – that they’d email as often as they could, and see each other during the holidays – he knew deep down it would never be quite the same.

For a moment, Specky wondered if Christina knew it too, as he pictured her and her parents travelling up the Hume Highway toward the harbour city.

∗∗∗

‘So, here’s your pad. Hope you don’t mind the cot in the corner of the room. Mum and Dad are gonna turn it into the baby’s room when you’re gone,’ said Specky, showing Brian his room.

‘This is great,’ said Brian, dropping his suitcase on the floor. ‘So, when’s your Mum due?’

‘In about six weeks. Now, there’s one thing you should know,’ Specky added. ‘Alice hogs the bathroom. So try to wake up early or you’ll never get in there.’

‘I heard that,’ came a piercing voice from the hallway.

Specky’s older sister, Alice, appeared at the door.

‘Hi, Brian. Welcome to our crazy house,’ she said, folding her arms and leaning against the door. ‘I wouldn’t listen to a word my brother says. He’s full of it. We have another toilet downstairs.’

‘I’m talking about having a shower, you drop-kick,’ said Specky. ‘No wonder we have a water shortage in this country – Alice uses it all.’

Brian grinned.

‘Dinner’s ready!’ Mrs Magee shouted from the bottom of the staircase.

‘Like you can talk,’ snapped Alice. She turned to Brian. ‘I hope you’re not like my loser brother here – reading the sport pages on the loo for an hour.’

Brian shrugged. ‘Nah, not really.’

‘Dinner, everyone!’ Mrs Magee shouted again.

‘Oh, one rule for you, Brian…’ added Alice over her shoulder as she walked out the door.

‘Lay off him. He just got here,’ muttered Specky, pushing his sister along the hallway.

‘Don’t take this the wrong way,’ continued Alice, as she led Specky and Brian down the stairs. ‘But no one, and I mean no one, goes into my room. Otherwise I will have to kill ’em.’

Specky pulled a face at Brian. ‘Welcome to my world.’

Around the Magee dinner table, Alice dominated the conversation – which was fine by Specky as his mind was still on Christina.

‘Mum, please?’ pleaded Alice. ‘Dad? I’m going to be sixteen in three weeks, don’t you think I deserve to celebrate it?’

‘Definitely, but your mum and I have said numerous times that you can’t have the party you want. Sixty people and hiring a DJ is way too big for us to handle, especially with the baby coming. Maybe we can do that for you next year or when you turn eighteen, but not now. You can have a small gathering – six or seven of your friends – if you like.’

‘Yeah, great,’ Alice said sarcastically.

‘More potatoes, Brian?’ asked Specky’s mum.

‘Yes, thanks,’ said Brian politely as he heaped his plate.

After the punishing training session that they had just endured, Specky and Brian knew that they had to ‘re-fuel’ their bodies with carbohydrates and re-hydrate with lots of water. Potatoes were one of the great sources of carbohydrates and Brian was making the most of the Magee hospitality. Specky was still feeling ordinary after his big afternoon, but forced himself to eat and drink as much as he could.

‘And, Brian, please know we want you to think of this as your home now. If you want a snack later, you don’t have to ask. You know where the fridge is, okay?’

Brian nodded. ‘Thanks, Mrs Magee.’

‘Simon, why are you being so quiet?’ asked his mum.

‘He’s in mourning,’ Alice blurted out. ‘The love of his life has left him without any warning. Christina’s moved to Sydney.’

‘What? How do you know?’ snapped Specky.

‘Dad told me.’

‘Sorry, son.’

‘Actually, I knew, too, darling,’ confessed Mrs Magee. ‘Are you okay? Your father said Christina was crying. I remember when I was your age… my first love…’

‘Mum!’ said Specky, cringing. ‘Everything’s cool. We’re still together… sort of. Can we talk about something else?’

‘I would never be in a long-distance relationship,’ said Alice. ‘Too hard.’

Specky ignored his sister. Mrs Magee continued.

‘I understand, dear, but there’s no need to be embarrassed,’ she said. ‘If it’s too painful, though, we’ll talk about something else. Brian, have you ever had your heart broken?’

‘Mu-um!’ Specky groaned.

‘Okay, okay,’ said Mrs Magee, raising an eyebrow at Mr Magee. ‘Brian, tell us a little more about Rivergum. I understand it’s very beautiful up there.’

Specky sighed, relieved that his family had moved on. There was no way he was going to talk about how he felt in front of everyone. It was hard enough to believe that Christina was gone.

Just as Brian was telling the Magees about his parents’ houseboat business, Alice’s mobile started beeping loudly. Mr Magee shot her an annoyed look, but he let her read her text message.

‘It’s Dieter,’ she said. ‘He’s in the area. Can he pop in for a few minutes?’

‘Who’s Dieter?’ Brian whispered to Specky.

‘It’s her boyfriend. He’s in Year Twelve. Everyone calls him “the Great McCarthy”.’

‘Why?’

‘Long story. I’ll tell you later,’ said Specky. ‘He’s actually pretty cool.’

Specky’s parents agreed that Dieter could visit.

‘Great,’ said Alice, immediately standing up and running to the front door. She opened it to reveal the Great McCarthy standing on the front step.

Specky couldn’t help smiling as Dieter pulled up a chair and joined them. While Brian was being introduced, Alice grabbed a plate for Dieter. He said he’d already eaten, but that there was always room for more.

‘So, Dieter,’ said Specky’s dad. ‘How are your VCE studies going? What universities are you looking at for next year? Still doing economics?’

‘Um… yeah, still doing economics. Doing pretty well,’ Dieter mumbled, shoving some more chicken into his mouth. ‘But I just bought this wicked DJ equipment. I’m mixing my own tracks these days. Actually, I’d love to try it out properly. Like at a birthday party or something…’

Specky snorted. The Great McCarthy was being too obvious. Even Alice rolled her eyes.

‘Don’t even try, Dieter,’ warned Mrs Magee. ‘We’ve told Alice she’s only allowed to have a small gathering for her birthday.’

Dieter had no comeback. For a moment everyone ate without speaking.

‘So, Legend,’ the Great McCarthy said to Specky. ‘I hear Christina’s out of the picture.’

Specky shook his head in disbelief, and shot a dirty look at Alice. She screwed her lip up at him in return.

‘Don’t worry, bro,’ continued Dieter. ‘There are plenty of fish in the sea.’

‘What?’ coughed Alice. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘I – I didn’t mean for me,’ stammered Dieter. ‘I mean… You’re my only fish.’

Specky and Brian sniggered.

‘Excuse me?’ said Mr Magee.

‘No, I meant that there’s fish, I mean, other girls, for Speck out there,’ said the Great McCarthy. ‘Um… but I don’t have to go fishing because –’

‘I think you’d better give up while you’re ahead, Dieter,’ laughed Mrs Magee.

By the time dessert was served, Brian had got back to talking about Rivergum. Specky hung on every word – fascinated by all the cool things city kids never got to do.

‘So, you go hunting for rabbits with ferrets? And you have your own motorbike? How big was the cod you caught?’ he asked, not wanting to miss a single detail.

‘But where do you go to shop? Or get a good latte?’ interrupted Alice, horrified by the thought of living so far away from the city.

‘Um, Mildura has some really good restaurants and coffee shops and stuff,’ said Brian. ‘And that’s not too far away from Rivergum.’

‘You don’t have to defend yourself, Brian,’ said Mr Magee, annoyed with Alice. ‘It sounds like growing up in the country would be filled with very rich experiences.’

‘Yeah, I like it there,’ Brian said. ‘You should come up with me one weekend, Speck.’

‘Yeah, sweet!’ Specky said, looking at his dad hopefully. ‘Dad?’

‘I don’t see why not,’ replied Mr Magee. ‘And maybe I should talk to your father, Brian, about hiring one of his houseboats for our wedding anniversary – it’s coming up soon.’

Mr Magee smiled at his wife.

‘What?’ screeched Alice. ‘Oh, that’s just great! Golden boy is allowed to go away for a weekend, and you two are thinking of a romantic getaway – which is totally gross, by the way – and I’m not allowed to have a little birthday party. That is so unjust.’

Everyone ignored Alice’s dramatic outburst and quietly continued eating their dessert, but Specky got a kick out of seeing his sister squirm.

‘Well? ’ said Alice, finally, in her bossiest voice. ‘Mum? Dad? What have you got to say about that?’

‘Um, great dessert, Mrs Magee,’ said Brian. ‘Do you think I could have a latte with this?’

Specky and his folks, and even the Great McCarthy, burst out laughing. Alice angrily shook her head, grabbed Dieter by the arm and stormed out of the room.

‘Well said, Brian,’ grinned Specky’s dad. ‘Welcome to the Magee family.’
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For the rest of the week, Specky helped Brian adjust to life at Booyong High. It didn’t take long for Specky’s mates to adopt him as one of their own, even though they had other pressing things on their minds, like how to get Monique’s attention.

‘What are they up to now?’ muttered Specky to Brian as they made their way over to Danny, Robbo and Gobba during a lunch break.

‘What d’ya reckon, Speck?’ beamed Danny. He was wearing a cardboard sign around his neck that read: Kiss me and save the animals for only a gold coin donation!

‘You’ve gotta be kidding,’ said Specky. ‘She’s not gonna fall for that.’

‘That’s what I told him,’ said Robbo.

‘Yeah, he’s lost the plot,’ added Gobba. ‘Tell him, Speck. Tell him he’s cheating.’

‘Well, it does look desperate, but –’

‘See!’ Danny interrupted. ‘Speck doesn’t think it’s cheating. All’s fair in love and war, I reckon.’

Specky caught Brian giving him a look that said, ‘Your mate’s a little bizarre.’ Specky had to agree. He wished they would get over this whole Monique obsession and get back to talking about more important things – like footy.

‘Here she comes,’ said Danny.

‘Great. Just great,’ said Robbo sarcastically. ‘Tiger Girl’s with her. She’s probably told Monique not to go out with any of us. Typical!’

But neither of the girls noticed Danny’s sign or paid any attention to Robbo and Gobba or Brian. They were making a beeline for Specky.

‘Hey, why didn’t you tell me?’ said Tiger Girl, lightly slapping Specky on the shoulder.

‘Tell you what?’ asked Specky.

‘That you and Christina have broken up. That she’s moved to Sydney.’

‘You’ve broken up?’ said Robbo, surprised that Specky hadn’t told him either.

‘I thought you’re meant to be his best mate,’ said Tiger Girl.

‘Yeah, what’s that got to do with anything?’ Robbo snapped back. ‘Why do girls always think that we waste our time talking about them all the time?’

‘Don’t get narky. I just thought you might notice that your best friend’s life is falling apart.’

Specky rolled his eyes. ‘C’mon, guys. That’s not what’s –’

‘I’m not narky,’ Robbo interrupted.

‘Yes, you are.’

‘No, I’m not!’

‘Yes, you are!’

‘No, I’m –’

‘Time out!’ yelled Specky. ‘Christina and I haven’t broken up, so just relax, will ya? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you guys earlier, but this is crazy.’

Specky explained the situation, while mentally cursing Alice for having such a big mouth.

‘So, does that mean if the job doesn’t work out for her dad, she might move back to Melbourne?’ asked Tiger Girl.

‘Um… no… maybe. I don’t know,’ grumbled Specky, annoyed at being put on the spot.

‘He can not get into the contest now – it’s too late,’ Specky heard Danny whisper to Robbo.

‘What? What did you say?’ asked Tiger Girl, turning to Danny. ‘And what’s with the dumb sign around your neck?’

‘I’m glad you asked,’ grinned Danny.

Specky sighed, relieved not to have to talk about Christina. While the others were chatting, he reached into his pocket and glanced at the text message he’d received earlier that morning.


I already miss Melbourne and the Blues…

but most of all, I miss u! x



‘I’m an official fundraiser for the RSPCA,’ said Danny.

‘That’s for real – he is,’ Specky explained to Brian.

‘And this is my way of raising money,’ Danny went on. ‘So, Monique, because you’re new, I’m going to allow you to have the first kiss – for free.’

Specky shook his head, embarrassed for Danny.

‘You’re such a jerk sometimes, Castellino,’ said Tiger Girl. ‘He’s just joking with you, Monique.’

‘No, I’m not! I’m deadly serious,’ retorted Danny.

‘Oh, Dannee, you are so cute,’ said Monique, smiling. ‘You remind me of my little chien – my dog back ’ome. ’E is a black chihuahua.’

Specky, Brian and Robbo sniggered and Gobba put on his best caller’s voice: ‘And the Italian Stallion has been bumped way down to chihuahua status, folks. How’s the rover gonna baulk and weave his way out of this one? It’s all crème brûlée and croissants to me, listeners, but stay tuned.’

‘Shut up, Gob!’ snapped Danny.

‘’Owever,’ added Monique. ‘I can’t kiss you because I ’ave a cod.’

‘A cod?’

‘A cold, you drip,’ exclaimed Tiger Girl.

Specky tried to stop himself laughing.

‘That doesn’t worry me,’ pleaded Danny. ‘I have a terrific immune system.’

‘Well, I hope your immune system can handle this,’ said Specky, pointing past Danny.

Danny and the others turned to see a very large girl marching directly toward them.

‘Holy cow! It’s the Gladiator,’ gulped Danny.

Everyone at Booyong High knew the Gladiator. She was a giant of a girl, with muscles on top of muscles. Standing even taller than Robbo and built as solid as a brick shed, the Year 9 student was a national sprint champion. She could even outrun most of the senior boys.

‘Yep, she’s read your sign, mate,’ grinned Robbo. ‘She’s coming in for her pash.’

While Specky and the others laughed, Danny hurriedly took the sign away and ripped it up.

‘Hey, what are you doing?’ the Gladiator protested. ‘Here’s my money. Where’s my kiss?’

‘Um, I’ve raised all the money I need, thanks,’ stammered Danny.

‘Oh, okay,’ sighed the Gladiator, disappointed. ‘Well, book me in for next time, okay?’

‘Will do,’ Danny lied as the Gladiator turned and walked away.

‘How shallow are you?’ Tiger Girl growled, when the Gladiator was out of earshot.

‘I’m not shallow,’ replied Danny. ‘I just don’t wanna be crushed like an ant.’

Tiger Girl shook her head in disgust.

‘Seemon,’ said Monique, while Robbo and Gobba continued to laugh at Danny. ‘When do I get to see real ozzie futeball?’

‘Um, well, maybe Tiger Girl can take you to the MCG or Telstra Dome,’ suggested Specky. ‘There are some good games this weekend and I –’

‘No, no. I mean to see you and Brian play. Because you two are shumpeeons, no?’

‘The Booyong Lions play tomorrow morning,’ Danny said quickly. ‘You can see me play, too. We’re all shumpeeons, I mean, champions, in our own right.’

‘I’ll be there, as well,’ added Robbo.

‘And I’ll be calling it when I’m not on the ground,’ said Gobba, not to be outdone.

‘What about you, Brian?’ asked Monique.

As Brian explained why he didn’t play for the Lions, Specky gave Tiger Girl the details of where and when they were competing on Saturday.

‘I cannot wait to see you play!’ Monique beamed as she and Tiger Girl moved on to their next class.
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When Specky arrived at the oval early the following morning, he wasn’t surprised to see that Robbo and Gobba were already there – both doing their best to impress Monique.

‘You should tell your mates to take it down a few notches,’ said Tiger Girl, intercepting Specky before he reached them. ‘Robbo’s given Monique a plate of his mum’s “authentic Aussie lamingtons” and Gobba’s burnt a CD for her of his best calls and a few songs from Australian artists.’

‘Yeah, all right,’ shrugged Specky. He just wanted to focus on the match. ‘Are they upsetting her?’

‘No, she seems to love all the attention,’ said Tiger Girl, in a bitter tone.

‘Is she bugging you or something?’ he asked.

‘Nah, she’s okay. She’s just… never mind.’

‘What?’ pressed Specky. ‘Don’t tell me she likes one of ’em?’

Tiger Girl nodded.

‘Seriously?’ laughed Specky, surprised to hear that one of his mates had actually impressed Monique with his ridiculous stunts. ‘Who? Who is it?’

‘Look, it doesn’t matter,’ said Tiger Girl. ‘Besides, your coach is calling you.’

Specky turned to see Sandy Pate, who was also his PE teacher, wave him and the boys in to join her in a huddle. As Specky made his way over with the rest of the team, Screamer strode up beside him.

‘Hey, how’re you handling Christina being gone?’ he asked. ‘She texted me right after she told you. You must be cut.’

‘Nah, it’s all good,’ said Specky.

Screamer and Christina were good mates, and while it used to bug Specky that they were close, he knew that this time Screamer was being sincere.

‘Thanks for asking, though,’ added Specky.

‘So, have you met the hot exchange-chick?’ Screamer asked.

‘Not you, too?’ exclaimed Specky. ‘Doesn’t anyone care about footy anymore?’

Specky and Screamer shuffled in beside the rest of the Lions to hear Coach Pate’s pre-match address.

‘Okay, listen up!’ ordered Coach Pate. ‘A few team notices to begin with. The Endlich Road School was closed down last week, so their team is no longer in existence. Which means the league’s fixture has been rearranged a bit and next Saturday will now be a bye for us.’

Maybe I can go up to Rivergum with Brian that weekend, thought Specky.

‘What did Tiger Girl say?’ whispered Danny, tapping him on the shoulder. ‘Did she say anything about Monique? Does she like me?’

‘Not a good time, mate,’ Specky whispered back, trying to listen to Coach Pate.

‘Yeah, you really impressed her with that stupid sign,’ whispered Robbo sarcastically.

He and Gobba pushed their way in next to Danny.

‘Like your mum’s lamingtons?’ snapped Danny. ‘How lame was that?’

‘That’s not lame,’ retorted Robbo. ‘They’re the best lamingtons ever.’

‘You’re both bombing out big-time,’ added Gobba.

As Specky’s friends bickered in loud whispers, he glanced over to see Tiger Girl and Monique join the parents and teachers on the boundary line. He turned back to his friends.

‘Chill out, will ya?’ he snapped. ‘Tiger Girl told me that Monique likes one of you. But she didn’t say who.’

‘It’s me.’

‘Nah, it’s me.’

‘Yeah, right. It has to be me.’

‘Would you boys like to sit out this game?’ roared Coach Pate.

They all apologised, and the coach continued her talk.

‘Okay, just a reminder that two weeks after the bye, the league will have a mid-season break – no games will be played that weekend. This is a first-time trial to give parents and teachers a weekend off – which I think will be great for all of us.’

Specky noticed that after Coach Pate finished her address she looked at a man in the crowd and smiled at him. Specky was surprised to see the man wave back at her.

‘That’s her new fella,’ whispered Johnny, who had been standing next to Specky. ‘Heard some olds talking about ’em when I got here.’

Well, this should be interesting, Specky thought. Looks like Danny, Robbo and Gobba aren’t the only ones out to impress today.

∗∗∗

The game had begun – Specky’s beloved Lions were up against the hard-hitting Tremont High Tigers.

Sometimes, a player can get the feeling that the team is not quite as tuned in to the game as they should be. Specky got that feeling within the first minute of the game against the Tigers.

He had been worried about how Danny and Robbo would play with Monique in the crowd. They had been so distracted that they had hardly even heard Coach Pate’s pre-game address. His worries were confirmed the moment the ball was bounced.

Robbo, who was a fantastic tap ruckman, grabbed the ball out of the ruck and tried to play on around his opponent. He was tackled, and the umpire immediately paid a free kick against him.

‘Good on ya, “Robot”,’ yelled Danny, who had strategically lined up on the half-forward flank, right in front of where Monique and Tiger Girl were standing. ‘You can’t do it all on your own. Just tap it down to us little fellas and we’ll do the rest.’

Rather than run back into defence to help out his back-men, Robbo stood in the middle of the ground arguing with Danny.

‘You? You little twerp! You’d never get a kick if it wasn’t for me.’

Specky couldn’t believe what was happening. Robbo’s opposing ruckman kicked the ball to Danny’s opponent, who ran down from the half-back flank and marked it, unopposed, on his team’s half-forward line.

Others in the team ran forward, but it was too late. While Robbo and Danny continued to trade insults, the Tigers’ ruckman ran into the forward pocket, not believing his luck. Danny’s opponent passed it back to him and he casually strolled in and kicked the first goal of the game. Robbo and Danny had not even moved from their position. Specky could hear Gobba, who was in full voice, calling the game from his spot on the interchange bench.
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‘Ben Higgins, button your lip!’ bellowed Coach Pate.

Specky could see she was fuming at the total lack of discipline from two of her more experienced players. Coach Pate turned to the team’s runner, Brendan Newton – or ‘Bert’ as he was known to everyone.

Specky could hear her saying to Bert, ‘Go out there and tell Josh Roberts and Danny Castellino that they’re to come and sit on the bench, where they can continue arguing like a couple of ten-year-old school girls while the rest of us get on with the game.’

Specky watched Bert jog out to Robbo and Danny. They were told the bad news, neither of them believing it at first. They continued to argue, blaming each other, as they made their way to the bench.

At quarter time, the Lions were down by sixteen points. It would have been much worse, though, had it not been for the efforts of Specky and Smashing Sols.

Specky had taken the initiative and moved himself into the ruck when Robbo had been dragged. Playing a kick behind the play, he had managed to take seven marks and restrict the Tigers’ goal scoring.

Sols was a tackling machine. Every time a Tigers player got possession, he was there, harassing them and tackling them to the ground. Both Specky and Sols were exhausted by the time they broke for quarter time.
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‘What’s going on, you two?’ asked Specky, moving toward Robbo and Danny as he ran from the field. ‘Geez, I went along with your lame contest, but you’ve gotta know that when we get here for the game then nothing else matters. You’ve gotta get your mind on the job and forget that other stuff.’

Without knowing it, Specky had the attention of the rest of the team and his coach, as well as Robbo and Danny.

‘Come on! That was embarrassing,’ he continued. ‘You’re only thinking about yourselves. You’ve let us down, now do something about it.’

With that, Specky turned around and went in search of a drink. When he returned, Coach Pate called the group together.

‘I think Simon has summed it up pretty well, so nothing more needs to be said to Josh and Danny. Let’s go back to the way we lined up for the first quarter and see if we can’t get our nose in front by half-time.’

And the Booyong Lions did just that. Robbo and Danny were able to put their squabbling aside for the rest of the game, and while it would not go down as one of their greatest victories, the Lions were still able to win the game by eleven points.

Specky had kicked four goals by the end of the match, but with five minutes to go, he collapsed on the ground, grabbing at his hamstring. He hobbled to the interchange bench, where a very concerned Coach Pate was waiting.

‘It’s okay. It’s just a bit of cramp,’ Specky assured her.

‘Well, take it easy and look after yourself. I know you’re doing a lot of training at the moment for the State team so make sure you’re recovering properly after each game.’

Specky lay down on the grass and went through the stretches he had learnt at State training. Even after the game had finished, and most of the players had gone home, he was still stretching his lower back and his hamstrings.
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‘What are you, the rubber man?’ joked Robbo as he waited patiently for Specky to finish.

‘Nah, just trying to loosen up a bit. Training the other night with the State team really took it out of me.’

‘Well, hurry up, will ya? I’m meeting Danny, Sols and the Bullet down at the shops. I’m starving,’ said Robbo, who was always thinking of his stomach.

‘I won’t be able to make it, mate. I’m gonna drop by the indoor pool and swim a few laps. It’ll really help my muscles,’ replied Specky as he stood up, gingerly, from the grass.

‘Gee, you’re really getting professional now, Speck. Fair enough. But just think of the foot-long ham-and-cheese special you’ll be missing out on.’

‘I’m sure you’ll eat an extra one for me,’ Specky called after him.

Specky would have loved nothing more than to hang out with his mates, but he was getting his first understanding of the sacrifices he was going to have to make if he was to fulfil his dream of playing in the AFL one day.


[image: image30]Accepting those sacrifices is one of the great challenges that young footballers face as they prepare themselves for an AFL career. Specky was always checking out the websites of AFL clubs and loved reading the profiles of his favourite players. Matthew Pavlich, from the Fremantle Dockers, was someone he admired greatly. He had once read that growing up in Adelaide and then in his early days at Fremantle, the ‘Pav’ had had a tough time dealing with the fact that when summer came around and all of his mates headed to the beach for a game of beach cricket or a bit of waterskiing he couldn’t go with them.

Even on a thirty-three degree day, as his mates were having fun by the ocean, he would be going on ten-kilometre runs or participating in two-hour preseason torture training sessions. While his mates were heading out to the pub for a quiet beer or a lemonade, he would be tucked up in bed, getting ready for a six o’clock session the next morning.



It was all about dedication, and Specky knew this was just the beginning.
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The following week turned out to be exactly the same as the last for Specky. It was taken up with footy training for both his school and the State team, extra stretching and swimming sessions, doing his homework and assignments, texting Christina in Sydney, and watching his mates make fools of themselves as they continued to try to impress Monique. None of them were getting any closer to finding out who Monique really liked or who’d be the one to get that elusive kiss.

So when Specky’s parents said, midweek, that he could go with Brian to Rivergum for the weekend, Specky was rapt. He couldn’t wait to get out of the city and experience something new.


∗∗∗



‘Well, we’re almost home,’ announced Mr Edwards as they drove past the sign that said Welcome to Rivergum.

Specky sat up in the back seat, relieved that the journey was almost over – six and a half hours in a car was a long time for anyone.

‘In the summer, we go swimming over there. It’s the best spot on the river,’ said Brian from the front-passenger seat.

Specky looked out the window. It was dark outside and it was impossible to see what Brian was pointing at.

Mr Edwards drove along Allan Street, the main street of Rivergum.

The town was a lot smaller than Specky had expected. The car’s headlights reflected in the dark windows of the tiny cluster of closed shops. It seemed like a ghost town.

‘Dad, let’s stop and say g’day to Ernie. I want him to meet Speck,’ Brian said, as his dad slowly passed the pub. It was the only building on the main street with the lights on.

‘Okay,’ agreed Mr Edwards. ‘Is that okay with you, Simon?’ Specky nodded, and Brian’s dad parked the car.

‘Ah, the boys are back,’ beamed Ernie, emerging from behind the bar to greet them.

‘Do we have a team for tomorrow?’ Brian asked, straight off the bat.

‘Yeah, better numbers than we’ve had in a long time, young Brian,’ said Ernie, smiling, his eyes bright. ‘Ryan and Kyle Dawson are coming back home from uni in Ballarat for a few days. They haven’t been home for ages.’

‘Sweet,’ said Brian, nodding.

‘So I think at this stage we have a whopping sixteen players, but maybe seventeen if we include this strong fella behind you.’

Brian stood aside to introduce Specky. Specky stepped forward, looked Ernie in the eye, and gave him the firmest handshake he could manage.


[image: image30]One of the things Grub Gordan had demanded of the boys when he assembled them for the first time as their coach was that they present themselves well. His words were ringing in Specky’s ears as he met Ernie: ‘You guys are young men now, charged with the responsibility of representing your mighty state. You will meet a lot of new people over the coming months, and first impressions are the most important ones. When you’re in adult company, always look the person you are being introduced to in the eye and give a firm, solid handshake. None of my players are going to give soft, wet-fish handshakes.’



‘So, this is the great Simon Magee,’ Ernie said. ‘Brian has told me all about you, lad. I hope you packed your boots.’

Specky’s parents had been worried when they heard that he was to play against adults, but Brian’s dad had promised them that if the game got out of hand, he’d have Ernie take Specky off straightaway. He’d said he wouldn’t have allowed Brian to play at all this season if he’d thought it was too rough, no matter how desperate Ernie was to fill a side. Neither of them could afford to be injured this close to the State game.

‘Besides, if anyone’s in danger in these games it’s the adults,’ Mr Edwards had said. ‘Some of these blokes are not the fittest specimens. I sometimes worry about their tickers seizing up on ’em. Our boys here could outrun and out-mark most of them with their hands tied behind their backs.’

‘I did – and I can’t wait to play,’ replied Specky, smiling.

‘That’s great news,’ Ernie said. ‘’Cause, as of now, you’re officially registered as a Rivergum player. Now, boys, can I get you anything to drink?’ he offered, stepping behind the bar. ‘A juice, maybe?’

‘Just a VB for me,’ Brian answered quickly.

‘Make that two,’ added Specky, grinning.

‘Very funny, boys,’ said Brian’s dad. ‘We’ll pass on the drinks, Ern. Thanks, but we better get home.’

Specky wished they could stay a little longer. He had noticed a line of framed photographs of men in old-fashioned footy guernseys displayed on the wall behind the bar, above a shelf of seven trophies and a string of flags. He didn’t recognise any of the men and he wondered if they were Rivergum players.

‘Before you go,’ said Ernie, seeing how interested Specky was. ‘I can see that young Magee here is curious to know more about these photos behind me. Is that right, lad?’

Specky nodded.

‘Well, that’s the complete history of the Redfins, Rivergum Football Club, right there in front of you,’ explained Ernie. ‘These are Rivergum’s champions. Many of these blokes played in our last Premiership team, twenty years ago. The greatest Rivergum team ever.’

‘Do you recognise that young bloke, Simon?’ asked Brian’s dad.

Ernie stood aside and Specky took a better look at the photo Mr Edwards was pointing to.

‘Is that you?’ asked Specky, glancing back at Ernie.

‘Course it’s me,’ grinned Ernie. ‘Handsome bugger, if I say so myself.’

‘I think I’d be a better judge of that,’ came a voice from behind them.

Specky and the others turned to see an older woman entering the pub.

‘Hello, boys,’ she said. ‘I hope he isn’t holding you hostage with his long stories again.’

‘Long? You mean epic,’ grinned Ernie as the woman brushed past a couple of drinkers propped on their stools and made her way behind the bar. She kissed Ernie on the cheek.

‘Hello, I’m Lizzie,’ she smiled, shaking Specky’s hand across the counter. ‘I’m this handsome old bugger’s better half. He likes to call me his old ball and chain.’

‘Hi,’ said Specky.

‘So, how’d ya go?’ Ernie asked Lizzie.

‘Four hours baking hundreds of Anzac biscuits and a ton of sponge cake with my sister is no party, Ern,’ she sighed. ‘But I hope we make a bucket load this Sunday.’

‘This Sunday is the footy club’s main fundraising event, the Annual Country Market Day,’ explained Mr Edwards to Specky.

‘Yeah, those bloody insurance fees are killing us,’ muttered Ernie.

‘Language, Ern,’ snapped Lizzie.

‘Well, they are. And it means we can never raise enough money to improve the facilities at the ground. Don’t get me started!’ he said.

Specky looked over at Brian, who screwed up his face and nodded in agreement.

‘Ah, well,’ sighed Ernie. ‘Maybe this time. Young Magee was about to ask me who this fella is.’

Ernie shuffled aside to reveal the largest photo on the wall. It was of a player kicking in full stride.

‘Okay,’ said Specky, who hadn’t intended to ask anything and didn’t want to hold up Mr Edwards.

‘It’s Razorback Jack,’ continued Ernie. ‘Rivergum’s very own footy legend.’

‘Who’s Razorback Jack?’ asked Specky, looking at Brian’s dad to check whether he should’ve asked or not.

Mr Edwards nodded at him. A few extra minutes wouldn’t hurt.

‘That’s Jack McCracken,’ said Ernie, as if he had just named the greatest player in history.

‘Well, I think that’s my cue to leave,’ said Lizzie. ‘Nice meeting you, Simon. See you tomorrow.’

As Lizzie left through a door behind the bar, Ernie started to tell the story of Razorback Jack.
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‘When Jack was a boy, he lived on his parents’ sheep station, forty ks from here,’ Ernie began. ‘When he turned ten, his mother died in a speedboat accident on the river, and his father, Noel, was left to raise him on his own.

‘Young Jack found solace in playing footy. And what a player he turned out to be. He was a gun, through and through. He was so good that when he turned eighteen, he was invited down to do preseason training with Richmond.’

‘Shame it wasn’t Carlton,’ Brian whispered to Specky, who had a flash of Christina and Screamer, both diehard Blues’ fans like Brian.

‘He made quite an impression, right from the word go,’ continued Ernie. ‘He played in all the practice matches and the newspapers were making a bit of a fuss about the Tigers’ gun new recruit from the country.

‘When he kicked six goals in the last practice match before the season started, he was a certainty to make his debut in the opening game the following week. He was set to become the only Rivergum player ever to make it into the AFL.’

Ernie took a deep breath.

‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘Jack was going to take the football world by storm. We were all convinced of that, and the Melbourne papers even did big back-page stories about him in the lead up to Round One, proclaiming him as the recruit of the year. But then, two days before the big game, tragedy struck the McCracken family again. Jack’s dad, a great mate of mine, had a heart attack and died.’

Specky waited silently as Ernie stared blankly into space and sighed heavily.

‘Jack was never the same after that,’ Ernie added. ‘He packed his bags and came straight home, without playing one senior game. He never went back to the city again. He just lost the passion to play footy. The Richmond general manager, the president and the coach all drove up here to Rivergum to try and convince him to go back and play, but there was no changing his mind.

‘In some ways I think he blamed himself for his dad’s passing. He said to me once that if he’d stayed and helped out on the farm, his dad wouldn’t have been so stressed and he might not have had that heart attack. Rubbish, of course! His father was so proud of him. But he gave up on his dream of playing professional football – and it was hard going even to convince him to play for Rivergum again. I managed it, though.’

‘That was twenty years ago,’ said Mr Edwards. ‘The same season Rivergum won its last premiership.’

Specky guessed that Jack had played a big part in that match.

‘Yep, we won that premiership ’cause of him,’ confirmed Ernie. ‘And that’s not to take anything away from the rest of the team. We were all on fire that day, but Jack was something else, something special.’

‘There was an awesome ending to the game,’ added Brian. ‘Tell him the bit about the ending, Ernie.’ He had obviously heard the story a million times before.

‘Yes, young Brian, it was an awesome ending. It was a fairytale ending in anyone’s books. We were playing against our number-one rivals – the team we’re playing tomorrow, in fact, the Sovereign Grove Bull Ants – and it was the battle of the century. It came right down to the wire. The Bull Ants were ahead by one point. They had just kicked a behind. There was less than a minute on the clock. Our fullback, Rory Shinn, kicked the ball to me in the back pocket, and I baulked around my man and booted it to Peter O’Leary on the wing. Pete got tackled, but managed to get a handball out to our little rover, Pasquale Panini.’

Specky pictured a grown-up version of Danny.

Ernie’s voice was now as excited as if he were calling a horse race. ‘Little Pasquale, under pressure, kicked a rainmaker toward the centre of the ground. As he kicked it, Jack, who was playing at full-forward, read the play beautifully and, realising time was running out, ran hard to the middle of the ground. The ball sat up for what seemed like ages, and everyone in the crowd held their breath. It was definitely going to be the last play of the day. The Bull Ants captain, Carl Sharkey, was standing under the ball and it seemed almost certain that he was going to take the match-saving mark, winning the grand final for his team.

‘With one final, desperate lunge, Razorback Jack flung his body horizontal to the ground, and with outstretched hands he took the most incredible mark, right from under old Sharkey’s nose. I tell ya what, young fella, the roar of the crowd scared every cockatoo out of their tree from here to Adelaide.’

‘So, Sovereign Grove won?’ Specky asked, confused. ‘I mean, they were a point up and Jack was too far out to take a kick for goal, right?’

Specky turned to see Brian and his dad exchange grins.

‘That’s what the Sovereign Grove players and their fans thought, too,’ said Ernie, with a knowing smile. ‘They had already started to celebrate, but Jack insisted to the umpire that he wanted to take his kick for goal.’

‘It took the umpires a couple of minutes to inform everyone that the game wasn’t over and to stop the premature celebrations,’ added Mr Edwards.

‘So everyone went back to where they were, including the Sovereign Grove players, who thought it was a big joke. But rules are rules, and Jack was allowed to take his kick.’

‘Where was he exactly? I mean, on the field?’ asked Specky, hanging on Ernie’s every word.

‘He was just past the centre circle, our goal side,’ said Ernie. ‘He was seventy-nine point three metres from the goals.’

A tingling sensation shot up Specky’s spine. He knew what must have happened but couldn’t believe it.

‘The crowd was dead silent – all you could hear was jeering from the opposition players on the field and the screeching of cockatoos. And then…’

Ernie paused.

‘And then… THUMP! It was a thing of pure beauty, like a sleek missile rocketing through the sky. It was the biggest kick that any of us had ever seen. A massive torpedo punt that took on a life of its own and kept spiralling and spiralling toward the goals and our destiny. Our hearts rose and our jaws dropped as we watched the ball fly right through the middle of the big sticks. It was the greatest goal ever. We won! We won! We won thanks to Razorback Jack!’

∗∗∗

Later that night, Specky was in bed on a blowup mattress on the floor of Brian’s bedroom.

The room was pitch black. Not able to sleep, Specky lay motionless, his mind swirling with a million thoughts. He couldn’t believe how quiet it was. No screeching of trams, no sirens, no hum of traffic, no nothing. Dead silence.

‘Hey,’ whispered Specky, something suddenly dawning on him. ‘Brian? You asleep yet?’

‘Mmm, sort of…’ groaned Brian. ‘What’s up?’

‘Why was Jack McCracken called Razorback Jack?’

Brian switched on his bedside lamp and sat up. He yawned. ‘Well… Soon after winning the local Grand Final, Jack sold his parents’ farm and headed bush.’

‘Headed bush?’

‘Yeah, he went to live in the bush. He became like a hermit. No one has seen him for years. Some say he headed up north, but others, like Ernie, reckon he’s still travelling up and down the river.’

‘But why Razorback?’ asked Specky. ‘What is a razorback, anyway?’

‘A razorback is a wild bush pig,’ said Brian, as if Specky should’ve known.

‘Oh, right. So, does he eat them or something?’

‘He probably does,’ said Brian. ‘But that’s not how he got his nickname.’

‘Boys! Get to sleep now.’ The voice of Mr Edwards echoed from the other room.

‘Razorbacks are psycho,’ continued Brian, this time in a loud whisper. ‘They’ll charge for ya, especially if they feel threatened or wanna protect their young. And they can rip you to shreds if they get hold of your legs.’

‘So Jack was a wild crazy man?’ asked Specky.

‘No. There was this family camping by the river – this was years ago, right. Apparently their three-year-old kid was wandering around camp and ended up between a razorback and its young. They hate that! The pig charged for him. That kid was gonna be killed for sure – but suddenly, out of nowhere, Jack appeared and jumped on the razorback. The story goes that he wrestled it to the ground, giving the family enough time to grab the kid and get in their car.’

Specky shook his head in disbelief. ‘No way,’ he whispered.

‘It’s fair dinkum,’ said Brian. ‘The pig took a few chunks out of Jack’s arm and ran off. The family couldn’t believe it. They told everyone in town and Jack disappeared back into the bush. Ever since, whenever people talk about him they call him Razorback Jack.’

‘Whoa, that’s pretty cool,’ Specky said.

Brian nodded. ‘If we have time, I’ll take you to see some razorback tracks tomorrow, if you like.’

‘Sweet,’ replied Specky as Brian switched off his lamp.

For the rest of the night, Specky tossed and turned, slipping in and out of bizarre dreams of wild bush pigs, booming torpedoes, and the anticipation of what tomorrow would bring.
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The following morning after breakfast, Brian set out to show Rivergum to Specky. The boys pedalled along Allan Street, heading down to the banks of the Murray River.

‘G’day, Brian!’

‘G’day, Mr Prior!’ Brian shouted, then turned to Specky as they sped past. ‘Mr Prior owns the fruit shop. He’s also our ruck.’

‘G’day, Brian! Are you playing this arvo?’

‘Yep!’ yelled Brian. ‘That’s Mrs Roeder. She runs the post office. Her son, Dean, manages the hardware and fish-tackle store. He plays on the wing.’

‘G’day, Brian!’

‘Hello, Brian!’

‘Hi, Brian!’

Specky couldn’t believe how many locals came out to greet his friend as they rode along.

‘Man, you know a lot of people,’ he said, as he and Brian pulled up outside Rivergum’s butcher shop.

‘Everyone knows everyone in the country,’ shrugged Brian. ‘It’s like one huge family.’

Specky thought that was pretty great – he didn’t think he knew half the people who lived in his street.

‘So, what are we doing here?’ he asked as they approached the counter.

‘Gotta pick something up.’

‘Brian! Hello!’ said the butcher, who looked as old as Ernie. ‘I’ll just pop into the cooler for a sec.’

A minute later, he returned with Brian’s something in a plastic shopping bag.

‘Thanks, Mick,’ said Brian, handing over some money.

‘What is it?’ Specky asked as he and Brian hopped back on the bikes.

‘Check it out! I’ve wanted one of these for ages.’

Specky looked in the bag and jumped back, startled.

‘What the?’ he choked. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘Yeah,’ grinned Brian. ‘It’s a sheep’s head.’

Specky took another look in the bag and winced. The sheep’s eyes looked like large white marbles and its tongue was black and pink, sticking out from the side of its mouth.

‘Why? What have you got that for?’ stammered Specky.

‘You’ll see.’

Brian pedalled off. Specky reluctantly followed.

The boys rolled out of town and turned right toward the river. Once there, they made their way on to a dirt track that snaked along the Murray. Specky wanted to stop and take in his first real look at the famous waterway, but Brian was crunching ahead, his sheep’s head slung over his shoulder in its bag.

The track joined a wider dirt road that led up to a newish-looking bridge.

‘Right, this is one of my favourite spots,’ Brian said, stopping halfway across the bridge.

Specky turned and gazed back at Rivergum. It was a lot more beautiful than he ever expected it to be. The river looked majestic, glistening in the morning sunlight, and the old red gums that lined the banks looked like giant soldiers standing to attention. Specky remembered doing a project on the Murray when he was in primary school, but he could only recall that it was the longest river in Australia and that it formed the border between Victoria and New South Wales.

‘Okay, let’s get going,’ Brian said, breaking Specky’s trance.

Once over the bridge, the boys dropped their bikes and headed down to the water’s edge. Specky still had no idea what Brian was up to.

‘Right, let’s see how many I got,’ Brian muttered.

He pulled up a rope that was hanging from the trunk of an old tree that had fallen into the river.

At the other end of the rope was a net. Specky looked over Brian’s shoulder as he slowly pulled it out of the water.

‘Oh, man,’ groaned Brian, dropping the net at his feet. ‘I only got one. And it looks like a female with eggs. Bugger!’

‘One what?’ asked Specky, trying to get a closer look at whatever was crawling about in the net.

Brian picked up the captured water creature and shoved it toward Specky. Specky jumped back, almost losing his balance and falling into the river.

‘Yeah, good on ya,’ he said. ‘Is that a yabby? It looks more like a lobster.’

‘It’s a freshwater crayfish,’ said Brian, still waving it in front of Specky’s face, its claws ready to snap at him. ‘I thought I’d catch at least a couple.’

Specky knew his next question was going to sound dumb, but what was a city boy like him supposed to know about fishing in the Murray, anyway? His winter Saturday mornings consisted of listening to footy talk radio, sitting in front of the computer checking out the AFL sites, and preparing to play for Booyong. He’d never gotten up close and personal with a crayfish – or a sheep’s head, for that matter.

‘Um, what’s the big deal?’ he asked. ‘Why are you trying to catch them?’

‘Are you serious?’ said Brian. ‘I could sell these for a good price at tomorrow’s market day. Not this one, though, ’cause it has eggs. There’s strict rules about what, when and how many you’re allowed to catch. I was hoping to catch a few so I could get some cash for the footy club.’

As Brian lowered the pregnant crayfish back into the river, Specky felt slightly guilty for not being more impressed. He admired Brian’s ingenuity and loyalty to his club, though.

‘Lucky I’ve brought my secret weapon,’ Brian added, as he took out the sheep’s head and placed it in the net.

Specky winced again. ‘Man, it’s still gross,’ he said.

‘Well, the crays can’t get enough of it.’ Brian lowered the net and the sheep’s head back into the water. ‘They’re opportunistic carnivores. That means they’re mainly vegetarians, but don’t mind going the juicy meat once in a while. Sometimes they’ll even eat each other.’

As Brian was checking the rope, a large car roared along the road – churning up dust – and sped across the bridge.

‘Whoa! Did you see that?’ said Specky. ‘That car was flying.’

‘Yeah, and I can guess who’s in it,’ Brian said, shaking his head.

The hotted-up car, with P plates stuck to its front and rear windows, roared back and forth over the bridge a few times. The driver and his passengers blasted the horn and did major burnouts on the dirt road, until they spotted Brian and Specky by the river’s edge.

‘Hey, Edwards! Like the new wheels?’ the driver shouted, hopping out of the car with his two mates. ‘You and your loser town ready for another belting?’

‘Who are these guys?’ Specky asked.

‘My old man says they’re “young men who should know better”. But that’s his polite way of saying they’re jerks,’ sighed Brian, his eyes firmly fixed on the boys, who looked about eighteen. ‘They’re also our opposition. They play for Sovereign Grove.’

‘Hey, Edwards, is that one of your State team-mates?’ The driver turned his gaze to Specky. ‘Hey, mate, I hope you like pain.’

His friends guffawed and sniggered in unison.

‘That’s Biff,’ said Brian, turning away to tie one more knot in the rope. ‘And they’re his mates, Bluey and Moz. Just ignore them.’

‘Biff?’ Specky repeated.

‘Yeah, even his friends call him that. He’s proud of it. He likes to go the big biff behind play,’ explained Brian. ‘I should know, he got me a good one in the shoulder last year – it hurt for over a week.’

‘Hey, Edwards!’ Biff shouted again. ‘Had your brekky yet?’

Specky and Brian looked back up, but it was too late. Biff had hurled a half-eaten hamburger at them. The boys had no time to react and it hit Specky fair across his chest.

Biff and his mates roared with laughter, hopped back into the car and sped off down the dirt road away from Rivergum.

‘See what I mean? Jerks,’ remarked Brian. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘No problem,’ said Specky as he peeled a piece of beetroot off his hoodie.

On their way back into town, the boys ran into Ernie.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Brian, noticing a look of concern on Ernie’s face.

‘Ryan Dawson called this morning to tell me that he and his brother can’t come back for the weekend. Got some major exam to study for,’ Ernie grumbled. ‘As if they can’t study on the bus coming up here. And to top that, I’ve just come back from Matt Connelly’s farm and he says he might not be able to play ’cause he’s stripping wheat.’

‘So, are we forfeiting again?’

‘No way! Not gonna give the Bull Ants that satisfaction,’ said Ernie in a determined voice. ‘We’ve played with fourteen before, we’ll do it again. I hope you boys are ready for a good run.’

Specky turned to Brian and nodded. He couldn’t wait to play.
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When Specky turned up at Rivergum’s home ground, he asked Brian where the main oval was.

‘This is it,’ Brian replied. ‘I know it’s no MCG.’

It’s no Booyong High, either… thought Specky, but he stopped himself from saying it.

The Rivergum ground, which was a kilometre out of town, resembled a carved-out paddock, nestled in a forest of gum trees. The oval was dry and hard. A few metres from the boundary was a dirt track where the locals parked their cars and utes, right up close to the action.

On opposite wings stood two old tin sheds – the interchange benches for the home and visiting teams. And near the pocket area, on the town side, was the Rivergum scoreboard – a giant blackboard with the words The Mighty Redfins emblazoned across the top. Nearby stood two separate grey-brick buildings. These were the change rooms.

‘Hey, what happened to the roof?’ asked Specky as he walked into the very bare home-team rooms. There were only four shower stalls.

‘We have half a roof,’ said Brian, as if that should’ve been enough. ‘It hasn’t rained for yonks, anyway.’

Brian introduced Specky to his team-mates as they strolled in. Specky was a bit nervous – he and Brian were the youngest players there. In fact, no one else was under twenty-nine. Specky was used to treating adults as parents and teachers and coaches – not as team-mates.

Everyone seemed excited that Specky was going to play for them, but no one was looking forward to the match. Sovereign Grove was second on the ladder and Rivergum was at the bottom with no wins for the season.

A few minutes later, Ernie arrived with Lizzie. She was carrying a clothes basket filled with jumpers.

‘All right, boys!’ she said, dropping the basket in the middle of the room. ‘All clean for ya – come and get ’em.’

Lizzie weaved her way past the men and handed a jumper to Specky.

‘Here you go, love,’ she said. ‘It should be your size, and according to Brian you’ll be happy with the number.’

Specky turned the grey-and-red vertical-striped guernsey to see his favourite number on the plain grey back.

‘No one else had number five,’ Lizzie added. ‘Have a great match, love.’

‘Thanks,’ replied Specky as Lizzie made her way out of the rooms and Ernie stepped forward to address the team.

‘Well, boys, as always thanks for making yourselves available. Right now we’ve got fourteen players and that’s gonna have to do. Brian’s been able to rustle up his mate from the big smoke and we all want to thank you, Simon, for helping us out.’

A round of applause broke out from Specky’s new team-mates. Brian stood up quickly.

‘Um, you better call him Specky, fellas. I’m not sure he’ll answer to Simon.’

Specky shot him a quick grin.

Ernie had just started to address everyone once more when he was interrupted by a voice from outside the change rooms. ‘I could still teach those whippersnappers a thing or two, I reckon.’

To Specky’s surprise, a wiry old man shuffled into the rooms and clapped Ernie on the shoulder.

‘That’s our games record holder for Rivergum. He’s seventy-six. He played three hundred and twenty-one games,’ Brian whispered. ‘Remember Mick Richards, the butcher you met today? Well, that’s his older brother.’

Ivor Richards was in a tracksuit, but was wearing a woolly, old-fashioned, short-sleeved Rivergum jumper. It looked like it came from another era.

‘Ern, put me in the back pocket,’ he said. ‘I’ll take care of one of their little blokes for ya.’

Ernie grinned. ‘Come on, Ivor,’ he said, putting an arm around his shoulder. ‘You know I can’t do that – your wife’d kill me. Besides, you’ve done your bit for this club and we love you for it, but now it’s up to us to make sure the history and tradition continues. Now head back out to the scoreboard. You’ve been doing your bit for the team by keeping the score for decades now.’

Ivor slumped onto a bench, disappointed.

‘Is he okay?’ Specky asked Brian.

‘Yeah, he’s fine,’ he nodded. ‘Every time things get really desperate, he turns up asking to play. He wears his old footy guernsey every week, though.’

‘Right, listen up!’ said Ernie, getting the players’ minds back on the job. ‘That’s the sort of commitment we want today. Old Ivor would still be running around out there, if he could. Now don’t let him down.’

Dean Roeder jumped up and led them out of the rooms. The solid twenty-nine-year-old seemed like Superman compared to the older players in the team. ‘Come on, boys,’ he said. ‘Let’s serve it up to this cocky mob. They think they only have to turn up to win this. Specky, Brian tells me you’re pretty handy around the goals, so you go to full-forward. We’ll give you plenty of room, and let’s see if we can’t bang a couple of goals on early.’

Out on the ground Specky lined up at full-forward opposite Bluey Jenkins – one of the guys he and Brian had encountered earlier in the day.

As expected, Bluey had plenty to say.

‘Biff said I had one quarter to clean you up and have you carried off the ground, otherwise he’s gonna come down here and do it himself.’

Specky said nothing. He’d had plenty of experience dealing with loud mouths over the years. As his reputation had grown, he had often been the target of attacks by opposition players trying to make heroes of themselves.

Pretty soon it became apparent to Specky that while Bluey had plenty of size about him, he wasn’t overly quick or agile.

The Redfins’ big ruckman, Mr Prior, was getting his hands on the ball, and Brian was cleaning everything up at ground level. Brian was incredibly accurate with both hands and feet. He never fumbled the ball, and his delivery was first class.

Specky waited until his friend broke clear of the pack and then he darted one way, then the other, totally confusing Bluey. He led into the vacant forward line where he knew Brian would pass the ball right onto his chest.

Specky missed his first shot at goal, but he went on to kick the next three.

The cars and utes that were parked around the boundary celebrated each of Specky’s goals with sustained horn blowing. Specky got the biggest buzz out of it.
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Specky could hear the commentary, but didn’t know where it was coming from. As the siren went for quarter time, and all the Rivergum players ran to Specky to congratulate him, he finally figured out the source of the booming voice.

There on the centre wing, sitting on a bar stool in the tray of a ute sat Mick Richards, the butcher, with a microphone and a tape recorder.

Brian saw him looking as they made their way to the huddle.

‘Everyone calls him Motormouth Mick – he’s our official commentator.’

‘You idiots! What in the bloody hell do ya think you’re doing?’

Specky turned to see the Bull Ants coach tearing into his team.

‘Woah, he’s full on,’ exclaimed Specky.

‘Yeah, he is,’ said Brian. ‘That’s Carl Sharkey. He’s the guy that Razorback Jack took that mark from years ago. He’s also Biff’s dad.’

‘You let a pack of geriatrics and a couple of smart-alec kids embarrass you like that?’ screamed Carl Sharkey, his voice echoing across the ground. ‘It’s a damn disgrace. I can promise you one thing, right now. No one will be getting their pay if this mob beats you.’

‘We’ve upset someone it seems, boys.’ Ernie couldn’t keep the smile off his face as Specky and Brian joined him and their team-mates. ‘Well, we haven’t got any interchange players so go out there and do the same thing you did in the first quarter,’ Ernie added. ‘And Specky – nice going, champ.’

The boys jogged back out onto the oval together.

‘Ernie likes to keep it pretty basic,’ said Brian.

‘Yeah, I noticed,’ said Specky. ‘Nothing like Grub.’

For Specky, the weirdness of playing alongside a team of adults was starting to wear off. He was having a terrific time and feeling more and more confident. He was doing what he loved best and helping out some great, genuine people in the process.

But before the second quarter got underway, Specky sensed that the situation had changed. Because Rivergum were playing with less men than the opposition, they were at a serious disadvantage. Specky noticed that Carl Sharkey had moved Biff into the back line to play as a loose man – essentially Biff was there to make life difficult for Specky.

Specky also learnt that he had a new opponent – a sheep farmer in his mid-twenties, who went by the name of Grunter.

‘Hey, city kid,’ snarled Biff. ‘You’re not getting another touch. If Grunter doesn’t get ya, I will.’

Specky tried not to look worried.

When the ball came forward, Grunter jumped at Specky, his knees digging into Specky’s back, and his arms, elbows and fists flying wildly. Grunter pretended to knock the ball, but more often than not, he made contact with Specky.

Biff just took cheap shots. He’d arrive late and ‘accidentally’ land on Specky after Grunter had finished with him, or he would stand on Specky’s hand when he was on the ground, and twist his foot around so the long stops dug right in.

Biff had been right. Specky didn’t get a touch and arrived in the rooms at half-time bruised and battered.

‘Specky, you better have a rest,’ said Ernie. ‘Those animals don’t play fair and I promised Brian’s dad I would look after you, especially with the State game coming up.’

‘Yeah, it’s not worth it, Speck,’ said Brian as he slumped onto a bench seat. ‘If we had eighteen players and you only had to contend with one opponent it would be all right, but they’re double-teaming you every time and we just can’t get it to you.’

Specky raised his head. This was a whole new set of challenges to the ones he had faced in school footy.

‘Nah, I’ll be right,’ he muttered. ‘I’ll just have to move a bit faster and they won’t be able to catch me.’

But Ernie was not about to relent.

‘Appreciate it, mate, but we can’t risk it.’

Specky was about to protest, but he didn’t get a chance.

‘I’ll look after him, Ern.’

Specky looked up to see a man standing there with a physique that would have made Barry Hall or Jonathan Brown proud.

‘I was able to hop off the tractor a bit earlier than I thought.’

Ernie’s face lit up.

‘Specky, meet Matt Connelly – wheat farmer, amateur golden-gloves boxing champion, centre half-forward, and your new guardian angel.’

Matt looked even more awesome in his footy gear.

‘He reminds me of John Cena,’ said Specky to Brian, referring to his favourite wrestler in the WWE.

Brian chuckled. ‘Yeah, and I reckon he could take his title, too.’

As the Rivergum players took up their positions for the third quarter, Matt grabbed Specky by the arm.

‘You just worry about the footy,’ he said. ‘And I’ll look after the rest.’

‘Thanks,’ replied Specky gratefully.

Grunter and Biff made their way down to the backline, looking wary. Matt Connelly’s reputation as the toughest man in the Mildura district was well-known.

‘Ah, if it isn’t the grunter and his boofhead mate, Biff,’ said Matt, standing between Specky and the two Sovereign Grove thugs. ‘Been ganging up on young Magee here, have we?’

‘Er, mmm… just tryin’a get a… erm kick… mmrr, nnhh eh.’

Specky finally realised why they called him Grunter: the guy mumbled and cleared his throat so much that you could hardly understand what he was saying.

‘Well, why don’t you and I take our differences over to the forward pocket,’ said Matt. ‘And we’ll see how boofhead over there goes against the new boy in a one-on-one contest.’

With that, Matt grabbed Grunter by the jumper and dragged him over to the pocket.

Biff was fuming. ‘Need a babysitter, do ya, loser?’ he snarled, bumping against Specky.

Again Specky held his tongue and waited for his opportunity. But it didn’t come for another fifteen minutes – as brave as the Redfins were, they were tiring.

Eventually, Brian was able to break free from half-back and shoot a spearing pass to Dean Roeder on the wing. He played on quickly and kicked it long into the forward line. It wasn’t an accurate kick and it started to drift toward Matt and Grunter in the pocket. They jostled and wrestled for position, waiting for the ball. Biff charged over to get involved and got there just before Specky.

But when Specky did arrive, he saw his chance. In full stride, about a metre from the pack, he soared through the air, pushing his knees firmly into Biff’s shoulder and catapulting himself toward the ball.

The crowd and every player on the ground held their breath.

I’m flying! thought Specky as he got both hands onto the football. But his body was unbalanced and twisted. Matt, Grunter and Biff crumbled under his weight and crashed to the ground.

Specky felt his legs flip from under him, and it seemed like he was suspended in midair, two metres from the ground. For a second he had no idea which way was up. He felt as if he had been tossed around in a giant washing machine.

‘He’ll break his back!’ someone yelled.

Then, he was falling.

Specky, panicked, tried to turn himself as he fell to avoid a disastrous crash landing. It all happened so quickly. Then FWOMP!

Specky landed on Grunter’s fat gut, cushioning his fall and winding the Sovereign Grove back-man.

The Rivergum crowd erupted into hysterical cheers. It was one of the greatest marks they had ever seen. The car horns blared and Motormouth Mick’s voice boomed out across the ground.
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∗∗∗

‘Well, I’m proud of you blokes.’

Ernie had the team assembled in the change rooms after the final siren had sounded.

‘To be within fifteen points with just ten minutes to go was a mighty effort. Sure, Jimmy Prior’s dodgy knee took him off the field and left us with only fourteen men again, but numbers were always gonna be the problem. They might’ve kicked three more goals and we might’ve lost by thirty-three points, but don’t you worry. When we get a full list together we will wipe the smile off that mongrel Carl Sharkey’s face.’

‘You tell ’em, young Earnest!’ said Ivor Richards, who was handing out cut oranges to the exhausted players.

‘And now for the awards,’ continued Ernie. ‘The Commercial, the best hotel in town, has donated twenty bucks for the best Redfin player on the ground. And that goes to Brian Edwards.’

A round of applause greeted Brian as he sheepishly got up and accepted his prize.

‘The meat tray, kindly donated by Mick Richards, goes to Jimmy Prior, for staying out there as long as he did, even though his knee was stuffed.’

Ernie handed the tray over to Jimmy.

‘And the Roeder’s Hardware and Tackle twenty dollars goes to a young bloke who must have had rockets strapped to the bottom of his boots, ’cause we’ve never seen anyone get up as high as he did – Simon “Specky” Magee.’

A big roar rang out amongst the players and the spectators who had assembled in the rooms. Specky had a whole new legion of fans.
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When Specky woke up on Sunday morning, every muscle in his body ached. His hands were bruised and tender, causing him to flinch every time he moved his fingers.

‘C’mon, let’s get going,’ Brian said, already dressed and raring to start the day. ‘Gotta check my crays, go for a quick swim and set up for the market today.’

Slowly Specky got ready. The idea of jumping into a muddy river in the middle of winter didn’t appeal to him, but he was really sore and going for a swim after the hard training sessions of the past few weeks had certainly helped.

Less than an hour later, Specky and Brian were down on the banks of the river in their board shorts.

‘This is so much better than I thought it would be,’ said Specky, surprised, as he dropped his towel down on a beautiful sandbank.

‘Yeah, this is the best swimming spot on the river,’ said Brian. ‘You can walk out on this sandbar for twenty metres and it doesn’t get any deeper than your waist. Dad and Ernie were down here in the tinny last week.’

‘What’s a tinny?’ asked Specky.

‘It’s a little aluminium fishing boat. They checked for submerged logs or anything else that could be dangerous. The river might look quiet, Speck, but you have to know how deep it is and understand the currents and all that.’

It was turning out to be quite a warm day and once Specky had adjusted to the cold of the water, he realised how clean and refreshing it was. Half an hour later, some of the aches and pains from yesterday’s game had faded.

The boys dried off, got changed, jumped on the bikes and headed off to check on the crays.

‘Whoa! I think we’ve hit the mother lode,’ Brian exclaimed. ‘It weighs a ton.’

Specky watched Brian quickly dragging the rope out of the river.

‘What?’ Brian choked in disbelief.

The sheep’s head was gone and there wasn’t a single crayfish. Instead, there was a footy strapped to a large rock, with a message written in thick black texta: RIVERGUM LOSERS!

‘What idiot would do that?’ Specky said, feeling really sorry for his mate.

‘Guess,’ said Brian, angrily untying the football and kicking it into the river.

‘Biff?’

‘Yeah, who else?’

∗∗∗

A few hours later, Rivergum’s Annual Country Market Day was in full swing. Allan Street had been closed off to vehicles and turned into a huge pedestrian mall – allowing the locals, farmers and shop owners to set up stalls selling their homemade goodies and fresh produce.

‘It’s packed! And I’ve never seen so many cakes and jams,’ mumbled Specky, with his mouth full of chocolate crackle.

‘Yeah, it’s great,’ Brian said as he and Specky weaved their way through the throng of out-of-town visitors. ‘I reckon they’ll get about two thousand people this year. If they all spend five bucks each, we might be able to get a proper roof for the change rooms.’

Specky and Brian wandered from stall to stall.

‘What’s he doing here?’ muttered Brian.

Specky turned to see the Sovereign Grove coach, Carl Sharkey, heading directly for them.

‘G’day, Brian. Great game you played yesterday,’ he said through a toothy grin. ‘And you too, mate. Magee, isn’t it?’

Specky nodded.

‘Bit of a fluke, that mark you took. My boy lost the ball in the sun, otherwise you never would have got up that high. You looked a bit shaken up out there a few times. Playing with the big boys can do that to ya.’

‘The only blokes I saw shaking were Biff and Grunter, when Matty Connelly was there to meet them after half-time,’ Brian said coldly. ‘What are you doing here, anyway?’

‘No need to be like that,’ said Coach Sharkey. ‘Always good to help out the smaller clubs. Try to give ’em a bit of cash when I can. Looks like you might make some today – great turn out.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ shrugged Brian, gesturing to Specky to keep walking.

‘Hey, Brian!’ Coach Sharkey called out after him. ‘Come and play for us. I’ll pay you one hundred and fifty dollars a game. And, Magee, that goes for you, too, if you’re willing to come up here every weekend. And I’ll throw in ten bucks a goal.’

Specky and Brian stopped dead in their tracks. Brian turned and slowly walked back toward the coach – with Specky by his side.

‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ said Brian. ‘No disrespect, Mr Sharkey, but I wouldn’t play for your team if it was the only club in the state.’

Specky couldn’t believe what Brian was saying. He watched Coach Sharkey’s face harden, his slimy smile now gone.

One hundred and fifty bucks, thought Specky. That’s one hundred and thirty more than Brian had got from Rivergum, without even being the best player on the ground, without even kicking a goal. He couldn’t believe that Brian didn’t even need to think about it.

‘And Specky wouldn’t either,’ Brian added quickly. ‘Would you, Speck?’

‘Um… I…’ stuttered Specky, feeling overwhelmed by the offer.

It was the first time in his life he’d been offered money to play footy – one hundred and fifty bucks, plus incentives, was a good chunk of cash.

‘No way,’ he replied, finally, realising straightaway that he had made the right decision. He didn’t play football for money, he played because he loved it, and he wouldn’t betray the Booyong High Lions or the Rivergum Redfins to play for a team he didn’t respect.

‘Oh well, your loss,’ muttered the coach as Brian and Specky took off into the crowd.

∗∗∗

By the late afternoon, most of the remaining crowd had gathered on the banks of the river near Mr Edwards’ houseboat business.

‘What’s going on?’ Specky asked as he and Brian pushed their way to the front of the gathering.

‘It’s the main event,’ grinned Brian. ‘It’s my old man’s Razorback Jack Kicking Contest.’

‘Sweet,’ said Specky. ‘So, let me guess. It’s a long-kicking contest. Right?’

‘Yep, sort of…’ replied Brian. ‘To enter you pay twenty bucks for three kicks to see if you can boot the ball over this section of the river.’

‘But that’s impossible. Look how far it is to the other side.’

‘Seventy-nine metres,’ said Brian. ‘The same distance, give or take a few centimetres, as Razorback Jack’s famous kick. I came up with the idea a few years ago.’

‘Has anyone kicked it over? What do you win?’ asked Specky, fantasising about winning the competition.

‘One week free on one of dad’s houseboats,’ Brian said proudly. ‘And no – no one has won it before.’

One by one a dozen or so men and women attempted to kick the ball over the Murray River. A few competitors managed a respectable distance, but there was no winner and the footballs floated downstream.

‘I’m going to have a go,’ said Specky as he fumbled around in his pocket, looking for the twenty dollar note he had won in the game.

‘Speck, it’s seventy-nine metres. You might as well just donate the twenty,’ exclaimed Brian.

‘Well, it’s going to a good cause,’ said Specky, handing over his money.

The crowd started to gather as he lined up his first kick. Some of them had seen what he was capable of in the high-marking stakes and they were curious to know if he could kick as well as he could mark.

He ran in quickly, and as he approached the line he was almost at full pace. He leant way back, dropped the ball onto his boot, and kicked it as hard as he could. To his dismay, the footy wobbled badly off the side of his boot and dropped into the river about forty metres downstream.

Specky overheard Carl Sharkey say to someone in the crowd, ‘I told you that mark was a fluke. I sure as heck know he can’t kick.’

Specky took a deep breath. He tried to recall what Ben Graham – the former Geelong captain who was now the punter for the New York Jets in the American NFL – had told them at an AFL superclinic years ago.
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Specky lined up for his next kick. He had done the opposite of everything that Ben Graham had advised him to do.

He started more slowly, building speed as he approached the kick-off line. But just as he was getting into his kicking stride, his left foot struck one of the hundreds of exposed gum-tree roots that covered the river bank. He stumbled and barely made contact with the ball. It dribbled over the edge and dropped into the water with an embarrassing ‘plop’.

‘That was useless,’ laughed Carl Sharkey, loud enough for the crowd to hear.

‘Are you all right, mate?’ asked Brian, running over to him.

‘Yeah, apart from feeling like a total loser,’ responded Specky, as he walked back for his final kick.

He wanted to get it over and done with quickly. He was already feeling like a fool and didn’t want to prolong the agony.

Specky grabbed the ball, took a couple of deep breaths, and without thinking too much about it started the approach for his final kick.
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The football flew off Specky’s boot and adopted the perfect spiral motion immediately. It started low, then climbed into the air, making a slight whizzing sound as its flight took shape.

Specky was as amazed as anyone. It hardly felt like he had made contact with the ball. His boot had sunk so gently into the football, it felt like he was kicking a cushion. The ball kept going and going.

Motormouth Mick and Ivor Richards, were the only two people assembled on the other side of the river. They were the officials. They had a couple of fishing lines in the water and were nestled into their deck chairs. In the five years the competition had run, they had never had to adjudicate on a winner.

They both stumbled out of their chairs, their mouths wide open, as the ball headed straight for them.

Motormouth Mick dived behind an old tree stump, putting both hands over his ears, shouting at the top of his voice, ‘INCOMING! INCOMING!’

The ball started to lose altitude as it got closer to the river bank. It was going to be touch and go. Ivor Richards was jumping up and down with excitement and Motormouth Mick was still taking cover as the ball thudded into the side of the bank, some two metres short of the magical seventy-nine metre mark.

The crowd let out a collective groan. Brian, Ernie and Mr Edwards ran over to Specky.

‘That was unreal, mate. How did you do that?’

‘There were shades of Razorback Jack there, young Specky,’ beamed Ernie.

Specky was suddenly embarrassed by all the attention.

‘I can’t explain it. I didn’t even try and kick it that hard. It felt like I was kicking a cushion.’

‘Kicking a cushion? Yeah, right, Speck,’ scoffed Brian. ‘Mate, that’s the strangest thing I’ve ever heard you say. That was as close as anyone has ever got. You should have seen Carl Sharkey’s face.’

‘Well, that’s all good and well, boys,’ interjected Mr Edwards. ‘But there’s one more thing you need to do…’

Brian’s dad pointed at all the balls floating down the river.

‘Come on, let’s go,’ said Brian, gesturing for Specky to hop into a canoe so they could paddle down river to fetch them all.

‘Dad and Ernie must be rapt. That was the biggest turnout ever,’ said Brian, scooping up the footballs one by one – they had all been washed into a bend in the river by the swirling current.

‘Yeah, it was sensational,’ added Specky, looking back over his shoulder to see the crowd leaving. ‘The whole weekend was.’

The kicking contest had marked the end of the day, and the streets and the river bank were soon as deserted as they had been when Specky had first arrived in Rivergum.

‘Hurry up, boys!’ shouted Mr Edwards. ‘It’s time to take Simon home.’
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As Mr Edwards and the boys drove along Allan Street they noticed Ernie and Coach Sharkey having what looked like a heated argument in front of the Commercial.

‘That doesn’t look good,’ muttered Brian’s dad, stopping the car and hopping out.

‘Everything all right there, Ern?’ he asked, approaching the men with Specky and Brian a few steps behind.

‘Yeah, I’m fine, Tom,’ said Ernie. ‘But Carl here has lost the plot.’

‘Don’t be a fool,’ snarled Coach Sharkey. ‘I’m giving you good advice. Merge with Bradford or Pomona or call it quits altogether.’

‘I’ve said this before, Tom,’ said Ernie, moving forward and pointing at Coach Sharkey. ‘He’s out to kill the mighty Redfins. He still can’t stand the fact that he lost the flag to us.’

‘Don’t be an idiot,’ snapped Coach Sharkey, shoving Ernie back.

‘Hey!’ barked Brian’s dad, getting in between them. ‘Enough of that!’

‘Yeah, yeah… nothing’s gonna happen.’ Coach Sharkey shrugged. ‘It’s bloody ridiculous that he thinks I’m carrying some twenty-year-old grudge. We – and I’m speaking for all the clubs in the league here – we are sick of Rivergum wasting our time. They’re pathetic and they should get out.’

‘That’s crap,’ snapped Brian. ‘If we had a full side yesterday, we would’ve beaten you guys.’

‘Brian,’ warned his dad, not wanting him to get involved.

‘No, Brian’s right,’ said Ernie. ‘Carl got a little nervous. Didn’t ya, mate? He knows it’s true.’

Specky watched intently as the tension built between the two coaches.

‘Yeah, right,’ scoffed Coach Sharkey. ‘Any time you have a full team, you call me and I bet you anything you still won’t beat us. In fact, why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?’

Specky wondered what this bully had in mind.

‘How about we have a re-match,’ he continued. ‘Outside of the league’s fixture. A private one-off showdown.’

‘I’m listening,’ said Ernie.

‘If Rivergum wins – which you won’t, but if by some miracle you do – I will donate twenty thousand dollars out of my own pocket to your club.’

Specky almost choked. Brian and his dad looked shocked. Twenty thousand dollars! They all knew that would cover Rivergum’s finances for at least another season and keep the grounds in good condition, too.

‘And if we lose?’ said Ernie coolly.

‘If you lose, and you will,’ Coach Sharkey hissed, ‘then Rivergum will drop out of this league and –’

‘Nup,’ replied Ernie, shaking his head. ‘Just because you own half of Mildura and have money to burn, Sharkey, doesn’t mean that I have to go along with it.’

‘Yeah, just as I thought. You’re all talk, aren’t you, Hegarty? Why don’t you admit it? Your little club is on its last legs. It’s dying. Eight forfeits already and no wins this season – it’s a disgrace.’

‘We’re not a disgrace!’

‘Brian,’ warned Mr Edwards.

‘Well, we’re not, Dad! Ernie, you should go for it.’

Coach Sharkey smirked. ‘Listen to the boy. Or are you really that gutless?’

Specky caught the indecision in Ernie’s eyes as he turned to see the Edwards’ reaction. It felt like the longest pause in history.

‘And?’ said Ernie finally.

‘And what?’ snapped Coach Sharkey.

‘You said if you win we have to drop out of the league, but you were gonna add something else.’

‘Ah, yes,’ he snarled. ‘But first – our agreement has to be confidential. It would be easy for you to get a full side if people heard that Rivergum’s very existence was on the line.’

‘Well, what would be wrong with that?’ asked Brian’s dad.

‘Nothing, if you want to be seen as a charity case. If you don’t mind the whole district knowing that the only reason you had a full side was because people felt sorry for you. Nope, for this showdown to happen you have to produce a full eighteen-man squad because they want to play for Rivergum. You can give them any reason you want to get them there, but the details of this bet cannot be revealed to anyone – otherwise we win by default.’

‘That’s fair enough, I suppose,’ Ernie said. ‘So what else did you want from us?’

Coach Sharkey turned his stare toward Brian. ‘If we win, young Brian here will play the rest of the season with us.’

Ernie and Mr Edwards talked angrily over the top of each other.

‘I’ll do it,’ said Brian quietly.

‘What?’ exclaimed Specky, who was the only one who had heard him over the outraged argument.

‘I’LL DO IT!’ Brian yelled.

The men stopped talking.

‘I’ll agree to it,’ said Brian. ‘But I’ll never have to play for them, ’cause I know that if we have a full side we can beat them.’

‘Son, you don’t have to –’

‘Dad, please,’ said Brian, then he turned to Ernie, looking into his eyes. ‘We can do this. I know we can.’

Specky felt for Ernie and Brian. He wondered if he would’ve done the same thing.

‘All right,’ nodded Ernie, turning back to Coach Sharkey. ‘You have yourself a deal.’

‘Great! And because I’m feeling extra generous, I’m going to suggest we play on a weekend your team has a bye, so you can have more time to round up whoever you need and you’ll only have to play one match. So, when will it be?’

‘Two weeks today,’ Brian said.

‘Good then – Sovereign Grove versus Rivergum, two weeks from today.’

Ernie and Coach Sharkey shook on it.

‘You all have a safe trip back to Melbourne, then. Oh! And, Brian? My boy wanted me to thank ya for the crayfish dinner we’re gonna have tonight. See ya, later.’
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‘Yeah, then we came back and discovered the sheep’s head was gone.’

It was Monday morning recess at Booyong High and Specky was telling his friends about his weekend in Rivergum in the middle of a friendly kick-to-kick.

‘And we found out later that it was Biff,’ he added, booting the footy with an almighty thump.

‘And Specky took the most unbelievable mark anyone had ever seen in Rivergum,’ said Brian.

‘Yeah, but Brian was best on ground and we both won twenty bucks,’ Specky replied.

‘Your shout at the canteen, then,’ called Danny.

Specky, Robbo, Brian, Johnny and Danny were grouped on the edge of the oval while Screamer, Gobba, Smashing Sols and the Bombay Bullet stood thirty metres away.

‘So, Edo – why is this match against Sovereign Grove so important?’ asked Robbo, marking the footy on his chest.

‘It just is,’ said Brian, looking uncomfortable. ‘We’re playing our biggest rivals and it’s a really special weekend and…’

‘And they really need a full side,’ added Specky.

He and Brian glanced at each other. They both wished they could tell the others about the bet, but they knew it was too risky – they wanted to keep their word to Ernie.

‘Do you guys wanna play?’ pressed Brian.

‘Yeah,’ replied Robbo. ‘I can’t wait to play in the seniors league. But what about our school match on the Saturday?’

‘That’s no probs. The Rivergum match is on the Sunday,’ said Brian.

‘Hang on,’ said Specky. ‘That’s the weekend that Coach Pate said we have off. There aren’t any school games that weekend anyway. We could all go up on the Saturday.’

‘Then count me in,’ said Robbo, kicking a drop punt.

‘Me too,’ added Danny. ‘You reckon we could go crayfishing too? Or camping?’

‘Yeah, if you want,’ grinned Brian. ‘Ernie’s gonna be stoked. I’m gonna see if any of the others can play.’

Brian ran to ask the other boys.

‘What about you, Johnny?’ Specky asked. ‘You’d love it and they need all the players they can get.’

‘Nah, Specky man, wish I could,’ said Johnny as he handballed the footy off to Robbo. ‘I’m going away that weekend with my ol’ man. We’re heading up to the Top End for a few days.’

‘Gobba said he wants to come. But he won’t play,’ said Brian, jogging back. ‘He said he’s got an assignment for the Cometti School to call and record a match where he doesn’t know the players. So I told him he should team up with Motormouth Mick.’

‘Who’s Motormouth Mick?’ asked Danny, as he gestured for the others to kick the ball his way.

‘He’s one of the locals,’ Specky replied. ‘You wait until you meet them all! Motormouth and his brother, Ivor, are classics. Brian, what about Screamer and the others?’

Brian said they all had other commitments.

‘Hey, there’s Monique,’ said Danny, looking back toward the canteen area.

Specky turned to see her standing with a group of girls, including Tiger Girl. He noticed that Monique kept glancing up in his direction.

‘Speck, you gotta ask Tiger Girl which one of us Monique likes,’ Danny said. ‘I was so close to kissing her the other day, but the Pies had to go and win.’

‘What? What are you talking about?’ asked Specky.

Danny explained how on the Saturday he had bumped into Tiger Girl and Monique at the Richmond versus Collingwood match at the MCG – and how he had ended up sitting next to them for most of the game.

Specky thought this was odd. Close to eighty thousand people had gone to that game and it seemed like a crazy coincidence. Unless Danny had known they would be there.

Danny added that it was Monique’s first look at AFL and because of her friendship with Tiger Girl she had decided to barrack for Richmond.

‘Yeah, well, what has that got to do with kissing her?’ asked Specky.

‘Listen to this one,’ Robbo said, raising an eyebrow.

‘It was a close match all the way – goal for goal,’ Danny explained. ‘And Monique was getting so excited, jumping up and down every time the Tigers scored. So I got the idea that if Richmond won I could congratulate her – you know, hug her, maybe even go the big pash, which would make me the ultimate winner.’

‘You’re already the ultimate loser,’ quipped Robbo, dashing off to mark the ball.

‘Yeah, whatever!’ continued Danny. ‘Anyway, the Pies broke away in the last quarter. Alan Didak and Josh Fraser were unstoppable and they won by over twenty points. Monique and TG were so crushed that they didn’t even stay for the final siren – and my plan was ruined.’

Specky exchanged a look with Robbo. It was typical Danny.

‘Sounds a little desperate, if you ask me,’ added Brian, kicking a beautiful-looking drop punt off his non-preferred foot.

‘Yeah, well, not as desperate as Gobba,’ replied Danny.

Gobba had apparently gone to the movies with Monique and Tiger Girl on Sunday to watch a horror film. Gobba’s plan was to get Monique so scared that she would cuddle in to him for comfort – providing the perfect opportunity for him to move in and kiss her.

‘But Gobba ended up packing it more than she did,’ snorted Danny. ‘I bet he screamed louder, too.’

‘What are you telling ’em, Castellino?’ asked Gobba, who had left the other boys to join Specky’s group.

‘Just how you’re the big man when it comes to horror movies.’

‘A little frightened, were ya?’ stirred Specky with a grin.

Gobba searched for a comeback before diverting attention away from himself by suddenly tackling the ball off Danny.

‘Hey, can I talk to ya about something?’ said Robbo, pulling Specky aside.

‘Yeah, what’s up?’ asked Specky, keeping an eye on where the ball was.

‘Um, I just wanted to ask you something before they come over.’

Specky followed Robbo’s gaze to see that Monique and Tiger Girl had left their group of friends and were making their way toward the boys.

‘What?’ Specky asked, noticing that his mate looked somewhat nervous.

‘Um, there’s this girl I really like,’ he mumbled quickly.

‘Yeah, yeah, I know – Monique,’ said Specky.

‘Nah, it isn’t,’ sighed Robbo.

‘But what about the competition to try and kiss her?’

‘I’ve changed my mind. I don’t care about the dumb competition,’ he said. ‘I’ll let Danny and Gobba fight that one out.’

‘Well, if you don’t like Monique, who is she then?’

Specky once again followed Robbo’s stare over his shoulder.

‘TG?’ he said. ‘You like Tiger Girl?’

Robbo nodded. Specky was taken aback – he hadn’t seen that one coming.

‘Anyway,’ continued Robbo, clearing his throat. ‘’Cause you’re pretty tight with her, I thought you could suss her out for me. Tell her that one of us likes her, and see how she reacts. And if she’s excited, then ask her if she had a choice, who she’d like it to be.’

‘Why wouldn’t I just say it’s you?’

‘Nah, nah. It would put her on the spot. By doing it this way we get to find out what she really thinks. And no one gets embarrassed.’

‘Man, you’ve really thought this one out, haven’t ya?’ said Specky, shaking his head. ‘But, yeah, um, yeah. I can do that for ya, mate.’

‘Sweet. ’Cause she’s here right now.’

As Robbo took off to join the others, Specky turned to find Tiger Girl only a few steps behind him.

‘Hey, bush boy, how was the country?’ she beamed. ‘Monique’s getting the lowdown from Brian now.’

‘It was good – great!’

‘And how’s everything going with you and Christina?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘Um, it’s fine.’ It had been a few days since they had texted each other and he’d been trying not to think about it. ‘Why?’

‘Um, well, there’s this girl I know who really likes you. And she just wants to know if you’re still serious about Christina.’

‘Who is it?’ asked Specky.

‘I’ve promised her I won’t tell. She just wanted me to see what you thought.’

Specky gave a lopsided smile. Is Tiger Girl for real? he thought. She already told me that Monique likes one of us. It’s obvious that it has to be her.

‘Funny about that,’ said Specky. ‘There’s someone I know who likes you, but I can’t tell you who it is, either. He just wanted to see what your reaction would be.’

‘Really?’ remarked Tiger Girl, in a surprised but happy tone. ‘Do I know him?’

‘Yeah, you do,’ said Specky, trying not to give anything away.

‘Hmm. Okay, great! So, if you’re not going to tell me who he is, what do you think about this girl liking you? Does she have a chance, even though you’re still sort of with Christina?’

Suddenly someone grabbed Specky from behind in a headlock.

‘Magee!’ barked an unknown voice, quickly letting go. ‘Big night coming up at your place, huh? McCart’s gonna blow everyone away with his mixes.’

It was one of the Great McCarthy’s mates, Justin Testi, known to everyone as Knackers.

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Specky.

‘Your sister’s birthday party – this Friday night. It’s gonna go off!’
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After school, Specky confronted Alice.

She had decided to go ahead and plan her birthday party when she found out that Mr and Mrs Magee were going away to celebrate their wedding anniversary. Mr Edwards had invited Specky’s parents to take one of the houseboats over the weekend.

‘Mum and Dad are gonna flip,’ said Specky, sitting on the edge of Alice’s bed.

‘They’re not! ’Cause they’re not gonna find out,’ Alice hissed defensively. ‘And, I swear, you better not say anything.’

‘But if they find out, I’m dead. I can’t let you jeopardise my footy.’

‘Get over yourself, will ya?’ Alice snapped. ‘The world doesn’t revolve around you. This is about me, and they’re not gonna find out.’

‘But if they do…’ pressed Specky.

‘Then I’ll tell ’em you had nothing to do with it – didn’t even know about it. You happy?’

Specky nodded.

‘Just make sure Brian doesn’t let it slip when they’re driving him back home,’ added Alice.

‘Let what slip?’ said Brian, popping his head into Alice’s room.

‘Tell you later,’ said Specky. ‘Is my dad ready to take us?’

Brian nodded and both boys bolted out of Alice’s room, down the stairs, out the front door and into Mr Magee’s car – ready for another State training session.

‘So, what doesn’t Alice want me to tell your dad,’ Brian asked again, once he and Specky were out of the car and jogging onto the field.

Specky told him about Alice’s secret plan for a birthday party.

‘No probs. I won’t say anything,’ Brian sighed. ‘I’ve got other things to worry about.’

It was obvious to Specky that Brian was still thinking about the grudge match against the Sovereign Grove Bull Ants. Specky suggested that he should ask the State team if any of them were free to play for Rivergum.

But after a quick run around, there were no takers. Like many of the Booyong High players, some of them had other commitments. And many of the boys doubted that their parents would take them all that way to play for some random country team. Others were not willing to risk injury when the State match was only three weeks away.

‘Never expected any of them to play, anyway,’ muttered Brian, returning to Specky’s side. ‘I wouldn’t, for a team I didn’t know. I just hope Ernie can fill the side.’

Specky sympathised with Brian and didn’t know what to say. For a moment, he wondered if he should be playing. He was deliberately risking injury just before the State match – and he’d had a taste of how hard and dirty the Bull Ants played.

Nah, I’ll be right, Specky thought, shrugging off any doubts. I’ve gotta help Brian out. He’d do it for me.

‘Rightio, boys!’ shouted Grub. ‘I’m here now. Enough of the yakking. Let’s get started.’

All the players stopped what they were doing and focussed on what Grub had to say. Specky admired the way he was always in complete control of his team. Over many years of coaching elite young footballers, Grub had managed to become both a figure of authority, and someone his teams loved to play for. He was a very hard taskmaster, but had a wicked sense of humour that all the boys appreciated.

‘The good news is that you don’t have to do a beep test today. We just got the bill from the basketball courts and we can’t afford to clean up after Magee again, if he decides to unload his lunch all over the three-point line.’

All the boys burst out laughing, and Specky felt his face turn pink, as bright as the beetroot that Biff had thrown at him.

‘Don’t worry, Magee – you pushed yourself to the absolute limit, and that’s what we want to see today,’ added Grub. ‘We’ve got a fifty-minute skills session and then we’ll finish off with some contested work.’

That training session was one of the most enjoyable Specky had ever taken part in. All the boys were well-matched and the ball rarely hit the ground. When it did, Grub was there, barking and grumbling and putting them under pressure, but also explaining to them what they had done wrong and how they could improve. It was a great atmosphere, and as the afternoon progressed they started to act like a real team. They encouraged each other and tried to inspire each other to greater heights. Making a mistake wasn’t the end of the world. Specky and his team-mates might have got a bit of a spray from Grub every now and then, but it was all constructive.

The whistle blew and the whole squad sprinted toward Grub.

Everyone had agreed that the last player into the huddle had to do twenty push-ups. The last one there was Aaron ‘Bear’ Gleeson, a nippy little rover from Warrnambool.

‘Down you go, buddy!’

‘Took your time, didn’t you, Bear?’

They all loved getting stuck into Bear – he was a good sport, one of those players that brought the group together.

‘But, Grub, I was getting the ball from behind the goals when you blew the whistle,’ he stirred with a goofy grin on his face.

‘I don’t care if you had to climb to the top of the goal post, Gleeson,’ Grub said. ‘Now you can do forty push-ups for whinging.’

Specky and the boys roared their approval and started to chant, ‘Bear! Bear! Bear!’

Bear was in his element. He loved being the centre of attention, and he was strong and powerful. He easily did thirty push-ups and then did the last ten one-handed. The boys cracked up laughing, and even Grub had a bit of a chuckle.

‘Okay, to finish off we’re going to do some tackling, shepherding and smothering work,’ Grub announced. ‘We’ve got good ball skills – I’ve just seen them on display. But what will win us the National Title is our ability to do the little things – look after our mates by putting in a shepherd, getting in a smother and laying tackles. So head over to those cones over there and Bobby Stockdale will explain what we’re doing.’

Bobby was Grub’s trusty assistant coach.

‘I want you to split up into groups of four,’ Bobby ordered. ‘Each group will work within one of the squares that have been marked out by the cones. Now, this is gut-busting work. You will work for forty-five seconds at a time, with one player resting. First off – shepherding. One player will have the ball, one player will shepherd, and the other has to try and get to the bloke with the footy. When I blow the whistle, you rotate positions, with one of you having a rest. Now get organised.’

Specky and Brian headed over to one of the squares, which was about ten by ten metres in size. Spiro Molopolous joined them, along with Bear. Spiro, as always, took charge.

‘You have the ball, Specky. I’ll shepherd. And, Edo, you try and tackle.’

The whistle blew and the drill began.
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It was a pretty easy forty-five seconds for Specky. No matter how hard Brian tried, he couldn’t work his way around Spiro’s big frame. Brian was exhausted.

‘No one gets around me,’ roared Spiro.

The next time, Brian rested. Spiro held the ball, Bear became the shepherder, and Specky the tackler. The whistle blew and Specky charged at Spiro. Bear was able to get his body in the way, but Specky, with a size advantage, pushed through.

He had Spiro in his sights and, keeping his head low, charged at his hips. He tried to wrap his arms around him, but the big ruckman put out one of his huge hands, fended him off and darted over to the other side of the square.

Specky picked himself up and went at it again. Bear was able to block him this time and he fell to the ground. As he stood up, struggling for air, he heard Grub bellowing at him.

‘Geez, Magee! First you get around Gleeson and have a free shot at Molopolous and he brushes you aside like a mosquito, then you have another go, and this little pipsqueak rover sits you on your bum! You better find some muscles in a hurry, buddy.’

The whistle blew and the boys rotated positions once again. This went on for fifteen minutes. The drills changed quickly. After the shepherding, it was tackling.

One player had to lay as many tackles as he could on the other two, inside the square, in forty-five seconds. It was continual, repeated effort and Specky found it exhausting.

Elbows would connect accidentally with cheek bones, a stray knee would make contact with an unprotected thigh and there was only fifteen seconds to recover before you went again.

The last five minutes were devoted to smothering the ball off the boot, and, to Specky’s relief, it was more about technique than physical exertion.

When the session was over, Specky made his way slowly into the change rooms. He was deep in thought, replaying Grub’s comments over and over.

Am I too weak to play in the AFL? he wondered.

As he changed into his tracksuit, ready to go home, Grub stuck his head out of the office and called him over.

‘Don’t go getting the sulks on me, son. You’re a beautiful mark of the footy, you kick the ball nicely, you read the play well and you train hard,’ he said warmly. ‘That’s all good. But you’re also pretty skinny and you haven’t got great strength. You can’t have it all. Well, not yet, anyway. Tackling and shepherding and other things that don’t come naturally you’ll have to work on. The guys you play against aren’t going to get any smaller, so we need to start thinking about a strengthening program for you. Apart from that, you’re going all right. Now get home and do your homework.’

With that, Grub went back into his office, and Specky felt a whole lot better.

∗∗∗

‘What did Grub want, Speck?’ asked Brian as they walked outside.

‘Oh, he was just telling me I’ve got to get stronger and improve my tackling.’

‘Maybe we better get you up to Rivergum, carting some hay with Matt Connelly. It seems to have done the job for him. Besides,’ Brian continued, ‘you’re not the only one who needs to get stronger. I couldn’t budge Spiro in that shepherding drill. I might have to get a look at his birth certificate, I think. I swear he’s at least twenty.’

Specky laughed – he appreciated Brian’s support. As they reached the car park, Specky and Brian were surprised to see Tiger Girl and Monique waiting for them.

‘Nice tackling, boys!’ said Tiger Girl.

‘Very impressive,’ added Monique.

‘What are you doing here?’ asked Specky.

‘Aren’t we allowed to watch the AFL champions of tomorrow?’ smiled Tiger Girl.

‘Yeah, it’s a free country, I s’pose,’ he replied, laughing. ‘So how did you get here?’

Tiger Girl said that her mum’s boyfriend had brought them. He was waiting in the car, using the time to make a few phone calls. ‘We’re going to get Mum now and go to a restaurant for dinner,’ she added.

‘Oh, right,’ said Specky. He could see his dad driving in to pick him and Brian up. He sensed that Tiger Girl was definitely not telling them something – both girls were just standing there, gawking at them.

‘Anyway,’ Specky said, ‘we better get going. See ya at school tomorrow.’

‘Oh, okay,’ said Tiger Girl, looking disappointed. ‘We heard that Alice is having a birthday party Friday night, so I texted her while you guys were training and she said we could come. Is that okay with you?’

‘Um… yeah. I s’pose so. Great,’ said Specky, wondering how many others had already heard about Alice’s ‘secret’ big night.

‘Cool! We’ll be able to talk more about what I told you this afternoon.’

Tiger Girl exchanged a brief look with Monique and then winked at Specky.

‘What was all that about?’ Brian asked once the girls were out of earshot.

‘Monique likes me.’

‘She does? How do you know?’

‘TG told me. Well, she didn’t exactly tell me, but she dropped a lot of hints,’ said Specky, waving to his dad.

Mr Magee was patiently waiting for them in the car.

‘So do you have the hots for her or what?’ asked Brian. ‘What about Christina?’

‘Nah, Christina’s still the one.’

‘So you’ll have to let her down somehow.’

‘Yeah, I s’pose I’ll have to,’ replied Specky, regretting the awkward situation he’d found himself in. ‘Maybe I can tell her at the party or just get TG to tell her. Something like, “Thanks, but he’s already taken.”’

Brian just shrugged and jumped in the car.

Yep, Specky thought. Alice’s party is going to be an interesting night, that’s for sure.
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‘Okay, have we got everything?’ asked Specky’s dad, stepping back into the hallway.

It was early Friday evening and Specky’s parents were about to leave for their weekend getaway.

‘Just one more bag,’ said Mrs Magee, coming down the stairs. ‘Simon, can you get it for me? And tell Brian we’re ready.’

Specky grabbed his mother’s luggage and stuck his head into the study.

‘My olds are about to leave,’ he said.

‘Yeah, I heard,’ muttered Brian, shoving a few last items into his bag.

‘What’s up?’ asked Specky, noticing the look on his mate’s face.

‘I just talked to my dad. It’s the same old problem – Ernie’s really struggling to find numbers again this week. A couple of regular players have come down with the flu and, as usual, some of ’em are too flat out with their farms. Looks like it’s gonna be another forfeit.’

‘Bummer.’

‘Yeah, you can say that again,’ sighed Brian. ‘Maybe Coach Sharkey’s right? How can we expect to play a showdown against his team when we can’t even get a full side each week? It sucks.’

It was the first time Specky had heard Brian sound so down.

‘Look, you’ve still got a week,’ said Specky, trying to put a positive spin on it. ‘Why don’t you call up the Dawson brothers and whoever else you can think of and beg them to play. Tell ’em you’ve only got three weeks to live or something, and you want to see a full side play just one more time.’

Brian laughed. ‘Yeah right.’

‘Simon! Brian!’ Mrs Magee’s voice echoed from downstairs.

‘We’re coming,’ shouted Specky. ‘Look, don’t give up. Anything could happen.’

‘Yeah, I s’pose.’

‘Hey, if you think it’s another forfeit tomorrow, why don’t you stay here this weekend? You’re missing out on Alice’s party tonight.’

‘Nah, I better go – help Ernie try and find whoever we can.’

∗∗∗

‘Okay, are you sure you have all our contact numbers?’

Specky and Brian joined Mr and Mrs Magee – and Alice – at the front door. Specky’s mum was going through the final run down of instructions.

‘And please don’t stay up all night watching TV or playing computer games.’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Alice. ‘Don’t worry about us – just go.’

‘And, if you’re going to use the stove, try to –’

‘Mum!’ snapped Alice. ‘We’ll be okay. Now go!’

‘Yes, good idea. Or it’ll be really late by the time we get there,’ said Mr Magee. ‘Now give us a hug.’

As Specky and his sister embraced their parents, the phone rang. The answering machine clicked on:

‘Hey, Speck! It’s me. It’s Danny. Are you there? Oh, well, I just wanted to check about tonight. What time does it kick off again? It’s gonna be huge. It’s my big chance with Monique and –’

Alice’s face dropped. Specky rushed over to the phone and quickly grabbed the handset.

‘Yep, it’s me. We’re just saying goodbye to my folks. Yeah. Yeah. See ya.’

‘What was all that about?’ asked Mr Magee.

Specky couldn’t remember the last time his sister had looked so desperate. Her eyes were begging him not to say anything.

‘Um… he just wanted to know what time the footy starts,’ he said.

‘Well, hasn’t he heard of a TV guide?’ said Mr Magee. ‘Okay, let’s go.’

But Mrs Magee wasn’t so easily convinced.

‘Why is the footy his big chance with Monique?’ she asked. ‘Who is Monique anyway?’

‘Mum, look what time it is,’ Alice reminded her nervously. ‘You’re never gonna get there if you don’t leave now. Isn’t that right, Brian?’

Brian nodded.

Mr Magee was already halfway out the door. ‘Let’s go then. Bye, kids!’

‘Bye, Dad. Bye, Mum.’

‘Go, Redfins!’ Specky called out after Brian.

In a moment Specky’s dad had reversed out of the driveway and they were gone.

‘Phew! That was close,’ said Alice. ‘I’m going to kill Danny. I owe you big-time.’

‘Yeah, you do,’ replied Specky, wishing he hadn’t lied to his parents. ‘That’s as good a shepherd as you’ll ever see, Alice.’

‘Whatever,’ she exclaimed. ‘I’ve got a party to put on.’
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The first guests to arrive at Alice’s birthday celebration were Specky’s friends. Danny, Robbo and Gobba had invited themselves along – mainly because they knew Monique would be there.

‘What’s that smell?’ asked Specky.

‘It’s Castellino,’ said Robbo, shaking his head. ‘It’s foul, isn’t it?’

‘It’s not foul,’ snapped Danny. ‘It’s manly.’

Specky took a step closer and had another sniff.

‘Is that perfume?’ he asked.

‘Not perfume – cologne. The ladies love it. They have a better sense of smell than guys, you know. You wait and see – this is going to drive Monique wild. Bring on the big pash.’

‘It smells as if you’ve had a bath in petrol and toilet freshener,’ quipped Gobba.

‘What would you know, mayor of scab city?’ Danny retorted. ‘There’s no way anyone will kiss you with that on your face.’

Specky took a closer look at Gobba. He had a crusty cold sore on the edge of his bottom lip.

‘Whoa, that’s bad,’ laughed Specky, not meaning to sound so insensitive.

‘Maybe your sister’s got some make-up I can cover it up with?’ Gobba asked.

‘Make-up? Perfume? You’re both starting to seriously worry me,’ said Specky.

‘You guys better not hang around the front door all night,’ said Alice, stomping down the stairs, dressed to the nines. ‘Having a bunch of Year Nine losers at my party isn’t a good look. And, Danny, you’re lucky you’re allowed in the door after you nearly sprung us.’

Specky’s friends pulled faces at one another as Alice brushed past them.

‘What is that smell? It’s putrid,’ she choked.

Everyone sniggered as Danny darted to the bathroom.

The next wave of guests to arrive were Alice’s closest girlfriends. Carrying food and party decorations, they had come early to help set up.

‘Hello? Hello?’

Standing at the doorway was Mrs Williams, the mother of Alice’s friend Rachel. Alice was so caught up carrying food into the kitchen that she didn’t even notice her. Specky stepped in to greet her.

‘It’s Simon, isn’t it?’ she asked. ‘Are your parents home? I just wanted to check when I should pick Rachel up.’

Specky had to think of something quickly.

‘Um… they’ve gone to get some ice,’ he lied. ‘Yeah, ice.’

‘Oh, well, I’ll pick her up around midnight. Does that sound okay?’

Specky nodded. Mrs Williams left.

‘Is it still too strong?’ asked Danny, returning from the bathroom. ‘I washed a bit of it off.’

Specky didn’t answer. He was distracted by the Great McCarthy’s loud entrance.

‘G’day, ladies! The party’s arrived,’ he proclaimed. ‘Legend, can you and your mates help me with this stuff? And man, what is that stench?’

Danny shook his head and ran back to the bathroom. Specky, Robbo and Gobba helped the Great McCarthy carry in his DJ equipment. They made their way through to the living room that faced the backyard. This was going to be the dance floor.

Within an hour the Great McCarthy’s dance mixes were thumping through the house and the party was in full swing. About thirty or more of Alice’s friends arrived, including some of the Great McCarthy’s Year 12 mates – with cases of beer in hand.

Specky panicked. He pushed through the throng of partygoers and took Alice aside.

‘Some of the Year Twelve guys have brought alcohol,’ he warned.

‘Yeah, so?’ shrugged Alice. ‘What else are they gonna drink – cordial?’

‘You didn’t mention alcohol and I’ve had to tell about a dozen mothers that Mum and Dad are out getting ice. I don’t think –’

‘Just relax, will ya?’ yelled Alice over the top of the loud music. ‘I told them they’re only allowed to bring a couple of cans each. It’s no big deal. And getting ice – that’s a good one.’

Specky was feeling extremely anxious about the whole event.

‘Stop being a goody-two-shoes, will ya?’ continued Alice.

‘I’m not! But I think Mum and Dad will really lose it if they find out that –’

Before Specky could finish his sentence, Alice was dragged away to dance by her friends.

‘Hey! Great party!’

It was Tiger Girl and Monique.

‘Yeah, I guess,’ Specky said as his mates made a sudden dash for Monique.

‘Hey, Monique! Wanna dance?’ squeaked Gobba, beating Danny to her.

‘Thank you, Ben – no. We just got ’ere, but maybe later. I would like a drink, ’owever. Just water, please.’

‘I’ll get it for ya,’ blurted Danny.

‘No. She asked me. I’ll get it.’

Gobba took off to get Monique’s drink. Specky glanced back at some of the Year 12 boys. They were getting rowdier the more they had to drink.

‘What’s up?’ Tiger Girl asked Specky. ‘What’s with the frown?’

‘Nothing,’ said Specky. ‘I just hope nothing gets broken.’

‘Um… TG, would you like a drink?’ Robbo interrupted.

‘Yeah. Yeah, I would. Just a coke, thanks.’

Specky caught Robbo looking at him meaningfully as if to say, ‘Put in another good word for me, will you?’

‘What can I smell?’ Monique asked. ‘Are you wearing cologne, Dannee?’

‘Why? Do you like it?’

‘Well, it smells a little like – ’ow do you say? Cat’s pee?’

Tiger Girl giggled. Specky wanted to laugh, but he saw the wounded look on Danny’s face.

‘Oh, I love this song,’ Monique squealed. ‘Let’s dance!’

Monique dragged Tiger Girl into the crowd.

‘Are you okay?’ Specky asked Danny.

‘Course I am,’ he replied, putting on a brave face. ‘I’m the Italian Stallion.’

‘Hi, Italian Stallion.’

It was the Gladiator, walking out of the crowd.

‘He-hello,’ stuttered Danny. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I came with my brother, Justin – Justin Testi.’

‘Knackers is your brother?’ said Danny, surprised.

‘Yeah,’ said the Gladiator. ‘I thought you might have guessed – Justin Testi, Maria Testi. It’s not a very common surname.’ But Specky and Danny only knew Maria as the Gladiator.

‘That’s nice cologne you’re wearing,’ she said to Danny.

‘You like it? You don’t think it stinks?’

‘No. It’s very manly.’

Specky couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

‘Hey, I know this might make me sound like a total loser,’ Maria added. ‘But I asked my brother if I could tag along tonight ’cause I was hoping you were going to be here. I saw you play footy the other day and I thought you were really good.’

‘You did?’

She nodded.

Specky felt like a tennis umpire watching the conversation go back and forth. By the looks of it, the score was love all.

‘Yep,’ she smiled at Danny. ‘I try to catch every game you play.’

‘You do?’

‘Yeah. In fact, remember when you went out and played that awesome game in honour of your grandmother? Well, that inspired me to do my best at the national athletic championships. And I won everything I entered.’

‘You did?’ gulped Danny. They stopped talking for a moment and just looked at each other.

‘Danny, I know what everyone calls me behind my back,’ Maria said, finally looking away. ‘But I don’t care. It’s kind of a compliment. I’m never gonna be some stick-thin girl. This is the shape I need to be if I’m going to make it in running. You know what I mean?’

Danny nodded. ‘Do you wanna go and get a drink, Maria?’ he said, suddenly grinning.

They headed into the kitchen together while Specky watched in disbelief. Who would’ve thought? Danny and the Gladiator!

‘Did I just see…’ asked Robbo as he and Gobba returned with drinks in hand.

‘Was that Maria Testi… and Danny?’ asked Tiger Girl, bouncing back from the dance floor with Monique.

‘Yep!’ said Specky. Robbo and Gobba gave the girls their drinks. They downed them in seconds, their faces flushed from dancing.

‘Ben?’ Monique said.

‘Yes,’ beamed Gobba, as if he were a puppy about to receive a treat.

‘I did not notice before, but that thing on your lip… ’Ow do you say that in English?’

‘That’s a dirty big cold sore,’ stirred Robbo.

Gobba jabbed his elbow into Robbo’s side. ‘It’s only a small one,’ he croaked.

‘Well, do not kiss anyone tonight,’ Monique continued. ‘They are very – ’ow do you say? Contagious?’

Specky and Robbo tried hard not to laugh.

‘Yeah, right. I’ll try not to,’ replied Gobba, gutted. ‘I’m going to see the Great McCarthy.’

‘Hey, I gotta talk to you,’ Tiger Girl said in Specky’s ear as a dejected Gobba slunk away and Monique started dancing with one of Alice’s friends. ‘Can we go somewhere quieter?’
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‘So, what’s up?’ Specky asked as he and Tiger Girl walked into his room, the music thumping from downstairs.

‘I just wanted to tell you who likes you, but I didn’t want to tell you in front of everyone –’

‘But I already know,’ said Specky, cutting Tiger Girl off.

‘You do?’

‘Yeah,’ said Specky. ‘It’s obvious.’

‘It is?’

Specky nodded. ‘I’m flattered,’ he added. ‘But, I just really like Christina. Plus, it’d be kind of crazy for me to go out with Monique when she’s only going to be in the country for another couple of weeks anyway. And she’s not really my type.’

‘Monique?’ said Tiger Girl. ‘Who’s talking about Monique?’

‘I thought you were,’ said Specky. ‘You told me someone liked me, and then she came to see me train and play footy.’

‘Monique doesn’t like you.’

‘She doesn’t?’ said Specky, suddenly feeling incredibly embarrassed.

‘No,’ exclaimed Tiger Girl. ‘Monique likes Brian.’

‘Brian?’ repeated Specky.

‘Yeah. That’s why she turned up at the State training, you goose.’

It took a moment for it all to sink in. Specky laughed nervously.

‘So, who did you mean, then?’

Tiger Girl’s face flushed brightly and she turned away.

‘You?’ Specky said softly.

Tiger Girl nodded.

‘You like me?’ Specky was stumped. He struggled to find the right words.

‘Look,’ she said. ‘I know we’re just friends. But ever since Monique arrived, she’s been getting all this attention from all the boys. It made me wonder, why doesn’t anyone like me? Who do I like? And, well, I thought of you. But I got the guilts, ’cause of, you know… everything.’

Specky shuffled uncomfortably on the spot. This was turning out to be more intense than any football match he had ever played.

‘And then, because you said you liked me, I thought I’d say what I was thinking and –’

‘Whoa, hang on,’ stammered Specky. ‘I didn’t say I liked you. Not like that.’

‘Didn’t you?’ said Tiger Girl. ‘The other day at school you said there was someone that liked me – I thought that meant you.’

‘No!’ Specky said. ‘It’s Robbo! Robbo likes you.’

‘Robbo?’ she squealed.

Specky nodded.

‘But I don’t like Robbo!’ There was a long pause. ‘What if, deep down, I’ve always liked you, Speck? Maybe I just haven’t admitted it to myself until now.’

Suddenly Tiger Girl’s face dropped. Specky followed her stare to see Robbo standing in the doorway.
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Specky chased after him. Partly because as a mate he thought he owed it to Robbo to explain, but mainly because he didn’t know how to deal with Tiger Girl’s revelation.

I’ll deal with that later, he thought as he thumped down the stairs, a few steps behind his best friend.

‘Robbo, wait!’ he shouted.

Robbo brushed past Danny, who was charging up the stairs.

‘There you are,’ he said, panicked, blocking Specky’s way.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Specky, seeing the horrified look on Danny’s face. ‘Did someone break something?’

‘You wish,’ said Danny, his voice cracking.

‘What then? What is it?’

‘Your dad’s back. He just pulled into the driveway.’
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Specky couldn’t remember breathing from the time it took his dad to burst through the front door, stop the music, shout out at the top of his lungs for Alice’s friends to leave at once, push them out one by one, warn the Great McCarthy never to see his daughter again, order Alice to stop her hysterical crying and go to her bedroom, and then collapse into his armchair.

For the next few minutes there was complete don’t-move-if-you-know-what’s-good-for-you silence in the Magee household. Only then did it begin to dawn on Specky that in all the commotion, he hadn’t even wondered where his mother was. She hadn’t returned with his father and Brian.

Specky gave Brian a questioning look, but Brian remained silent and gestured toward Specky’s dad.

‘Dad,’ Specky said softly, inching toward him. ‘Where’s Mum?’

‘She’s in hospital.’

Specky’s chest tightened.

‘Wh-what?’ he stuttered. ‘Why? Is she okay? The baby?’

Specky’s father explained in a tired voice that just as they had driven onto the freeway, Mrs Magee had started to get severe pain.

‘We thought the baby was coming early,’ he said, ‘so I rushed her to the nearest hospital.’

‘And?’ asked Specky as his dad stopped to take a deep breath.

Mr Magee dropped his face into his hands.

‘Dad?’ pressed Specky, his heart racing. ‘Dad, is Mum okay?’

Mr Magee raised his head and nodded. ‘Yes, thank God. And the baby is, too. It was just a false alarm.’

Specky had never seen his dad so shaken up before. He could only imagine the ordeal his parents had gone through – and all the while, he and Alice were partying behind their backs. Specky was awash with guilt.

‘How long is Mum in hospital for?’ whispered Alice, appearing at the bottom of the staircase.

‘Alice, I don’t want to talk to you right now,’ sighed Mr Magee, not looking at her. ‘Now all of you – go to bed.’

∗∗∗

Specky was allowed to play footy for his school the following day. He had been prepared for his father to say that he and Alice were banished to their bedrooms for the entire weekend. But he hadn’t. At breakfast he was eerily calm as he sipped his coffee and read the morning paper.

It was only later that Specky realised why he had been allowed to join his Booyong team-mates – his dad was feeling bad about not being able to get Brian home for the weekend.

Mr Magee said it would be good for Brian to play some football that weekend, even if he couldn’t play for Rivergum. But before they jumped out of the car at the oval, his father turned to Specky. ‘When you get back from your game, after I’ve picked your mother up from the hospital, we’re going to have a serious talk with you and your sister.’

This made Specky extremely nervous. He knew he wasn’t out of the woods yet.

When Specky and Brian got to the change rooms, they were surrounded by their mates, who wanted to know all the details of the previous night.

‘Man, I’ve never seen anyone that mad before,’ said Danny.

‘Yeah, the way he got stuck into your sister and the Great McCarthy, and… well, I was packing it,’ added Gobba.

‘Oi! Magee!’

It was Screamer.

‘Heard you had a big night last night,’ he said, grinning so smugly that he looked almost like his old self. ‘And about you and Tiger Girl, too! Does that mean you’ve dumped Christina?’

‘What? Nah. And who told you anyway?’

Screamer looked back over his shoulder at Robbo, who was in the middle of stretching.

I better talk to him before this gets out of hand, Specky thought.

‘Hey, there’s Monique,’ announced Gobba.

Specky’s team-mates all turned in unison. Tiger Girl was nowhere to be seen.

‘Hey, I heard she has the hots for Brian,’ said Screamer.

‘What?’ said Brian.

‘Oh, yeah. I forgot to mention that,’ added Specky.

‘So much for our bet,’ groaned Gobba, disappointed. ‘There’s no way she’s gonna wanna kiss any of us now.’

‘Who cares,’ shrugged Danny. He was smiling at someone on the sidelines. It was Maria Testi who had just arrived to watch the game.

Specky jogged over to Robbo. ‘Hi,’ he said.

‘Hey.’

‘Look, about last night,’ started Specky. ‘I just wanted you to know that there’s nothing going on with me and Tiger Girl. I don’t like her that way and that –’

‘It’s cool. She’s just not into me. It’s no big deal. It’s fine.’

‘So… it’s all good between you and me?’

Robbo nodded.

‘Great,’ said Specky, even though he knew that Robbo wasn’t going to admit to him that his pride had taken a beating.

A few minutes later, Specky and his team-mates were called in to a huddle around Coach Pate.

‘Right, settle down, boys,’ she said, once they were all gathered.

‘I have a few announcements before I talk about today’s match. We have a last-minute inclusion in the team – Brian Edwards will be playing for us today.’

Everyone broke into applause.

‘On ya, Brian.’

‘Nice one, mate!’

‘I also want to thank many of you for wishing me a happy birthday today. It’s my thirtieth, for those of you who are wondering and –’

‘Happy Birthday to you…’ Gobba led the whole team in an impromptu and very loud rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’. ‘… Happy Birthday, Coach Pa-ate. Happy Birthday to you.’

Coach Pate blushed. ‘Well, thank you so much,’ she said once the cheers subsided.

‘Just one more thing before we get started on today’s game,’ she continued. ‘My partner, Nick, and I…’ Coach Pate smiled at her boyfriend, who was standing a few metres off to one side. ‘… are engaged to be married.’

Everyone erupted into whoops and whistles. Especially the parents on the sidelines.

‘What a great birthday and engagement gift it would be if you won today,’ Coach Pate said over the noise.

‘That’s it!’ said Brian, turning to Specky.

‘What’s it?’

‘I’ve just worked out what I can say to get a full team to play for Rivergum.’
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Specky and Brian raced into the house, on a high from winning their match. The two had dominated the game from the very first bounce, and the opposition had no chance against them and their Booyong High team-mates.

But Specky’s elation was short-lived. When he reached the kitchen he discovered his dad, Alice and his mother in the midst of a very serious conversation. This was obviously the talk Specky’s father had mentioned earlier.

‘Sit down, Simon,’ Mr Magee ordered. ‘Brian, if you wouldn’t mind leaving us alone for a while?’

Brian nodded and left the room. Specky hugged his mother.

‘I’m glad you’re okay,’ he whispered into her ear, before pulling up a chair.

‘Right,’ started Mr Magee in a firm voice. ‘Your mother and I have expressed our disappointment to Alice and talked about what the consequences are for her, and for you.’

‘But I –’

‘Simon, don’t interrupt your father.’

Specky glanced over at Alice to see that her eyes were red and bloodshot – she’d obviously been crying.

‘The fact that you went along with this suggests to us that you should be willing to take responsibility for it, too.’

‘But, I told her it was a bad idea, and –’

‘Simon!’ snapped Mr Magee. ‘What has upset us most in all of this is that you allowed alcohol to be brought into this house. Under-age drinking is a serious offence. How incredibly foolish and irresponsible it was of both of you. So, you and your sister are going to pay for it, heavily.’

Here it comes, thought Specky, dreading what his dad was about to say.

‘For the next month there will be no television, no playing computer games, no going out with friends or friends coming here, no telephone calls, no internet except for homework, no online messaging, and no mobile phones, which means no texting.’

Specky was in shock. His whole life was erased – just like that.

‘And as for your football…’

Specky’s stomach sank. ‘Please, not my footy.’

‘You will be allowed to continue to play, but only because Alice begged us to let you and because she said she’d give up her privileges for an extra month.’

Specky couldn’t believe his sister had done that for him. But there was a bigger shock to come.

‘You should also know, Simon, that we have forbidden Alice from seeing Dieter. He’s told us that it was all his idea and we don’t believe that your sister needs that sort of bad influence in her life.’

Later, Specky went up to Alice’s room to thank her. ‘Can I come in?’ he asked, tapping at the door.

‘S’pose,’ she mumbled, lying on the bed, her face buried in her pillow.

‘I’m sorry that you’re not allowed to see Dieter anymore.’ Specky waited for a response, but nothing came. ‘And thanks for convincing Mum and Dad to let me play footy,’ he added. ‘But I was just wondering… um… why?’

Alice just sniffed.

‘Okay, another time, I s’pose,’ said Specky, turning to leave.

‘Because…’ replied Alice, sitting up and hugging the pillow close to her chest. Specky could see her eyes were still red and puffy. It was obvious she had been sobbing on and off all day. ‘Because I couldn’t let you take the blame. I was stupid. And… and I want to see you play AFL one day.’

What? thought Specky. Did I just hear her right? Is this my sister? The same sister who couldn’t care less about football or me playing it?

‘You do?’ he said.

‘Yeah.’ Alice nodded. ‘I know I give you heaps, but I couldn’t let Dad and Mum stop you from playing for the state. That wouldn’t have been fair. And I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself. You’re good, Si, and you deserve to play.’

Specky was speechless. His sister had never said anything like that before.

‘Um, well… thanks,’ he croaked. ‘I’m sorry this turned out like it did.’

‘I suppose I’ll get over it eventually. I’m tough.’

Specky nodded. ‘Yeah, you are.’

∗∗∗

For the first half of the week, school was business as usual. Specky paid attention in class, did his homework and went to school and State footy training. But when it came to his social life it was a different story.

Tiger Girl seemed to be doing her best to avoid him. Danny had started spending lunch-times with Maria, and Monique hung out with Brian whenever she could, which Brian didn’t seem to mind at all.

‘Hey, legend!’ called the Great McCarthy, running up alongside Specky during Thursday morning recess.

‘How’s your sister doing?’ he asked.

‘She’s pretty down in the dumps,’ replied Specky.

‘Yeah, well, it’s no fun for me, either. I can’t believe your olds won’t let us see each other. It’s like they’ve taken out a restraining order or something. I tried talking to Alice this morning at her locker and she freaked. She was scared someone would see us and it would get back to your folks. I knew she shouldn’t have had that party! I warned her this might happen.’

‘You did?’ Specky was confused. ‘But you told Mum and Dad –’

‘I know! I know! I told your folks that I thought of the idea – but that was just so they’d go easier on Alice, and I think they have. I didn’t think it would mean we couldn’t see each other, though. That sucks. I wanted to try out my DJ equipment, but I didn’t care either way. I told Alice to forget about it and we’d just do something together. But she’s pretty determined, your sister. When she has something in mind, there’s no stopping her.’

Specky nodded.

‘I don’t know what to do. Maybe I should talk to your dad. What d’ya reckon?’

‘I wouldn’t,’ warned Specky. ‘I think I’d leave it for a while. They’re still pretty cut.’

‘Yeah, I guess,’ said the Great McCarthy. ‘I s’pose I’ll catch ya round, then.’

Specky had only taken a few paces before he was stopped again. It was Screamer.

‘Magee, Christina wants to know what’s up,’ he said. ‘She texted me, wanting to know why you haven’t been in contact with her.’

Specky filled Screamer in on why his mobile had been confiscated by his parents. ‘If you can tell her that for me, that’d be great,’ he added.

‘No probs,’ said Screamer. ‘I might be able to tell her in person.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, that masterclass I told you about – it’s in Sydney, on the weekend. We’re gonna try and catch up.’

‘Oh?’ croaked Specky, feeling his gut knotting up. ‘Um, that’s good.’

For the rest of the day, Specky felt increasingly nervous about Screamer’s plans to meet up with his girlfriend. He wished he was the one visiting her. It had been ages since they had talked or texted each other – and he wondered how she was adjusting to her new home, school and city.

‘What’s up?’ asked Brian, as they made their way back home after school.

‘Ah, nothing,’ shrugged Specky. ‘How are the calls going? How’s your plan working out?’

‘Really good, I think. My phone bill will be huge next month, but it’s worth it. What about you? Do you think you’ll be allowed to play against the Bull Ants, now that you’re grounded?’

‘Who knows? I thought I’d wait and ask my folks at the last minute. But I don’t like my chances.’

Later that night, Specky’s parents held another family meeting around the dinner table, but this time Brian was allowed to be in on it.

‘We talked to Brian’s dad earlier,’ began Mr Magee. ‘And we’re going to stay on one of his river houseboats this weekend. Of course, I think your mother should be resting some more –’

‘David, please,’ interjected Specky’s mum. ‘I’m fine. The doctor says it’s absolutely fine.’

‘So, what about us?’ asked Specky.

‘Since you can’t be trusted to stay here on your own, you’ll both be coming with us, but not on the boat,’ said Mrs Magee. ‘Mr and Mrs Edwards have kindly offered to let you and Alice stay with them. They have a spare room for Alice. She can study and do her homework all weekend.’

‘Great, I can’t wait,’ Alice muttered sarcastically.

‘And Brian’s dad asked us if you could play in some special football game on Sunday, Simon,’ said Mr Magee. ‘As a favour to him, we have agreed.’

‘Yes!’ said Specky and Brian, high-fiving each other.

‘He’s driving down to Melbourne very early Saturday to pick up Josh, Danny and Ben, so he’ll pick you up then, Brian.’

‘Why is it such a special match?’ asked Mrs Magee.

‘It’s a showdown with our number-one rival,’ said Brian.

‘Like a one-off friendly game?’

‘Yeah, something like that.’

‘That’s all settled then,’ said Specky’s dad. ‘We’re all off to Rivergum on Saturday.’
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Specky’s parents dropped him and Alice at the Edwards’ house and then Brian’s dad drove them out to the houseboat and sent them on their way down the Murray River.

‘Your folks are going to experience peace and quiet like they’ve never felt before,’ he said to Specky and Alice on his return. Everyone was seated around the kitchen table having sandwiches and smoothies.

‘Dad, did you ask them if Specky can camp out with us tonight?’ Brian asked.

‘Yes. They said it would be okay,’ Mr Edwards smiled.

Specky and his mates whooped excitedly.

‘Unfortunately, Alice,’ added Brian’s dad, ‘your parents were adamant that you were to study for the next couple of hours, so…’

‘Okay, Tom! Let the poor girl finish her smoothie first,’ Brian’s mother said.

‘No, it’s fine, Mrs Edwards,’ Alice said. ‘I’ll go now. You guys have fun camping tonight.’

Specky watched his sister leave the kitchen, shuffling a few steps behind Brian’s mum. He felt sorry for her, but he knew she wouldn’t want to come camping with them anyway.

‘Okay, what are you boys waiting for?’ said Mr Edwards. ‘Get your gear together. Brian, go and grab some sleeping bags from the cupboard, and I’ll get the tent from the shed.’

‘This is gonna be so unreal,’ exclaimed Danny. ‘I can’t remember the last time I went camping.’

‘You haven’t, that’s why,’ said Robbo.

‘Yes, I have! And you were there. Can’t you remember?’

‘Pitching a tent in your backyard doesn’t count.’

‘And watching Survivor doesn’t, either,’ Gobba said.

Brian grinned and shook his head. ‘This is gonna be a laugh.’

On the way to the campsite, Brian’s dad stopped to introduce Specky’s friends to Ernie.

‘What a fit-looking bunch you are,’ he said, greeting them on Allan Street outside the Commercial. ‘Great to have you boys here.’

‘How’s it looking for tomorrow, Ern?’ asked Mr Edwards.

‘Well, to be honest, Tom, it doesn’t look that good. Counting these lads, we’ve got under ten players confirmed. I’m just about to head out to see if Matt can play. The Dawson boys said they’re not sure if they can make it this time either.’

‘G’day, Tom! Hello, boys!’ said Lizzie, breezing out to meet them. ‘Is he talking about the showdown tomorrow? That’s all he’s been talking about. He’s been beside himself all week. I can’t understand why you’d agree to have a friendly game with that awful Carl Sharkey. The whole town is wondering.

‘It doesn’t make sense. I know my husband better than he knows himself and there’s something he’s not letting me in on.’

‘C’mon, love,’ groaned Ernie.

Specky and Brian exchanged looks.

‘Um, well…’ stammered Brian’s dad.

‘Look, for heaven’s sake, woman,’ sighed Ernie. ‘It’s just to give the boys a run – we’ve got a bye this weekend and I couldn’t say no when Sharkey suggested it. Now, let it go.’

‘Yeah, yeah. That’s why you’ve been so keyed up all week, ’cause nothing’s going on,’ Lizzie muttered.

‘Well, you boys better not stay up yakking all night. I want you bright and raring to go tomorrow,’ Ernie said, changing the subject as fast as he could.

∗∗∗

Mr Edwards drove out of town to Brian’s favourite campsite, Yabby Bend. It was a cleared-out area in the bush right on the banks of the Murray.

‘Right, do you boys need anything else?’ asked Brian’s dad, after helping them set up the tent. ‘Do you want me to start a fire for you?’

‘Nah, we’re okay, Dad,’ said Brian. ‘I’ll do it later. I wanna get some lines in before it gets dark.’

‘Okay. Well, you have your mobile. Call me if you need anything.’

As Mr Edwards headed off back into town, Specky and his mates followed Brian to the water’s edge.

‘Right, this is my special home-grown bait,’ said Brian.

‘And whatever we catch is our dinner for tonight?’ asked Gobba, looking revolted at the container of slimy worms Brian was holding out. ‘We do have other food, don’t we?’

‘Course we do. But how cool would it be to catch our own meal?’ exclaimed Specky, trying to get into the spirit.

Gobba, Danny and Robbo almost fell over each other as they lunged for the fishing rods.

‘Give me the red one, will ya?’ said Danny. ‘The Italian Stallion needs a Ferrari-red fishing rod.’

‘You’re such a dweeb, Castellino,’ said Robbo as he proudly displayed the bigger of the two fishing rods.

‘That leaves me with this little hand line,’ moaned Gobba. ‘How am I gonna catch a big cod with this poxy little thing?’

Specky and Brian laughed.

‘Relax, will ya?’ said Brian. ‘The sooner you get your line in the water, the sooner you’ll get a bite.’

Danny and Robbo, competitive as always, quickly speared worms on their hooks. They raced each other down to the river, and at the same time cast their lines into the water. One went downstream and one went upstream, and the lines crossed in midair.

Pretty soon, an all-out battle had broken out between the two of them, as they sat down to try and sort out what had become a mess of tangled fishing line.

Meanwhile, Gobba wandered over to Brian with a big fat worm in his hand and, pulling him aside, said in a low voice, ‘You couldn’t put this worm on the hook for me, could you, Edo? This stuff sort of grosses me out.’

‘No problem, Gobba.’

‘Oh, and if you could avoid mentioning this to the others, I’d appreciate it,’ Gobba added.

Specky knew Gobba meant Danny and Robbo. He’d never hear the last of it if they knew.

‘I think I got a bite!’ Robbo yelled, jumping up excitedly.

‘Already?’ said Specky, impressed.

Brian checked Robbo’s line to discover that it had been snagged on a log. He yanked at it and set it free.

‘Good onya, Rex Hunt. You wouldn’t know a bite from a snag if your life depended on it,’ stirred Danny.

Robbo stuck his hand in the bait box, grabbed a fistful of worms and chucked them at Danny. They landed all over him, some in his hair, some falling down the back of his shirt.

Danny jumped up, dancing from foot to foot.

‘Get them off me! Get them off me!’ he yelled. ‘I think one’s gone down my jocks.’

Robbo, Gobba, Brian and Specky collapsed on the ground laughing their heads off. The sight of Danny jumping about, pulling worms out of his clothing was just about the funniest thing Specky had ever seen.

‘If you don’t shut up,’ said Robbo, in between fits of laughter, ‘I’ll put a hook in you and use you as bait.’

Finally Danny managed to find all the worms in his clothing and everyone calmed down a bit.

‘Ouch!’ said Gobba slapping his knee. ‘Man, I can’t believe there are mozzies out here in the middle of winter. They’re eating me alive.’ He slapped his hand against the back of his neck. ‘Do we have any Aeroguard?’

‘Nah, I forgot it,’ replied Brian, grinning. ‘But there’s a good bush remedy to keep them away.’

‘What? Tell me quick, ’cause they’re sucking the blood out of me.’

‘Me too,’ said Danny.

Brian told them that before they had insect repellants people from the area used to smear mud from the riverbed all over their skin.

‘Are you serious?’ asked Danny.

‘Why wouldn’t he be serious?’ said Specky. ‘If anyone knows this stuff, it’s Brian. He’s been camping like a million times before.’

Gobba and Danny slapped at their arms in unison – bitten again.

‘Well, I’m game,’ Gobba said. ‘I can’t believe they’re not eating you guys.’

Danny and Gobba took their shoes off and stepped into the icy water. Together they bent down and scooped up a blob of river mud each.

‘That’s it!’ Brian egged them on. ‘Make sure to rub it evenly all over your hands, the back of your neck and your face.’

Specky had to look the other way. He was ready to crack up.

‘Robbo, you do it, too,’ said Danny, as he smeared a dark-grey clump of mud across his forehead.

‘Yeah, as if! They’re not eating me anyway,’ he replied. ‘I can’t believe you knobs are actually going through with this.’

Again, Specky had to try hard not to lose it, as Danny and Gobba completely masked their faces in mud.

‘Hey! I think it’s working. They’ve stopped biting.’

Specky couldn’t hold back any longer, and neither could Brian. They roared with laughter.

‘I knew it!’ snapped Gobba. ‘I knew you were freak’n having us on.’

‘Sucked in, big-time,’ chuckled Robbo.

‘Yeah, well, maybe you should try it,’ grumbled Danny, as he grabbed another handful of mud and tossed it at Robbo.

Before Specky knew it, he and his mates were in a full-on mud fight. Mud and river water was hurled all over the place: Thoomp! Splat! Thoomp! Thoomp! Splat!

The dirty scuffle went on for five minutes before Brian called a truce.

‘Hang on! Hang on!’ he shouted. ‘Let’s call it even. We gotta get a fire going now. It’ll be dark soon.’

Everyone agreed, and, as the sun set behind the trees and the evening chill started to set in, Specky and his friends prepared for the night ahead of them.
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‘These are the best I’ve ever had,’ said Specky, slurping some baked beans off a plastic plate.

They were all sitting around a roaring fire, polishing off the meal of sausages and beans that Brian had cooked.

Night had fallen quickly and the surrounding bushland was now pitch-black.

‘Any meal tastes good when you’re starving,’ remarked Danny, his muddy face lit up by the glow of the flames. ‘Lucky Brian could make a fire from scratch. That was awesome how you got it started by rubbing two sticks together like that.’

Brian grinned. He had told the boys that he had forgotten to bring matches and that he’d have to start a fire the old-fashioned way. As he’d searched around the campsite for the ‘perfect sticks’, Specky had spotted the lighter Brian had hidden in his sleeve.

When it came to rubbing the two sticks together in a pile of twigs and scraps of paper, Brian had added a little theatrics to it, as if he were a magician on stage.

‘Almost… yes, it’s almost alight…’ he had said excitedly, moving the sticks as quickly as he could.

And suddenly there was fire. Everyone gasped in awe. Specky had wondered if Brian would ever reveal his trick – he suspected he wouldn’t.

‘Man, I’m busting to go,’ said Danny.

‘Then go!’ replied Robbo. ‘You’ve been going on about it for an hour.’

‘But I have to… well, you know…’ winced Danny. ‘Brian, are you sure there isn’t a toilet nearby?’

‘Nup, not out here. Just find a good gum tree to hide behind, dig a hole and there’s your dunny. Here, take this,’ he instructed, handing Danny a torch, a small garden spade and some toilet paper. ‘Throw the paper in once you’re done – it’s biodegradable – and then cover the hole up with dirt.’

Danny looked at Brian as if he might be having him on again. ‘But, it’s dark and –’

‘JUST GO!’ everyone snapped.

They watched Danny reluctantly shuffle off into the darkness.

For a moment, no one said a word. The boys stared into the fire, mesmerised by the crackling coals and the stillness of the night.

‘So, you know how we met that old dude and his wife today,’ said Robbo, finally.

‘Yeah, Ernie and Lizzie,’ said Brian.

‘Yeah, well, why was she so surprised that this grudge match was happening? Is there something about this game you’re not telling us?’

Specky tried to keep his face expressionless. He glanced at Brian, who was also trying not to react. But Robbo was on to them.

‘There is something going on, isn’t there?’ he said.

‘What? Have I missed something?’ asked Gobba.

‘It’s not just a friendly tomorrow, is it?’ pressed Robbo. ‘It’s more than that, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah,’ sighed Brian. ‘But we can’t tell you guys anything else.’

‘Why not? Come on, you gotta tell us something.’

‘We just can’t say, okay?’ Specky said defensively. ‘We’re not allowed to. I wish we could, mate, but we can’t.’

‘Just know that tomorrow we’re playing in Rivergum’s most important game ever. And I’m really glad you guys are here,’ added Brian.

‘Welcome back, viewers,’ announced Gobba in his best commentator’s voice. ‘If you’ve just joined us here at Yabby Bend studios, then let me bring you up to speed. Tomorrow is turning out to be the biggest match in Rivergum’s proud million-year history. Although it’s being touted as a one-off friendly, this battle has us all wondering. We here at the campfire panel will attempt to answer all your hard-hitting questions right after the break.’

Suddenly, a spine-chilling shriek echoed from the bush.

‘ARRRGHHHHHH!’

It was Danny. He came stumbling out of the bushes, screaming – in his boxers with his jeans still down around his knees.

‘What’s wrong?’ asked Specky, rushing to him.

‘There’s someone or something out there,’ Danny said, gasping for breath.

‘What was it?’ asked Gobba.

‘I don’t know! But I saw a shadow duck behind a tree. It looked huge.’

‘Like your imagination,’ quipped Robbo.

‘No, I’m serious. It was heading right for me, but I think I startled it.’

‘You mean, when you screamed like a big girl?’

Danny glared at Robbo.

‘It could’ve been a roo,’ said Brian calmly. ‘Let’s go and have a look.’

Brian took the torch off Danny and headed into the trees.

‘Anyone coming with me?’ he said, marching ahead without looking back.

‘Yeah, I will,’ said Specky.

‘Me too,’ added Robbo.

‘If you’re all going, then I’m going too,’ croaked Gobba, in his toughest-sounding voice.

‘Well, I’m not staying here on my own,’ hollered Danny, as he pulled up his jeans and ran after them.

Danny led the boys to where he had been about to take his toilet break.

‘See, here’s the hole I dug,’ he said.

Brian shone the torch over it. ‘Nice hole,’ he said.

‘Thanks,’ said Danny. ‘And just as I was pulling down my jeans, I heard something come from over there, behind that tree.’

Brian aimed the torch in the direction Danny was pointing. There was nothing there.

‘Let me switch off the torch for a sec. And let’s be quiet. See if you can hear anything,’ he said.

Everyone stood still. But there was just the sounds of the river and the rustle of leaves.

‘Oh man! Who dropped their guts? That’s foul,’ groaned Robbo in the darkness.

‘Yeah, that reeks,’ said Gobba.

‘Danny, was that you?’ choked Specky, cupping his hand over his nose.

‘Well, I can’t help it,’ Danny said apologetically. ‘I’m still busting to go to the toilet.’

‘Are you sure you haven’t just gone?’

‘Shh!’ Brian hissed. ‘I just heard something.’

Specky and his mates froze.

‘What is it?’ whispered Specky.

‘It came from our camp.’

The boys all whipped round and peered through the trees to catch a quick glimpse of a shadowy figure entering their tent.

‘Holy crap!’ gulped Gobba. ‘There is someone there.’

‘See! I wasn’t making it up,’ Danny gasped. ‘He’s probably out to kill us. I’ve seen it in movies – like those freaks that live in the bush and murder people. We should just get out of here.’

‘Yeah, I’m with Danny on this one,’ added Gobba.

‘Shut up!’ said Brian in a loud whisper. ‘He’ll hear us.’

‘What are we gonna do?’ Specky asked, looking to Brian to take the lead.

‘Everyone pick up a big stick – something really solid,’ he said. ‘We’ll surround the tent and confront him. He can’t take all of us on.’

‘But he could have a gun and blow us away,’ squeaked Danny. Everyone turned and glared at him. ‘Well, he could,’ he whispered back.

Specky and his friends followed Brian back toward the campsite.
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‘We know you’re in there,’ announced Brian loudly. ‘Come out slowly and don’t do anything stupid or we’ll call the cops.’

‘And we have guns, so you can drop yours,’ Danny added.

The tent shook. Specky’s heart was racing. While they wouldn’t admit it to one another, he could see his mates were just as frightened as he was. Suddenly, a leg appeared from inside. This was it. All the boys inched forward with their sticks raised above their heads, ready to strike.

‘Dad?’

It was Mr Edwards.

Specky exhaled.

‘G’day there,’ smiled Brian’s dad. ‘Your mother thought I’d better check up on you boys. And I’ve brought a cake and some hot Milo for ya so don’t shoot me.’

An hour later, they were still joking about Danny’s close shave with a so-called murderer.

Danny didn’t care. Mr Edwards had kindly driven him back to the house to use the toilet, and dropped him back again.

But when they were curled up in their sleeping bags in the tent, ready to call it a night, Danny wouldn’t drop the subject.

‘You know, I’m glad Brian’s old man showed up, but it still doesn’t explain the shadow I saw,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t him.’

‘For the last time, it was a kangaroo. Now get to sleep, will ya?’ complained Robbo.

‘Maybe next time you should bring the Gladiator as your bodyguard,’ said Gobba.

‘Well, maybe I should – she’s tougher than all of you put together. And stop calling her the Gladiator. It’s Maria.’

‘Ah, true love,’ Gobba stirred. ‘You two are the new Christina and Speck – since they live in different cities now.’

‘Hey!’ said Specky, not appreciating Gobba’s dig.

‘Well, it’s true, Speck,’ added Robbo. ‘It’s amazing you’re still going out. When’s the last time you talked to her?’

‘He hasn’t for a while,’ Brian said, sitting up.

‘Only ’cause I’m grounded and I can’t use my phone or computer… Aren’t we trying to get to sleep here?’

‘You can use my mobile,’ said Danny. ‘Why don’t you call her now?’

‘I can’t call her now,’ said Specky quickly. ‘It’s too late and –’

‘No, it’s not. It’s only ten. Come on, call her.’

‘Yeah, call her, mate.’

Specky knew his friends wouldn’t give up until he agreed.

The mobile rang a number of times before a voice at the other end answered.

‘Hi,’ said Specky. ‘Um, who’s this?’

Specky quickly hung up.

‘What’s going on? Who was it?’ asked Brian.

‘It was Screamer.’

‘Screamer?’ his mates echoed.

‘That dirty dog. The old Screamer is back,’ said Danny. He sounded almost pleased.

Danny’s mobile rang. It was Christina calling back. Specky wouldn’t answer it, so Danny took the call.

‘It’s Danny… Yeah, he did, but he had to go and put the fire out… Yeah… We’re camping. In Rivergum… Right, okay… Yeah… Hey, that’s nice… Um, okay… Yep, catch ya later.’

‘What did she say?’ asked Specky.

‘Did she explain why Screamer was there?’ added Gobba.

Danny told them that Christina and her family had met up with Screamer and his parents for the evening – they were all having ice-cream together at the Opera House.

‘Woah, mate,’ said Robbo. ‘You must be cheesed off.’

‘Nah. I knew he was going to catch up with her. He told me he would.’

‘Then why did you hang up on him?’

Specky shrugged. Hearing Screamer’s voice on the phone had taken him by surprise – and now he didn’t know how to feel. His stomach was churning.

‘It’s no big deal,’ he said. ‘I’m going to sleep.’

‘Good idea,’ said Brian. ‘Night.’

‘Night,’ said the others, reluctantly.
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Early the following morning, Specky and his friends woke to the sound of a car horn. Ernie and Brian’s dad had driven out to the campsite to pick them up.

Ernie said Lizzie had prepared a huge cooked breakfast for them, so they’d have all the energy they’d need for the big match.

Specky and Brian drove back into town with Ernie, and the others went with Mr Edwards. Specky sensed that Ernie’s early wake-up call was based more on nerves than his wanting them to have a good breakfast. He could tell Brian was thinking the same thing. He asked Ernie how he felt.

‘Lad, sometimes I think I have rocks in me head,’ he replied, staring at the road. ‘I reckon we could be in big trouble today.’


∗∗∗



‘Whoa, look at the crowd,’ gasped Brian as he and the boys drove to the Rivergum home ground early that afternoon. ‘We haven’t seen a crowd this big here in years.’

Even Specky was taken aback by the huge turnout. It was nothing like the last time he had been there. The entire town of Rivergum and a larger than usual contingent of Sovereign Grove supporters had shown up for the big clash. Parked cars hugged the entire boundary, while clusters of barrackers from both sides gathered behind the big sticks at either end.

As Specky and his mates followed Brian toward the change rooms, Specky waved at Alice and Mrs Edwards on the sidelines. They were soon joined by Mr and Mrs Magee.

‘Look at Biff, Bluey and Moz, thinking they’re so great,’ said Brian, pointing out the Bull Ants. Already dressed in their gear, they were jogging out to the ground for a warm-up. The Sovereign Grove fans were cheering loudly.

Specky saw Biff sneering in his direction and punching his fist into his hand.

‘Yeah,’ he replied. ‘They look like they mean business, too.’

‘All right, boys, hurry up and get changed,’ ordered Ernie, who was dressed and ready to play.

Lizzie handed out the red-and-grey striped jumpers.

‘This is unreal,’ Danny said, slipping one over his head. It was way too big for him. ‘Hey, these change rooms don’t have a roof.’

‘I can’t believe we’re actually gonna play in a seniors side,’ added Robbo.

‘Don’t get too excited,’ said Ernie, sounding miserable and doing a quick head count. ‘It’s worse than usual. There’s only ten of us, assuming Matt shows up. Ben, I know you wanted to call the game, but we won’t have a game if we can’t get the numbers.’

‘But my assignment for Dennis Cometti…’

‘Come on, Gobba,’ urged Specky.

Gobba reluctantly agreed, and a jumper was thrust into his hands.

‘Right, that’s eleven,’ said Ernie, who kept sticking his head outside the door to see if anyone else was coming.

‘You better give me one of those as well,’ exclaimed Mr Edwards, putting his hand out for a jumper.

‘But, Dad, what about your crook back?’ asked Brian

‘I’m trying not to think about it. I’ll do my best.’

Specky saw Brian smiling proudly at his father.

‘I’m playing this time and there’s not a blasted thing you can do about it, Doris!’

Everyone turned around to see Ivor Richards stomping his way into the change rooms.

He was decked out in playing gear like the outfits Specky had seen in the photos over Ernie’s bar. He had on his old, woolly, short-sleeved Rivergum jumper, big baggy white shorts, woolly red-and-grey socks pulled up to his knobbly knees and the funniest-looking footy boots Specky had ever seen. They were black leather and covered his ankles, and had four little white diamonds on each of them. They were in immaculate condition, and shined so brightly they almost glowed.

Behind him an elderly woman, who was obviously his wife, Doris, was laying down the law. ‘Ivor, you silly old man. You’ve got arthritis in both knees. Your hip’s gone. You can’t see past your nose. And you know what the doctor said about your heart.’

‘Heart!’ roared Ivor, thumping one hand against his chest. ‘I’ll tell you about heart, Doris Richards. Me heart mightn’t have many years left in it, but it still pumps red-and-grey blood through my veins. And I’d rather me old ticker give out on me while I’m running around doing what I love most!’ Ivor turned to the team.

‘Listen up, you lot,’ he declared. ‘Can you hear the Bull Ants’ supporters out there? They’re saying the Redfins are finished. They’re saying we should disband the club. If we can’t pull together and win this game, then what sort of town are we? We might as well pack it in if we can’t even put up a fight for what we believe in. We’ve got to play, for every man and boy who ever pulled on the Rivergum colours.’

The veteran player stood there defiantly – wiping a tear from his face. Specky thought it was the most inspiring speech he had ever heard. It was the speech that Ernie might have given if he had been allowed to tell anyone that they were playing for their very survival.

Everyone in the change rooms sat in complete silence, until Doris made her way toward Ivor and wrapped her arms around him.

Then everyone cheered and clapped wildly.

Doris grabbed Ivor by the hand and walked him over to Ernie.

‘You better put this old bugger on the team, Ern. I reckon today you can use him to get your starting numbers. But pull him off straight after the first bounce or you’ll be answering to me.’

Ernie gave her a hug and assured her he would look after Ivor.

Ivor leant over and gave his wife a kiss on the cheek. ‘Thanks, darl,’ he said. Then, with a wink, he told her, ‘I promise I won’t get into any fights, love. And, you better look after these. They’re the only ones I’ve got.’ With that he whipped out his false teeth, put them in a hanky and held them out for Doris.

Doris took them without batting an eyelid.

‘Simon, if even old Ivor’s on the team, what about your dad?’ asked Mr Edwards, above the laughter and applause.

Specky snorted nervously. ‘I could ask, but he’s never played footy before. Doesn’t play any sport, really.’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Ernie, pacing about nervously. ‘We need him. We’ve got a ton of spare boots and shorts, all sizes, that we’ve collected over the years, haven’t we, Lizzie?’

Lizzie nodded, opening up a locker filled with footy apparel.
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‘Me?’ Mr Magee laughed, as if someone had told the best joke in the world.

‘I know, Dad, that’s what I told ’em, but they need to fill a team,’ said Specky.

‘Well, if Brian’s dad thinks I’m…’

Specky’s dad trailed off, distracted by his mobile ringing.

‘Yes?’ he said. ‘Well, Dieter, I’m not sure if I do.’

Alice, standing next to them on the sidelines, gasped when she heard it was the Great McCarthy.

‘Well… right… okay… Well, I appreciate that… Thank you, Dieter.’

‘So,’ said Mr Magee, flipping the phone closed and turning to Alice. ‘That was Dieter.’

Specky could tell that his sister was desperate to say something, but she managed to keep her mouth shut. His father continued.

‘I know that Dieter told me the party was his fault and that he pressured you into having it, but he was calling to say how sorry he is. To say how much he misses you. Do you have anything to tell me, Alice?’

Specky saw Alice’s eyes welling up with tears.

‘He didn’t pressure me into having the party, Dad,’ she said, finally. ‘It was all me. It was all my fault. He actually tried to talk me out of it.’

‘Thank you,’ said Specky’s dad. ‘We already knew that, but I needed to hear you say it.’

‘What?’ sobbed Alice.

‘Dieter’s father called me during the week. To tell me how miserable Dieter’s been. Your mother and I discussed it last night, and we’re considering whether we should let you see him again once your punishment is over.’

‘Really?’ squealed Alice. ‘Thank you! Thank you! You’re the best parents ever!’

‘We haven’t agreed, yet, young lady,’ said Mrs Magee. ‘You’re still not off the hook. You allowed Dieter to lie for you, and you let him take responsibility for something you did. It turns out that you’re the bad influence.’

‘I know. I know,’ Alice sighed, relieved that there was still some hope for her and the Great McCarthy.

Specky smiled. He was happy for his sister, but realised he had no time to waste.

‘So, Dad, are you gonna play or what?’
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Ernie appreciated that Specky’s dad had agreed to don a Redfins’ guernsey, even though Mr Magee had requested he be positioned so that the ball wouldn’t go near him. Ernie was thrilled when Mr Clarke, the district newcomer, turned up at the change rooms and offered to pull on the boots. His wife and his daughters, Mitch and Charlie, wearing red scarves to support the team, joined Mrs Edwards in the crowd.

‘Now we’re getting somewhere,’ Ernie muttered, still with a worried look on his face. ‘Matt Connelly just got in from his farm, too. So we’ve got fifteen all up.’

‘Still not a full side,’ said a slimy voice from behind them.

It was Carl Sharkey.

‘What do you want?’ snapped Lizzie.

‘Now, now, Lizzie,’ smirked the coach. ‘This is meant to be a friendly. I just came in to see if your husband has got a team for us to play against. Otherwise, I could tell my boys to pack up now.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself, Sharkey,’ said Ernie. ‘We’ll get a full team.’

‘Yeah, well, you have fifteen minutes, otherwise… You know the consequences.’

‘What are you talking about, you two-faced –’

‘Lizzie, please!’ Ernie said, cutting her off. ‘It’s nothing.’

‘Yes, it’s nothing, Liz,’ sneered Sharkey. ‘The clock is ticking and your husband doesn’t have a full side.’

‘Yes, he does!’

Everyone turned to see a group of men striding into the change rooms.

‘I don’t believe it!’ said Lizzie, rushing over to hug a couple of them.

‘What the?’ Ernie choked.

Many of the Rivergum players moved in to shake the newcomers’ hands.

‘Who are they?’ Robbo asked Brian.

‘They’re Ernie’s old team-mates from twenty years ago,’ said Brian with a huge grin. ‘That’s Rory Shinn, Peter O’Leary and Pasquale Panini.’

They really are just like us! thought Specky, amazed. It’s Robbo, Danny and me in about forty years time!

Peter O’Leary was a tall, lanky man who towered over the other two. Pasquale Panini was olive-skinned with a cheeky grin. And Specky wasn’t sure what it was about Rory Shinn that reminded him of himself – perhaps it was simply his sandy-brown hair and his obvious obsession for Aussie Rules.

‘Who are the other guys?’ asked Gobba.

‘They’re the Dawson brothers, and that big guy hugging my dad is my brother, James.’

Brian weaved his way through the jubilant gathering to greet his brother.

‘All right! All right!’ shouted Carl Sharkey over the top of everyone. ‘What’s going on?’

Everyone stopped talking and turned to the disgruntled coach. ‘What are you all doing here?’ he hissed.

‘We’re here to play,’ said Rory Shinn.

‘But why are you here to play?’

Specky watched Coach Sharkey turned to Ernie, obviously wanting to say, ‘If you told them about the bet, it’s over for Rivergum.’

‘For Ernie’s birthday,’ replied Rory.

‘What?’

Ernie looked just as surprised.

‘Yeah, young Brian called us all saying how this match was on and that it was Ernie’s sixtieth birthday coming up. He wanted to organise a gift – a full eighteen man squad to play for him. So happy birthday, mate!’

Everyone swarmed around Ernie, who looked close to tears.

Specky leant in to Brian and whispered, ‘That’s brilliant!’

Brian grinned. ‘Yep. When Coach Pate said it was her birthday, I remembered that Ernie’s was this month, too. It’s a big one and I figured that if anything would get the old players back, this would be it.’

‘Nice one.’

‘Well, you won’t be needing me now,’ said Mr Magee, starting to pull off his guernsey. Good luck!’

‘No chance, Mr Magee,’ shouted Gobba, as he sprinted out the door, heading for Motormouth Mick’s makeshift commentary booth on the back of the ute. ‘You’re still on the bench. I’ve got an assignment to do.’

Specky’s dad rolled his eyes.

‘We don’t have to start you or Ivor on the ground and hopefully we won’t need you at all,’ Dean Roeder said, trying to reassure him.

‘Well, this is all very touching,’ barked Coach Sharkey, as the cheers for Ernie died down.

‘But you still need to win, don’t you? And won’t this be an interesting match? Half the team is old, fat and slow and the others are barely out of nappies.’

Coach Sharkey laughed and stalked out of the change rooms.
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‘Lizzie, we’ll need more jumpers,’ ordered Ernie, quickly swinging back into coach mode as he stood in front of the players who unknowingly held the fate of the Rivergum Redfins in their hands.

‘You have no idea what this means to me, fellas,’ he started. ‘You know I’m not one for big speeches, so I’ll give you the team positions and we’ll get stuck into ’em.’

Ernie held up the magnetic board and let the players see for themselves where they were playing.

‘Now, let’s get out there and beat those ratbags!’




	Backs:	Rory Shinn	Ryan Dawson	Josh Roberts

	Half-backs:	Wally Smithers	James Edwards	Clarry Cox

	Centre:	Peter O’Leary	Brian Edwards	Dean Roeder

	Half-forwards:	Gary Clarke	Matt Connelly	Danny Castellino	

	Forwards:	Ernie Hegarty	Simon Magee	Tom Edwards

	Ruck:	Jimmy Prior		

	Ruck-rover:	Kyle Dawson		

	Rover:	Pasquale Panini		

	Interchange:	Ivor Richards	David Magee	






The Rivergum Redfins clip-clopped out onto the ground to rousing cheers and blaring car horns. As a sign of respect, the team let Ivor Richards lead them out for game number three hundred and twenty-two – thirty-nine years after he played his three hundred and twenty-first.

The Rivergum crowd went nuts when the much-loved seventy-six-year-old emerged from the rooms and walked onto the oval. He turned around, and, slowly jogging backwards, waited for the rest of his team-mates.

Specky, Brian, Robbo and Danny were among the first to follow him out.

Ivor paused, out of breath, and rather than jog the whole lap, hobbled straight over to the interchange bench to sit down.

‘Hey, Brian! Hey, Specky!’

They turned to see Tiger Girl and Monique in the crowd, and immediately ran over to meet them.

‘What are you doing here?’ asked a shocked Specky.

‘Since Monique has less than a week in Australia left, I talked Mum and her boyfriend into showing her a bit of the countryside,’ said Tiger Girl, as if a five-hundred kilometre drive was no big deal. ‘We’re gonna miss school for a couple of days.’

‘Well, um, that’s great,’ said Specky as Brian and Monique moved a few steps away to talk privately. ‘Um, look, we’re about to start, but I just wanted to check that you’re okay about what we talked about at the party.’

‘Forget everything I said,’ exclaimed Tiger Girl. ‘It’s no biggie. Really! Besides, I like someone else now.’

‘You do? Already? I mean, that’s cool. Who?’

Tiger Girl waved past Specky.

Specky turned to see Robbo waving back.

‘Robbo? But I thought you said –’

‘Well, a girl’s allowed to change her mind, isn’t she? He’s really nice.’

Specky didn’t know what else to say. Girls were hard to figure out. And he certainly wasn’t going to be able to make sense of it all now, a few minutes before the game started.

Specky and Brian jogged back to the others. This was it. The grudge match to end all grudge matches.
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Specky moved down to full-forward, with a very nervous-looking Danny alongside him.

‘Whoa, check out the size of these dudes,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry, mate – you’re the Italian Stallion, remember?’ said Specky. ‘Just use your speed. They can’t hurt you if they can’t catch you.’

Danny was about to respond when – thump – he found himself flat on his back.

‘Don’t get up, midget, if you know what’s good for you.’ Biff’s mate, Moz, was standing over Danny in a threatening manner.

Specky had turned back to support his friend when Biff appeared from nowhere and wrestled him to the ground. Matt Connelly was there in a flash. He grabbed Biff in one hand and Moz in the other. Pulling their heads together so that they were only centimetres apart, he snarled, ‘If either one of you try that again on these young blokes I will personally make your pathetic lives a misery.’

Biff and Moz shrugged themselves clear and went back to their positions. Specky wasn’t entirely sure the message had got through.

Danny looked pretty shaken, but Ernie jogged up from the forward pocket and reassured him.

‘That dirt bag, Moz – he smokes a pack of cigarettes a day, and has hamburgers for lunch and pizza for dinner five days a week. If you keep him on the move, he’ll have no chance of staying with you.’

Danny needed no further encouragement to stay as far away from Moz as he could.

The umpire held the ball aloft and the biggest game in Rivergum’s history was underway.


[image: image31]Joining me today, folks, is the brightest young up-and-coming caller in the country, Ben Higgins.



Gobba was positively beaming. He was in his element, and he and Motormouth Mick had been swapping footy stories while they waited for the game to start.

Motormouth Mick continued.


[image: image31]Jimmy Prior gets the first tap out and palms it to Edwards. Brian Edwards spins out of trouble and squirts a handpass to Pasquale Panini. Oh, look at him go! He might be pushing fifty, but picking tomatoes has kept him pretty fit. He looks up field and young Magee has burst out of the blocks and made a brilliant lead. Panini sends a – oh my lord, I haven’t seen one of those for a long, long time! He sends a sizzling stab pass in the direction of Magee.



Specky had made the break. He was two metres clear of Biff, and the ball was coming at him with a great deal of speed. It was like a drop punt, but the ball was spinning quicker and was only about a metre off the ground. Before Specky knew it, it had rocketed onto his chest and he only just managed to hang on to it.


[image: image31]What a pass from Panini. He hasn’t lost it! Ben – I like the look of this lad, Magee.



This was it for Gobba – his first real broadcast. They were going out live on local radio.


[image: image31]Well, take a good look at him now, Micky, because one day you’ll be telling your great grandkids that you once saw the famous Specky Magee in action. He goes back, lines up the goals. He’s only thirty-five metres out – slight breeze favouring the northern end of the oval. What a perfect start this would be for the Redfins. He’s made no mistake! Rivergum draw first blood!



Gobba was on fire. The words were flowing and he and Motormouth were doing a sensational job.

The Bull Ants kicked the next three goals, despite the best efforts of Brian’s brother, James, who was playing a blinder at centre half-back. But it was Robbo who was the best player on the ground in the first quarter. He seemed to thrive in the rough and tumble of the game, and time and time again he took saving marks on the last line of defence. He was throwing his weight around, laying big bumps and tackles, and never once took a backwards step.

At quarter time, the Redfins were trailing by only seven points.

Brian took over in the second quarter, continually winning the ball out of the centre. Early in the quarter, Specky led out from full-forward, but Biff was right next to him.

Biff might be a thug, Specky thought, but he can play great football.

Specky doubled back and Brian, seeming to read Specky’s mind, kicked the ball well over his head. Specky sprinted back with the flight of the ball and, diving full length, took a great fingertip mark in the goal square. He kicked his second goal and narrowed the lead to just one point.

But the Bull Ants started to get on top as the quarter progressed. Carl Sharkey was a smart coach. He moved his younger, quicker players onto Ernie, Brian’s dad and Gary Clarke, and they started to get away from them. Danny was struggling to get into the game, but as far as he was concerned, just getting through with all of his teeth was going to be a victory.


[image: image31]There goes the half-time siren, folks, and I have to say, Ben, although the Redfins have been brave, the signs are not good.



Gobba took over from Mick.


[image: image31]I have to agree, Micky. Sixteen points is not a huge margin, but, as the game goes on, the boys are going to get tired, and when you look at what they have on the interchange bench, it doesn’t inspire confidence. They can have three on the bench, but at this stage they can only call on a seventy-six-year-old former great or an art-gallery owner from the city who’s never played the game before. This could be it for the Redfins, I’m afraid.



The players were slumped in their chairs inside the change rooms. Two of the half-backs, Clarry Cox and Wally Smithers, could barely move, Brian’s dad was getting some work done on his back and the ruck, Jimmy Prior, had five icepacks on various parts of his body.

Ernie slowly stood up for what was possibly his final half-time address.

‘Have a look around the room, fellas. I know and you know that our backs are to the wall. Hell, some of us haven’t played for years and many of us have only known each other for a couple of hours. This is not about winning anymore.’ Ernie’s voice began to rise as he walked among them. ‘I can only echo what Ivor said earlier – this is about pride and unity and about respecting all those who have worn the Rivergum jumper over the years.’

Specky noticed Ernie’s hands were shaking and his eyes were misty.

‘I don’t care if we don’t win,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t be more proud of a bunch of blokes than I am of all of you right now. When we’re long gone, they’ll still talk about this day – win or lose. It will be remembered as the day that the spirit of the game returned to Rivergum.’

Ernie quickly walked into the toilets, not wanting anyone to see how emotional he was. The room was eerily silent.

And then Brian got to his feet. All eyes focussed on him.

‘Well, I’m not ready to give up,’ he said. ‘I know some of you are tired, but us young blokes have still got plenty left. Robbo, you move into the ruck and give Mr Prior a rest. Danny, you play rover. You and Robbo have played together so many times, just do your stuff. Mr Panini, you go to the forward pocket and we’ll swap Specky with Mr Connelly. We just haven’t been able to get it down to you enough times, Speck.’

The players began to get to their feet. Specky looked on in amazement and admiration. Brian Edwards was taking control. He was not yet fifteen, but he was rallying the troops for one last effort.

‘Dad, you and James and Mr Clarke play right back in the goal square and try and keep those young blokes that are playing on you well out of the action. We can do this fellas, I know we can.’

‘He’s right, boys,’ urged Dean Roeder.

Clarry and Wally had got their second wind and Rory Shinn, Peter O’Leary and Pasquale Panini had grim, determined looks on their faces.

This game is far from over, thought Specky as they charged back out onto the field for the start of the third quarter.


∗∗∗




[image: image31]Looks like the Redfins have swung some changes, Mick.




They sure have, Ben. And I like what I see. They’ve got young legs in the centre square and Magee has been brought up the ground. The first ten minutes will tell us whether Rivergum are back in this.



Robbo winked at Danny and held up three fingers. The ball was bounced and he charged at the opposition ruckman and smashed the ball fifteen metres toward their goals.

Before the opposition could wake up, Danny was sprinting on to it. He gathered it just inside the centre square and looked up just in time to see Moz flying at him with elbows raised. Danny instinctively ducked under him, baulked another opponent, and took another bounce. There was only one player between him and the goal.

The Bull Ants full-back ran toward him, but just as he was about to get a hand on Danny – THWACK – he was ironed out with a fair hip-and-shoulder from Ernie, who had come from the other pocket.

Danny ran into an open goal and the Redfins had the first goal inside twenty seconds.

‘Yes!’ yelled Specky, but he couldn’t hear his voice over the roar of the crowd.


[image: image31]The Stallion, the Italian Stallion, has banged one through. Listen to the crowd! There is pandemonium here, listeners. Big Josh Roberts and young Danny Castellino have set this ground alight –



Hang on, Ben. Hang on a minute. There’s a player down… Yes, I think it’s Ernie Hegarty. Oh, he looks to be in a bit of trouble. The stretcher is on its way out and so is his wife, Lizzie. This does not look good.



The unbelievable scenes of joy all around the ground were replaced with looks of concern. Ernie was still down as Specky and Brian arrived.

‘Is he okay?’ asked Brian.

Bill Tanner, the local doctor, had been watching from his car and had run onto the ground. As he was about to answer, Ernie’s eyes fluttered open, and with a shake of his head, he gingerly made his way to his feet.

‘I’ll be okay – just a clash of heads, I think.’

‘Oh, no,’ cried Lizzie. ‘Ernie, there’s blood.’

Ernie had a large gash on the top of his head and the blood was starting to trickle down onto his forehead.

‘Come on, Ern. We’ll whack a few stitches in that and you’ll be fine,’ said the doctor, taking him by the arm and helping him to the sidelines.

Suddenly car horns started blaring and people started jumping up and down, screaming and hollering and clapping their hands.

Specky and Brian turned to see what the fuss was about just in time to see Ivor Richards come trotting onto the ground, with his head held high and his chest pumped out. His socks were pulled right up, his woollen jumper was tucked tightly into his baggy white shorts and his old leather boots were gleaming in the late afternoon sun.

Ivor had grabbed the opportunity to join his team on the ground.


[image: image31]Ivor Richards has just replaced Ernie Hegarty on the field. I might leave this for you to call, Mick.




Thanks, Ben. But sometimes even a thousand words can’t do justice to a moment. The only thing I can add would be to say that my brother, Ivor Richards, never played football for a living, but he lived to play football. This might just be his proudest moment.



With that, Mick gently put his microphone on the makeshift bench in front of him and slowly got to his feet and started clapping. Specky could see that, for a moment, Gobba started to panic. No one was talking and they were live on radio. But then he obviously remembered what Mick had said a moment before: ‘Sometimes even a thousand words can’t do justice to a moment.’ He, too, put down his microphone and joined in the applause.

Ivor was slowly making his way around the ground. There was not one person, Bull Ants’ supporters included, who hadn’t joined in the standing ovation.

When Ivor was nearly three quarters of the way around, he veered off and headed toward the fence. There, waiting for him, was his wife, Doris. They hugged and then she sent him on his way. He gave the thumbs up to his brother and then retired to the interchange bench and tapped Specky’s dad on the shoulder.

Mr Magee was in the game.
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‘It’s okay, Dad, just stand in the forward pocket and don’t get in the way.’

Specky was trying to give his dad some last-minute instructions as they broke up from the three-quarter-time huddle. The margin had been narrowed to just ten points. With Ernie still out of action, Mr Magee would have to play the full final quarter.

The crowd was at fever pitch. It had got bigger as the game wore on, as word got back to Mildura and the surrounding farms that Rivergum were in with a chance of causing the biggest upset in local history.

Rivergum had all the play in the first twenty minutes of the quarter, but couldn’t put the score on the board. Specky was starting to dominate at centre half-forward, but found himself too far out to score. Carl Sharkey, proving once again that he had a pretty sharp football brain, had put two loose players in their back line. Rory Shinn and Peter O’Leary had improved as the game went on and the Dawson brothers were proving to be fierce competitors.

With just ten minutes to go, both sides had yet to score any more goals. And while the Bull Ants didn’t look like scoring, neither did Rivergum.


[image: image31]Mick, I think Ernie Hegarty is going to have to pull something out of the bag if the Redfins are going to grab a miracle victory.



The ball was kicked onto the wing with Dean Roeder chasing it in full stride. Just as he got to it, though, he was tackled from behind and went down screaming and clutching his knee.

The doctor was quickly out on the oval again and called for the stretcher.

‘He’s done it bad, Ern,’ he said, turning to the coachs’ box, which was only metres away. ‘He’ll be off for weeks… Ernie, did you hear me?’

But Ernie wasn’t looking at Doctor Tanner or Dean Roeder. He had his hand up to his face, shielding his eyes from the low afternoon sun. All of the Redfin players had gathered around Dean. They turned to follow Ernie’s gaze.

‘What are they looking at?’ Danny whispered to Specky as he squinted to try and get a better look at what was now attracting the attention of almost everyone at the ground.

From out of the towering gum trees and dense bush that surrounded the Rivergum football ground, a man appeared. As he got closer, his features became clear. He was almost two metres tall and moved with the grace of a cat. He had long grey hair that was tied neatly into a ponytail, and a thick bushy beard of the same colour.

As he approached, Specky could see that the man had blue eyes, and a steely gaze. He didn’t look sideways at the people who were starting to gather around him, but maintained his focus on the scoreboard over Ernie’s shoulder.

Specky was awestruck. He had heard his parents talk about people who had ‘presence’ – people who, no matter where they were or who they were with, made others sit up and take notice. This man had more presence than anyone Specky had ever seen, all of his favourite AFL players included.

He had on a grey singlet, khaki shorts and was barefoot – a battered leather bag in his hand. A rusty-red blue heeler walked alongside him, matching him stride for stride, not taking his eyes off his owner.

‘Well, as I live and die, is that really you, Jack?’ Ernie seemed almost speechless. ‘What’s it been? Must be over twenty years.’

‘Somethin’ like that, Ern. It’s good to see ya.’

Razorback Jack had the deepest voice Specky had ever heard.

‘What brings you back, mate?’ asked Rory Shinn as he walked over to shake the hand of his premiership team-mate.

‘Overheard a couple of young ’uns camped out in the bush last night, talking about the big game. Thought I might see if you needed a hand.’ With the hint of a smile, Razorback Jack turned to Danny. ‘Sorry about disturbing your toilet break, matey.’

While all this was taking place, the doctor had finally stabilised Dean’s knee and was taking him off the ground. The game was just about to recommence when Carl Sharkey appeared.

‘There is no way in hell he’s playing,’ he shouted, pointing a finger at Razorback. ‘He’s not even registered.’

‘We’ve registered all of our premiership players every year since they won the flag, as a sign of respect, Sharkey,’ said Ernie. ‘So get back in your box and worry about your own mob. They’re going to need it.’

The players sprinted back to their positions, but Specky just stood and stared. He couldn’t believe he was actually going to see the legendary Razorback Jack in action. Razorback calmly got his footy gear out of his bag and pulled on a guernsey and boots in the interchange box.

‘We’ve got a couple of great kids playing out there, Jack,’ said Ivor Richards, who looked like he’d seen a ghost.

‘I know, Ive. See that big, gnarly gum tree over the back there? You get a pretty good view of the ground from way up the top. I was hoping the boys would get them over the line without me having to make an appearance, but a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. I’ll see you in a couple of minutes.’

Razorback Jack jogged over to Specky. He put a huge hand on his shoulder. ‘Why don’t you go back to full-forward, son,’ he said. ‘And I’ll see if we can’t get the ball down to you.’

Specky gulped, couldn’t find anything to say, then turned and sprinted down to the goal square.

The ball was on the Redfins’ full-back line with only four minutes to go.


[image: image31]Desperate times are upon us now, Ben. Shinn kicks the ball to Brian Edwards. What a mighty game he’s played. Edwards plays on quickly and hits Peter O’Leary on the chest. O’Leary plays on, spins out of trouble and flicks a handball to young Castellino who hurriedly kicks in the vicinity of, of, of… Razorback Jack McCracken. And he’s got it, folks! He’s sixty-five metres out from goal. He would have kicked this in his heyday. Magee has darted one way, and then another. McCracken indicates he’s going long, and… he does. It’s a booming kick, but it’s going to drop short. Grunter Galloway, for the Bull Ants, looks like he’s going to save the day.



Specky’s dad, who had barely moved from the spot that his son had marked for him on the oval, ran at Grunter.

Grunter took his eyes off the ball and, locking his arm with Mr Magee’s, set himself to take the mark. It was just the split second Specky needed. He leapt off one foot just as the ball was starting to drop. One knee crashed into the side of Grunter’s ear and the other found a further launching pad on the top of his dad’s head. He straightened his body and locked both hands cleanly around the ball.

Specky landed lightly on both feet as the other two crumbled into a heap.

Grunter mumbled something almost unintelligible as he looked up at Specky. Specky thought it might have been, ‘Not you again!’

Specky bent down and helped his dad off the ground, car horns blaring in the background.

‘You’re a footy hero, Pop!’ he said, with a grin, and he went back and drilled through the goal.

The Redfins were four points down with two minutes to go.

There was chaos on both benches. Carl Sharkey was kicking water bottles and throwing anything he could get his hands on. He pushed his two wingmen down into defence to try and crowd the Redfins forward, and into Specky’s space.

Brian was urging on the Redfin players in the middle of the ground. Razorback Jack stood calmly at centre half-forward, now with two opponents.


[image: image31]I can’t stand it, Ben. I think I’m going to have a heart attack. You better call the final minutes.



Gobba grabbed hold of the microphone, his hands shaking. Specky heard his voice, loud and clear, booming out of every radio in every car around the boundary.


[image: image31]It has all come down to this. The ball goes up, Roberts wins the tap, but it’s trapped by Fitzgibbon for the Bull Ants. He hurriedly kicks it into the forward line, where Clarry Cox stands his ground. The ball is punched to ground. Players from both sides desperately dive on the ball and the umpire calls for a ball up. There’s less than a minute to go. Ball up… it spills toward Castellino. He’s bumped aside by Biff Sharkey. Sharkey has been moved onto the ball for the last minutes. He picks it up and sprints toward goal. He has one bounce, steadies and shoots at goal. Could this be the match winner? It’s on its way… IT HITS THE POST! IT HAS HIT THE POST! The Bull Ants now lead by five points. Shinn wastes no time. He finds Brian Edwards in the pocket. He handballs to his brother, James. James, with not a second to spare, kicks wildly toward the middle of the ground. Fitzgibbon is under it. He looks like he’s going to save the day for the Bull Ants…



Motormouth Mick couldn’t help himself and he took over.


[image: image31]RAZORBACK JACK! Razorback Jack has taken the mark. He’s pinched it right out of Fitzgibbon’s hands. Where did he come from? I don’t know! Who would know? Siren… there goes the siren. Never in a million years could I have imagined this. The Redfins are down by five points. Jack McCracken has got the ball just forward of the centre circle. Oh my lord, folks! Rewind the clock twenty years. This is not happening! This is not happening! Tell me I’m dreaming!



Players from both teams slumped to the ground. Specky watched it all unfold in front of him, not believing, either, what he was witnessing. Ernie stood there, dumbfounded, not able to move or speak.

Robbo, Jimmy Prior and Matt Connelly ran to the goal square in case they were needed to help shepherd the ball through.

Specky jogged to the middle of the ground and stopped, just next to Razorback Jack. He watched him take a couple of deep breaths and walk back to the start of his run up. Brian had not moved since the siren had sounded and was joined by his brother and his dad. The only person at the game who didn’t seem concerned was sitting calmly in the dug out of the interchange bench. Ivor Richards didn’t even move when his wife, Doris, sat next to him and held his hand.

‘Don’t you worry, Dorry,’ said Ivor. ‘That’s Razorback Jack McCracken with the ball in his hands.’

Specky wanted to say something, but didn’t dare. Then, just before Razorback Jack commenced his run up, he turned to Specky and said, ‘Never kick it too hard, son.’ He held the ball loosely in his hands and glided to the top of his run up. Specky felt as though he were watching it all unfold in slow motion. Jack effortlessly dropped the ball onto his boot, and in the almost supernatural quiet that had descended on the ground, Specky heard a soft, gentle fwooomph as the ball made contact with the boot. It really was as if Razorback Jack had kicked a cushion.

There was never any doubt from the moment the ball took off that it was going to be a goal. It was the most beautiful thing Specky had ever seen. It did not deviate from its trajectory and just kept climbing higher and higher.

Once it reached the top of its arc, it flattened out for about twenty-five metres and then slowly started to descend. It sailed straight through the middle of the goals, at half goal-post height. It even cleared the cars parked behind the fence.

What happened next was just a blur for Specky. The ground was swamped by thousands of supporters as Brian ran toward him. They toppled to the ground and were joined by more of their delirious team-mates. They were shouting and crying and hugging each other, and none of what they were saying made much sense at all. They were overcome by the enormity of what they had achieved.

Everyone eventually made their way over to Ernie and Lizzie, where Specky was joined by Robbo and Danny. Ivor was still sitting in his seat, just about the happiest man Specky had ever seen, a big gummy grin plastered all over his face despite Doris’s best efforts to give him his false teeth.

Motormouth Mick had joined them in the dug out, leaving Gobba to fly solo on top of the ute.


[image: image31]If I live to be a hundred and twenty, there is nothing, I repeat, nothing, that will ever compare to this day for heroics. It sounds dramatic, but it has felt as though the very future of a town was riding on today’s result. And thanks to the collective efforts of the team, one mark from an up-and-coming great, and one kick from a former legend in the last seconds of the game, this match will go down in country football folklore. Now for goalkickers and best players…



While Gobba wrapped up the day on radio, Specky slowly worked his way through the crowd, searching for only one face. He couldn’t find it anywhere, but just when he was about to give up, he heard a dog bark from behind the interchange dugout. He wandered over to the bench, ducked under the fence and made his way around the cars that ringed the oval. There in the distance, slowly walking back into the bush with his dog beside him, the same way he had appeared, was Razorback Jack McCracken.


∗∗∗



Specky walked back to the celebrations, Razorback Jack very much on his mind.

As he rejoined the group he was taken aside by Brian’s dad. ‘Simon, there you are! We’ve been looking everywhere for you,’ he yelled over the raucous cheering. ‘Your mum has been taken to hospital.’

‘What? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing’s wrong! She’s in labour – she’s having the baby, right now.’


[image: image29]

When Specky, still in his footy gear, rushed into the Mildura Base Hospital, he learned that his mother had just given birth to a healthy baby boy.

‘Wow, I can’t believe I have a brother,’ he gasped as he hugged his dad and Alice in the corridor.

‘Yeah, you should see how small he is,’ gushed Alice.

‘Well, he’s a little earlier than expected,’ said his dad, sounding relieved and happy.

Mr Magee told Specky that he should wait with Alice and he would get to see his mum and his new little brother when the doctor had finished her check-up.

While Specky sat patiently in the waiting room, he heard a wave of loud voices approaching from around the corner. It was his friends – Brian, Robbo, Danny and Gobba.

‘Is it a boy or girl?’

‘How’s your mum?’

They were all talking on top of each other, but Specky tried his best to answer all their questions.

‘Dad said that even though the baby is a little bit early, he’s healthy and Mum’s doing okay, too. I’m just waiting for the nurse to call me in,’ he explained. ‘How’s everyone back at the ground?’

Brian grinned. ‘They’re gonna be celebrating all night, I reckon. And Ernie got his cheque from Sharkey.’

Specky gave him a concerned look. ‘Can we tell them now?’ he asked.

‘That’s cool. I already have,’ Brian replied.

‘See! I knew there was something going on,’ said Robbo.

‘No one has seen Razorback Jack since the game finished,’ added Danny.

‘Most players would have hung around to bask in the glory,’ said Brian, ‘but that’s never been what he’s about. We might never see him again, but he’ll be remembered as one of country football’s greatest-ever players.’

Specky wished he’d had the chance to sit down, just once, and talk some footy with Razorback Jack. There was a part of him that wanted to convince Brian that they should head off into the bush in search of Jack. But Specky figured they had to respect his decision to live a life of solitude. Maybe, one day, their paths would cross again. Specky knew he would never forget Razorback Jack McCracken.

‘In the meantime,’ Brian continued, breaking into Specky’s thoughts, ‘Rivergum footy club lives on. We’ve got money, and, since the game, heaps of new people have signed up to play.’

‘Oh, and a text came in from Christina,’ said Danny, handing Specky his mobile.

Specky read the message.


Danny, could u pass this message 2 Speck? Speck, call me asap. We need 2 talk things out. C x



‘Doesn’t sound good,’ said Danny, in his not-so-subtle way. ‘Sounds like she’s gonna drop ya.’

Robbo punched Danny in the shoulder.

‘No way!’ Specky said, pretending not to be concerned.

‘Goodness!’ said a nurse, stepping into the waiting room. ‘Are you all here to visit?’

‘No, just me,’ said Specky, following her to his mum’s room.

‘Hi, darling,’ said Mrs Magee from her bed.

Specky kissed his mum. She was holding a tiny bundle wrapped in a blanket.

‘So, do you want to meet your little brother – Jack?’

‘Jack? Like Razorback Jack?’ Specky was amazed.

‘Who?’ said his mum, looking puzzled.

‘Doesn’t matter.’

The nurse took the baby from his mum and gently placed him in Specky’s arms. Specky froze. He had never held a baby before.

‘Hey, Jack,’ he said softly. ‘I’m your big brother.’ He looked into his baby brother’s eyes in complete wonderment. ‘I’ll teach you to kick the footy in the backyard in a few years time, okay?’

Specky was overcome with emotion. What would happen between now and the time baby Jack learned to walk and talk and kick a ball? Would they win the State game? Would he still be going out with Christina? Suddenly, Specky realised that he would have finished school by then…

‘One day, he might be able to go to the MCG and see his big brother play in the AFL,’ said Mrs Magee, smiling. ‘Wouldn’t that be great?’

Specky paused and smiled at Jack.

‘Yep, that would be awesome.’
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