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    Tony Wilson had stuff happen to him at school too.


    He really did play You Play You Pay with his mates. One day, it went too far and Tony received an accidental blow to the mouth. The blow killed a nerve in his tooth and he had to get a root canal filling.
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    I invented it, even though it was Dan who named it ‘You Play, You Pay’. We were at the EBO, which is what we kids call the E. B. Watson Oval when we don’t want to say ‘E. B. Watson Oval’, which is always, because who has the time for saying E. B. Watson Oval? The EBO is across the road from the school. It’s where we sometimes go for PE, or for sport practice.


    ‘Okay. It’s a nice day,’ announced Mr Atherton. I’ve never seen him not wearing shorts, even in the middle of winter. ‘The ones who want to, can stay at the EBO for recess. The rest I’ll walk back to school.’


    ‘Bewdy! Oval time!’ shouted Benj.


    ‘Good on ya, Athers!’ said Jeff.


    The boys around me started chanting. ‘Athers! Athers! Athers!’ Mr Atherton walked away, grinning. It was a bit cheeky for us to call him ‘Athers’, but he never seemed to mind. He gathered up the soccer balls we’d used for PE and led the less-sporty kids from 5J, 5M and 5H back towards Monvale.


    ‘Behave yourselves, boys,’ he said, because it was just eleven of us boys staying on. ‘I’ll be ten minutes. And the duty teacher will have an eye over here too.’


    Mr Atherton then wandered off with a net bag full of balls slung over his shoulder, a herd of girls and bookworms and kids who really love their playlunch trailing behind. It was only when he was back inside Monvale, halfway across the asphalt, that we realised our mistake.


    ‘Hey, birdbrains! We forgot to keep a ball,’ Benj said.


    We groaned. It was such a waste to have an EBO recess without a soccer ball. And we were all mad for soccer since Athers announced that actual stars from the Southern Cross Vipers were visiting the school this week.


    ‘We could play Gang-Up?’ Dan suggested.


    ‘Too hot,’ I replied. It was so hot. So hot that a few of us had taken off our shoes and socks to feel the cool grass against our feet. Gang-Up meant lots of running.


    ‘What about British Bulldogs?’


    A few of the kids whooped with excitement.


    ‘We probably shouldn’t,’ Fadi mumbled quietly. ‘Principal Davies says no tackling games.’


    I looked at Fadi. He was a big kid, huge in fact, with wiry hair, large brown eyes, dark skin, and almost no neck. He didn’t talk much, but we knew why he had spoken now. During British Bulldogs last term, he’d given Gregor a chipped tooth, and Gregor’s mum had complained to the school.


    ‘What about Buck Buck?’ Dan said.


    Fadi shrugged. ‘I dunno. Isn’t that just piggyback tackling?’


    Sitting there, Fadi’s back was almost twice as wide as Dan’s. Although he was fast and strong and brilliant at rugby, he was also a bit large, so kids sometimes called him ‘Fatty’. Fadi didn’t like it when this happened, but kids would just apologise and pretend they were saying his name. Fadi once punched Huck for calling him ‘Fatty’. I actually thought Huck deserved it, but Fadi did three Lunchtime Time-Outs for fighting.


    ‘I’ve got it!’ I said. ‘We can have a shoe-kicking competition!’


    ‘A shoe-kicking competition?’ Nobody knew what I was talking about, so I showed them. I put on my sock, and then loosely stepped into my shoe, but with the laces undone. Then I jogged forward, like I was taking a soccer penalty, and kicked the shoe as high and as long as I could. It spun beautifully, arcing through the air, and the boys broke into a chorus of cheers.


    ‘Awesome,’ yelled Benj.


    ‘Cool!’ whistled Dan.


    ‘Let’s kick from this line!’ suggested Jeff, pointing to the sideline of the soccer pitch.


    It was brilliant. The sight of eleven shoes spinning against the blue sky made us laugh every time. After a few goes, we invented a rule that if your shoe came last, everyone chased you until you were tagged.


    We played a few more times. Then I said, ‘The kid who comes last gets thrown to the ground. If you play, you have to be prepared to pay.’


    Everyone laughed. ‘Let’s call it, “You Play, You Pay”,’ yelled Dan.


    We played the next round and Benj shanked his kick. He ran away from us, giggling, but eventually Dan caught him by the jumper and slung him to the ground. We all piled on until Benj begged for mercy.


    It was close to the end of recess. ‘One more round!’ I called, jogging back to the kick-off line.


    I made a total mess of my kick. My shoe scuffed the grass on the way through and just plonked there less than a metre away. I started running immediately, knowing my friends would be coming. I don’t know if I was scared or excited, but I couldn’t stop laughing. This was just like Gang-Up, only better!


    I sensed Fadi. I knew it was him because I could hear the wheezy huffing and puffing. But for a big kid, he was super fast! I tried a quick change of direction, but that didn’t fool Fadi. He’d played rugby juniors for Monvale Central. He knew how to chase.


    He was less than a metre away now. We were both laughing, knowing Fadi was going to get me. His feet were thumping. My heart was racing. I felt a hand grab my T-shirt, then I was swinging around, and then . . .


    ‘Aaaaaaaaaargh!’


    Pain. Sharp, horrible pain. Pain like nothing I’d ever experienced. As I was falling, I’d thrown out my arm to save myself and it bent awkwardly. Fadi, the tackler, was on top of me, but all the other boys were too, shouting ‘Stacks on!’ and ‘You play, you pay!’ I’d heard the crack. I knew straight away it was bad. Fadi must have heard it too.


    ‘Get off!’ he screamed. ‘He’s hurt! Jack’s hurt!’


    But the other kids didn’t take any notice. ‘You play, you pay!’ was the chant.


    Fadi continued yelling. ‘Get off! It’s serious! We gotta find help.’ My face was wet with tears. Fadi practically threw everyone off me.


    Fortunately, Mr Atherton was only a minute away. He broke through the circle of my friends and dropped down to his knees.


    ‘Jack,’ he said. ‘What happened? What’s hurting?’


    ‘My a-a-a-arm,’ I sobbed. ‘I heard a c-c-c-crack.’


    Mr Atherton jumped on his phone to call for staff help. ‘At least two staff. And could you ask Catherine to bring the stretcher?’ My friends were definitely worried now. They stood around, staring, not knowing what to do.


    ‘How did this happen?’ Mr Atherton asked. He was quiet and also a bit angry. ‘I trusted you boys. Who tackled you, Jack?’


    I was in so much pain I couldn’t speak.


    ‘Fadi did.’ I don’t know who said it. A couple of other voices joined in. ‘Fadi. It was Fadi.’


    ‘Is that true, Fadi? Did you tackle Jack?’


    Fadi nodded. ‘But . . .’


    Mr Atherton didn’t allow him to finish. ‘And you of all people know that tackling games aren’t allowed at Monvale. That’s correct isn’t it, Fadi?’


    Fadi bit his bottom lip. I sensed he wanted to cry too.


    A moment later, the stretcher arrived. Catherine, our school nurse, bustled over with the first-aid kit. Two more teachers were with her, out of breath and frowning with worry.


    Nurse Catherine took charge. ‘Mr Davies, please walk the other boys back. Mr Atherton and Mr Shaw, help carry the stretcher. I’ll make the splint.’


    ‘I can walk,’ I said, wiping my tears, not wanting to be a wuss. ‘It’s my arm, not my legs.’


    ‘Just do what we say,’ Nurse Catherine said quickly. Then she softened her voice. ‘Your mum’s on her way, sweetheart. Close your eyes and we’ll have you back at school in a jiffy.’


    I lay down on the old vinyl and breathed in the musty smell of the stretcher. At least I hadn’t screamed like a baby. A lot of year fives would have cried more. I swallowed hard. They were all still watching. I took Nurse Catherine’s advice and closed my eyes. This hurt like crazy.
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    ‘Oh my daaaaaaaaaaarling baby!’ Even though I was desperate to see Mum, I wished she wouldn’t yell so the whole school could hear. Mum used to be an actress on Neighbours, back before I was born. She still dresses like a star, with big sunglasses and dangly earrings and designer frocks. When she speaks, it’s like she’s on stage.


    ‘My poor, broken little Beetle.’


    ‘Muuuum,’ I hissed, wishing I could twist a volume knob. ‘Don’t call me Beetle here! Nobody knows I’m Beetle.’


    Mum plonked on the edge of the sick-bay bed and leaned in for the hug.


    ‘Owww!’ I screamed.


    ‘I’m sorry, baby. Is that just from the bed moving?’


    She kissed my cheek and I could feel the tears coming again. ‘I want to go home,’ I sobbed. ‘It hurts so bad!’


    ‘We’ve actually got to take you to the hospital,’ Mum said, softly this time. ‘Your arm. The nurse is almost certain it’s broken.’


    I suddenly remembered about the Southern Cross Vipers. ‘Oh nooooo!’ I groaned. ‘I won’t be able to do the clinic! Unless it’s better by Friday.’ The nurse reappeared at the door. I tried to sit up. ‘Nurse Catherine. The Vipers are coming. I have to be able to run by Friday!’


    The nurse’s mouth made a funny shape. ‘A doctor will be able to tell you that. Right now, we just have to get you to hospital. The arm needs to be set. And because moving hurts so much, Jack, we’ve called an ambulance.’


    It didn’t arrive with sirens. Apparently broken arms don’t count as proper emergencies. Two paramedics in dark-blue uniforms arrived at the sick bay, wheeling a stretcher bed. One was a man with a crab tattoo on his forearm. The other was a woman with a bright orange ponytail.


    ‘What’ve we got here?’ chuckled Crab Tattoo. ‘You been jumping off the school buildings again?’


    ‘No,’ I said, feeling a bit shy. ‘I just did it . . . um . . . playing.’


    ‘A footy injury?’ smiled Orange Ponytail. ‘We see a lot of those.’


    I shook my head. ‘No, um . . . a different game.’


    With the excitement of the stretcher arrival, Dan, Benj and Jeff were hovering around the sick-bay door. More boys were down the corridor, yelling about seeing the ambulance on the asphalt. ‘It’s so cool. You can see all the machines inside!’


    As the noise escalated, Principal Davies arrived and sent kids back to class.


    ‘I’m so sorry about this, Ms Baldwin,’ she said to my mum. ‘I know this isn’t the time, we want Jack on the road to recovery, but . . .’ she coughed again. ‘We’re getting to the bottom of what happened on the EBO.’


    I felt my stomach flip. I was always a bit afraid of Principal Davies. She pulled her hair back so tight, and seemed to have to work hard to smile.


    Crab Tattoo snorted. He was doing an amazing job of shifting me onto the stretcher bed. For a big man, he was incredibly gentle. Still, the deep throb in my arm was excruciating.


    ‘This little fella was just filling us in,’ he smiled. ‘If it wasn’t footy – then what was it?’


    It seemed silly to say ‘You Play, You Pay’. It seemed silly to mention shoe kicking. My mouth felt really dry. Principal Davies’ scary dark eyes were boring into me. ‘Um . . . I dunno, it was just this game,’ I said quietly. ‘A chasey game.’


    ‘A chasey game?’ Principal Davies repeated through pursed lips. ‘So it wasn’t a tackling game?’


    ‘No – it was a chasey game. We were kicking our shoes, and if you came last with the kick, that person had to be tagged by the rest of the group.’


    ‘How did you end up on the ground then?’


    How had I ended up on the ground? I wished she hadn’t asked me that. Principal Davies couldn’t have been clearer about banning tackling games at recess and lunchtime. She was going to be angry if she found out about You Play, You Pay. I thought about saying I tripped, but so many kids had seen Fadi take me to ground. Maybe I could fudge it a bit – not tell her how rough the game was? She kept on with her staring. There was no good answer to this.


    I swallowed. My arm hurt so much. I really needed a drink of water. ‘I dunno. Fadi was chasing me. Sometimes Fadi can be a bit rough . . .’


    Principal Davies made a clicking sound with her tongue. She shook her head sadly. ‘You just concentrate on getting better, Jack.’ She turned to Mum. ‘Again, I’m very sorry, Ms Baldwin. Anyway . . . best of luck at the hospital. I’ll talk to you about this at a more appropriate time.’


    Principal Davies held out her hand to Mum, who seemed unsure whether to take it. My mother is more of a hugger than a handshaker. Finally they shook, and said their goodbyes.


    Orange Ponytail tucked a sheet over me, and wheeled me into the corridor. Even though students were meant to be back in class, there were a lot still in the corridor, making a guard of honour next to the bag hooks as the stretcher wheeled past.


    Near the front desk, I saw Noah and he gave me the thumbs up. Near the multipurpose room, I saw Jeff and he mouthed ‘good luck’. All along the way, kids were wishing me well and saying ‘good luck’ and ‘hope you’re okay’ and stuff. It was really nice.


    We reached the corridor at the back of Main Building, and I had a good view down towards Principal Davies’ office. Sitting on what we kids call ‘The Chair’ was Fadi, his elbows sticking into his knees as he stared into space. When he saw the stretcher, he sat up and his eyes widened. He opened up a man-sized hand and gave a wave. I used my good arm to wave back. Fadi gave a sad smile, and waved again. I wished he wasn’t in The Chair. It really wasn’t his fault that I broke my arm. I thought back to my conversation with Principal Davies. Had I dropped Fadi in it? How was I supposed to work these things out with my arm throbbing like this? The stretcher rattled out of Main Building, down a ramp, and onto the asphalt. The ambulance was parked a few metres away. Nurse Catherine and Mum walked beside the paramedics, talking about painkillers. ‘He’s only had two Panadols,’ Nurse Catherine said. ‘I think he needs something a bit stronger.’


    Crab Tattoo chuckled. ‘Wait till he gets a suck on the green whistle!’ I didn’t know what he was talking about, but if it was a pain-relief thing, I was definitely interested.


    He pushed my stretcher bed up the ramp and into the ambulance. There were bench seats down one side and a lot of important- looking equipment on the other.


    ‘Wrap your laughing gear around this, young fella,’ Crab Tattoo chuckled, handing me something about the size of a whiteboard marker. ‘Pretend you’re a referee. We’ll all promise not to complain about your decisions!’ It was a tube with a green whistle top on the end. ‘Suck in for pain relief. Breathe out through your nose. Mum, if he grows wings and starts flying above the ambulance, he’s had enough!’


    I still didn’t know what he was talking about. But then I started breathing on the whistle and kind of did. My arm still throbbed, but the rest of my body felt so good it almost didn’t matter. I took a deep suck on the whistle and closed my eyes. The ambulance started rolling. Crab Tattoo gave a short blast of the siren. Some kids cheered.


    ‘I love you, Mum,’ I said drowsily. ‘You’re so nice.’


    ‘Oh Beetle!’ she said, sitting across on the bench seat. ‘That’s so lovely. You never say things like that.’


    I smiled. I really didn’t ever say things like that. Why had I gotten all lovey-dovey now? I took another suck on the green whistle. I began to think it was pretty nice too.
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    I didn’t want to look, in case the bone was sticking out of the skin.


    ‘Hey, you’ve done a decent job on this one!’ the Children’s Hospital doctor said. He was dressed in purple clothes, had a short grey beard and asked me to call him Rob. ‘Snapped your radius clean in two! You can see the little bump sticking up there.’


    I took a deep breath and summoned the courage to have a peek. It actually didn’t look that bad. It was just a little bump.


    ‘The good news is that it is clean,’ Doctor Rob continued. ‘There are no little fragments of bones. It’ll just be a matter of setting it in a cast, and giving that arm a good rest.’ He showed Mum and me some X-rays, which was quite weird. I hadn’t seen inside my body before.


    ‘Okay, Jack. I’m going to make the cast now. What colour would you like?’


    I didn’t know casts came in colours. ‘Purple,’ I said, thinking of the Vipers visit. If I couldn’t play, I could at least have one of the team colours.


    ‘Purple, it is. Pretend you’re holding a glass of orange juice.’


    Doctor Rob tried to be gentle, but it still hurt heaps. He started by wrapping my arm in a soft cotton wool. Then he wound a light-blue mesh around the arm. When it was quite thick, he wet his hands with water, and smoothed and moulded with his fingers as the cast got harder and more plasticky. It ended up semi see-through. And purple.


    ‘This isn’t a plaster cast, Jack. It’s fibreglass. That means it’s lighter and can get a bit wet in the bath. Except unfortunately your friends can’t write on it! That was one good thing about heavy old plaster.’


    Mum said to Doctor Rob that I’d much prefer light fibreglass than my friends writing on my arm. She then told him a long story about breaking her own arm at a cast party for Phantom of the Opera sometime last century. The story went on and on. It ended with ‘the cast signing her cast’. Mum thought this was funny, and Doctor Rob laughed, so maybe he did too. I closed my eyes and tried to sleep. ‘I’ll get it. Don’t get it, Jack. Scarlett, get it!’


    The doorbell rang and within two seconds my little sister was at the front door. Scarlett’s three, and always has to be first to open the door. She cries if somebody else does.


    ‘Hi Scarlett. Is Jack there?’ I recognised Dan’s voice.


    ‘Jack breaked his arm off,’ my sister said proudly.


    I walked to the door laughing. ‘She keeps saying I’ve broken my arm off. Look at this. It’s still here, Scarlett. It’s just got a crack in it.’


    Benj was at the door with Dan and they both wanted to check out my cast.


    ‘Wow, that’s so cool,’ said Benj.


    ‘Yeah. Purple. Like the Vipers,’ said Dan.


    ‘You want to come in?’ I asked.


    ‘Yeah, but nah sorry, I can’t,’ Dan said. ‘Just wanted to say hi and see you were okay. We got to ride home in time for dinner.’


    I felt really good. We all lived on the same two blocks, so Dan and Benj visited all the time. I was especially glad they’d come today, though. They were good mates. Scarlett stuck her leg out the wire door and pointed at her Wiggles bandaid.


    ‘Mine knee sore,’ she said. ‘I got splinner in mine knee.’


    ‘Oh, you poor thing,’ Dan smiled. ‘Hope it gets better.’


    I didn’t mind Scarlett trying to be injured like me. And I liked my friend for being nice to her. Dan and Benj began to strap on their helmets. I remembered something else to ask them. ‘Hey guys. Did Principal Davies ask anything today?’


    They both shook their heads. ‘No, she’s talking to all of us who were on the EBO tomorrow.’


    I bit my lip. ‘I told her at sick bay that we weren’t playing a tackling game. I told her we were just playing a type of chasey.’


    Benj glanced at my cast. ‘I guess we’ll all get in less trouble if we say we weren’t breaking the rules.’


    My tummy tightened. ‘That’s why I said it. I didn’t even have time to think when she asked me. But now . . . I don’t suppose you could back me up? Say it was a chasey game? Otherwise . . .’


    Dan loved being in charge. He was tall and athletic and usually the captain when we played footy games. ‘Leave it to me, Jack. I’ll have a word to all the boys tomorrow. We’ll get the story straight.’ He grinned. ‘And I can’t even remember. Was it a chasey game?


    Benj giggled.


    ‘I think so,’ I said, smiling. ‘I can’t really remember either.’


    Twenty minutes later, there was another ring at the door, which meant more Scarlett welcomes. This time she didn’t recognise the visitor. For a second, I didn’t either.


    ‘Um . . . hi Jack,’ came the throaty voice through the wire grill.


    I recognised him now. It was Fadi.


    ‘Hi Fadi,’ I said, quietly. He was standing really straight, holding a box.


    He glanced down and shuffled from one foot to the other. ‘I . . . um . . . wanted to give you this.’


    He wasn’t wearing the baggy black shorts and runners that he wore every day at school. He was wearing a crisply ironed white shirt and black pants with a crease. His shoes were black and shiny. It was like he’d gone to a special effort.


    ‘It’s Bruizer,’ he said as I opened the door. ‘I know it’s not the best Lego, but I didn’t have enough money for the A-Wing Starfighter. That’s what I wanted to get you.’


    ‘You bought it yourself?’ I said, disbelievingly. I’d never bought a present for another kid myself. Mum always did the buying.


    Fadi nodded. ‘I’m really sorry, Jack. Sometimes I’m just too big and clumsy.’ He pointed at my cast. ‘That’s my fault. I swung you too hard.’


    Fadi finally managed to look at my face. He handed over the Lego. Now I felt like I couldn’t look at him. ‘Fadi, you know it wasn’t your fault. There were heaps of kids who jumped on me. It was a proper stacks on. It might not even have been you.’


    ‘It probably was,’ Fadi said. ‘I’ve just . . . I dunno . . . anyway, I hope you like the Lego.’ He headed back up the drive.


    My throat was suddenly tight. I thought of what I’d said to Principal Davies and of the plans I’d made with Dan and Benj. If we said it was a chasey game, the teachers would think Fadi was the only one who had broken the rule. They’d punish him for being the rough tackler. He turned to leave. I had to say something.


    ‘Fadi . . . I have to tell you something . . .’


    Dad’s voice spilled through from the kitchen. ‘Jack! Chops and vegies . . . on the table!’


    Fadi turned around.


    Another shout from the kitchen. ‘Jack! Dinner now!’


    It felt like an acrobat was turning somersaults in my stomach. ‘Um, I actually better go. Thanks Fadi. Thanks for the Lego.’


    Fadi’s shoulders slumped. He waved his big hand and headed for his parents’ car.


    I shuffled back inside. Mum had my plate in front of her. ‘I’ll chop up your chops, Beetle bub. You won’t be able to with your arm like that.’


    Scarlett collapsed into giggles. ‘Chop up chops. Choppy chop chop!’


    ‘It’s not funny,’ I said.


    ‘Choppy choppy choppy chop chop chop!’ she kept on.


    Mum started laughing. Dad joined in.


    ‘I is funny, Jack?’ Scarlett asked, looking at me so earnestly that I couldn’t help smiling.


    ‘Yes, Scarlett,’ I replied. ‘You is very funny.’


    She beamed. ‘Chop chop chop choppity choppy chop chop . . .’


    I slapped my forehead. What had I done? She loved it when we laughed at her jokes. She’d be at it for hours now.


    Mum attacked the meat with the knife. ‘Is this enough, Beetle? Are you feeling hungry, hun?’


    I didn’t feel hungry, even though chops are my favourite.


    Fadi had bought me Lego out of his own money. It was a really nice thing to do. And how was I saying thanks? I’d made a plan with the other boys that might get Fadi into more trouble.


    ‘Choppy! Choppy! Chop!’ Scarlett said, flicking broccoli at me.


    ‘Shut uuuup!’ I shouted. ‘Mum! Dad! Can’t somebody make her shut up?’
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    ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you to line-up, Beetle?’


    I snorted in disgust as Mum dived in for yet another kiss. ‘Muuuum. You do know I’m in year five, don’t you?’


    ‘But your arm . . .’


    ‘I don’t walk on my arms,’ I said. ‘I’m going to be fine.’


    ‘Well, okay,’ she said, leaning in for a boa constrictor hug that nearly suffocated me. ‘But take it easy, love. Okay?’


    I ended up being more than fine. As soon as I walked through the school gate, kids ran over, wanting to see the cast and ask about my arm and what it was like to travel in the ambulance. There were little kids, whose names I didn’t know, but who all seemed to suddenly know me. ‘You okay, Jack? Does it hurt, Jack?’ And year five kids ran over, too – Dan, Jeff, Benj, Jesse, Gregor and all the other footy boys. Even the girls came over to see how I was. I answered all their questions, and tried to play it cool, saying, ‘Nah, it’s not too bad,’ and, ‘Yeah, the bone was sticking against the skin, but it’s sorted now.’ Everyone wanted to know the story. I felt like a rock star.


    ‘Cool cast,’ my friend Harry said, tapping the fibreglass. ‘Purple. Like the Vipers.’


    ‘Will you be able to play when they come for the clinic on Friday?’ Jeff asked.


    I shook my head. ‘Nah. I’m going to have to sit it out.’


    Jesse gave me a pat on the back. ‘You poor thing, Jack. That really sucks.’


    I actually felt okay about it. After all, what could I do? What had happened had happened. You couldn’t play soccer with a broken arm. What if I fell over again? What if it got bumped? But then Benj said something that really did upset me. ‘At least you’ll get to meet the Vipers, Jack. Not like Fadi. Fadi’s not even allowed to come out to watch the clinic.’


    My friends filled me in on what had happened. The day after my injury, Principal Davies called everyone who had been on the EBO that recess to line up outside her office. They had gone in, one by one.


    ‘It was scary,’ Jesse said. ‘She looked really cross, and she asked us questions, like what game were we playing and was there tackling.’


    I swallowed. The back of my throat suddenly felt like a desert. ‘What did you say?’ I asked. I looked at Dan and Benj. Benj’s freckly face broke into a smile. He winked. ‘We just said the truth,’ he said. ‘We went in one by one and said exactly the same truth, didn’t we, boys? We were just playing chasey, and Fadi was chasing Jack, and it was meant to just be tag . . .’ There was a bit of giggling. Dan and Benj had passed on my instruction.


    ‘What did Fadi say?’


    ‘We’re not sure,’ Jesse said. ‘But Principal Davies must not have believed him, because he’s doing Lunchtime Time-Outs for a whole week!’


    The second bell went, so we dumped our bags outside 5J and jogged over to line-up. I scanned the 5H line. Fadi was always easy to spot. He was nearly a head taller than anyone else. I hoped he would turn around, so that I could give him a smile or a thumbs up, but he was listening intently to Principal Davies.


    ‘I said it yesterday, but I’ll say it again,’ she said, raising her voice. ‘No pushing, no tripping, no wrestling, no bumping, and especially, no tackling in the school grounds.’ She stared in my direction. ‘We had a serious injury here this week, and it’s absolutely imperative that you play safely and responsibly at recess and lunchtime.’ I turned my eyes from Principal Davies to Fadi. It seemed she was looking at him, too. Indeed, it felt like the whole school was staring at him. He had his eyes fixed on the ground, shoulders slumped. The palm of my good hand found my forehead. I didn’t feel so great. It wasn’t my arm now. It was a bad feeling inside my tummy. My plan had been to stop us all getting into trouble, but the plan hadn’t worked. One of us had got into trouble. And it was just one of us. We’d all played You Play, You Pay, but only one of us was paying. Fadi still had his head down when the 5H line began shuffling towards the classroom.
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    I felt even worse at recess. As soon as Mr Johnson let us out, everyone ran to the asphalt for soccer. Except me, that is. There’s no point hurrying when you’re just watching.


    With the clinic so soon, a lot of kids were wearing their purple-and-white Vipers shirts. Suddenly it didn’t seem so cool just to have a purple cast. I’d been at Monvale from day one, and this was the first time international sports stars had ever come to our school. It wasn’t like they’d be coming back in a hurry either. This was my one chance to be a part of something really exciting and I’d blown it. Or Fadi had. And yeah, maybe I did feel a bit bad for Fadi being in trouble, but he should also feel bad for me. The Vipers were coming, and I really was going to miss out.


    I abandoned the asphalt and trudged back to the school building. I stopped at the Quiet Time Quad, with its green creepers and flower borders and benches full of nerdy kids reading. Where was Fadi? The Quiet Time Quad was one of the spots you could go during Lunchtime Time-Outs.


    I kept wandering for most of recess. Fadi was nowhere to be found. I actually felt a bit relieved. Every time I did see Fadi, I felt bad.


    ‘Stupid Fadi,’ I muttered. ‘With your big sad cow eyes and your droopy mouth. You’re the one who jumped on me. You’re the reason I’m not playing at the clinic. You stupid, rough, dumb . . .’ My jaw was clenched up tight. I thought of Fadi holding the Lego and told myself to relax. Why was I getting angry at him? He was missing the Vipers, too. We were both being punished for You Play, You Pay. Just in different ways.


    ‘Are you okay, Jack?’


    I almost jumped out of my skin. Had I been speaking out loud? It was Mr Atherton. As usual he was dressed in shorts, footy in one hand and pump in the other.


    ‘Yes, fine!’ I said, a little too loudly. ‘Good, very good, thank you.’ Did I just say ‘good, very good’? A kid on a nearby bench snickered. He was a naughty kid from year four. He was always doing Lunchtime Time-Outs.


    ‘Well, that’s good, very good, to hear,’ Athers grinned. ‘We were all very worried.’


    The year four kid laughed. I started to walk off. I felt my jumbly tummy and remembered I wasn’t actually all that good. ‘Mr Atherton,’ I said, turning around. ‘If somebody is in trouble, and it isn’t their fault, would you help them?’


    Athers looked at me intently. ‘Well, it depends,’ he said. ‘If I caused the trouble, I might want to help.’ He spun the footy on one hand. ‘Is there somebody in trouble? Fill me in, Jack. I might be able to help.’


    I opened my mouth, but no words came out. Athers kept spinning the ball. ‘Don’t worry,’ I eventually blurted. ‘It’s not at school. It’s just this thing with a friend out of school.’


    I turned to head for class.


    ‘Hey Jack,’ Athers said. ‘You’re a Vipers fan, right? Make sure you still come along to the clinic on Friday. There’s stuff you can do even if you can’t play, right?’


    I nodded and said I’d be there.


    ‘Good on ya, Jacko,’ Mr Atherton said, slapping me on the back so hard it hurt my arm a little. The year four kid giggled again. Nobody calls me ‘Jacko’.


    I just kept walking around that lunchtime until I found Fadi. I checked the 5H classroom, the General Purpose Room, sick bay, the asphalt again (just in case the other guys were wrong and he wasn’t kept in), the Quiet Time Quad again (just in case he’d sat there while I was looking in the other places), then finally, success in the library.


    He sat at a table over near the atlases. I stayed near the borrowing desk, hovering behind the whirly rack that held all the Tintin and Asterix titles. When Librarian Fran asked if she could help, I picked up Asterix and the Golden Sickle and pretended to read. ‘No, I’m okay,’ I said. ‘I’m just browsing.’


    I worked out Fadi was pretending to read, too. He had a big book in front of him, and it was open on a picture of a blue car. I watched him from behind the rack for ten minutes. He just stared with blank eyes, never turning the page on that blue car.


    The squirmy feeling in my stomach was even worse now. I thought about going over to him. I’d spent most of recess working out what I was going to say. Something like: ‘Hey Fadi, thanks for that Lego again. It’s really cool. And I feel really bad you’re the only kid who got in trouble. Especially when I’m the one who turned it into a tackling game . . .’


    But then what would I say? That I’d fix it? That would mean going to Principal Davies’ office and knocking on the door. It’d mean looking into those scary black eyes and telling her that I’d lied . . . Although was ‘lied’ the right word? I’d been in so much pain. I’d only said a little thing. It wasn’t just me either. Principal Davies had spoken to the other kids, too.


    Fadi continued staring at that stupid blue car. His elbows rested on the table, his hands over his ears. The snakes in my tummy writhed and squirmed. It wasn’t a little thing for Fadi – that was the problem. Dan said Fadi’s parents had been called to the school. Apparently Principal Davies told him that this was his last warning. My face felt hot. I couldn’t go over to him. Not now.


    I turned and made for the exit. Beeeep! Beeeep! Beeeep! Beeeeep!


    Librarian Fran coughed. ‘Um, Jack . . . I think you forgot something . . .’


    We both looked at Asterix and the Golden Sickle. I’d somehow forgotten to put it back on the rack. Now the whole library was staring at me, including Fadi.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said, pushing it across the desk. ‘My mistake.’ The alarm kept on blaring. Beep! Beep! It was crazy, but I felt like it was warning everyone. This kid is a bad kid! This kid tells lies! Finally, the alarm shut off and I heaved a deep sigh. Librarian Fran shot me a friendly smile. This Fadi business was doing my head in.
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    The next day I avoided Fadi, just so he wouldn’t look at me with those sad cow eyes. Every time I thought about talking to him, I imagined what it would take to make things right. I’d have to tell the teachers that it had been a tackling game and that I’d invented it. I’d have to knock on the Principal’s door. I might even have to sit in The Chair! It was all too scary to face. And so I bounced a basketball with my good hand through recess and lunch, watching my friends play soccer. But despite me looking for distractions, Fadi kept sneaking back into my mind about every two minutes! Just because I couldn’t see him moping around all sad in the library, didn’t mean he wasn’t moping around all sad in the library. It was driving me crazy.


    In the end, Fadi found me. It was after home bell, and he came up from behind and tapped me on the shoulder. I jumped a mile.


    ‘Aw, I’m sorry,’ he said, as if the tiniest touch of my shoulder blade had somehow hurt me again. ‘I forgot . . . your arm . . .’


    ‘Nah, it’s nothing. I just got a fright.’


    Fadi handed me an envelope. He gestured with his hand towards his dad, who was standing apart from the other parents with arms crossed. ‘Um . . . my parents . . . well . . . not just my parents. Me as well. We thought I should give you this.’ Fadi seemed really embarrassed. He handed me the envelope. The card inside featured a rooster’s head, and the caption: Get well. I hope you’re up and flying again soon.


    ‘Fadi, the Lego was enough . . .’ I started to say, but he was already walking away.


    I opened the card and read the jagged handwriting inside.


    [image: ]


    The tightness in my tummy spread to my chest and throat. It’s the feeling I get when I’m about to cry. I hoped tears weren’t coming now. Mum arrived and gathered me into one of her boisterous after-school hugs. This time I hugged her back. I wanted to hide my face from all the other kids. I didn’t want Fadi or his dad to see me. Mum finally let me go.


    ‘Well, that’s a nice hug, Beetle. I don’t get too many of those long ones any more!’


    ‘Mum, I’ve got to do something,’ I said, pointing to Main Building. ‘I’ll just be a minute.’


    ‘Okay, hun. Don’t be too long though. We’ve got to collect Scarlett.’


    I ran to Main Building and the front desk, heart pounding. Maureen, the office lady, wasn’t there. I waited half a minute, hands balled into tight fists, sweat dampening the back of my neck. I could see up the corridor that Principal Davies’ door was half open. She was probably there. Maybe I shouldn’t wait for Maureen? Maybe I should just knock on the Principal’s door and get it over with while I had the nerve?


    I walked up the corridor and the walls seemed to crowd in around me. It was just the same old olive-green school carpet beneath my feet, and yet it felt like I was balancing on a tightrope, or walking the plank for bloodthirsty pirates. Finally, I reached the door. I cocked my good wrist, ready to knock.


    What was I going to say? I lowered my hand. I had to work out something first. I backed slowly away from the door and was still staring at it dumbly when the door swung open.


    ‘Oh. It’s you, Jack Baldwin,’ Principal Davies said, with one of those rapid-fire smiles of hers that are gone before you know it. ‘I thought I heard somebody breathing out here.’


    Now I thought about it, I was panting. I’d sprinted from our classrooms to Main Building.


    ‘Um . . . yes, Principal Davies. Um . . . hi.’


    Um . . . hi? What sort of a start was, ‘Um . . . hi’? I decided to plough right on. ‘Um . . . I wanted to speak to you about my accident. I know the other boys did when I was away. I thought I should too.’


    Principal Davies cocked her head to the side. ‘But you did speak with me, Jack. You said in sick bay that Fadi tackled you, and that you were playing a game of chasey tag. That’s right, isn’t it? All the other boys said the same thing . . .’


    ‘It’s not right!’ I blurted, too quickly and too loudly. ‘We were playing You Play, You Pay, which is a shoe-kicking game and I kicked my shoe badly and if you come last you’re meant to get tackled to the ground and those are the rules and I knew them because I made them up but then I came last and it was scary because Fadi was chasing me, but it was also okay and kinda fun because those were the rules, and Fadi caught me and yeah he swung me but the other guys were there too, and I think I even heard my arm crack, but it may not have even been Fadi because it was stacks on . . . and . . .’


    ‘Jack, slow down, slow down . . .’ Principal Davies said, placing a hand on my uninjured shoulder. ‘I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.’


    I felt tears welling. ‘I didn’t mean to.’


    ‘To what?’ she asked.


    ‘To lie,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t Fadi’s fault. I invented the game. It was a tackling game. The idea was to throw the person to the ground and then stacks on.’


    ‘It was a stacks-on game?’


    I nodded. It was weird to hear Principal Davies say ‘stacks on’.


    ‘And Fadi wasn’t the only one who tackled?’


    ‘We all tackled,’ I said, wiping away tears. ‘The idea was to tackle.’ I sucked in a deep breath. ‘I told everyone to say it was just chasey.’


    Principal Davies shook her head. ‘This is not good. There’s one boy who’s been in a lot of trouble this week . . .’ She exhaled slowly through her long thin nose. ‘All you boys looked me in the eye and told me something that wasn’t true. Including you, Jack. I’m so disappointed.’


    I wanted to blame the pain in my arm. I wanted to say I wasn’t thinking straight. I wanted to get out of there.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said, almost inaudibly.


    Principal Davies relaxed a little. Her shoulders slumped. ‘Thank you for saying sorry.’


    ‘Fadi doesn’t deserve to miss the Vipers,’ I said, still not daring to look at her scary eyes. ‘That’s why I had to come today. You have to let him do the clinic with the Vipers.’


    Principal Davies’ mouth pursed again. ‘Fadi does deserve to miss that clinic. Tackling games are banned at this school and he participated in a tackling game.’


    ‘But . . .’ I started to say. I stopped because Principal Davies hadn’t finished speaking.


    ‘But . . . from what I’m hearing, all the rest of you boys should be missing the clinic with him. Especially as the rest of you not only played a banned game, but lied about it as well.’


    I gulped. What had I done? She couldn’t, could she? The clinic was tomorrow! It was a catastrophe. My friends were going to kill me!


    The telephone rang in Principal Davies’ office. ‘Jack, I’m expecting a call and I have to take it. Thank you for coming to my office. It was a brave thing to do. I’m going to think about this overnight, and talk to you boys tomorrow.’


    She shook her head and stepped back into her room. The phone continued to ring as she strode across to answer it, ‘It’s just so disappointing,’ she muttered, almost to herself.


    I started to walk backwards and almost tripped over The Chair. I’d done it. I’d actually gone to the Principal’s office and told her the truth. It had been scarier than the highest roller-coaster, or the fastest cricket ball bowled straight at your head. A part of me felt good. The sick weight that had been in my tummy all week about Fadi had gone. But there was a new problem. Now I was dropping all of my best friends into a gigantic vat of burning oil. They were going to hate me. They were going to more than hate me, they were going to disown me. I was the guy that wrecked the Vipers visit, the dobber of all dobbers. Now I had a new sick weight in my tummy.


    And maybe, just maybe, this new sick weight was worse.
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    ‘Jack! Time to get uuuuup!’


    Had I even slept? From the weight of my eyelids, it felt like I hadn’t. I’d certainly put in some solid hours of ceiling-staring, panicking over what to do. I’d thought about calling Benj or Dan to explain what had happened and how I’d tried to help Fadi and how Principal Davies was maybe going to ban all of us from the Vipers clinic. In the end, I figured a phone call would only stress my friends out. They’d all find out soon enough.


    When I didn’t jump out of bed, Mum came in to check on me.


    ‘Beetle,’ she clucked. ‘You were so quiet last night, and now we can’t get you up. Are you sick? Is your arm hurting today?’


    ‘A bit,’ I lied. The arm was itchy under the cast, but definitely not sore. I didn’t want to tell her what was really worrying me. I was scared I’d say, ‘You know how you always said that if I tell the truth, things will work out? Well that’s rubbish. I told the truth, and now everything’s terrible. All my friends are going to hate me. None of us will get to meet the Vipers. And it’s your fault, Mum. Because of your stupid theories about telling the truth!’


    But I didn’t say any of that because another thing she taught me is that if you haven’t got anything nice to say, don’t say anything at all.


    ‘There’s vanilla porridge out there. You better get your energy up. Those soccer players are visiting today, aren’t they?’


    ‘Not for me, they’re not!’ I yelled, so loudly that she jumped.


    ‘Oh hun,’ she replied, bending over for a hug. She stroked the top of my cheek with one finger, like she used to when I was little. ‘I know you wanted to play. But you’ll still get to meet them,’ she said gently. ‘Meeting them is half the fun, isn’t it?’ I stared at my porridge. Mum lowered her head, trying to make me look at her. ‘Are you okay, darling? Is there something else that’s wrong?’


    ‘No,’ I said, without lifting my eyes. I knew she didn’t believe me. ‘Hi Dario Argento! Hi Morgan Southgate!’


    Even in our dire situation, we couldn’t help sneaking glances out Principal Davies’ window. The thunder of school shoes and the excited clamour of voices signalled that the Vipers were arriving at the front gate. Dario Argento was there! Dario Argento was goalkeeper for the Socceroos! And Morgan Southgate was a star for the Vipers with seven goals already this season. A lot of commentators said Morgan Southgate was destined for Europe.


    Even Principal Davies seemed to be absorbing the excitement from outside. She stared distractedly out the window, as other names were called out. ‘Hi Davey Rodriguez!’ ‘Hey, over here, Matt Novak!’ I was excited for a moment and then remembered why eleven of us were standing in a line in the Principal’s office. We were in big trouble. We weren’t going to any clinic.


    ‘Okay,’ Principal Davies said, shutting the window. ‘I spoke to each of you on Tuesday and you all said Jack broke his arm playing chasey. I’m going to ask again and this time I want the truth. Was a tackling game being played when Jack broke his arm?’


    ‘No,’ Fadi said, straight away.


    ‘I said I want the truth, Fadi,’ Principal Davies replied.


    I hadn’t realised Fadi had joined in the lie the previous week, even though it meant he’d get in more trouble. I don’t think the others knew either.


    ‘It’s okay, Fadi,’ I said. ‘You shouldn’t be the only one in trouble. It was a tackling game. I mean, I know, because I made up the rules.’


    The other boys were all very quiet. I couldn’t tell if they were supporting me or angry with me. After all, I was the one who told them to lie.


    Dan was the next one to speak. ‘We all played it. Fadi was just unlucky. We shouldn’t have let him be the only one in trouble.’


    Others joined in. ‘Yeah.’ ‘Sorry Fadi.’


    Fadi bit his bottom lip. For a second I thought he was going to cry. Then he gave a little smile.


    ‘Three Lunchtime Time-Outs,’ Principal Davies said. ‘And that goes for all of you. One for playing a banned game, and two for lying about it.’


    A few of the boys gasped. We really were going to miss the Vipers.


    ‘But Miss . . .’ Fadi began.


    ‘I haven’t finished yet, Fadi. Yes, I realise you have already served three lunchtimes. But because you were the prime tackler, and because you also lied, you will complete your punishment with the other boys.’


    ‘But Miss . . .’ It was Fadi again. Maybe it was because he’d been in trouble more, but he seemed much less scared of Principal Davies than the rest of us. ‘Miss. We’d all do an extra day’s punishment if you just let us go to the clinic today. I mean, the Vipers! Missing today is worth about twenty lunchtimes.’


    Principal Davies gazed towards the window again. Even with the window closed, the volume of the laughing and shrieking outside seemed to have increased. Amidst the high-pitched kids’ voices, I could hear the deeper sounds of professional stars calling for the ball. She seemed to be thinking about it! I crossed legs and fingers. Please, please, please . . .


    ‘Okay,’ Principal Davies breathed. ‘Do you all agree to that? One extra Lunchtime Time- Out, but the punishment starts next week. You can all attend the clinic.’


    ‘Yaaaaaaay!’ we chorused. We were hugging each other and delivering high fives. Fadi was getting the most high fives. His dark skin flushed pink. We were so excited that even Principal Davies cracked a smile. ‘Fadi, you made a good case. Maybe you’ll end up a lawyer one day.’ She pointed at the door. ‘Anyway, out you go, boys. Have fun today because your Time-Out future begins next week!’


    None of us cared at all. The only future we cared about was the clinic with the Vipers. The celebrations continued all the way down the corridor of Main Building.


    ‘Fadi, if you weren’t so big, I’d chair you out of here!’ Dan grinned.


    I felt like chairing him out, too. He’d done it. Well, we’d all done it. He’d told a lie to save all of us, and we’d told the truth to save him. We were off to see the Vipers! The only shame was, I wouldn’t get to play. But right then, I didn’t care.


    We were off to see the Vipers!


    [image: ]

  


  
    [image: ]


    I thought I’d be sitting on the sidelines.


    For the first half-hour, I was. It started like a regular clinic. There were five Vipers in total – Dario Argento, Morgan Southgate, Davey Rodriguez, Matt Novak and finally Alex, the former World Cup star. Like all the great Brazilians, Alex only needed one name. All of year five was there, lined up behind witches hats on the EBO.


    ‘We start with dribbling!’ Alex said in his thick Portuguese accent, and then he did a demonstration that blew my mind. The ball seemed entirely stuck to his foot, and he finished his run by jigging one way and then the other before cross-heeling the ball up to his head, where he balanced it in between his neck and shoulders. We all cheered.


    I watched as they taught us dribbling, passing, chip kicks, headers and driving the ball. Davey Rodriguez gave the best advice on how to bend free kicks. They set up some nets and everyone took shots.


    Then, amazingly, Matt Novak spotted me on the sidelines.


    ‘Hey, kid! Bad luck about the arm. Are you okay enough to have one or two pings at goal?’


    Mr Atherton gave me a quick nod. I figured that a shooting drill used legs, not arms, and there was no real risk of hurting myself.


    ‘Yes, please,’ I said shyly.


    Matt Novak rolled the ball at me. ‘I would tell you to get both arms up for balance,’ he grinned, ‘but maybe you should just take it easy.’


    My first kick was a real shank. I hit it too low on the foot, right down near the ankle, and it dribbled slow and wide. ‘Point your toe a little more,’ Matt Novak said. ‘And keep your weight forward. Knee over the ball.’


    This time I nailed it. The ball pinged off my foot and lasered into the bottom corner of the net. Matt Novak clapped. ‘Super penalty!’ he said. ‘We needed you last week!’ A few of the other players laughed. The Vipers had lost an Asian Champions League match in a penalty shootout.


    ‘Hey kid, d’you want us to sign the cast?’ It was Dario Argento. The Dario Argento who’d been goalkeeper at two World Cups for the Socceroos.


    ‘The cast is fibreglass. The doctor says texta just wipes off.’


    Dario Argento pointed to his bag. ‘Well, I’ve got a special pen that might just work.’ A minute later he was back with his pen. ‘This one might stick. It’s the one we use on footballs. What’s your name, young fella?’


    It worked perfectly. The ink was thick, almost like paint. Dario Argento blew on my arm, trying to dry the ink. When he moved his head, I could see what he’d written. Mend well, Jack. Live well, too. Dario Argento


    Meanwhile, the year fives who wanted to play a match had broken into two teams. Benj and Harry were captains. Each team had two Vipers, and because Benj picked first, he got a third in Dario Argento. Harry pretended to be upset, but really we were all having a great time. Mr Atherton chimed in, ‘Pick me, Harry! Benj’s Blues might have Dario Argento, but Harry’s Heroes can have me. That’s a good deal, isn’t it?’ The kids all laughed and Dario Argento did, too. I smiled, but was also a bit disappointed. It would be such fun to be playing.


    And then something great happened. Mr Atherton walked over to me with his whistle. ‘Well, if I’m playing, I better let somebody else ref. Jack, reckon you’re up for it?’


    It was only a small pitch, so I wouldn’t have to run far. ‘Absolutely,’ I replied.


    Mr Atherton handed me his whistle. ‘Okay, modified rules,’ Athers said. ‘No offside. No substitutions. And a few of the boys here might be able to guess this one . . .’


    ‘No tackling!’ we chorused.
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    I’d seen them so many times on television, but to see the Vipers players up close was pure magic. They were really only jogging, and they allowed the kids to have the ball most of the time, but when they did get possession, their skills were amazing! Davey Rodriguez trapped a ball that was flying past his shoulder by almost ‘catching’ it on his foot, and then back-heeled it to Dan running past. Morgan Southgate ran the entire length of the field and went around every single opponent, including Mr Atherton. Matt Novak headed the ball to himself once, twice, three times, and then volleyed past Dario Argento.


    ‘Amazing goal!’ I called, blowing my whistle and pointing to the half line.


    Matt Novak grinned. ‘Thanks, Jack. The A-League refs don’t always give us positive feedback!’


    I laughed at his joke. This was so much fun.


    I was surprised at how good Fadi was. Two or three times, he swerved through the middle, dribbling past desperate kids and not so desperate Vipers players. I knew he was fast, but didn’t know he had such good feet. I checked my watch. One minute to go. Harry’s Heroes and Benj’s Blues were level on four goals apiece. The Vipers players seemed to be trying a bit harder. The Brazilian Alex intercepted one of Harry’s passes, and started charging upfield. Fadi was chasing hard and for a second I was worried he’d tackle Alex! But then Alex attempted this amazing behind-the-heel jump trick that didn’t quite work and suddenly the ball spat out to Fadi! He ran down the right wing, dodging and weaving, and now it was only the Socceroos keeper, Dario Argento, between Fadi and glory. Dario Argento was laughing as he charged out at Fadi, faking one side and then the other. Fadi attempted to shield the ball. Dario Argento kept coming, arms wide like a big laughing monster. Fadi still had his back turned. Dario Argento wrapped his arms around Fadi and held him, shouting, ‘Gotcha, kid!’ Dario Argento would never do that in a proper game, but this was Monvale Primary School, and he was having a ball.


    I blew my whistle, loud and strong. Maybe the green whistle in the ambulance had been training for this! ‘Foul against Dario Argento! Penalty to Fadi!’


    ‘What?’ Dario Argento yelled, pretending to be incredulous. ‘Get some glasses, ref!’


    I remembered I had a folded yellow maths sheet in my shorts pocket. I reached for it dramatically. ‘Yellow card Argento for abuse!’


    Everyone was laughing now. Dario Argento put his head in his hands, pretending to be upset. But he was grinning the whole way back to the goal line.


    ‘Make yourself big,’ he said as we watched him extend his albatross arms. He was back giving the clinic. ‘Stare at the penalty taker, right in the eyes. It’s a mind game, isn’t it, Fadi? Fadi knows that it’s up to him to win the game for the Blues. Fadi’s feeling the pressure, aren’t you, Fadi? Fadi’s wondering if he’s up to the task.’ Dario Argento blew on his hands, and rocked his weight side to side. ‘How you feeling, Fadi? You up to it, Fadi?’


    Fadi didn’t say a word. He just stared at the ball. All the kids were screaming, urging him on or trying to put him off. Fadi didn’t look up. I tooted my whistle. He took some tiny stuttering steps.


    He did everything Matt Novak had taught us to do. Balanced run-up. Left foot planted wide. Pointed right toe, weight forward, knee over the ball, eyes watching the ball. The contact between foot and ball was a sweet, satisfying thwuump. Dario Argento picked the right way, but Fadi’s shot was a missile, swerving up and away from his outstretched hand. The net bulged. Fadi jumped in the air. Benj’s Blues swamped him, hugging and backslapping and throwing high fives.


    ‘Wow! I was actually trying then,’ Dario Argento said, grinning.


    ‘You planning on stopping any penalties this week, Dario?’ teased Davey Rodriguez.


    The last player to offer Fadi a high five was Alex. ‘You’ve got a really nice shot on you,’ he said in his cool accent. Fadi beamed with pleasure. Alex had pretty much the nicest shot in Australia.


    I blew my whistle for full-time, and the school bell sounded for end of lunch.


    ‘End of lunch, end of clinic!’ Mr Atherton chimed, clapping both hands. ‘Can we put our hands together for the Vipers? Thanks for giving us one of the best lunchtimes we’ve ever had here at Monvale!’


    All the kids cheered, especially me. Fadi came over and shook my good hand. ‘Thanks, Jack,’ he whispered. ‘That was awesome.’


    ‘Better than awesome,’ I grinned. ‘Best. Lunchtime. Ever.’
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    Our punishment ended up not being so bad. We were all together, for starters. Eleven of us telling jokes, and mucking around and talking about the brilliant day we’d had with the Vipers. We were allowed to sit in the library or the Quiet Time Quad.


    We all had our own stories to tell. Benj had chatted to Davey Rodriguez about TV game shows. Apparently Davey Rodriguez’s favourite show is Millionaire Hot Seat. ‘He watches every day after training. He was watching the night my auntie won ten thousand dollars! He says he remembers her.’


    Noah retold his conversation with Alex about the Brazilian’s rooster celebration that he does whenever he scores a goal. ‘I told him I loved it and he said he’d think of me if he got to do it on Saturday against the Phoenix.’ We all agreed that was pretty cool. ‘Cock-a-doodle-dooo!’ Jeff crowed.


    ‘Actually,’ Noah said proudly, ‘Alex told me he says “Có có ró có”, because that’s how they say cock-a-doodle-doo in Portuguese.’


    My highlight was Dario Argento signing my cast. The ink hadn’t smudged at all and at the end of lunch the other Vipers had signed it too. ‘I’m going to ask them to cut around the signatures when they take it off,’ I said. Maybe, just maybe, it was actually a positive that I’d broken my arm. If I hadn’t been injured, I wouldn’t have been referee. I wouldn’t have given a yellow card to Dario Argento!


    Fadi was a bit shy about being the match winner. We kept asking him whether he was going to play rugby for the Wallabies or soccer for the Socceroos and he didn’t like answering. But he smiled every time we talked about his penalty.


    ‘I don’t think Dario Argento was trying, anyway,’ he said.


    We then spent most of that first lunchtime in the library debating the point.


    Dan: ‘Of course he could have stopped it. He’s Dario Argento!’


    Benj: ‘No seriously. Fadi hit it perfectly.’


    Harry: ‘Get real. He didn’t even get his shirt dirty!’


    Benj: ‘He said he was trying, didn’t he?’


    Harry: ‘So what!’


    Benj: ‘So what, what!’


    Librarian Fran: ‘Shhhhh. Quiet time in the library doesn’t count if it’s not quiet!’


    By the last of our four lunchtimes, we were getting really bored. We traded footy cards in the Quiet Time Quad and then played footy card flicks. The idea is two players flick a footy card as close to a wall as they can. The player with the card closest to the wall wins the other’s card.


    Miss Hobbie was duty teacher that day. She told us we couldn’t flick cards in the Quiet Time Quad. ‘People are trying to read,’ she explained.


    We tried a bit of reading too. Then Noah thought of a game in which you crawl under the benches, and then reach under and snatch another person’s book. If you lose your book, you became the new ‘Booksnatcher’. It was pretty funny, but it was hard to get much reading done.


    Miss Hobbie returned and told us that Booksnatcher was not permitted in the Quiet Time Quad.


    I asked Miss Hobbie if we could play Downball, ‘because we need to work off just a little bit of energy so we can concentrate in class.’


    ‘I’ll have to check with Principal Davies,’ Miss Hobbie replied. She returned after a few minutes and told us we could play Downball, but only against the wall of Main Building, right outside the Principal’s office. The boys were so proud of me. The ‘concentrate in class’ bit was a masterstroke.


    We played Downball for ten minutes. Then Benj piped up, ‘You know how “sharkies” are the best bit in Downball – where you “shark” other players with the ball? Why don’t we play a game that’s all sharkies?’ He then explained Murderball, which is basically Downball, with this important rule change. If you muck up, you have to run and touch the wall before another player hits you with the ball. ‘You can throw the ball as hard as you like.’ Benj grinned. ‘It’s part of the punishment of mucking up.’


    ‘So if you play, you have to be prepared to pay,’ Fadi said.


    ‘Exactly!’ Benj grinned. ‘That’s why it’s called Murderball. Although some people just call it “Exterminator” or “Wall Ball”.’


    Fadi had his hands on his hips. ‘Really?’ he said, incredulously. ‘You really think we should play that?’


    ‘It does sound like fun,’ Noah said.


    ‘Sounds cool,’ Harry added.


    ‘I think we’re slow learners,’ Fadi said. ‘I think we should just stick with Downball like Principal Davies said. Our four lunchtimes aren’t even finished yet.’


    While Fadi’s words sank in, the window above our wall opened up and Principal Davies’ head popped out. We stared up, mouths gaping like tuna fish. Had Principal Davies been listening? It seemed she had.


    She began clapping slowly. ‘Well done, Fadi. Your thoughts on this Murderball are very considered. I think your friends would be wise to listen to them.’ She gave a snort and stepped back from the window. ‘You boys! For heaven’s sake, just play some Downball!’


    We all giggled quietly.


    ‘Is it my serve?’ I whispered.


    ‘Yes,’ Dan whispered back.


    ‘Why are we whispering?’ I whispered again.


    ‘Not sure,’ Dan whispered back.


    ‘Shall I stop whispering and serve?’


    ‘Yes,’ everyone whispered.


    We all laughed, covering our mouths. Then I served.
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