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  Puffin Books


  As Eddie McGuire would say, ‘What a big year it was in football.’ Come to think of it, Eddie reminds me very much of Teddy McMahon, the host of a top-rating football show who appears in both the original Specky Magee story, as well as bobbing up in this one, Specky Magee and the Great Footy Contest.


  I’ve got to say, I’ve faced some big challenges in my time, but educating my old school-mate and co-author, Felice, in the finer points of Australian Rules football has been right up there with the toughest of them all. But you don’t become one of the leading children’s authors in the country unless you are a very quick learner, and I’m pleased to say that I have now managed to get him to the stage where he could safely head off to the MCG and barrack and cheer in all the right places.


  Felice is very loyal, though, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t convert him into a Melbourne Demons supporter. He continues to support the Geelong Cats, although I did have to point out to him that his favourite player, Billy Brownless, retired many years ago.


  If he was honest, he would probably say that I had a similar appreciation of what it took to write a novel. But between the two of us, we are really pleased and excited with the way that Specky Magee and the Great Footy Contest has turned out. We had a lot of fun writing it, and spent a lot of time thinking about our time as thirteen-year-olds, back in our home town of Kyabram. It’s a long time ago now, and I’m not sure if we had as much fun and adventure as Specky, Danny, Robbo and the rest of his mates have, but I reckon we wouldn’t have been far off.


  Gotta go, I’m still trying to teach Felice how to kick a torpedo punt. I reckon by the time the third Specky Magee story is finished he might just have mastered it!


  Enjoy


  Garry
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  What’s Garry talking about? I know my footy! I grew up in a family of mad Collingwood and Essendon supporters and, as he said, I’m loyal Cats follower - so, what else is there to know?
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  On second thoughts, maybe there is a whole lot more to sport than just being a passionate fan, especially when you have to include detailed descriptions about it in a book. So, in that case, I have to agree with my old school-mate - while we were writing Specky Magee and the Great Footy Contest, my knowledge of the finer points of footy was, perhaps, a little off. Luckily, I have an Australian coach, former champion of the game and general all round good guy as my co-author. But hang on - that’s not to say he’s perfect!


  While Garry may be mustering up every coaching skill he has to teach me to kick a torpedo punt or to use the correct ‘footy lingo’, it has been an equally tough challenge for me to get him to stick to deadlines and not to use so many complicated words (next time you catch him on TV, watch for how he loves to over-use big words when he speaks). Come to think of it, he was like that at school.


  Apart from that, I have to admit that he has often blown me away with his writing and editing skills, offering a whole lot more to the story than just ‘footyfying’ it. He loves reading mysteries, so we have him to thank for some of the heart-stopping twists and turns you’ll come across in this next Specky Magee adventure.


  Yep, Garry is shaping up to be a great author. And I’m shaping up to be a gun footballer. Now, back to my torpedo practice.


  I hope you’ll enjoy Specky Magee and the Great Footy Contest as much as we enjoyed writing it.


  Felice
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  1. changing times


  ‘Are you sure you’ve packed everything?’


  ‘Yeah, Dad,’ answered Specky, rushing out the door. ‘I’ll see you after the game.’


  ‘Good luck, champ!’ his father shouted after him.


  Specky ran across the front lawn and jumped into Mr Roberts’s car. He and Josh Roberts, were off to play the first game of the season for their Under 14’s Aussie Rules football team – the Booyong High Lions. Josh was his best friend, everyone called him Robbo and he was an avid Sydney Swans supporter. Specky greeted him with a friendly punch in the shoulder.


  He glanced back through the car window to see his dad standing at the doorway of their house, waving him off. He and his father had grown so much closer over the past ten months, Specky thought. His father had been there for him when it mattered, and made an effort to support him and learn to appreciate the game he so passionately loved. It was a dream come true for Specky. He revelled in finally having his dad there, watching him play weekend footy matches, alongside his team-mates’ parents.


  To celebrate their new-found understanding, Specky’s father had surprised him with an announcement, earlier in the week.


  ‘Simon …’ Specky’s dad always called him by his real name, even though all his friends called him Specky because of his SPEC-tacular marking ability. ‘I’m afraid your mum and I won’t be able to see you play your first game, this Saturday,’ he had said. Specky had been a bit disappointed but he knew his dad had been very busy with work, lately; he was the owner of a very successful art gallery. And his mum couldn’t always make it, as she often gave Alice a ride to her netball games.


  ‘The reason has something to do with you – us, actually,’ said his dad. ‘I’m going on a business trip and I’d love you to come with me. It won’t be all business, I promise. In fact, most of it will be fun. We’re going for an entire week, and I’ve spoken to your teachers so they know you’ll be away from school. I’ll pick you up straight after your match. I’ve got to get some last-minute things done at work – make sure that everything is looked after while I’m away.’


  ‘No school? Unreal! Where are we going?’ Specky asked, excited.


  ‘You’ll find out,’ grinned his dad.


  Specky hadn’t stopped smiling for days.
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  When Mr Roberts pulled up to their school oval, Specky and Robbo ran quickly to join their team-mates in the changing rooms. The entire team had been told to turn up an hour and a half before the game for an important pre-season talk. Specky and Robbo sat next to their friend, the team’s number one rover and a diehard Pies fan, Danny Castelino.


  ‘Hey, I heard a rumour,’ Danny said, in a loud whisper, leaning in towards them.


  ‘What?’ asked Specky and Robbo, in unison, as the rest of the team moved around the changing rooms finding places to sit.


  ‘I heard Coach Pappas isn’t gonna coach us this season.’


  ‘What?’ asked Specky, looking puzzled. ‘Are you sure? He’s been taking training for the past three weeks – he would have said something to us by now.’


  Danny shrugged his shoulders. ‘Well …’ he continued, ‘the Bullet told me he overheard him talking on his mobile.’


  Specky looked over at Sanjay Sharma, who was nicknamed the ‘Bombay Bullet’ because of his explosive sprinting ability during games, and because he was originally from India. He was sitting next to Paul Solomon, who was known as ‘Smashing Sols’ because he was the hardest hitting tackler in the team.


  ‘All right, listen up,’ Coach Pappas said, raising his voice.


  ‘The reason I’ve called you in early today is to let you know that this will be my last game as your coach.’


  There were instant groans of disapproval and expressions of bewilderment from Specky’s team-mates. Danny shot a look at Specky and Robbo as if to say, ‘I told you so.’


  ‘Yes, I know it may seem a bit sudden, but I only made this decision a few days ago. I’ll be moving interstate to teach at another school …’


  Another chorus of disappointed ‘arwwhs’ rippled through the changing rooms. Specky and the rest of the team really liked having Mr Pappas as their coach. He was tough but was always fair, and there was no one more passionate about Aussie Rules than he was.


  ‘So, I want to wish you all the very best. And I thought this would be a good time to introduce you all to your coach and new PE teacher.’


  By the time Specky had a chance to turn to his friends and ask, ‘I wonder who it will be?’ the front door of the changing rooms was flung open and in walked their new coach.


  ‘A woman?’ croaked Robbo.


  ‘I can’t believe it. No way,’ said Danny.


  Specky was speechless, but the rest of the team broke out into a muffled mumble, shocked by the appearance of a very attractive woman with blonde curly hair.


  ‘All right, settle down!’ ordered Coach Pappas. ‘This is Sandy Pate – Miss Pate or Coach Pate to all of you. She comes to us from Wallaby Valley Secondary College in South Australia, where she has coached the Under Thirteen, Fourteen and Fifteen teams for the last three years. She has coached teams into five separate Grand Finals, winning four of them, and Booyong High considers itself extremely lucky to have her take over my position here. We want you all to welcome her and wish her the very best.’


  Specky and his team-mates burst into applause, while Danny shook his head, obviously not impressed.


  ‘But she’s a woman,’ he protested, in a loud whisper, to Specky and Robbo.


  ‘So?’ said Robbo. ‘Women play footy, too.’


  ‘Yeah, I know, but it’s gonna be weird, don’t you think? Speck, what d’ya reckon?’


  Danny and Robbo turned to see Specky staring intensely at Miss Pate, as if he was in a trance. He hadn’t heard Danny’s question.


  ‘Speck? What do you think? Isn’t it gonna be weird having a woman coaching us?’


  ‘Well …’ said Specky, glancing back and forth between them and Miss Pate. ‘I think you should get with the times, Danny. I think she’ll be great.’


  Specky turned to hear Miss Pate speak, while Danny nudged Robbo, rolling his eyes.


  ‘I don’t believe it,’ Danny said, shaking his head.


  ‘What?’ asked Robbo. ‘What don’t you believe?’


  ‘Can’t you see it? Specky’s in loooovvve!’


  2. ugly footy!


  ‘No, I’m not,’ snapped Specky, feeling defensive at the suggestion that he had a crush on Miss Pate – even though he felt a little nervous whenever he looked at her. Danny and Robbo were keen to tease him a little more.


  ‘I love you, Miss Pate. Can you show me how to kick a torpedo, Miss Pate?’ stirred Danny.


  ‘Sure, Specky-poo, you adorable boy,’ answered Robbo, in a girlish whisper.


  Specky was about to say, ‘knock it off,’ to his friends, when suddenly he was singled out by the new coach.


  ‘Um, excuse me. You, yes, you,’ she said, pointing directly at Specky. ‘What’s your name?’


  ‘Um, Specky, um, Simon Magee,’ mumbled Specky, sinking back into his seat.


  ‘Well, Specky, Simon, I don’t appreciate you and your friends talking amongst yourselves while I’m trying to speak. I’m very happy that Mr Pappas and the rest of the team have given me such a warm welcome. And it would be terrible to spoil that, wouldn’t it?’


  Specky sank farther into his seat; he was so embarrassed.


  
    [image: image] Specky knew that it was important to make eye contact with the coach when he, or she, was talking. It demonstrated that he was listening to what the coach had to say, and it was a sign of respect for those who had given up their time to help him become a better footballer. He always got annoyed with people who daydreamed while the coach was giving a pre-game address or, even worse, talked while they were talking. He shot Danny and Robbo a dirty look, as Miss Pate continued to talk to the rest of the team.

  


  ‘Before I agreed to take up this position, I have to confess to you all that I wasn’t sure if I should. I had heard about the way some of you acted in your last game.’


  Specky glanced over to his friends and at some of his other team-mates. They all knew what Miss Pate was talking about – their involvement in last year’s Grand Final.


  ‘But then I realised that there are usually two sides to every story. And I know it’s important to give people a second chance. Today’s the start of a brand new season, a clean slate – an opportunity to move on. But, before you can do that as a team, Mr Pappas and I thought it would be good for you all to take a look back before we look forward.’


  Miss Pate pulled out a videotape from her sports bag, while Mr Pappas wheeled in a TV and VCR. Specky and the team looked on, a little confused.


  ‘What I have here is a home video of last year’s Grand Final.’


  There were sudden mumblings and loud whispers from everyone. Miss Pate slipped the video into the VCR and Mr Pappas switched off the lights. Specky’s team fell silent and sat in the darkness, waiting to re-live their last game. But Specky didn’t need to watch, he could remember it all too clearly …


  ‘Right, this is make or break time,’ said Coach Pappas. ‘If you want to win this Grand Final you’re going to have to go up a gear. Get in there and give it all you’ve got.’ Beads of sweat raced down his flushed, determined face. ‘Show some real guts. Simmo, take more care with your kicking. That last mistake could have been costly; other than that you’re doing a terrific job. What about Bullet’s snapped goal from the forward pocket? Fantastic stuff. It gave us all a lot of confidence. We want more of that. Danny, control your temper, big fella. And that goes for the rest of you. If number nineteen wants to be a boofhead, let him. He’s just trying to suck you in. Ignore him, and let’s just focus on our own game. Specky, take a few risks, mate, and play on at every opportunity. That last goal you scored came about because you did exactly that. That full-back hasn’t got the speed to go with you, so unless you’re well within scoring distance, try and keep it moving. Well done, keep it up.


  ‘Okay, boys, do I have to spell it out for ya? You’re two clear goals ahead and this premiership can be yours – but only if you want it! Do you want it?’ Coach Pappas shouted, as if he was a major in the army addressing his troops before going into battle.


  ‘Yeah,’ responded Specky and his team-mates, loudly.


  ‘I didn’t hear you? Do you want it?’


  ‘Yeah!’


  ‘Then don’t let them steal it away from ya! Show them why you’ve been the best team in the league this season!’


  There was a huge cheer from Specky and his team-mates, egging one another on. Motivated now, more than ever, to win the game, they ran back onto the ground to take up their positions against their Grand Final opponents, the Ridley College Razorbacks.


  In no time at all, Robbo, who dominated the ruck for most of the game, knocked the ball hard and long down the middle of the ground. Danny was the first to get to the Sherrin, hurriedly choosing to soccer it out towards the outer wing, into no-man’s-land. The Bombay Bullet sprinted alongside a Razorbacks’ mid-fielder, desperately trying to get to the ball, first. As he approached the footy, the Bullet tripped and slid out of control, landing awkwardly on top of it, smothering it with his upper body. Suddenly his opponent was all over him, wedging his knee deep into the Bullet’s spine. The umpire sharply blew his whistle.


  ‘In the back,’ he shouted, and awarded the Bullet the free kick. Sanjay wasted no time in getting up and chipping it to Smashing Sols, who happened to be running into space at just the right time. Sols made a quick dash along the boundary, bouncing the ball a couple of times before kicking it accurately to the Lions’ half-forward, Gus Turner.


  Specky turned away from the VCR to look at Gus who was sitting directly opposite him in the changing rooms. Everyone called Gus ‘Einstein’, because of his brilliant mathematical mind and freakish sense of distance. He could judge the distance of any ball kicked, down to the nearest centimetre. This was always a great party trick and was proudly looked upon by the team. But Specky couldn’t help thinking of the time he had watched Friday night footy on TV with Gus. He vowed he would never do it again. It was one of the most annoying things he had ever endured – Einstein just wouldn’t stop guessing.


  ‘That’s twenty-two point two metres, that’s forty-three point nine metres. Did you see that? That was an incredible fifty-one point three four metres …’ and so on, all night long. Specky shook his head and turned his attention back to the video – he could see himself pacing about the goal square as Einstein prepared to take his kick.


  The full-back wore him like a second skin, while other players from both sides had moved up forward and positioned themselves around him. Danny was among them, and so was the boy that Coach Pappas had warned his team to ignore – Derek ‘Screamer’ Johnson.


  Specky wiggled about in his seat. Screamer was the only player in the opposition side who could match Specky’s awesome high marking ability. He had been moved onto the ball to try and lessen the impact Specky was having on the game. The sight of Screamer on the TV instantly made Specky feel uneasy. He glanced over at Danny. He could see, as the light from the video flickered across Danny’s face, that he looked just as concerned. They both knew exactly what was happening at that point in the game. The memories kept flooding back …


  ‘This mark is mine, loser,’ Screamer muttered under his breath.


  Specky chose to ignore him, as Einstein was still calculating the kicking distance between him and the pack.


  ‘Did ya hear me? Stinky! That’s what your team calls ya, don’t they?’


  Screamer nudged his shoulder into Specky’s back. Specky still didn’t respond.


  ‘Well, I bet your team calls you Screamer because you scream every time you see the sight of your own ugly face,’ said Danny, quickly coming to Specky’s defence.


  ‘That’s very funny – for one of Snow White’s dwarfs. Which one are you? Dopey?’


  ‘Yeah well, fairy tales are about your level. At least I’m a dwarf on the winning side.’


  
    [image: image] Specky thought this was ridiculous and getting out of hand. While winning a Grand Final was obviously very important for Booyong High, as well as Ridley College, it didn’t mean that they had to come to blows over it. The old saying ‘win at all costs’ just didn’t apply to a school football match. Not if it meant compromising the spirit in which the game should be played.

  


  ‘He’s just trying to throw you off your game. Ignore him,’ he told Danny.


  ‘Yeah, Dwarf Boy, listen to Stinky,’ added Screamer, who wasn’t going to let it go.


  ‘You’re a jerk,’ Danny mumbled, shaking his head.


  Screamer turned and raised his fist at him as if he was about to strike, but he was distracted by Einstein, who was finally taking his kick.


  Specky shifted his focus back to the game. He bolted and led for the footy, getting a good metre ahead of the full-back, Screamer, and Danny. But Einstein’s drop punt was a shocker. He had kicked the ball off the side of his boot and had to watch embarrassed as it dribbled along the ground and over the boundary line. While the boundary umpire ran to retrieve it, Screamer headed back to pick on Danny.


  ‘Right, you,’ he snarled, storming back towards the rover. ‘No one calls me a jerk.’


  Danny looked worried. Was this red-headed kid with his black beady eyes really coming over to hit him, or was it just a bluff?


  Specky jogged towards Screamer and Danny.


  ‘Leave him alone!’ he yelled.


  
    [image: image] Specky wasn’t going to stand by and watch while another player gave Danny a hard time. He always stood up for his friends. Mateship and sticking together was one of the things that Specky loved about playing football, and the strongest teams were made up of players that supported each other when they needed it most. Now was one of those times for Specky, as he could clearly see that Danny was worried. The best thing he could do would be to reason with Screamer – try to convince him to leave them alone and concentrate on getting a kick.

  


  Screamer stopped in his tracks and slowly turned to face Specky.


  ‘What?’ he asked.


  ‘I said, leave him alone and just play the game.’ Specky was standing directly in front of Screamer. They were about the same height and shape, but Screamer looked mean.


  ‘Or what?’ said Screamer, puffing out his chest.


  ‘Or you’ll have …’


  ‘Danny,’ snapped Specky, stopping his mate mid-sentence and taking a step closer to Screamer. ‘Nothing. Just play the game. That’s why we’re here – the game. Not to pick fights.’


  ‘Oh, get the violins out. My heart is bleeding,’ moaned Screamer, sarcastically. “Cos we love the game” – what a joke. What do you reckon you are? A TV commercial?’


  Specky shook his head in disgust and turned back to face the action, whispering to himself, ‘Yeah, whatever.’


  Before Specky realised what was happening, Screamer charged towards him, grabbed him by the jumper, and slung him to the ground. He clasped the back of Specky’s neck and shoved his face into the ground. Specky struggled to breathe, momentarily choking on a mouthful of grass and mud. Danny ran to Specky’s aid and knocked Screamer off him but Screamer just picked himself up and turned on Danny, grabbing him in a headlock.


  It was only a matter of seconds before the umpire turned to see what was happening behind play. He sharply blew his whistle to stop the game. He rushed over to the boys, followed by players from all parts of the oval. Specky was still lying stunned in the dirt. At first the umpire, frantically blowing his whistle, found it difficult to separate the two boys wrestling on the ground. But Screamer abruptly got off Danny and swirled his fists about. He punched the air, and Specky was only centimetres away from being hit, as he stumbled back to his feet. Screamer had totally lost control.


  Finally, the umpire settled the boys down by physically standing between them.


  Danny brushed himself down; his bottom lip was bloody and swollen. Specky fortunately came out of it unscathed. Only his ego was bruised. After the dust had settled, Specky and Danny stared at the culprit who had been at the centre of it all – Derek ‘Screamer’ Johnson. But everyone else seemed to be looking at all three of them. Screamer wiped away the blood and snot that was dripping from his nose; he appeared almost proud, as he smirked and listened to what the umpire had to say.


  ‘Never, in all my years of umpiring, have I had to deal with anything like this. It’s sickening. You three boys should be disgusted with yourselves. And, in light of what has happened, I’m sending you all off for the remainder of the game.’


  Specky and Danny looked at each other, shocked that they were being blamed.


  
    [image: image] Specky knew that the best way to teach young footballers that there was no place for fighting on the football field was to enforce the send off rule. Bad behaviour could not be tolerated and the umpire had no choice but to make this point clear to the rest of the players. Specky didn’t start the fight and didn’t think that it was his fault they were being sent from the field, but he vowed that he would not disadvantage his side by getting involved in a brawl, ever again. He had learnt that, sometimes, the smartest and bravest thing to do when there was the potential for a fight was to do nothing at all.

  


  Specky had to watch the remainder of his first Grand Final from the bench. It was a day he was never going to forget. And now, for the second time, he had to watch his team play on without him and eventually lose the premiership flag by four points.


  3. play & wait


  ‘I can’t believe she made us watch a video of something we all wanted to forget, especially Specky and me,’ exclaimed Danny, as he ran alongside Specky and Robbo. The boys clip-clopped out of the changing rooms – their footy stops echoing through the corridor – and ran onto their school oval ready to play the first game of the season.


  ‘Yeah, that was kind of strange. Something tells me Miss Pate’s gonna be a tougher coach than Coach Pappas,’ added Robbo. ‘Whadda ya reckon, Speck?’


  ‘Well, I’m just glad that it’s a new season. If it weren’t for that Screamer guy that premiership would’ve been ours. You know, my sister told me she heard, from a friend that goes to Ridley College, that he was expelled for supergluing all the sports balls together. All the footies, soccer balls, basketballs – the whole lot, stuck one on top of the other.’


  ‘What an idiot! I wonder if he’ll be playing footy against us this year?’ asked Danny.


  ‘Who knows,’ shrugged Specky. ‘I hope not.’ The boys joined the rest of their team-mates, taking up their positions on the ground. Coach Pappas and Miss Pate joined the parents and other onlookers on the boundary line. The Booyong High Lions’ first game was against the Tremont High Tigers. These two teams had a long history as competitive rivals, so everyone expected it to be an exciting battle.


  But a few minutes after the first bounce, the sky opened up and the rain pelted down on the boys for the rest of the game. This resulted in a sloppy and unattractive match. It was difficult for either team to take clean possession of the very slippery ball; especially around the centre of the ground, which looked more like a wrestlers’ mud pit than a football oval.


  
    [image: image] Playing in wet weather conditions was a whole new ball game. Specky was aware that he would have to be able to adapt the way he played according to the conditions. Because football was a winter sport, chances were, at some stage, he would have to play in the wet.


    Overhead marking was one of Specky’s great strengths as a footballer, but in the rain it was a lot more difficult. Specky knew that he had to keep his hands a little closer together, and a lot flatter when going for his marks. Instead of taking them with ‘one grab’, he might have to stop the ball first with both hands held flat and control it down to his chest – where he could safely hug it to his body. And he had to get his body right behind the ball when trying to pick it up in slippery conditions. Playing in front was also very important – the ball was wet and heavier than usual so his team-mates kicks would not travel as far and would more than likely fall short.

  


  When the final siren sounded, the two teams were locked together on the scoreboard, 6.12.48 to 7.6.48. It may not have been the greatest spectacle, but the closeness of the scores ensured that Coach Pappas’s send off game would be one to remember. At the time though, most of the team, including Specky, still couldn’t believe that he was actually leaving.


  ‘Um, I just want to say good luck and thanks for everything you’ve done for us,’ said Specky, as they made their way back to the changing rooms.


  ‘Well, mate, I’m very touched,’ replied Coach Pappas. ‘I’m going to miss you all, that’s for sure. But, you know, I think you have real talent and I want to wish you all the best, too. I look forward to seeing you play in the AFL one day. And I mean that – I really think you have what it takes to go all the way. But just one final piece of advice: it takes more than just football ability to make it in the big-time. You’ll have to train hard, be disciplined and be prepared to make plenty of sacrifices. Just get your head around that, and the sky’s the limit for you, Speck.’


  Specky blushed as he shook the coach’s hand. Miss Pate was standing right behind him.


  ‘Good game,’ she added, overhearing what Coach Pappas had said. ‘I was impressed by the way you played in this miserable weather.’


  Specky felt his cheeks turn bright pink, but he was relieved that Miss Pate wasn’t holding it against him for talking in the changing rooms before the game.


  ‘Thanks,’ he stuttered, wondering if she could tell that he was nervous talking to her.


  ‘So, we’ll see you at training,’ Miss Pate continued.


  Specky suddenly remembered his father and the trip.


  ‘Oh, I won’t be at school this week. My dad’s taking me on a trip. But I’ll be back in time for next week’s game,’ he said, glad that he was able to blurt that out, at least.


  ‘Lucky you. Well, we’ll see you when you get back, then,’ smiled Miss Pate. ‘Try and have a kick while you’re away.’


  Specky couldn’t get changed out of his soggy, muddy footy gear, fast enough. He said goodbye to Robbo and Danny, then excitedly jumped into the front seat of his dad’s car.


  ‘Okay, so where are we going?’ he asked, grinning from ear to ear.


  ‘Hang on,’ said his dad. ‘How was your game? Did you win?’


  ‘Not exactly, Dad. But we didn’t lose, either. It was a draw. So tell me. It’s killing me. Where are we going?’


  ‘We’re not going anywhere right now,’ said his dad, looking apologetic. ‘Our flight has been rescheduled ’til tomorrow because of a pilot strike. I hope you’re not too disappointed.’


  Specky was a little let down, but it was no big deal to wait one more night. He spent the rest of the afternoon and evening playing ‘AFL Live’ on his PlayStation, throwing a ball to his dog, Sammy, in the backyard, watching a live game between Hawthorn and the Blues on TV, and chatting on-line with friends:


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: Hey! I thought u were meant to b on some surprise trip? What r u doing on-line?

      

    

  


  Specky smiled as he saw the message pop up on his screen. It was his friend Christina Perry – a diehard Blues supporter who was as mad on Aussie Rules as he was. Specky had met Christina on-line, last year. And now, even though they lived in separate suburbs of Melbourne and attended different schools, they had become the best of friends.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: Hey! No, I’m still here. Some dumb pilot strike. But at least I found out we’ll b taking a plane on our surprise trip. We leave tomorrow. How r u?

      


      
        CHRISkicks: I’m great! The Blues slaughtered the Hawks! Did you c it? So you think all your teams will win?:)

      

    

  


  Christina was always teasing Specky about the fact that he barracked for five AFL teams. As long as Specky could remember, he couldn’t support just one team. He was more a fan of the actual game than of any specific club. The teams he did support were sides that he felt he had some personal connection with. Essendon, because if he wasn’t going to grow up to be a professional footy player, he would chase his other dream of becoming a fighter-bomber pilot. West Coast, because his grandfather lived in Perth and every year he would send him a fifty-dollar note in an Eagles birthday card. Brisbane Lions, because his school team was the Lions. And, finally, Sydney and Collingwood, because Robbo and Danny barracked for them.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: I hope they all win!

      


      
        CHRISkicks: I really think u should pick just one team! And I know what u’re gonna say: ‘but that’s just me!’

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Yeah, I know … but it is! I’ll think about it. We were introduced to our new coach 2day – a woman!

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Kewl! I bet she’s great! I wish I could play in a team. You know, I heard that my old primary school now has a mixed boys and girls footy team. Can you believe it? 2 years 2 late! Now that I’m nearly 13, I can’t play in any team! Girls can only play footy in mixed teams until they’re 12. It’s so unfair! Girls should b able 2 play with guys, I reckon!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Yeah, that sux. But it gets kind of rough. Guys play harder and …

      


      
        CHRISkicks: What!!?? Girls can play as well as boys!!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: No, I didn’t mean …

      

    

  


  ‘Can you get off-line! I need to type something for school.’ Specky’s older sister, Alice, barged in on him, as she always did whenever he was in the study room in front of the computer.


  ‘No. I’m chatting here. And it’s Saturday night. Shouldn’t you be out or something?’ exclaimed Specky, who continued to tap at the keyboard without looking up at his sister.


  ‘Simon, get off! I have an assignment due Monday. Stop talking with your girlfriend about footy.’


  ‘She’s not my girlfriend.’


  ‘Yeah, right. You talk to her nearly every day – and all about boring football. Footy isn’t the centre of the universe, you know. There are other things in this world. Now, get off!’


  Specky wasn’t listening, he was distracted by Christina’s next message.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: I challenge u 2 a game of footy!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: What?

      


      
        CHRISkicks: I’ll get a few of my girl friends and we’ll play against u + your friends. We’ll prove to u that girls play footy just as well or even better than boys do!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: I didn’t mean …

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Don’t tell me u’re chicken?

      

    

  


  ‘Simon, I really need the computer, now. I wish you and dad had gone today. Stupid pilot strike.’ Alice stamped her foot and stormed out of the room, frustrated because Specky continued to ignore her.


  ‘Yeah, well I wish we’d gone today too. Girls!’ huffed Specky.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: I’m not chicken. It’s just …

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Chicken!!! Lets make it 2 Sundays from now, on the 6th – 3 of my friends and I, play against you and 3 of your mates at your school oval. Yes or no?

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Chris, I don’t know why …

      


      
        CHRISkicks: CHICKEN!!!!!!!!!!!!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Ok, ok!!! You’re on!

      

    

  


  By the time Specky logged off, he was totally relieved he didn’t need to deal with Christina or his sister, anymore. As he hopped into bed that night, his mind drifted back to the trip.


  ‘Sydney would be cool. Or Perth, or even New Zealand,’ he thought, too excited to fall asleep.


  4. surprise trip


  ‘Simon! It’s time,’ Specky’s father whispered loudly, opening the bedroom door and flicking on the light. Specky groaned and buried his head back under his doona.


  ‘Already? What time is it?’ he mumbled, from beneath a pillow.


  ‘It’s four-thirty, time to get ready. Come on.’


  Specky slowly opened his eyes and glanced over at the football-shaped clock he had won in a school raffle a few years ago. His dad was right – it was really early in the morning. For a moment or so Specky just lay there, contemplating whether it was worth leaving the warmth of his cosy bed to face a chilly winter dawn.


  ‘Simon, come on! I don’t want us to miss our flight,’ ordered Specky’s dad.


  ‘Okay. I’m coming,’ replied Specky. He kicked back the sheets and hurriedly got dressed.


  Specky quietly closed his bedroom door, and tiptoed down the corridor, so he wouldn’t wake his mum, but he couldn’t resist sneaking over to his sister’s bedroom. He quietly opened her door, picked up a spare pillow that was lying on the floor, and with the deadly precision of a David Neitz drop punt, softly lobbed it onto her peacefully sleeping head.


  ‘SIMON, YOU LOSER!’ she screamed, at the top of her lungs. Specky sprinted for the front door, laughing his head off.


  ‘What’s so funny?’ asked his dad, as Specky slipped into the front seat of the car.


  ‘Nothing, I think Alice was having a bad dream.’ He smirked to himself as he settled in for the drive to the airport.


  ‘So, dad, I brought my footy along. Hope you don’t mind. Just want to practice a little on my own, since I’ll miss training this week. Will I be able to play football where we’re going? You know, like on a beach or somewhere?’ asked Specky, as he stared at the glowing city-skyline flashing by.


  ‘Yeah, I’m sure you’ll find a place to kick it around,’ said Specky’s father with a wink, fully aware that Specky was fishing for more information.


  When Specky and his dad finally made it to the airport check-in counter all would be revealed.


  ‘Here you go, Mr Magee,’ said the woman at the desk, as she handed over a couple of boarding passes. ‘Hope you and your son enjoy your flight to Darwin, today. You’ll be boarding from Gate Seven in half an hour. You’ll be meeting a connecting flight at Brisbane airport – the stop-over time will be one hour.’


  ‘We’re going up North? Unreal!’ said Specky.


  ‘So, you’re happy we’re going to the Northern Territory?’ asked his dad, relieved that Specky seemed genuinely excited.


  ‘You bet. Some of the greatest players in the AFL have come from up there – Michael Long, Andrew McLeod, Darryl White and Dean Rioli. Even Nathan Buckley spent some time up there. This is going to be so cool. Can we see some saltwater crocs? What about Kakadu? And can we go fishing for barramundi? And …’


  ‘Hold on, hold on! I have a few things planned. And by the sounds of it, you’ll probably love it all.’


  Specky smiled as they made their way to the departure lounge, imagining the holiday ahead, but while waiting to board their flight, his smile suddenly turned into a look of utter surprise.


  ‘Oh my God. No way!’ he gasped.


  ‘What?’ asked Specky’s dad, mystified by the goofy expression plastered across his son’s face.


  ‘That guy over there.’ Specky pointed to a man wearing dark sunglasses. ‘That’s Michael Voss!’


  ‘Who?’ Specky shook his head in disbelief at his father’s ignorance, but then quickly realised that his dad still had a lot to learn about Aussie Rules and he shouldn’t be so hard on him.


  ‘Michael Voss plays for the Brisbane Lions. He’s a champion – a legend. A Brownlow Medallist. He’s also been the captain of the Lions Premierships. He must be heading back up to Brisbane. The Lions played at the G yesterday.’


  ‘Well, what are you waiting for? Go and ask him for his autograph.’ Specky tried his best to contain his excitement at his father’s bold suggestion.


  ‘You think? I mean, I hope he doesn’t mind …’


  While Specky grappled with whether or not he should approach the Brisbane star, the announcement that his flight was now ready for boarding was made. Michael Voss got up from his seat and walked onto the plane. Specky couldn’t help thinking that he had missed his chance.


  ‘Don’t worry,’ said his dad. ‘Maybe you can ask him on the plane. Or when we get to Brisbane airport.’


  Specky agreed, but during the flight he couldn’t keep himself from peeping over the tops of the seats in front, hoping to catch another glimpse of the AFL champion – even though he was well out of sight, hidden up the front in Business Class.


  Specky was just about to take a bite out of a muffin that his mum had packed for him, when he was interrupted by an unfamiliar accent.


  ‘So, what’s Briz-bayne like?’


  Specky turned and found himself face to face with a large American man wearing a very bright Hawaiian shirt. Specky was tightly wedged in between him and his father.


  ‘Sorry?’ said Specky, not catching the man’s question.


  ‘I said, what’s Briz-bayne like?’ he repeated. ‘I just love this country of yours.’


  Specky glanced back to his father, who raised his eyebrows, suggesting that Specky should politely answer.


  ‘Um, I haven’t been to Brisbane before. We’re off to Darwin.’


  ‘That’s crocodile country, right? I’m heading further north after spending a few days in Brizbayne,’ he said, loudly, as if he was talking to a large crowd instead of one person. Specky winced a little.


  ‘That’s great,’ replied Specky, not really sure what to say next.


  ‘In fact, I’m dying to see some crocodiles. I love that Crocodile Hunter guy …’ The American man proceeded to do a very bad impersonation of Steve Irwin. Even Specky’s father started chuckling.


  The American may have been boisterous, but he was very friendly. He continued to chat to Specky, mainly about his travels. Eventually, the conversation turned to footy.


  ‘Yeah, you guys are crazy. Wearing no protection. I caught a game at the Emmm, Ceee, Geee last week, or, as you all call it, the Geee. It was fantastic to watch. I love those guys at the goals, the ones that look like they should be working in a deli or something – wearing those funny little white hats, and making those funny hand signs every time a goal is scored.’


  The man re-enacted the actions of a goal umpire, almost poking Specky in the eye. Specky found himself explaining the rules and history of the game to the jovial tourist – which he didn’t mind doing. He also mentioned that Michael Voss was on their flight and that he was hoping to get an autograph or even have his picture taken with him, once they got to Brisbane airport.


  ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ asked the American, standing up out of his seat. ‘Let’s go and talk to him, now.’


  ‘No, it’s okay, really …’ said Specky.


  But it was too late. Specky and his dad were forced out of their seats while the tourist edged his way past them, boldly walked up the aisle and waved to get a flight attendant’s attention. Specky blushed with embarrassment, even though he secretly hoped that the American would be able to arrange something.


  A few moments later, the flight attendant disappeared into the business class section of the plane, and when she returned, motioned Specky to join them.


  ‘Go,’ said Specky’s dad, excited for his son. ‘And don’t forget the camera.’


  Specky nervously made his way up the aisle of the plane and said ‘G’day’ to the flight attendant. She smiled and led Specky and the American to where Michael Voss was seated. Specky couldn’t believe his luck.


  ‘Goodday,’ said the American, doing a bad imitation of an Australian accent. ‘My young friend, here,’ he continued, gesturing to Specky, ‘is a huge fan of yours and he was wondering if he could have his picture taken with you.’


  ‘Sure, no problem,’ replied Michael Voss.


  
    [image: image] Specky had once read that Michael Voss was one of the friendliest players in the game and was a perfect role model. The article said that he always had time for his fans. Being generous with your time and being a decent person was an important part of being a public figure and great footballer. Specky was thrilled to see that this was true – Michael Voss was more than happy to have his photo taken. Specky had met lots of AFL stars at the Grand Final Super Clinic, and had nearly always been able to get either a photo or a signature – but this would definitely surpass all of them. How many kids got the chance to talk to Michael Voss alone?

  


  Specky handed over his camera to the American, and shyly sat himself next to the Brisbane player.


  ‘If only Robbo and Danny could see me, now,’ he thought.


  ‘So what’s your name? You a big Lions fan?’ Michael Voss asked Specky, while the tourist fiddled about with the camera, trying to set up the perfect shot. Michael Voss seemed impressed by Specky’s nickname, but he was confused when Specky told him, in a longwinded way, about his allegiance to five teams. Feeling slightly embarrassed, Specky wished he had simply said he barracked for just the Lions, instead, and for a fleeting moment his mind turned to Christina.


  ‘Maybe she’s right, maybe I should just barrack for one team,’ he thought. ‘But which one?’


  ‘Now, say cheese,’ said the American. ‘Or should I say footy?’


  They smiled for the camera, and awkwardly mumbled ‘footy’. Then Michael Voss suggested that the American should take several more photographs, just in case. Specky was so star-struck that he hadn’t heard the announcement that the plane was preparing to land. After using the entire roll of film, Specky thanked the Brownlow Medallist for his time.


  ‘You’re welcome, mate,’ he responded. ‘Why don’t you sit next to me for the landing? There’s a spare seat here and I’m sure the flight attendants wouldn’t mind.’


  Specky couldn’t believe what he was hearing – what a dream come true for any footy fan. The attendant smiled and said that it would be fine, and before he knew it Specky was buckling up his seat belt next to one of the greatest players ever to pull on a pair of boots.


  ‘I’ll tell your dad you’re staying here,’ said the American, as he headed back to his seat.


  Specky fired question after question at the Brisbane Lions skipper, eager to absorb as much as he could about the game. He didn’t even feel the plane’s wheels touch the tarmac, he was listening so intently.


  As Specky got up to go, Michael shook his hand and said: ‘You sure know your footy, Specky. In fact you’re a walking football encyclopaedia – you probably know more about my career than I do!’


  Grinning from ear to ear, Specky headed back to his father. It had been the best twenty minutes of his life.


  Once at Brisbane airport, Specky and his dad farewelled the American and wished him all the best for the rest of his travels.


  ‘Well, thank you,’ he said. ‘It was a pleasure sitting next to you. I wish you great success with your football. I’m sure, one day, people will be asking to have their picture taken with you.’ And with that, he shook Specky’s hand and went off to look for his luggage.


  Specky and his dad had an hour to kill before boarding their next flight for the final leg of the journey.


  ‘Dad, I’ve got a great idea,’ said Specky, suddenly. ‘Why don’t we get the film developed now – at one of those one-hour processing places? Please? We have enough time. Then I can send a couple of copies to Robbo and Danny. They’ll go nuts over it. Please.’


  Specky’s dad happily agreed, knowing that it would make a wonderful start to their trip. But when Specky flipped opened the back of the camera to take out the film, he felt as if someone had knocked the wind right out of him – the camera was empty.


  5. top end footy


  Specky’s mood for several hours was sombre to say the least. He couldn’t believe that he had forgotten to put film in the camera. And to make it worse, he realised that he had been so caught up in asking Michael Voss a million things, that he had forgotten to ask him the most important question: ‘Can I have your autograph?’ He was so upset that he couldn’t even be bothered to watch the in-flight movie between Brisbane and Darwin. It wasn’t until they had checked into their hotel, had a swim in the pool, and were seated outside having dinner that he felt slightly better.


  ‘Simon, I really am sorry. That Instamatic camera was well over fifteen years old. Maybe we should look into getting a new one, a digital one, perhaps? That way we won’t get caught in the same predicament ever again,’ said Specky’s father, doing his best to cheer him up.


  ‘Thanks, Dad, but you don’t have to worry. It was a dumb mistake. I’ll be okay – really. I’m glad we’re here, now.’


  And, for the first time in hours, Specky smiled. The sun had dipped below the horizon and the Northern Australian sky was ablaze with a million stars.


  Specky totally forgot about the camera episode, over the next few days. He and his father became immersed in their trip. They spent hours swimming in a crystal-clear rock pool underneath a breathtaking waterfall in Litchfield National Park. They checked out the large termite mounds dotted along the Stuart Highway. They explored Kakadu National Park and saw Aboriginal rock art that was thousands of years old. They climbed the Ubirr escarpment and took in one of the most stunning views in the world, overlooking the Nardab flood plain. And they cruised the Yellow River, getting up close to saltwater crocs and bird life – like the sea eagle and great egret.


  Later in the week Specky’s dad had to dedicate some time to his work. Specky and his father drove their rental car towards the township of Katherine, about 300 kilometres south of Darwin.


  ‘So, Dad, what do you have to do exactly?’ asked Specky. He had been so distracted by the holiday part of the trip that he had forgotten to ask his father what sort of business he had in the Northern Territory in the first place.


  ‘I’m going to see an Aboriginal artist by the name of Cedric Cockatoo. He lives just outside Katherine. I want to exhibit his work back home in the gallery. He’s highly sought-after, so it’s up to me to try and convince him he should show his work with us. I first saw a couple of his works in a catalogue a few years back, they gave me goose bumps. It’s going to be a great honour to meet him.’


  ‘Oh, that’s cool,’ thought Specky, who felt a sudden wave of pride for his father. He admired the fact that his dad was so passionate about what he did. It never seemed like work, it was more like an adventure. Specky hoped he would have a job he loved that much one day.


  ‘What?’ asked his dad, catching Specky gazing at him.


  ‘Nothing,’ smiled Specky. ‘I’m just having a good time, that’s all.’


  [image: image]


  ‘Simon, wake up! We’re here.’


  Specky had fallen asleep for the rest of the journey. He gradually opened his eyes to see that they were driving slowly down a dusty road. They seemed to be in the middle of nowhere. Then he saw that they were approaching an outback community, a very small town.


  ‘You coming?’ asked Specky’s dad, parking the car.


  A gush of heat from outside blew into the air-conditioned car as his father opened his door.


  ‘Sure,’ Specky said, bouncing out from his side.


  No one in the community appeared to be overly fussed about their arrival. Everyone continued to go about their day as if Specky and his dad weren’t there. There were a couple of toddlers with sun-bleached hair playing under a running water hose, stamping their feet in the muddy puddles and giggling like it was the best game in the world. A woman was hanging clothes on a wire stretched out between a couple of old wooden posts, and a young girl played with two mixed-breed dogs, throwing a chewed-up tennis ball back and forth.


  ‘G’day,’ said an Aboriginal man who was approaching Specky and his dad.


  ‘Hi,’ replied Specky’s dad. ‘Cedric Cockatoo?’


  The man nodded and shook his hand.


  ‘Nice to meet you. I’m David Magee and this is my son, Simon.’


  Specky quickly added, ‘But everyone calls me Specky.’


  Cedric Cockatoo gave Specky the biggest smile anyone could ever receive. He looked as if he had just been told a great joke.


  ‘Specky? As in “taking a specky”?’ he asked excitedly.


  Specky nodded. It was obvious that Cedric was an Aussie Rules fan.


  ‘Who do you barrack for?’ he asked.


  Specky inhaled deeply and once again found himself explaining how he supported five teams. When Cedric broke out into a huge belly laugh, he made another mental note that he should seriously consider going for just one team.


  ‘Don’t worry, boy, I’m laughing with you, not at you. I think it’s great you like a lot of teams and that you love footy. I barrack for Essendon. But my boy, Johnny, follows the Kangaroos. There he is over there.’


  Specky looked back over his shoulder in the direction Cedric was pointing. About a hundred metres away, Cedric’s son and a group of other boys were in the middle of a friendly footy match. There was a lot of dust being kicked about, so it was difficult for Specky to figure out which one was Johnny. Cedric led him and his dad over to meet them. It took a few moments before Johnny and the other boys heard Cedric calling out to them. Specky was impressed at how passionately the boys got into their footy. They were all playing barefoot on the hot outback soil, with a ball that appeared to have lost its shape and was lucky to still have some air left in it. It was worn, torn, covered in dust – the brand name looked as if it had rubbed off years ago. But they didn’t seem to care. Specky smiled happily. He was witnessing footy in its rawest form – played for no other reason than the fun of it. He knew he would never forget what he was seeing. He felt light years away from the world of football he knew: his Saturday morning competition, armies of AFL fans piling on and off suburban trains, sell-out crowds at the MCG, television shows and reports on big-dollar football contracts, injuries and scandal, internet club chat rooms, Friday night blockbusters, player tribute dinners, daily newspaper headlines, membership drives, promotional merchandise, and weekly football tips.


  ‘Specky, this is my son, Johnny.’


  Specky and Johnny acknowledged each other with a nod.


  ‘Cool name,’ Johnny said grinning. He had inherited his father’s infectious smile. He introduced Specky to some of the other boys, who had all stopped playing and stood beside him.


  ‘This is Maurice, named after Maurice Rioli; Nicky, named after Nicky Winmar; and these guys are Roo, Dipper and Jaka.’


  The boys nodded in unison, aware that Specky was totally impressed by the fact that they were all named after current and past AFL legends.


  ‘Johnny, which footballer are you named after?’ asked Specky, curious to know.


  ‘No one,’ interjected Cedric. ‘I named him after Johnny Mullah.’


  Specky and his dad looked blankly at each other, as if to say, ‘Who?’


  ‘Johnny Mullah was a star in the first eleven Australian cricket team to tour England,’ Cedric explained. ‘Not many white folk know that the team was actually made up of indigenous players. I thought my Johnny would be a great cricketer, but he’s decided that he’s going to be a footy champion instead,’ he said, proudly smiling back at his son.


  ‘You wanna play?’


  Johnny handballed the football to Specky, who happily accepted his offer.


  ‘Good idea,’ exclaimed Cedric. ‘You boys have a kick and I’ll go and talk business with Specky’s old man.’


  So, for the next hour, Specky played genuine outback footy – a friendly competition that turned out to be a non-stop, fast-paced game. At times, Specky found it difficult to even get a touch.


  These guys are unbelievable, he thought.


  As Specky watched the boys display their amazing skills, he wondered how they made the game look so easy. Playing football seemed to come so naturally. These kids were playing with such a free spirit that, when they kicked, marked and handballed, it was as if the football was just a natural extension of their bodies. Specky was absolutely gobsmacked.


  Back home, people were impressed with his ability to leap high into the air and take spectacular marks but nearly every one of these young players could do exactly the same, if not better. There were mini versions of Michael Long and Andrew McLeod running all over the place. Specky couldn’t remember the last time he had enjoyed kicking the footy around so much. But he was glad that Booyong High didn’t have to play against these guys; he felt sure they would get thrashed.


  Finally, Specky got a chance to show off his talent for the game. Dipper suddenly kicked the ball in his direction. The kick was a rainmaker, it hovered and floated for several seconds in the sunny sky. Specky, who hadn’t taken his eye off the ball, not even for a second, took one of his famous leaps. He stretched out his body completely and soared above the shoulders of Maurice, Roo and Johnny. With fingers well spread, he grabbed the ball firmly in his hands, taking a sensational specky. He fell to the dusty red soil with an almighty thud. The boys broke out in applause and cheered. Johnny offered his hand to Specky and helped him back up to his feet.


  ‘You’re a bloody good player,’ he said, grinning from ear to ear.


  ‘Well, you are too,’ replied Specky, sensing that this could be the start of a great friendship.


  The boys decided to end the game and Specky and Johnny headed back to join their fathers.


  ‘Well, Specky, I’ll see you in Melbourne! Your old man is gonna show my art in his gallery,’ said Cedric, with a broad smile.


  Specky could tell that his dad was thrilled.


  ‘But, I said the only reason I would show my paintings with his gallery,’ Cedric added, ‘is because he can’t be too bad with a footy-boy like you.’ Specky beamed at the compliment. ‘Anyway …’ Cedric continued, ‘I can tell you fellas are ready to go. You’ve got a long drive ahead. But before you go, I want to give you this, young Specky.’


  Cedric reached into his pocket and pulled out a carved wooden football, about the size of a fifty-cent coin. It was painted with red, black, and yellow dots and hung loosely on a leather string. Cedric leaned forward and placed it over Specky’s head, around his neck.


  ‘Here, wear this with pride,’ he said. ‘It’s only a loan. You can give it back to me when I see you in Melbourne. Wear it as a sign of our shared passion for Aussie Rules.’


  Specky was speechless, touched by Cedric’s unexpected generosity and kind words. He felt a bit embarrassed that he had nothing to give them in return. Suddenly he had a thought.


  ‘Wait a minute,’ he said, and ran back to the car. He returned, holding his football. ‘This is for you and Johnny,’ he said. ‘And you can keep it.’ It was a perfect way to end the best day of the trip.


  Specky and his father said their goodbyes and began their return drive to Darwin.


  ‘That was extremely generous of you, giving away your football,’ said Specky’s dad, as they made their way onto the highway out of Katherine.


  Specky shrugged, as if it was no big deal – even though he knew what his dad meant. His footy was his pride and joy, an extension of himself. Sometimes he even slept with it.


  ‘Well, I just wanted to give Johnny and Cedric something really cool, to remind them of our visit. You know, Johnny’s an awesome player! Maybe I can save for another footy – help out around the house or something?


  This time, it was Specky who caught his father smiling proudly at him.


  Three long hours later, Specky and his dad made it back to Darwin. The following morning, they were to catch their flight home.


  What Specky didn’t realise as he watched the in-flight movies, was that something was waiting for him in Melbourne – something that would turn his world upside down.


  6. back home


  One of the best things about going on a big trip is returning home and telling your friends all about it.


  Specky couldn’t wait to share his Northern Terrirory experience with Robbo and Danny at the game on Saturday.


  ‘Hey!’ he called out to them as he hopped out of his dad’s car, ready to play footy.


  ‘How was your trip?’ asked Robbo, on their way to the changing rooms.


  ‘It was fantastic. Unreal! We went to the Northern Territory. I got this close to a saltwater croc and I played footy with this kid who was so …’


  Specky stopped talking, he realised suddenly that his mates didn’t seem all that interested in what he was saying. They both had worried looks on their faces, and their eyes darted all over the place, as if they were expecting someone else to appear.


  ‘You guys are acting weird. What’s wrong?’ Specky asked.


  ‘Nothing,’ snapped Robbo.


  ‘Well, that’s not exactly true,’ added Danny.


  Robbo nudged him, as if to say, ‘Good one, big mouth.’


  ‘What? What’s going on?’ Specky was really curious to find out why his friends were behaving so strangely.


  ‘Well, you’re gonna find out sooner or later, I suppose,’ mumbled Robbo, taking a deep breath.


  ‘Find out what?’


  Robbo continued. ‘A new kid started school this week, while you were away. And he plays footy.’


  ‘So?’ remarked Specky. ‘Is he playing on our team?’


  ‘Yep,’ said Danny. ‘And Miss Pate is gonna play him in your position today.’
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  ‘You guys crack me up,’ he said, smiling, doing his best to cover his disappointment. ‘Worrying about how I’m gonna feel like a couple of grannies! But you don’t have to. It’s no big deal, really. Miss Pate is probably trying him out in full-forward because I missed training. I totally get that. She’ll probably test him in a number of positions over the next few weeks.’


  Specky noticed that Robbo and Danny weren’t grinning along with him. They still looked as if there was something else troubling them.


  ‘What? What aren’t you telling me?’ asked Specky, again, now starting to wonder if he should be worried. ‘Is he a gun player or something?’


  ‘Yeah, he’s pretty good,’ replied Danny. ‘You should have seen him at training this week – he took some unreal marks.’


  ‘And he’s super fast and an amazing kick with both feet,’ added Robbo.


  ‘Well, that’s good for the team. Isn’t it?’ exclaimed Specky, wondering what the problem was.


  ‘Yeah it is,’ nodded Robbo. ‘But …’


  Again, Robbo and Danny worriedly glanced at each other then back at Specky.


  ‘You know him,’ they said, in unison.


  ‘I do?’ asked Specky, perplexed. ‘Well, who is he?’


  Just then, the boys looked directly past Specky and pointed.


  Specky turned around to see a dark blue ute pulling into the parking lot of his school. The ute stopped and the new kid hopped out, already dressed in his Booyong High footy gear.


  ‘No!’ gasped Specky. ‘No way. You’ve got to be kidding!’


  It was Screamer Johnson.


  [image: image]


  With only a few minutes before the start of the Saturday-morning competition, the Booyong High Lions huddled around Coach Pate for her pre-game rev-up talk. This was an important moment, as it officially marked her first game as coach of the Lions. The team could tell she was a bit nervous. Most of the parents and other onlookers were hovering just a few metres behind her, watching to see if she was going to live up to Coach Pappas’s praise. And the team was listening carefully, especially a few boys, like Danny, who still felt a little uncomfortable about having a female coach.


  But as far as Specky was concerned, Coach Pate could have been speaking Swahili. He was still coming to terms with the fact that Derek ‘Screamer’ Johnson, the kid who had ruined last year’s Grand Final, was now his team-mate.


  ‘He’s not as bad as you think,’ whispered Danny, keeping his eyes on the coach.


  ‘I can’t believe that you, especially you, would say that,’ hissed Specky. ‘Have you forgotten who he is? He picked on both of us, remember?’ Coach Pate continued to speak to the team.


  ‘I know, I know,’ he replied. ‘I couldn’t believe it either when he turned up at school on Monday. But he’s not like that any more. You should have seen him in class and at training. He cracked jokes and everything. He’s really nice to everyone. Especially me.’


  Specky shook his head in disbelief and glanced over to catch Screamer smirking at him.


  ‘Run, run, and run! That’s all I ask,’ pleaded Coach Pate, who was now close to ending her motivational speech. ‘You’re an extremely fit team, so remember that. Make sure you’re first to the ball and –’


  ‘There shouldn’t be any excuses. You should slaughter this team,’ said a forceful voice, interrupting Coach Pate.


  Specky looked up to see a man he didn’t recognise. He was rugged and fierce looking.


  ‘That’s Screamer’s dad,’ whispered Danny.


  ‘I should’ve guessed. Kind of scary looking, isn’t he?’ replied Specky.


  ‘He’s our new team manager.’


  ‘He’s what? How could he be team manager? And why?’


  Specky was baffled once again. How can so many things change in one week? he thought.


  ‘Hey, you, kid!’


  It was Screamer’s dad, glaring directly at Specky. Coach Pate looked annoyed; it was the second time he had interrupted her.


  ‘This team doesn’t need players who aren’t focused. Stop talking and listen to your coach,’ he growled.


  Specky felt humiliated in front of his team-mates. He knew he shouldn’t have been whispering during the pre-game talk, but he didn’t deserve to be told off so harshly. He glanced over at his dad, who stepped forward in his defence.


  ‘That’s a little rough, don’t you think?’ he said, firmly, to Screamer’s dad.


  ‘No, I don’t. There isn’t any room for slackers on this team,’ Mr Johnson snapped back.


  ‘My son is not a slacker. And I don’t think you have the right to comment,’ said Specky’s dad, deeply offended by the accusation.


  ‘Yeah, well, I didn’t see him at training this week, and now he’s yapping his head off like some old woman.’


  Suddenly, Coach Pate stepped in. Specky could tell she was especially angry about the ‘woman’ remark.


  ‘That’s enough. Please! This isn’t the time or place. We don’t need parents interrupting and upsetting the team. Now, if you don’t mind, we’ll discuss any problems you may have after the game.’


  Specky glanced over at Danny and caught him looking impressed by Coach Pate’s stern approach. Mr Johnson and Specky’s father silently sized one another up, making the other parents, and the team, feel very uncomfortable.


  ‘Let’s get out there and show ’em!’ yelled Robbo, taking the initiative and breaking the tension.


  The boys cheered and egged each other on as they ran out onto the oval, ready to play. Specky still felt uneasy about Screamer’s dad confronting his father, but he did his best to forget about it as he took up his new position at centre half-back. This proved to be difficult, of course, especially since it was obvious from early on in the game that Screamer was emerging as the star. In the first half alone, true to his nickname, he took four amazing screamers and followed them up with four brilliant goals. The second half was equally impressive – five marks, three handballs, six kicks, and three goals. It was definitely Booyong High’s day, thanks to Screamer. Specky played a solid game – in a position he was unfamiliar with – but it was nothing like the display Screamer put on.


  At the end of the match, back in the changing rooms, Specky tried not to feel envious of the attention Screamer was getting from the rest of the team. The sight of Danny and Robbo slapping him high-fives and patting him on the back twisted his stomach into what felt like a million knots.


  But Specky still looked for an opportunity to approach Screamer and acknowledge the fact that he had played a sensational game. He wondered if it might have been a little unfair of him to have judged Screamer because of last year’s ugly Grand Final incident. Maybe Danny’s right? Maybe he has changed for the better? he thought, as he wandered over to Screamer.


  ‘I just wanted to say congratulations,’ said Specky, gesturing to shake hands. ‘You were pretty good out there.’


  Screamer looked from side to side to see that there was no one else in earshot. There wasn’t. He glared directly into Specky’s eyes and Specky couldn’t help noticing how much he resembled his father when he scowled.


  ‘You’ll never play full-forward again,’ he hissed.


  ‘What?’ Specky asked, not believing what he had just heard.


  ‘I said, you’ll never play full-forward in this team, ever again. Not while I’m here – you loser!’


  7. good guy screamer


  The following Monday at school, Specky found himself trying to convince his friends that Screamer wasn’t the good guy they all seemed to believe he was.


  ‘So, what you’re trying to say is that Screamer told you that you’ll never play full-forward again, and he called you a loser?’ Danny repeated.


  Robbo, the Bombay Bullet and Smashing Sols were all eating their lunch on an outdoor table by the school’s canteen.


  Specky nodded, but to his horror he noticed Danny rolling his eyes to the rest of the boys.


  ‘What was that?’


  ‘What was what?’ asked Danny, taking a bite out of his mozzarella-filled foccacia sandwich.


  ‘You pulled a face.’


  ‘No, I didn’t.’


  ‘Yes, you did. You don’t believe me, do you?’


  Danny again shot a sideways look at Robbo and the other boys.


  ‘You know, he did have a great game, and maybe you’re just feeling a little …’


  ‘A little what?’ asked Specky, even though he could guess what Danny was going to say next.


  ‘A little jealous.’


  ‘What? No way! Is that what you all think?’ asked Specky, suddenly feeling like the odd one out.


  The other boys all nodded.


  ‘Believe it or not, he helped me in maths this morning,’ added Robbo, reluctantly, as he usually sided with Specky in most things.


  ‘And get this, he said that I was one of the best rovers he had ever seen,’ exclaimed Danny, as if that was reason alone for anyone to like Screamer.


  ‘Well, he told me that Indian food was his favourite and he could have madras curry every day,’ smiled the Bullet, proudly, as he scoffed down some curry, left over from last night’s family dinner.


  Feeling frustrated and a little ambushed, Specky waited for Smashing Sols to put forward his excuse, but Sols just shrugged and said, ‘I just like him. I think he’s cool.’


  Specky shook his head.


  ‘I don’t believe you guys. He’s got you all sucked in. He’s pretending to be nice for some reason. It’s a cover-up – can’t you see that?’


  Just then, Screamer himself appeared out of the blue. Specky wondered if he had caught any of their conversation. He hoped he hadn’t.


  ‘G’day guys. I grabbed a bunch of Tim Tams from home this morning, but I can’t really eat them all. Would you like some?’ he asked, placing them on the table.


  ‘Yeah,’ said Specky’s friends, attacking them like ravished wolves.


  ‘Anyway, I’ve got to keep moving. I’m taking this Year Seven girl to sick bay. She tripped over on the asphalt between B and C wing.’


  With their cheeks already stuffed with Tim Tams, the boys leaned forward to see that standing behind Screamer was a girl, quietly sobbing and holding onto her grazed knee.


  ‘Catch you later,’ said Screamer, as he and the girl wandered off. The boys looked directly at Specky.


  ‘Yeah, there goes a real troublemaker,’ said Danny, sarcastically.


  Specky held his tongue and decided not to say a word. He knew nothing he could say would change his friends’ minds. No matter what Screamer was scheming, he would have to let it be. The best thing he could do was ignore him. But that was easier said than done – especially when it came to footy training later in the week.
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  Coach Pate had arranged for Screamer and Specky to compete directly against each other as part of a one-on-one drill. At the very end of the training session, she got every boy in the team to take their turn and kick the footy to Specky and Screamer. Both boys were jostling and shoving, eager to beat each other to the ball.


  
    [image: image] It was good for Specky to have someone as talented as Screamer to compete against at training, and vice-versa. Training should be a time for players to improve themselves as footballers, always challenging themselves to be better. Competing against someone who was of similar ability was the quickest way to become a better footballer, and Specky knew that he shouldn’t take the easy option against a player of lesser ability.

  


  But this simple training exercise became more than just a tussle between two young footballers and became a gladiator-style marking spectacle. The first kick saw Specky soaring high over the shoulders of Screamer and successfully taking a big grab. The next kick had Screamer winning out with an equally awesome mark. Neither of them was going to give in. It was a fierce battle, and the rest of the team watched them for the remainder of the challenge. They cheered and whistled every time Specky and Screamer leapt for the sky. Even Coach Pate couldn’t help smiling at the competition. The only person who didn’t seem to be enjoying the close duel was Screamer’s dad.


  ‘Don’t be such a wimp, boy. Go in harder!’ he shouted angrily at his son.


  His face was so flushed with frustration that the veins on his neck looked like they were about to pop out of his skin.


  Even in the midst of grappling with Screamer, Specky could hear Screamer’s dad yelling at Miss Pate:


  ‘I don’t know why you’re bothering with this. Are you doing this as a way to pick your full-forward? Because if you are, you’re wasting your time. My boy is made for that position – he proved that this weekend. That Magee kid should stay at centre half-back, he played okay there.’


  ‘Well, that’s your opinion, Mr Johnson, and as you’re the team manager, I’ll respectfully take that into account.’ Even though Coach Pate was speaking strongly, Specky had to listen carefully to hear her softer voice; she wasn’t shouting like Mr Johnson. ‘But, since I’m the coach, it’s ultimately up to me to decide who will play full-forward; and it might not be either of them. We should be thankful that we have two great players like Simon and Derek playing for us.’


  
    [image: image] One of the things Specky loved about junior football was that it provided an opportunity for parents and kids to spend some time together and share in the enjoyment of sport. He couldn’t help thinking that Screamer’s Dad had it all wrong – he shouldn’t be challenging the authority of the coach, like that. But it was obvious that Screamer winning was far more important to Mr Johnson than having fun and supporting his son. Specky had heard of ‘ugly parent syndrome’ before, but he had never witnessed it at Booyong High. He suspected that that was about to change.

  


  Screamer’s father huffed and screwed up his top lip, stopping himself from saying anything else even though it was obvious he wanted to.


  Robbo was the last boy in the team to kick the ball to Screamer and Specky.


  ‘C’mon, Screamer. See if you can mark it without having to grab my jumper,’ said Specky, trying to break free of Screamer’s hold.


  ‘I haven’t got ya. Ya cry-baby. This one’s mine,’ snapped Screamer while he grabbed and tugged at Specky’s T-shirt.


  Robbo kicked a perfect drop punt in the direction of the jostling pair. Screamer got away first, leaving Specky some ground to make up. But Screamer had mis-timed his run. The ball had soared directly over his head and into the hands of Specky. With the ball securely pressed against his chest, Specky took a few extra steps before grinding to a halt, only centimetres away from touching Screamer’s back.


  Screamer threw himself to the ground. Aware that everyone was watching him and Specky from a head-on view, he had decided to take a dive. He suddenly went into big-time acting mode, pretending that he had been pushed in the back and had been injured.


  ‘Arrghhh!’ he screamed, loudly.


  Coach Pate, his father, and the rest of the team rushed over to his side.


  ‘Did you see that? Specky wasn’t even going for the ball. He pushed me straight to the ground. I think I’ve sprained my wrist.’ Screamer pretended to wince, as if he was in pain.


  ‘No, I didn’t. I didn’t even touch you,’ Specky said, caught off guard by Screamer’s Academy Award-winning performance.


  ‘From where we were, it looked as if you did – you were playing dirty, Magee,’ Mr Johnson scowled.


  ‘Why would I do that?’ croaked Specky, upset that he was being made to look like the bad guy. ‘Why would I push him on purpose? I don’t play that way.’


  Specky glanced over at Robbo and Danny, and caught them looking disappointed. He guessed they probably thought he was guilty, since he had told them how he felt about Screamer. How can they to think that way? They’re all wrong, thought Specky, as he tried to defend his innocence.


  ‘Okay, okay. That’s enough of pointing the finger,’ said Coach Pate, stepping forward and helping Screamer to his feet. ‘I’m sure Simon didn’t do it on purpose and it’s unfair of us to think he did,’ she said, examining Screamer’s wrist.


  ‘Are you saying my kid’s a liar?’ snapped Screamer’s dad.


  ‘No, Mr Johnson, I’m not. I’m just saying that this shouldn’t be blown out of proportion.’


  Specky was relieved that Coach Pate didn’t think he was guilty. He watched with admiration as she dealt with the situation.


  She asked Screamer to slowly move his wrist in a circular motion. He was still pretending he was in a lot of pain. ‘Well, I don’t think you’ve sprained it. It looks like you may have jarred it instead,’ she said. ‘Either way, we’ll get some ice on it and strap it up. As for the rest of you, well done – you can go home. Good training! See you all on Saturday morning. Remember, the team will be posted on the board in front of the staff room on Friday afternoon.’


  As the team dawdled across the school oval to make their way home, Specky looked back to catch Screamer smirking at him. He quickly whipped his head around to see if Danny or Robbo had seen it – but they hadn’t. Once again, Specky knew he would just have to let it go and act as if it hadn’t happened, which was easier to do once he was home and in front of his computer happily chatting with Christina.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: Hey! Guess what?

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: What?

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Dad told me that there’s gonna b this huge announcement made on Sunday night by Teddy McMahon, right after the live game on TV and again on Sensational Stuff next week!

      

    

  


  Christina’s dad was a freelance director. He had worked on lots of Australian TV programs, and even used to work full-time for ‘Sensational Stuff’ – the biggest television footy show in the country. He still had a lot of contacts on the show, and if something was going on in the world of TV footy, Mr Perry would know about it first.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: What announcement?

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Well, Dad wasn’t giving away 2 much, but it has something 2 do with a contest for kids our age who are into footy! It’s meant 2 b unreal!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Kewl! I wonder what sort of contest? I bet it’s big if Teddy McMahon is going 2 announce it.

      

    

  


  Teddy McMahon was the popular host of ‘Sensational Stuff’ and a number of television game shows. As well as being the host of a TV show, Teddy was also a footy commentator, a radio announcer, motivational speaker, father, and president of a meat pie company. He was one of the busiest and most loved celebrities in the country.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: We just have 2 wait and see. By the way, don’t forget this Sunday at midday at your school oval!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: What?

      


      
        CHRISkicks: The footy match I challenged u 2. My friends, Emily, Sophie, and Chloe r all ready 2 take u and your mates, on. Dad’s going 2 drop us off and pick us up again. I told him we’re just getting together 2 have a kick-to-kick. Anyway, gotta go. Mum’s calling me! Cya!

      

    

  


  Specky had totally forgotten about Christina’s challenge.


  ‘She doesn’t have to prove anything to me – I know she’s a great footy player,’ he thought.


  The following day, Specky told his friends about the match. Danny was quick to say that he didn’t want to play against girls, but changed his mind when Specky promised to buy him anything he wanted from the school canteen.
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  Friday afternoon finally rolled around, and Specky couldn’t wait to check out the team list posted in front of the staff room.


  ‘Unreal,’ Specky said to himself, relieved to see that he had been chosen as full-forward and that Screamer was at centre half-back.


  He decided to keep moving before his friends and Screamer turned up. He felt it was best not be seen gloating over Coach Pate’s choice, even though it would be great to see Screamer’s reaction.


  As Specky approached the school crossing on his way home, he bumped into the Year Seven girl Screamer had helped earlier in the week.


  ‘How’s your knee?’ asked Specky. ‘You gotta watch out, running on that asphalt between B and C wing – it’s deadly. There are loose pebbles all over the place; I fell over once.’


  The girl looked at Specky blankly and shook her head.


  ‘I didn’t trip,’ she said, pouting.


  ‘What?’ asked Specky, confused.


  ‘I said, I didn’t trip over by myself. That kid who took me to sick bay did it. I hate him – he’s a bully!’


  8. all weekend footy


  Specky was desperate to tell Robbo and Danny that Screamer had tripped the Year Seven girl on purpose. But he knew that they wouldn’t believe him and would want some sort of proof. In fact, Specky had begged the girl to tell her story to his friends, but she wouldn’t, in fear that Screamer would find out and pick on her.


  ‘Simon, could you come here, please?’ asked Coach Pate.


  Specky was seated next to Robbo and Danny in the changing rooms, tying up his boot laces. He couldn’t wait to play at full-forward again, that morning. He clip-clopped over to Coach Pate.


  ‘Simon,’ she said, in a serious tone. ‘How do you feel about playing centre half-back again for a while?’


  Specky was horrified. ‘What? Why? I thought I was playing full-forward?’ he protested.


  ‘Let me finish,’ said the coach, firmly. ‘I’m going to play you at centre half-back for the first half and Derek at full-forward, then swap you both for the second half.’


  Specky was disappointed by Coach Pate’s sudden change of tactics, but he was grateful that he would at least be able to play in his favourite position for part of the game.


  
    [image: image] He also knew, deep down, that he would be a much better football player and a more valuable team-mate, if he was able to play in the back line, as well as on the forward line, and even on the ball. James Hird was one of Specky’s favourite players, and he loved the way that Hird could play at full-forward, center half-forward, go into the centre, or play in the back line if he was needed. This unexpected change by the coach was a perfect opportunity for Specky to show that he could be a versatile team player.

  


  But as Coach Pate turned to talk to some of the other boys in the team, Specky suddenly called her back.


  ‘Something else?’ she asked.


  ‘Yeah, there is,’ nodded Specky, still feeling a little nervous in her presence.


  
    [image: image] Coach Pappas had always said that they should come to him and discuss any questions or problems they may have had. He had taught them that communication between players and coaches was very important – a quick chat could often sort out any confusion that a player might have about his role within the team, and make him a more effective and valuable team member.

  


  ‘Why?’ Specky asked. ‘What made you change your mind between training and now?’


  Coach Pate took a deep breath, as if she were a bit surprised by Specky’s honest and direct question.


  ‘It’s my prerogative as a coach, Simon. We’re constantly changing our minds. You boys are so evenly matched. I think it’s best for the team if we move you around a bit. I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable – but I’m glad you came and talked to me about it.’


  Specky screwed up his face.


  It wasn’t the answer he was looking for. Specky had suspected that Coach Pate had removed him from full-forward and replaced him with Screamer because she was beginning to feel the pressure from some ‘strong’ personalities around the club.


  But he realised he should have given her more credit than that. She couldn’t have coached teams to four premierships if she allowed herself to be influenced by other people. Specky glanced over, across the changing rooms, and caught Screamer’s dad glaring at him and Coach Pate. Not even from someone like Mr Johnson, he thought.


  Several minutes later, Specky and his team made their way out onto their opposition’s oval. They were ready and raring to play footy and by the end of the game, Specky was Best on Ground. Surprisingly, he had won most of his possessions while playing at centre half-back. And when he was back in his favourite position, full-forward, he kicked three goals and took a couple of his famous speckies. Screamer had played a solid game, but it was nothing like the outstanding performance he had given the previous week.
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  The next day, Specky, Danny, Robbo and the Bombay Bullet made their way to Booyong High’s oval.


  ‘When do you think Coach Pate will get us to vote for team captain?’ Danny asked, making conversation along the way.


  ‘Why? You reckon you’re in with a chance this season?’ asked Robbo, winking at Specky and Sanjay. Robbo had been the Lions captain for the past two years.


  ‘Nah! I was just wondering,’ shrugged Danny. ‘You’ll probably be captain and Specky will be vice captain, again.’


  Even though Specky had thought about the captaincy a lot lately, he didn’t say anything. He hoped that this season might be the year he got to skipper the Lions, but he kept his feelings to himself. Robbo was his mate and had done a good job, and he felt a little guilty about his secret ambition. Just then, he caught sight of Christina, and felt his heart skip a beat.


  ‘So, you guys ready for a lesson in losing? We thought you weren’t coming,’ teased Christina and her friends, who were waiting for them.


  ‘Yeah, you wish,’ chortled Specky, as he and his mates approached them.


  The boys and the girls sized each other up, face to face. After introductions were made, Christina took charge.


  ‘Right, let’s get stuck into it, then,’ she said, enthusiastically. ‘We’ll only use half the ground. We’ll kick towards the same goals. Once a goal is kicked, the team who scores holds possession of the ball and has to run back to the centre and start again. It will be like ‘keeping off’ but with footy rules. And we’ll start with the ball.’


  Before Specky and his friends had time for the instructions to sink in, Christina had raced off with the footy. She took several bounces before the boys realised they had better hurry and chase her. Specky was the first to reach Christina – he was only a fingertip away from tackling her.


  Caught up in a rush of competitiveness and an uncontrollable desire to impress her, Specky grabbed the ball out of Christina’s hand and sprinted for the big sticks – he took at least six bounces before going on to kick the first goal.


  Throwing his hands up and cheering, Specky turned around and realised that no one else was celebrating – no one else was anywhere near him. In fact, the others had suddenly stopped playing; they were all gathered around Christina, who was flat out on the ground.


  ‘Why did you have to bowl her over like that?’ said Christina’s best friend, Emily, upset by the way Specky had tackled Christina.


  ‘I didn’t think I went in that hard. I didn’t even realise she had fallen over. One minute she had the ball, the next I did,’ rambled Specky, feeling absolutely terrible.


  ‘Are you okay, Christina?’ he added, looking on, concerned for his friend.


  Christina stumbled back up onto her feet. She had grazed her cheek, and it was bleeding a little.


  ‘I’m so sorry,’ continued Specky. ‘I really didn’t mean …’


  ‘It’s all right,’ mumbled Christina. ‘I’m okay. I’m glad you didn’t hold back and didn’t take it easy on us just because we’re girls.’


  Specky let out a sigh of relief as Christina wiped away a couple of tears, smiled, and then gave him a friendly punch in the shoulder. But he wasn’t off the hook quite yet. As if he didn’t already feel like a jerk, things suddenly got a lot worse for Specky.


  ‘Hey, look,’ said Danny. ‘It’s Screamer.’


  Specky couldn’t believe it. There was Screamer trudging across the oval towards them. As he drew closer, he said a friendly ‘Hi’ to everyone and walked right up to Christina.


  ‘Are you okay? Here, you can have this,’ he offered, as he handed her a clean handkerchief.


  ‘Thanks,’ said Christina. She seemed impressed by Screamer’s thoughtfulness.


  ‘That’s okay,’ Screamer replied. ‘Watching you hit the ground was like watching my hero, Stephen Silvagni, getting flattened by a Geelong player, a few years back.’


  ‘Are you a Carlton supporter?’ asked Christina, who had now totally forgotten about her cut and seemed to be taken by Screamer’s charm.


  ‘Yeah, I am.’


  ‘So am I,’ Christina gushed.


  Specky rolled his eyes.


  ‘Do you wanna play with us? You can be on our team if you want,’ she added.


  Specky thought he felt his heart skip a beat.


  ‘What?’ he protested. ‘I thought you wanted this to be strictly a boys-versus-girls match?’


  ‘Awwrrh, is Magee worried about losing? Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to take it easy on you – try not to tackle you too hard. Or maybe I should – the way you tackled, sorry what’s your name …’


  ‘Christina.’


  ‘Nice name.’


  ‘Thanks.’ Christina blushed.


  Once again, Specky rolled his eyes, but, before he had a chance to argue, the game was under way. It wasn’t long before Screamer was showing off all his football skills – noticeably impressing Christina and her friends with his brilliant marking, kicking and tackling. Specky couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so jealous.


  ‘I don’t believe this,’ he whispered to himself. ‘I just don’t believe it!’
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  Later that day, sprawled out on the couch in front of the TV, Specky was pleased to be at home. He was glad that he didn’t have to think about anyone or anything, especially Screamer. He was finally free just to relax and watch the final dramatic minutes of a Fremantle versus Richmond game. With scores dead level, the ‘Wizard’, Jeff Farmer, had taken a sensational mark for the Fremantle Dockers, directly in front of goals just as the final siren sounded. He went on to kick a goal, snatching victory from the Tigers. Specky smiled and wondered if the Bombay Bullet was watching. The Wizard was his favourite player and Sanjay modelled his post-goal celebrations on the Freo champion’s.


  The TV commentators were beside themselves, screaming and shouting at the top of their lungs. A post-match review followed, and finally, Teddy McMahon looked directly down the barrel of the camera to make a special announcement.


  Specky quickly sat up and turned up the volume.


  ‘This is probably what Christina was talking about,’ he thought, looking on with great interest.


  ‘This is a call for all footy kids across Australia,’ Teddy began. The camera pulled back to reveal Ron Barassi sitting beside him.


  ‘In association with the network you’re now watching and the AFL, this is a ripper of a contest open to all footy-loving boys and girls. It’s called The Great Footy Contest. At the end of the contest twenty lucky kids will participate in a three-week cultural exchange trip. Some will go to America, some to Ireland. The winners – our own Young Aussie Rules Ambassadors – will be placed in families to teach and promote our great game to American and Irish school-kids.’


  ‘Awesome! Unreal!’ Specky said, as he turned the volume up a bit more.


  ‘What a fantastic experience! If this sounds like your type of contest, and I’m sure it will be for thousands of you out there, then listen carefully …’


  Specky got off the couch and sat himself down only centimetres from the screen.


  ‘To enter the contest you have to turn up at either of these venues on these dates – I suggest you grab a pen and paper now, we’ll keep the list up for awhile. In the meantime, I’ll speak to Barass here about his role as the official spokesperson for this contest.’


  Specky ran into the kitchen, scrambling through the drawers for a pen and paper. He dashed back into the lounge room with a Chinese menu and blunt pencil. ‘This’ll have to do,’ he thought. He looked down the list to find the venues for kids who lived in, or near, Melbourne. There they were: Telstra Dome Stadium or the MCG, at 9am on Easter Monday during school holidays. He quickly jotted down the details.


  ‘Well, we hope you’ve had a chance to get that down and if not, we’ll run through the whole thing again this week on ‘Sensational Stuff.’ But for now, Barass, what can the kids expect once they turn up?’


  Specky was eager to know how the contest would be run.


  ‘Well, Teddy,’ said the former champ and legendary coach. ‘The kids have to come in clothing suitable for playing footy. Once they get to the venue and register, they’ll be taken through a physical skills test. Every single child will be marked on their physical ability by a group of selectors, but then there’s a catch – two in fact!’


  ‘Hey, Squirt, did you eat that last piece of cheesecake?’ said Alice, bouncing into the lounge room. ‘That was meant for me and I –’


  ‘Shhh!’ hissed Specky, annoyed by the interruption. ‘I gotta hear this.’


  Ron Barassi continued, while Alice stormed upstairs in a huff, cursing football all the way up to her room.


  ‘Well, the first catch is, once the young footballer gets to their venue they will have to nominate another kid as their partner. That’s the only way they can enter the contest. There will be ten pairs chosen to be ambassadors. Scores will be accumulated for each pair. So, for example, if you score eighty out of one hundred on your physical skills test and your nominated partner scores forty out of one hundred, then as a pair you have scored one hundred and twenty in total. The highest possible score a pair can get is, of course, two hundred.’


  Specky wondered who he would nominate as his partner.


  ‘And what’s the second catch to the contest?’ asked Teddy.


  ‘Well, this contest isn’t going to be based just on physical ability. The second half of the contest will be held at a later date, and all I can say, at this stage, is that the kids will need to use their brains. But this will all be explained in detail on the day of the physical skills test.’


  Teddy then thanked Ron Barassi and moved on to another topic. Only moments later Specky’s home phone rang.


  ‘Did you see it? Are you gonna enter?’ It was Robbo, sounding just as excited about the contest as Specky was.


  ‘Yeah, I did. It sounds unreal. I’m definitely gonna be there!’


  ‘Yeah, we’ll have a great chance of winning if we do it together. Anyway, I gotta go, Mum’s calling. I’ll see you at school tomorrow, bye.’


  Specky hung up the phone, realising that Robbo had already presumed that they would be partners in the contest. When the phone rang again almost immediately, Specky had a fair idea who it would be.


  ‘I bet that’s a hyper little Italian rover,’ he thought.


  ‘Did you see it?’ It was Danny, just as Specky had suspected.


  ‘The Great Footy Contest – pretty cool, huh? And I reckon we should enter it together. I bet we can get a top score.’


  Specky wasn’t sure what to say. He was happy, and relieved, that his best mates had thought of him first – but who was he going to choose?


  9. deals & warnings


  During the last week of school term, it seemed that everyone was talking about the contest. Specky, who had already fantasised a dozen times what it would be like to win, wanted desperately to join in the conversation. But he found himself changing the subject whenever Robbo or Danny started talking about it. He was torn between the two, wondering which one he should pick as his partner. He considered them both to be equally his best friends and he didn’t want to upset either of them. He even thought that perhaps they should team up together, but what would that mean for him? There was no way he wanted to be left out of such an amazing competition. Strangely enough, neither Robbo nor Danny had asked each other who their partner would be. Specky was slightly relieved about that, even though he knew he should sort out the misunderstanding.


  He had tried a couple of times to tell Danny and Robbo; each time their over-enthusiasm and excitement made him freeze up at the last minute. But unless he told them, he would have to take the risk and hope there was someone there he could team up with – someone who was in the same position he was in: partnerless.


  ‘Hey, Screamer! Are you entering the contest?’ asked Danny.


  The boys had all gathered around their lockers and were looking for the books for their next class.


  ‘What contest?’ asked Screamer, sounding as if he really wasn’t interested either way.


  Danny filled him in.


  ‘Nuh,’ Screamer grunted, unimpressed. ‘Doesn’t sound like my sort of thing.’


  He wandered off to class, leaving Danny looking a little dejected. Specky was surprised to hear that Screamer wasn’t going to enter the contest, especially since he knew better than anyone else how much Screamer loved to win. But Specky quickly became too annoyed to be suspicious when Screamer doubled back and tagged on:


  ‘I forgot to say, I reckon you guys will do really great. Good luck.’


  Robbo and Danny grinned proudly, obviously touched by Screamer’s good wishes.


  ‘Oh yeah, go Pies!’ he added, acknowledging the upcoming blockbuster game between Collingwood and Essendon.


  Danny beamed more than ever.


  ‘You bet,’ he nodded in agreement.


  ‘Hang on. I thought you barracked for Carlton? That’s what you told Christina,’ said Specky, jumping in like some lawyer in a movie proud to have suddenly caught the suspect off guard.


  ‘I do,’ said Screamer, casually. ‘But I also like the Pies.’


  ‘That’s crazy,’ said Specky, who somehow thought Screamer would look more worried than he did. ‘I’ve never heard of a Blues supporter who liked Collingwood. That would never happen, not in a billion years.’


  Specky felt smug, certain that he was close to exposing the true Screamer to his friends.


  ‘Well, I do,’ he shrugged, coolly. ‘I also like the Swans – they’re probably my third favourite team.’


  Now Robbo was grinning proudly.


  ‘You’re just saying that because Robbo barracks for Sydney and Danny for Collingwood,’ Specky rebutted.


  ‘No, I’m not,’ said Screamer. ‘I do like them. Anyway, don’t you barrack for five teams? At least I know I barrack mainly for Carlton.’


  ‘He’s right, Speck,’ Danny and Robbo added in unison. Specky winced, knowing that once again Screamer had won his friends over.


  ‘We’ve been telling him for ages he should just go for one team,’ remarked Danny to Screamer. He turned back to Specky.


  ‘You should, Speck. It’s about time you picked one team to follow.’


  Specky began to feel pressured. He didn’t want to barrack for just one club, but he also didn’t want to look foolish in front of Screamer.


  ‘All right, I will then,’ he said.


  ‘You serious?’ asked Robbo, not believing that Specky was actually going to choose.


  ‘Yeah, I am. But I need some time to think about it. I’ll tell you the team I’ll barrack for on the day we get the results of the Great Footy Contest. Okay?’


  Robbo and Danny consulted each other, then turned to Specky.


  ‘Yep. You’re on,’ they agreed happily as they made their way to class.


  Screamer walked alongside them, smirking to himself. He was really starting to get on Specky’s nerves – and he looked like he was aware of it, too.
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  Before Specky knew it, the week had ended, first term was over, and school holidays had arrived. For Specky, it meant more time to kick his footy around, watch late-night TV, sleep in, and surf the Net. Specky spotted Christina on-line and instant-messaged her.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: Hey! How’s the cut?

      


      
        CHRISkicks: It’s Ok. You can hardly c it.

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: I’m really sorry again. I still feel bad.

      


      
        CHRISkicks: It’s kewl! Don’t worry about it! I know u didn’t mean it. Are u excited about the contest? I can’t wait!!!

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Yeah, me 2! Which venue r u going 2? I’m going 2 the MCG – it’s the closest 4 me.

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Telstra Dome 4 me. So how’s Screamer?

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: What? Y?

      

    

  


  Specky was confused by Christina’s question. Why was she thinking of Screamer? Did he impress her that much the other day?


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: I just think he’s nice, that’s all.

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Nice! U gotta b kidding!

      

    

  


  Specky told Christina everything he knew about Screamer. He hadn’t told her anything until now because he didn’t want to obsess constantly about him. But this time, he wasn’t holding back; he let it all spill out on screen. He had to protect Christina.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: Wow! He sounds like a creep! I didn’t know. Sorry he’s been terrible to u.

      

    

  


  He let out a sigh of relief – finally someone believed him about Screamer.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: But still, he was really nice 2 my friends and me after our game on Sunday. While we were waiting 4 my dad 2 pick us up, he came back after he left with u guys and hung out with us. He was telling us really funny jokes. We even swapped e-mail addresses.

      

    

  


  Specky almost fell off his chair as he read Christina’s last comment. He fumbled over the keyboard making lots of spelling mistakes. His stomach had cramped up and his heart was racing.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: NOooo!!!! Itss an act! Yooou gotta trus mee Chris! I’d keeep rigt away fromm hm, if I werrre u.

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Ok! Ok! Don’t worry, I will, especially after what u told me about him! Thanks for filling me in. Hey I gotta go! Good luck tomorrow at the contest. Cya X

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: U2! Cya!

      

    

  


  10. the great footy contest


  ‘Look at the crowd!’ gasped Specky, as he, Danny, and Robbo disembarked from the train at Richmond station and merged with the hundreds of kids streaming towards the grand old MCG – the Melbourne Cricket Ground.


  ‘There must be thousands of us,’ added Robbo.


  ‘How are they going to test us all?’ wondered Danny.


  As they approached the giant stadium Specky couldn’t help but look up in awe.


  ‘One day I’m going to play here in an AFL side,’ he promised himself, under his breath.


  The boys continued moving with the crowd towards the AFL members’ gates. They clicked through the turnstile and shuffled along the vast concrete hallways, past a sea of empty seats to the boundary fence, and onto the immaculate green turf, joining a crowd of other hopefuls.


  It would have been hard for Specky and his friends not to get worked up by the whole event. There was a buzz of excitement and anticipation in the air. Added to that was Specky’s nervousness about finding someone to partner him. He wished he had had the courage to tell Robbo and Danny, earlier.


  ‘Look! It’s the news,’ said Danny, pointing at a television news crew that was filming the incredible turnout.


  ‘Cool, we’re gonna be on TV.’


  ‘Hey, look there’s Ron Barassi,’ said Robbo, who caught a glimpse of the former champion, the man who – after he retired – became known as Super Coach. He was standing at the front of the gathering crowd, surrounded by a number of selectors dressed in bright yellow fluorescent tracksuits and holding clipboards.


  ‘Hey, Specky! Take a specky, Specky, man.’


  Specky’s eyes almost popped out of his head when he turned to see who was calling him; right there, in Melbourne, at the MCG. He found himself doing a double take before realising it really was Johnny Cockatoo.


  ‘How? Wh wh what are you doing here?’ Specky stuttered, totally thrown by Johnny’s appearance.


  ‘Yeah, it’s good to see you, too, Specky, man,’ he said, flashing a smile.


  ‘This is unreal,’ Specky said, happy to see his friend from the Northern Territory.


  Johnny had turned up barefoot. He had his footy boots slung over his shoulder.


  ‘Why are you in Melbourne?’ asked Specky again.


  ‘I came down with a visiting Territory team – I was picked for it a few weeks back. We played on Saturday, here on the MCG at half-time during the Kangaroos and Demons game. It was bloody good! We go back tomorrow. My team-mates have gone to see Luna Park, today, but I wanted to do this. So, you wanna be my partner today, Specky, man?’


  ‘Sure!’ said Specky, quick to answer.


  ‘What?’ said Robbo and Danny, appearing confused and shocked by the turn of events.


  ‘But we were gonna be partners,’ said Robbo, looking disappointed.


  ‘What do you mean you?’ added Danny, turning to Robbo. ‘I was gonna be Specky’s partner.’


  ‘Hang on! Hang on!’ said Specky, stepping in between them. He was aware that other kids standing nearby were watching, and he was a bit embarrassed.


  ‘Look,’ Specky said, firmly. ‘I think it’s unreal that you both want to be my partner, but to tell you the truth, I wasn’t going to pick either of you; it’s too hard, you’re both my best mates. So, I was hoping there was someone here in the same boat I was. If there wasn’t anyone, then I don’t know what I would’ve done. But now that Johnny’s turned up, it’s all worked out for the best. We’ll be partners and you two should get together. Okay?’


  Specky didn’t get any reaction from his friends. For a few moments they just stood there stone-faced without giving any clues about how they were feeling. But suddenly they both sputtered and broke out into laughter.


  ‘… it was hard. And you’re both my best mates …’ Danny mimicked Specky. They teased him a little for sounding so serious.


  ‘Yeah, that’s cool. Danny and I will team up,’ Robbo said, through his laughter.


  Specky screwed up his face as if to say, ‘what’s going on? What am I missing here?’


  ‘We knew all along!’ blurted Danny, smiling at Specky’s confusion. ‘Your mum called Robbo and me and told us that Johnny phoned, saying that he would be in Melbourne and was hoping to be your partner. She wanted it to be a surprise.’


  Specky took a second or so to let the information sink in. He turned to Johnny to see if his friends were somehow still stringing him along.


  ‘Yep, we gotcha, Specky, man!’ he chuckled. Specky felt as if a huge load had been lifted off his shoulders. He couldn’t help laughing along with his friends.


  ‘Welcome, girls and boys!’


  It was Ron Barassi, making an announcement through a large megaphone. His voice echoed around the hallowed grounds of the MCG.


  ‘Welcome to the first-ever Great Footy Contest! Today’s turnout is absolutely sensational, and I want to wish you all a fantastic day. Since there are so many of you, it will be no doubt a very long one. So listen carefully.’


  Specky, Danny, Robbo, and Johnny all grinned and nudged one another – they couldn’t wait to get started. Specky looked over his shoulder, scanning all the faces around him.


  ‘Who are you looking for?’ whispered Robbo.


  ‘No one,’ Specky lied.


  He had been half expecting to see Screamer sneering at him through the crowd, but he was nowhere to be seen. Ron Barassi continued.


  ‘I want you to all line up with your partners in front of the registration table beside me, where you will have your photo taken. An ID card will be made up for every contestant. Each pair will then be given the same number with a different letter. These will be velcroed on your backs. This is what they look like.’


  He held up two square pieces of cloth as examples. Both had the number seven printed on them, with either a letter a or b. One was MCG 7a, the other MCG 7b. When Specky and Johnny got up to the registration table, they were assigned the numbers MCG 142a and MCG 142b. Danny and Robbo, who were right behind them, got MCG 143a and MCG 143b.


  After every contestant was registered (it took well over an hour and a half), the contest organisers gave the instructions for the physical skills test.


  ‘Okay, okay, quiet please,’ ordered one of the coordinators, who had taken over the megaphone.


  ‘Since there are so many of you, we’re going to break you all up into blocks of twenty-five pairs. Each group will have only twenty minutes to run through the assigned skills tests prepared by our selectors. Those of you with numbers one through three hundred can take a seat and expect to be called up sometime this morning. The rest of you will be tested at one-thirty this afternoon. You can either wait or come back around one o’clock. In the meantime we suggest that all of you grab one of these Great Footy Contest programs outlining in detail what skills will be required. Again, good luck, and have fun!’


  Everyone burst into a frenzied chatter, not exactly certain where to go or what to do next. Like a herd of cattle aimlessly following one another, the hundreds of contestants in the morning group shuffled back to the boundary line, grabbed a program from one of the many selectors and took a seat, wishing they didn’t have to wait.


  ‘We won’t be seen for another two hours,’ huffed Robbo, quickly doing a mental calculation based on their registration numbers.


  ‘Don’t worry. That works out better for us. We’ll be able to see how the others ahead of us do. Pick up some pointers and stuff,’ said Specky, happy to be patient.


  ‘Awhh cool. Look, what we have to do,’ blurted Danny, already skimming through the program.


  Specky, Robbo and Johnny shifted their gaze downwards, and silently read the program word for word …


  
    THE GREAT FOOTY CONTEST

  


  
    PART ONE: Skills Testing


    Venues: Victoria – M.C.G/Telstra Dome ∙ SA – Football Park ∙ WA – Subiaco Oval ∙ QLD – The Gabba ∙ Tasmania – York Park ∙ NSW – SCG ∙ NT – Marrara Stadium, Traeger Park

  


  
    TEST 1. 100 Metre Bounce Relay


    Object: Partner (a) sprints with the football down a 100 metre track marked on the football oval. Every 15 metres there is a square marked on the grass with white chalk. The football must be bounced, or touched on the ground, inside the square as the participant makes his or her way to the other end. There will be 6 boxes in total. Once the ball has been bounced in the last square, the participant races to the finish line, where their partner (b) will be waiting for them. A 5 metre handball is the signal for (b) to take the ball and race back to the other end, doing exactly the same thing – 6 bounces on the way back, in the squares. Once he or she has crossed the finish line, a total score for that event will be given.

  


  ‘Danny, this first test looks tough,’ said Robbo, knowing that bouncing the ball at top speed wasn’t his strongest skill.


  ‘You’ll be okay; you’re allowed to touch it on the ground,’ explained Danny, who was half way through reading the second skill test.


  
    TEST 2. Master Goal-kicker


    Object: To record the highest score from 10 shots at goal, taken from various angles and distances. Goals and points will both be recorded.

  


  
    TEST 3. Super Boot


    Object: To kick the ball further than anyone else. We will give you and your partner 5 chances each to try and get onto the longest kick you have ever done.

  


  ‘Hey Specky, man have you read the super boot part, yet?’ asked Johnny, sounding excited.


  ‘Yeah, I’m reading it now. Cool huh? I can’t wait to do the master goal-kicker test. This is gonna be so unreal.’


  
    TEST 4. Handball King.


    Object: This is a 2-part test. First of all we will test for ‘quick hands’. In 2 minutes, we want to see how many handballs you and your partner can complete, with your preferred hand. The distance apart will vary with the age of the participants. Only completed handballs will be counted. We then want to see how many completed handballs you and your partner can tally up, with your non-preferred hand.


    Part 2 is an accuracy test, just like you see on ‘The Sunday Footy Show’. You will have 5 handballs with your right hand and 5 handballs with your left at the moving handball target to try and get the highest score possible.

  


  
    TEST 5. Obstacle Course


    Object: To see how quickly you and your partner can complete our unique obstacle course, which will test all of your footy skills, as well as your speed, agility and endurance.


    There will be tackling bags, a high-marking ‘specky challenge’, a footy maze to work your way through, and it will finish with you kicking the ‘winning goal’.

  


  After Specky and his friends had read the program several times over and discussed how they would tackle each individual skill, they spent the rest of the time watching other kids run through their paces. Finally, after almost three hours, Specky, Robbo, Danny and Johnny made it onto the ground. This was their moment to show what they were made of.


  They barrelled through each test with a truck load of confidence and enthusiasm. Specky paused for a moment between the second and third test and was happy to see that his friends were doing well. He thought of Christina for a split second, wondering how she was coping with the same skills at Telstra Dome.


  ‘Okay, time’s up!’ shouted one of the selectors. He blew his whistle sharply and waved the boys over to join him.


  Specky and Johnny had just finished the obstacle test. The boys acknowledged each other with a high-fives, pleased with their efforts.


  ‘Okay, well done,’ the selector said, looking down at his clipboard. ‘But what you’ve just completed is only the first half of the contest. You’ll need to do the second half on another day, in two weeks’ time.’


  The selector handed out a sheet titled:


  
    PART TWO: The Great Footy Quiz


    The Great Footy Quiz is a multiple-choice football quiz of 100 questions, that will test your knowledge in the following 5 categories:


    a) Brownlow Medal


    b) Premierships


    c) Past and Present AFL Champions


    d) Footy Maths and Spelling


    e) General Footy Knowledge

  


  ‘As you can see right on the bottom of the page,’ continued the selector, ‘on the fourteenth of this month you’ll need to visit one of the public libraries listed on the sheet. There you’ll take the Great Footy Quiz.’


  There were a few groans from some of the kids, including Danny and Robbo.


  ‘Notice that there’s an example for each category. Use this as a guide for when you study. And yes, I do suggest you hit the books, read the newspapers, watch the games and so on. Just like today, you’ll be marked out of a possible hundred points. The score you get for your quiz will be added to today’s score. All we ask is that you don’t lose your ID cards. This is important because you’ll need to show them, and your name and your number will need to be jotted down on the quiz paper.’


  A boy directly behind Specky shot up his hand to ask a question.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Will our exam scores be added up with our partner’s score?’


  ‘Yes. You’re in this as a pair, all the way. All your scores will be tallied together. The highest score that any pair can get for the entire contest is four hundred points – one hundred each for the skills test you did today and one hundred each for the quiz. Any final questions before I let you go?’


  Johnny put up his hand. The selector nodded at him.


  ‘I live up north, near Katherine. Will I be able to take my test up there? Does it matter that my partner is from Melbourne?’


  ‘No. It shouldn’t make any difference. Here …’ The selector handed another sheet to Johnny with a list of venues in the Northern Territory. Johnny skimmed over the page and was happy to see that the Katherine library was listed.


  ‘Again, make sure you remember to write your registration number on your quiz paper. Okay, you can all go now. Good luck, and we’ll see you in a couple of weeks’ time.’


  Specky, Johnny, Danny, and Robbo left the MCG, bursting with energy. They chatted about everything they had just experienced, speculating about what marks they might have scored and what sort of questions could be included in the quiz. Eventually, the boys parted company and headed home. Specky decided to walk Johnny back to his hotel in the city, where they farewelled each other.


  ‘I’ll see you in a few weeks,’ said Johnny, ‘I’ll be coming down for the exhibition. By the way, where’s the carved footy my old man gave you? You’re not wearing it?’


  ‘No. I didn’t want to wreck it while playing. I’ll put it on once I get home,’ said Specky, feeling bad for not wearing it. In fact, he had only worn the special carving once, on the flight back down from the Northern Territory. With all the drama that had been going on recently, he had totally forgotten about it; it was tucked away safely in his bedside drawer. Specky made a mental note to wear it from now on.


  ‘See ya, Specky, man. You better get studying,’ said Johnny, waving goodbye.


  ‘You too,’ grinned Specky, as he continued on to the train station.
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  When Specky got back home he was busting to tell his parents about his eventful day.


  ‘Mum! Dad!’ he shouted, barging through the front door.


  But suddenly Alice came bouncing down the stairs, screaming with excitement.


  ‘You’re never going to believe it. Guess who I met today!’ she squealed, rushing up to Specky.


  Specky took a step back and noticed that his older sister was dressed from head to toe in Hawthorn gear.


  ‘What are you doing? You hate footy,’ choked Specky, not believing his eyes.


  ‘Yeah, I know I do,’ said Alice, agreeing.


  ‘So? Then why do you look like the Hawks mascot has thrown up on you?’


  Alice was shuffling on the spot as if she had ants in her pants.


  ‘Guess who I met today,’ she said, again, poking Specky in the chest.


  ‘I don’t know. Who?’


  ‘Come on, guess!’


  Becoming increasingly annoyed with his sister for acting all giddy and girly, Specky just shrugged.


  ‘Shane Crawford!’ Alice screamed, at a pitch that could shatter glass. ‘I met Shane Crawford – and I’m in love.’


  11. dreamtime specky


  So for the next few minutes, Specky was forced to listen to how his suddenly love-struck sister had come to meet a Brownlow Medal champion and one of the AFL’s most popular pin-up boys. She had been dragged along to a Hawthorn Members’ Family Day by her friend Rachel, a diehard Hawks supporter. It was Rachel’s way of celebrating her birthday with her friends.


  ‘Let me tell you,’ said Alice, as she related the story to Specky. ‘If I could have blinked myself out of there, I would have. Hanging out with a footy crowd is not my idea of a good time. If that were the case, I would have stayed with you instead. Torture!’


  Specky pulled a face at his sister’s snide dig. She ignored him and went on to say that some of the Hawthorn footballers had ventured out to greet the fans, in person.


  ‘I didn’t have a clue who any of them were, but Rachel was almost jumping out of her skin, especially when she saw Shane Crawford. She ran to him to say hello and we all followed. Then Jenny said to Shane, “It’s her birthday. Why don’t you give her a kiss?” So all of a sudden he leans over and kisses me on the cheek! Jenny had been pointing at Rachel but Shane thought she’d been pointing at me. He asked me what my name was and said it was beautiful, that it was one of his favourites.’


  Specky rolled his eyes as his sister replayed the incident in her mind.


  ‘What about Rachel?’ Specky asked. He wasn’t really interested; he just wanted Alice to hurry up and finish the story.


  ‘Oh, she’s really dirty with me, now. Shane didn’t even notice her. He had to leave and sign autographs.’


  ‘So, you’re a Hawks supporter all of a sudden, because of some stupid little kiss?’


  ‘It was more than a kiss. And I bet it was for Shane, too. I have to see him again. He’s gorgeous! Can we go and see him in a game? When does he play next?’


  ‘You’re nuts,’ replied Specky, shaking his head.


  There was only so much lovey-dovey talk from his sister he could take. And now, after all these years of hating football, she was converted because of some silly crush.


  He walked into the kitchen to get himself a drink. His mum was just taking a banana cake out of the oven, and Specky couldn’t wait to sink his teeth into it.


  ‘Can you believe Alice, Mum? he said, as he grabbed a knife from the drawer, reaching to slice a large chunk from the cake.


  Specky’s mum gave him a knowing smile. ‘One day, you’ll find there’s more to life than football, Simon, and some young lady might begin to grab your attention.’


  ‘Mum!’ Specky felt himself blushing, wondering if his mum was referring to Christina. He hurried from the kitchen, banana cake in both hands.
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  After telling his parents about his day at the MCG, Specky spent the rest of the night in his bedroom studying for the Great Footy Quiz. He pulled out several books about footy from the small bookcase in the corner of the room. Some of the books had been given to him as birthday or Christmas gifts, others he had bought with his own pocket money.


  Not sure where to begin, Specky began skimming through a number of chapters at random – moving back and forth from one book to another, and reading snippets here and there. Some of the books featured stories about the history of the game, including the best games of the century and mini-biographies of former champions. Specky never got bored or tired of reading these stories.


  While flipping through the pages, he came across a chapter dedicated to Aboriginal champions. Specky was reminded of Johnny and his dad and the carved footy they had given him. He opened up the top drawer of his bedside table, grabbed it and proudly placed around his neck.


  He continued reading way into the night and found himself immersed in a book called Footy through the Ages. It not only taught him about footy, but also gave him an understanding of how people lived in the 60s, 70s and 80s – what they liked to wear, the cars they drove, the food they ate, all those everyday things. He loved looking at all the old-fashioned photographs that illustrated the stories about footy stars of the past. He couldn’t believe how different they looked from him and his friends and today’s footy champs.


  Eventually, Specky’s eyelids began to droop, his head sank back into his pillow, and the book dropped out of his fingers and hit the floor.


  ‘Come on! Kick it!’


  Specky looked down at the football in his hands. He glanced up and noticed a boy standing about twenty metres away, shouting, ‘Come on, hurry up, and kick it!’


  This is so weird, thought Specky.


  Next thing he knew, the boy was running over. Specky was amazed by how much this kid looked like him; it was like looking in a mirror, except that the boy wore brown corduroy jeans that flared out at the bottom and a tight yellow T-shirt with a transfer image of some guys called ‘Starsky and Hutch’ stuck on it. On his feet he sported a pair of white beachcomer sneakers, and his hair was shaggy and long.


  ‘Why aren’t you kicking it?’ the boy asked, now standing very close to Specky.


  ‘Um, who are you?’ replied Specky.


  ‘I’m you – I’m Simon,’ said the boy. ‘Now, hurry up. Kick the ball. It’s Grand Final day!’


  ‘Grand Final day? Who’s playing?’


  The boy smiled.


  ‘North Melbourne and Collingwood,’ he said, excitedly.


  ‘North Melbourne?’


  Specky knew that the Kangaroos used to be known as North Melbourne, but that had been a long time ago.


  ‘What date is it today?’ he asked.


  ‘September twenty-fourth, nineteen seventy-seven,’ replied the boy.


  ‘Nineteen seventy-seven!’ gasped Specky, not sure what to say or do next.


  Simon told Specky to follow him to the front of the house, where he picked up a bike that was lying on the lawn. He gestured to Specky to get on.


  ‘Hop on the back and I’ll dink ya,’ he said.


  Specky stopped himself from laughing out loud at the sight of the funny, primitive-looking bicycle. Unlike the carbon-fibre, thirty-three-speed mountain bike he owned, Simon’s two-wheel machine had high-rise handlebars, a lime green banana seat, and a chrome gearstick with only three gears. It also had cardboard flaps pegged on the spokes to make a ‘motor’ sound when the wheels turned – Simon thought this was the coolest.


  Specky hopped on and both boys rolled off, wobbling from side to side through the back streets of Camberwell.


  Specky didn’t ask where they were going, he was distracted by the sight of so many old cars – mainly Holdens and Datsuns – parked along the street.


  ‘That’s the Sullivans’ house,’ said Simon as he rode past a single-fronted cottage.


  ‘Who?’ asked Specky.


  ‘As in “The Sullivans”, the TV show,’ explained Simon, as if Specky should have known. ‘It was a really good episode last night. Tom came back from the war and surprised Grace and Dave. And Kitty cried buckets.’


  Specky nodded politely, not understanding a single thing Simon was talking about. Eventually, the two boys pulled up at a corner Milk Bar. Once inside, Simon happily stocked up with a bag of lollies and assorted sweets he was planning to have later while watching the Grand Final on TV. He offered some to Specky.


  ‘These are my favourites,’ he said, while picking them out individually. ‘Whiz Fizz, Musk Sticks, Sherbet Bombs, Chocolate Freckles … I can get you a Barney Banana or a Sunny Boy, if you like?’


  Specky declined, looking on, bewildered. He felt as if he was in a foreign country trying his best to understand some new and exotic culture. It was all very bizarre. Simon pulled out a stick of gum and a football card packet.


  ‘I wonder if I’ve got this card?’ he mumbled to himself as he ripped it apart.


  ‘Yeah, I have,’ he added, looking disappointed. He handed the football card over to Specky. It was a photograph of a young Leigh Matthews in a Hawthorn jumper.


  ‘That’s Leigh Matthews. The coach of Brisbane Lions,’ said Specky, happy to have recognised a face from his world.


  ‘Brisbane Lions?’ Simon gasped in horror. ‘Brisbane has a football team? And what do you mean the Lions? Fitzroy are the Lions.’


  On the way back home, Specky tried to explain as much as he could about the changes that had occurred in football over the years.


  ‘You’re kidding! Matches are played on Friday night, Saturday night and Sunday? Amazing!’


  Simon couldn’t believe that players travelled all around Australia, and played against sides like the West Coast Eagles and the Adelaide Crows. When Specky mentioned that there were some players earning over 500,000 dollars per year, Simon had to stop pedalling and take a deep breath.


  Back home, Simon and Specky made themselves comfortable in front of the TV. Specky couldn’t help noticing that it was large and chunky and was encased within a big wooden frame. He was also amazed to see that Simon had to switch it on and change the channels by getting up and walking over to it – there was no such thing as a remote control.


  ‘It’s colour. It’s a Rank Arena and we’ve only had it for a few months,’ Simon said proudly, as he flopped into a brown suede beanbag chair.


  Finally, the big game was about to begin. Simon was beside himself; it was to be the first-ever live telecast of the Grand Final, and he couldn’t wait.


  Specky was excited for him. And he was happy to hear a familiar voice calling the game.


  ‘I know that voice,’ said Specky excitedly. ‘That’s Lou Richards. He’s a legend. He runs the handballing segment on “The Sunday Footy Show”, on Channel Nine.’


  ‘You mean “World of Sport”, on Channel Seven?’ asked Simon, looking confused.


  Specky shrugged, realising again that a lot of what he was saying made no sense to Simon.


  Eventually the Grand Final was under way.


  Simon was going for Collingwood – shouting his support at the screen for players like Manassa, Moore, Weirmouth, and Magro. Remembering that he had promised Danny and Robbo that he would choose just one team to support, Specky wondered whether he should barrack for the Pies, since that was Simon’s favourite side. It was something he would definitely take into consideration.


  By the last quarter it looked as if Simon would be celebrating his team’s victory. Collingwood was ahead by 27 points. But all of a sudden, North Melbourne dramatically turned the game around and kicked five straight goals, putting them in front with only minutes left to go in the match. Simon was now on his feet, jumping up and down, and so were the 110,000 fans at the MCG. With the clock continuing to count down one dramatic second after another, Billy Picken of Collingwood suddenly kicked a wobbly punt. The pack flew and out of it emerged Ross ‘Twiggy’ Dunne to take the mark directly in front of the big sticks. The lanky Magpie champ then kicked for goal.


  ‘YESSSS! He got it!’ screamed Simon and Specky at the top of their lungs.


  ‘It’s a draw! The nineteen seventy-seven Grand Final is a draw! We’ll be back here next week,’ croaked Lou Richards through the muffled TV speakers.


  Simon looked at Specky completed dumbfounded. They had witnessed something people would talk about for years to come.


  Just then, Specky’s image of Simon started to fade into a thick white cloud.


  ‘See you, Specky,’ he said. ‘Before you go, remember this coming weekend; The Saints will beat Essendon by over ten goals. By over ten goals. Over ten goals.’ His voice echoed and petered out.


  Specky slowly opened his eyes, squinting at the morning sun as it streamed through his bedroom window and across his face. He was awake and back in his own twenty-first century surroundings.


  12. captaincy


  There was no school football played during the holidays. So, unlike most kids, Specky was more than happy to return to Booyong High and begin the second term. He missed playing, and was raring to get back into it the following Saturday. Specky was in the school changing rooms with Danny and Robbo, telling them about his dream.


  ‘It was just really weird. It felt so real. And at the end of it, I was told that The Saints will beat Essendon by over ten goals!’


  ‘I bet it’s because of the full-on study you’re doing. And knowing all about that seventies stuff, well, that’s not so weird; you said yourself that you had just read all about it – you were bound to dream about it. If I were you, I’d lay off the books for a while,’ said Robbo, shrugging it off as if it happened all the time.


  ‘The Saints clobbering Essendon by ten goals – I don’t think so. You’ve gotta admit that’s pretty unbelievable. But they do play each other today,’ said Danny.


  ‘Yeah, I s’pose you’re both right,’ said Specky, determined not to give the dream any more attention than it deserved.


  ‘Okay, listen up, boys!’ said Coach Pate, calling for the team’s attention.


  ‘After today’s game, don’t rush off home. I want you back in here, ready to vote for a captain and vice captain for the team.’


  Specky was instantly nervous. Was it wrong for him to want to become captain, so much? He admired some of the great AFL captains, the likes of Matthew Primus, Nathan Buckley, James Hird, Shane Crawford, Mark Ricciutto, Anthony Stevens and Peter Bell, and it seemed only natural that he should want to follow in their footsteps. It didn’t mean he wasn’t happy with Robbo as captain. It was just that he hoped he might get the chance to lead the team this year.


  Coach Pate continued.


  ‘So keep in mind, the captain we want is someone who is not only a great player but also a great leader, somebody whose presence always lifts the team. Week-in, week-out. Okay, that’s enough from me; get out there and have a great game.’


  Specky and his team-mates whooped and whistled as they shuffled out of the changing rooms and onto the ground. Coach Pate had decided that Specky was to swap with Screamer between full-forward and centre half-back, alternating each quarter. She still hadn’t made up her mind about which one was to be the permanent full-forward – despite the increasing pressure from Screamer’s dad.


  ‘My boy is a born forward. He’s hungry to kick goals but you’re preventing him from doing so.’ Mr Johnson was complaining as he took up his post on the boundary line. Coach Pate just continued to ignore him, and instead fixed her attention on what was going on out on the ground. Before long, Specky and the rest of the team were playing one of their best games yet this season. Granted, the St David Panthers, were one of the weaker teams in the league and hadn’t won a game to date, but it was hard to ignore the dominance of Booyong High.


  By half-time the Lions were a sensational 86 points to the Panthers’ sad zilch. Specky and Screamer had kicked an astonishing eleven goals between them. During the third quarter they had extended their incredible lead to well over 120 points; the embarrassed Panthers struggled to even touch the ball. Midway through the third term, their full-back, while contesting a mark in a pack, had his front tooth accidentally knocked out by a player from his own team. Specky went over to the full-back and helped him to his feet.


  
    [image: image] Specky was thankful that Booyong High had a policy of ‘No mouthguard, No play’. The players had all protested at first, because they thought that the mouthguards would be uncomfortable – making it hard for them to breath and talk to one another. But once they’d tried them, every single player was happy wearing one. Specky used a mouthguard from the Chemist for the first couple of years, but last season the dentist had made one up using a mould from Specky’s teeth. He had to bite down into some nasty-tasting white stuff, to get an imprint, but now he wouldn’t think of playing without it. He’d even had it made in the colours of Booyong High – green and blue.

  


  The full-back wiped away a few tears and spat blood as he left the ground, helped by the umpire. Specky looked over to see Screamer’s reaction – he was smirking, as if he was amused by the whole incident.


  With the game well and truly won, Coach Pate decided to take Specky and Screamer off for the last quarter, and give some of the other players, who didn’t get to play as often, a good run. Specky happily went and sat on the bench, but Screamer, encouraged by his father, spent the whole quarter whinging and complaining about the fact that he was missing out on the chance to kick some easy goals, against the much weaker opposition. Specky couldn’t believe how selfish they were being.


  Finally, the siren sounded and the Panthers no longer had to endure another second of humiliation. As for the Lions, they celebrated their awesome victory by breaking out into a chorus of their team song. Specky was named best on ground once again, which, according to some of his team-mates, increased his chances of being voted captain.


  ‘I wouldn’t brag about being best on ground when the team were a bunch of fat kids wearing those old-fashioned woollen jumpers,’ Screamer sneered, making sure no one except Specky heard him.


  Specky bit his tongue and decided he would let that insult fly by as he entered the changing rooms to take part in the voting.


  ‘Remember, you can’t vote for yourself,’ announced Coach Pate. ‘On the pieces of paper that Mr Johnson is now handing out, I want you to write the names of two players. The first name will be your choice for captain, while the second will be vice captain. Once you’ve done that, fold your paper in half and drop it into this cap I’m holding.’


  Screamer’s dad handed out pencils to all the boys, and it was time to vote.


  Specky knew exactly who he would pick. He scribbled down the names Josh Roberts and Danny Castelino and dropped the folded paper into the cap.


  ‘Okay, we’ve got them all in now,’ said the Coach. ‘Right, give us some time to tally these up. We’ll be back in a sec.’


  As Coach Pate, Screamer’s dad and some of the other parents left, the team burst into a hubbub of excitement.


  ‘I put you guys down,’ said Specky, smiling at Robbo and Danny.


  He thought they hadn’t heard him since they were both looking over at Screamer on the other side of the room. They were giving him a thumbs up.


  Specky had a horrible suspicion.


  ‘You guys didn’t vote for him, did you?’ he asked, nudging at them both.


  Robbo and Danny weren’t very good when it came to lying – their guilty faces said it all.


  ‘You did. I can’t believe it. Why?’ muttered Specky in disbelief.


  ‘Well, I voted for you, as well,’ said Robbo.


  ‘Me too,’ added Danny.


  Specky shook his head at his friends, feeling slightly betrayed, but glad that he was one of their choices.


  ‘Well, thanks, I suppose,’ he replied. ‘It’s good to know that you guys voted for me as captain.’


  Robbo and Danny immediately looked the other way, avoiding eye contact with Specky, their faces looking twice as guilty as before.


  ‘You did vote for me as captain, didn’t you?’ asked Specky, desperately wanting some sort of confirmation from his best mates.


  Before Specky could get any answer from his friends, Coach Pate returned to announce the results of the voting.


  ‘Okay! Here we go. First, the vice captain,’ she shouted above the chattering. ‘It was very, very close …’


  Specky took a deep breath and caught Screamer glaring and screwing up his top lip at him.


  ‘Put your hands together for your vice captain, for the second year in a row – Simon Magee!’


  The team burst into raucous cheering and applause.


  Specky smiled. He was grateful to be chosen again, but he couldn’t help feeling some disappointment at not being picked for captain.


  ‘Right, now for captain, which I have to say was only one vote more than our vice captain – very close indeed,’ said Coach Pate, as the team settled back down. Specky felt worse after the last comment.


  Awwh man, I just missed out. Oh well, at least it’s Robbo, he thought, glancing over at his mate and nodding at him as if to say, ‘It’s you, again!’ And then he was suddenly struck with a horrible thought. What if it wasn’t Robbo?


  As Specky turned to face the coach, he once again caught Screamer sneering at him from across the changing rooms.


  ‘I hope he isn’t picked. Please, not him. Anyone but Screamer Johnson,’ Specky whispered, under his breath.


  ‘The captain of Booyong High,’ said Coach Pate, coughing. ‘Excuse me, I have a frog in my throat. I’ll start again. The captain of Booyong High Lions Under 14’s team this year is …’


  ‘Please not Screamer,’ Specky repeated, one more time.


  ‘Derek Johnson!’


  13. coincidence or not?


  It was going to take some time to get used to the idea that he would’ve been captain if his two best friends hadn’t voted against him. But despite the shocking result and the fact that he knew what Screamer was really like, Specky tried to put aside the bitterness he was feeling and, with the rest of his team-mates, graciously congratulated Screamer.


  
    [image: image] Not being captain didn’t mean that he couldn’t be a good leader. As the vice captain of the team, Specky realised he had to offer Screamer a lot of support, and set a very good example for the rest of the team to follow. He knew that being the leader of a football side didn’t make you the ‘boss’ of the side. You were still just one of eighteen players on a team, and at different stages of the game, it was expected that all the players would display some leadership qualities.

  


  Later that afternoon at home, Specky was happy to be able to unload on-line to Christina. He hadn’t chatted to her for over a week.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: You should’ve seen his dad! He was really going over the top, cheering and yelling out, ‘Yeah! Yeah! About time my boy is respected!’

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Really? That’s a bit full on! But the team must really like Screamer, if they reckon he’s good enough 2 b captain.

      


      
        FOOTYHEAD: Yeah, but that’s only because he’s been pretending 2 b nice 2 them all …

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Maybe he’s not pretending. Maybe he just doesn’t like u. Besides, he is a good player. And the team can c that no matter what.

      

    

  


  Specky didn’t like how the discussion was going. He couldn’t understand why Christina would defend Screamer. He decided to change the subject.


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: How did u go at Telstra Dome? Have u gotten stuck into studying 4 the quiz yet?

      

    

  


  ‘Simon,’ shouted Specky’s mum from downstairs.


  ‘Hold on a sec,’ he shouted back.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: About the quiz. I keep meaning 2 tell u –

      

    

  


  ‘Simon!’ It was his mum again. ‘Could you get the door, I’ve got my hands full.’


  ‘Okay, Okay.’


  
    
      
        FOOTYHEAD: Sorry, Chris. I’ve gotta go. Can we talk later?

      

    

  


  He cut his chat with Christina short and ran down to find Robbo and Danny standing in the doorway.


  ‘Hey,’ they said, looking sheepish.


  ‘Hey,’ responded Specky without enthusiasm; they were the last two people he wanted to see.


  ‘We just came round to say we hope you’re not feeling too cheesed off with us about voting for Screamer and everything,’ mumbled Robbo.


  ‘Yeah, and I feel pretty bad too,’ added Danny, doing his best to be apologetic.


  ‘Whatever! Your clever voting back-fired on you, too. You totally missed out this year, Robbo,’ Specky replied, bitterly. Specky thought about dropping the subject, yet again, but he thought it was about time he let his friends know how he felt. ‘I just thought that years of being best mates might’ve counted for more than a few weeks of him sucking up, and a couple of half-melted Tim Tams. I guess I was wrong.’


  Robbo and Danny shuffled awkwardly, not sure what to say.


  ‘Coming through!’


  It was Alice returning home from a day out with her friends. She was still decked out in Hawthorn colours.


  ‘What’s wrong with you?’ asked Specky, annoyed at the interruption, as his sister charged past him and his friends.


  ‘I’ve spent the last few hours at the Hawthorn Football Club hoping that Shane would turn up,’ she said in a huff.


  ‘Great, now my sister’s a stalker,’ quipped Specky, rolling his eyes.


  ‘No, I’m not,’ she snapped. ‘It was Rachel’s idea. And all we wanted to do was say a quick Hi.’


  Alice rushed upstairs. Danny and Robbo laughed, nervously, but it was obvious that they still felt terrible about what they had done to Specky.


  ‘Anyway, we’re sorry,’ said Robbo.


  ‘What’s done is done,’ said Specky, clenching his teeth, still angry. ‘I s’pose I’ll catch you guys later.’


  But Specky could see that his friends still had something else to say.


  ‘What?’ he asked.


  ‘Did you hear the results of today’s game?’ asked Robbo.


  ‘St. Kilda beat Essendon today – by ten goals! Your prediction came true,’ blurted Danny.


  At first, Specky thought his friends were pulling his leg, but they continued to carry on, and he realised that they were serious.


  ‘Isn’t that unreal? How’d you do it?’ asked Robbo.


  ‘I told you, I just dreamt about it,’ said Specky, laughing nervously and feeling slightly amazed at himself.


  ‘Maybe you’re psychic or something?’ suggested Danny


  ‘Huh? I doubt it.’


  Specky began to wish he hadn’t talked about the dream in the first place – his friends were blowing it out of proportion and he wasn’t really in the mood to talk about it.


  ‘Look, it’s no big deal. I bet it’s just a coincidence. I wouldn’t worry about it,’ he said.


  ‘Yeah, well, tell us if you have another one of those visions. Maybe I can get my dad to buy a Footy Tips ticket,’ smiled Robbo, whose eyes fell to the carved footy around Specky’s neck.


  ‘What’s that?’ he asked.


  Specky realised that he hadn’t shown the carved footy to his friends. He explained how it was a gift on loan from Johnny’s father.


  ‘That’s it,’ said Danny excitedly, as if he had suddenly worked out the answer to a tough math’s problem.


  ‘What’s it?’ Specky and Robbo asked in unison.


  ‘It’s the carved footy. That’s explains why you had that dream and the prediction. It must have some Dreamtime power behind it.’


  ‘Yeah, right,’ scoffed Specky. ‘What fantasy world do you live in?’


  ‘Yeah, well, you just never know,’ added Danny.


  Later that evening in bed, before switching off his lamp and turning over to sleep, Specky pulled the carved footy out of his bedside drawer, where he had put it before his shower, and stared at it for a while.


  ‘Just in case,’ he whispered to himself, as he slipped it back over his head.


  [image: image]


  The next week at school, Specky still felt some resentment towards Robbo and Danny for voting for Screamer – especially because at lunch time and recess they had started to hang out on the lawn and kick a footy around with him. There had been moments in the past few days when Specky had asked himself, ‘Maybe it’s me? Maybe I’m the one with the problem?’ But he had always arrived back at the same conclusion – Screamer Johnson was no good.


  So, for a while, Specky chose to keep some distance between him and his friends. It wasn’t until Thursday night at footy training that he finally felt okay to be around them.


  ‘So, any more dreams? Were you wearing the carved footy?’ asked Danny eagerly, running up to him. Robbo was only a few steps behind.


  ‘Nup, and yeah, I was wearing it – so, so much for your theory,’ Specky said, smiling even though he was telling a white lie. He didn’t want to tell his mates that, on two separate nights during the week, he had worn the carved football to bed. And on both occasions he had had another intense dream. This coincidence freaked Specky out a little, and he wasn’t sure what to believe. He knew if he told Danny about it, he would blow it out of proportion. So he kept quiet and told himself that it was probably his mind playing tricks on him – he had been studying ferociously for the footy quiz, and it probably had more to do with that than the carved footy.


  He had dreamt that he and Simon were spectators at the 1989 Hawthorn–Geelong Grand Final, another standout game in football history. Simon had, once again, given him a tip for the coming weekend AFL games – Matthew Lloyd would break his own record number of goals kicked in a single game.


  ‘Awwh, well. It would’ve been cool if it was true,’ said Danny, looking disappointed. ‘How much do you reckon it’s worth, anyway? It’s made by an Aboriginal artist, so I bet it’s worth a lot.’


  ‘What’s worth a lot?’


  Specky, Danny, and Robbo turned to see Screamer walking towards them. He had overheard the tail end of their conversation. Danny was quick to answer Screamer’s question, even though Specky wasn’t keen to disclose information about something that meant so much to him to someone like Screamer.


  Fortunately, the subject changed when Screamer took off his Carlton Blues’ tracksuit top and revealed his school football guernsey with the sleeves cut off.


  ‘Unreal,’ gasped Robbo and Danny, impressed by the alteration.


  ‘Yeah, long sleeves were bugging me,’ sneered Screamer proudly. ‘Besides, only sissies wear long sleeves.’


  ‘So James Hird is a sissy, then? I don’t think so,’ said Specky, in defence of all players who have ever worn long-sleeved jumpers.


  ‘Well, if the shoe fits or in this case the jumper …’ Screamer snorted to himself, amused by his own joke. ‘Anyway I bought this and it belongs to me. I’m allowed to do what I want with it.’


  Specky bit his bottom lip. Unlike a lot of other schools, Specky’s team had the option to purchase their own jumpers, designed of course in their school colours of green and blue.


  While he watched Screamer pose and flex his biceps in his newly altered top, Specky thought there was no way he would ever mutilate his own precious number five guernsey.


  ‘Oh, I nearly forgot,’ Danny jumped in. ‘You guys are invited to stay at my place on Saturday night; we’ll be able to study for the quiz. Screamer, I know you didn’t enter the contest but you can come and stay if you want.’


  Specky winced when Danny included Screamer but he was curious to see what his response would be.


  ‘Yeah, all right, thanks,’ said Screamer. He actually seemed happy to be invited.


  But then Specky saw Mr Johnson heading their way. Screamer noticed him as well


  ‘Um, nah, forget about it,’ he said, quickly changing his mind. ‘I’m not into girly sleepovers.’


  As Danny grimaced, offended by Screamer’s comment, Specky saw something in Screamer he hadn’t noticed before. It was something about the way he looked at his father as he approached. He looked scared, Specky realised, scared of his own father.


  14. sleeves, thieves & home truths


  When Specky turned up ready to play footy on Saturday morning he had to deal with a couple of unexpected changes. Not only was Screamer named at full-forward for the entire game, but half the team had turned up that morning with the sleeves cut off their footy jumpers – including Robbo and Danny. They couldn’t wait to show off their new look to Specky.


  ‘Looks cool, doesn’t it?’ said Danny, parading around him proudly.


  ‘It doesn’t change how you play, you know,’ muttered Specky, not impressed.


  ‘Well, at least I’ll feel a lot freer.’


  ‘You’re just doing it because of Screamer,’ Specky said, bluntly.


  ‘No, I’m not.’


  ‘Yes, you are. I don’t know why you’re copying him, anyway – he called the party you’re having tonight a girly sleepover.’


  ‘Yeah, well, he probably said it as a joke.’


  Specky decided to drop the subject and focus on playing footy. Although it could be argued that not much footy was played that morning – at least not from Booyong High. The previous week, Specky and his team-mates had walked all over their opponents, this week the tables were turned. The Lions had come up against an opposition that outplayed them in every facet of the game. Everyone on the team fumbled and made silly mistakes, including Specky and Screamer. At one point Screamer missed a sitter right in front of goals. This enraged his father.


  ‘Come on, boy! That was bloody pathetic. I didn’t teach you to kick like a dog!’ he screamed unashamedly from the boundary line.


  Coach Pate cringed and some of the other parents looked disgusted by Mr Johnson’s harsh words. The game was stopped for several minutes while everyone tried to calm Screamer’s dad down after he started swearing at an umpire – a skinny seventeen-year-old volunteer just trying to do his best.


  Specky looked towards his mum and dad on the sidelines, and could tell that they were not impressed by Mr Johnson’s ugly outburst. He imagined how his mother would describe the incident later that day: ‘That man shouldn’t put so much pressure on a young boy. Having fun should be the most important thing about playing football. And as for swearing at the umpire, I couldn’t believe it!’


  
    [image: image] Mr Johnson was setting the worst possible example for his son, embarrassing him, and giving the entire club a bad name in the process. A lot of the umpires in junior football were young boys themselves who donated their time. Many umpires were fifteen or sixteen years old, just starting out their careers. It was in everyone’s interest to encourage them and support their involvement in the game.

  


  Once again, Specky was thankful that his own father was just happy to see him compete and was nothing but the most fantastic support.


  Specky and his team-mates forged on, regaining some respect by bringing the scores closer together. But, in the end, they still went down by over three goals.


  The only sense of satisfaction Specky had from such an all-round awful morning was seeing the sleeveless boys in his team suffer from the effect of Melbourne’s famously unpredictable weather. Not only was the wind so strong it almost blew the eyebrows off everyone’s faces, but there were hailstones the size of golf balls. The heavy raindrops drenched everybody in seconds, and the temperature was the coldest on record in thirty years.


  Robbo and Danny began to wish that they hadn’t followed Screamer’s lead and ‘re-designed’ their jumpers. For most of the game, as their teeth chattered from the biting chill, they found it extremely difficult to take chest marks with a wet, slippery ball.


  ‘I thought my arms were gonna drop off,’ sulked Danny, shivering.


  ‘I wonder if mum could sew my sleeves back on? Look at the red welts the hailstones gave me,’ added Robbo, his bare arms outstretched.


  As much as he wanted to, Specky held back from laughing out loud in front of his mates – he wasn’t that cruel. He was just glad to be out of the ugly weather and drying off in the warmth of the changing rooms.


  As he unzipped his sports bag to take out his change of clothes, Specky realised something wasn’t right. He suddenly found himself in a panic. He began to frantically rummage through his bag, tossing his clothes out one by one as if he was a mad shopper sifting through a discount bin. Something was missing.


  ‘Awhh no! Where is it?’ he said with horror in his voice.


  ‘Where’s what?’ asked Robbo, coming over to his side to see what was wrong.


  ‘My carved footy. It’s gone!’


  ‘You sure you didn’t leave it at home?’


  ‘Yes. I remember putting it in the bottom of my bag. I was planning to wear it after the game. And now it’s disappeared! I can’t believe this! How could I lose it? What am I gonna say to Cedric? Awwrrh man, this is terrible.’


  Distraught, Specky dropped his face into the palms of his hands.


  ‘Hey, look, it’ll show up somewhere,’ said Robbo trying his best to offer some sort of comfort.


  ‘No it won’t,’ snapped Specky, raising his head, now looking more angry than upset.


  As much as he didn’t want to believe it, Specky could only think of one other reason for its disappearance.


  ‘I didn’t lose it,’ he said, forcefully, with eyes squinting. ‘Someone’s stolen it.’


  [image: image]


  Later that evening at Danny’s sleepover, the study-night was well under way. Danny, Robbo, and Specky were sprawled out on the lounge-room floor in front of the TV watching a live match between Port Adelaide and Essendon.


  
    [image: image] One of the best ways for young footballers like Specky to pick up hints that would make them better players was to watch the country’s best footballers in action. Whether it was Glenn Archer tackling someone, Simon Black short passing or Warren Tredrea marking, Specky and his mates were glued to the telly.

  


  They had just gorged themselves on Mrs Castelino’s delicious Italian cooking – lasagna followed by chocolate and vanilla cannoli for dessert. Specky was doing his best to have a good time with his friends even though he felt as if he was at a funeral wake rather than a sleepover.


  ‘Do you think Johnny’s dad will be really spewing once he finds out you lost his carving?’ asked Danny from out of nowhere.


  Robbo shook his head in disbelief at how insensitive Danny could be at times – being subtle wasn’t his strong point.


  ‘I didn’t lose it. I told you, it was stolen,’ answered Specky, firmly.


  ‘By who then?’ asked Danny for the fifth time that day.


  ‘Look, I don’t know,’ answered Specky, even though he knew it didn’t take a genius to work out that it was probably Screamer. He just didn’t want to give his friends another opportunity to defend him.


  ‘Well, I don’t believe you,’ said Robbo. ‘I know you better than that, Speck. Come on! Be honest. You reckon Screamer did it, don’t you?’


  Specky pretended not to hear Robbo, choosing to flick through one of the many footy books they had brought along to study.


  ‘It couldn’t have been Screamer, anyway, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ added Danny.


  Specky glanced up at Danny, curious to know why.


  ‘Well, if he did steal your carved footy, why would he leave this lying around near your bag?’ Danny held up Screamer’s Carlton tracksuit top. Screamer had apparently left it behind in the changing rooms, not too far from Specky’s sports bag. Danny had picked it up with the intention of returning it to Screamer on Monday morning at school. ‘No thief would ever leave evidence that they were there – it’s too obvious.’


  Robbo snorted. ‘You crack me up, Castelino. Or should we call you Sherlock Holmes?’


  Specky shrugged, as if to say he didn’t care.


  ‘I’ve got an idea,’ Danny said, suddenly springing to his feet. ‘Why don’t we go to Screamer’s house now. He only lives two streets away. We can drop off his top. You’ll be able to see for yourself if he looks guilty or not. But I doubt he is.’


  ‘That’s so dumb. That’s not gonna prove anything,’ scoffed Robbo. ‘I mean, you need –’


  ‘All right, let’s go then, said Specky, stopping Robbo mid-sentence. ‘What have we got to lose?’


  Danny nodded in agreement, while Robbo glared at Specky, slightly suspicious about his friend’s sudden eagerness to go.


  ‘Where do you boys think you’re going at this time of night?’ asked Mr Castelino, calling them back just as they started rushing out.


  ‘Just to Screamer’s house. He lives nearby, Dad. We won’t be gone long,’ answered Danny.


  ‘I don’t think so. It can wait till tomorrow. Anyway, I thought you were meant to be studying?’


  Danny whined and begged for his father to let them go, until he eventually gave them permission. But they had to be back within fifteen minutes.


  ‘Here, take my mobile,’ he said. ‘If you’re not back by quarter past nine, I’ll call you – so no excuses.’


  With no time to waste, the boys decided to run all the way to Screamer’s house – panting and puffing through the crisp cool night air.


  Within a few minutes Specky, Danny and Robbo reached the pathway leading up to the Johnson’s house.


  As they approached the front door, they could hear Mr Johnson’s loud angry voice bellowing from inside.


  ‘Derek! Don’t you bloody take that tone with me, boy.’


  Specky glanced over to Danny and Robbo but it was difficult to see them in the darkness.


  ‘Don’t ring the bell,’ he whispered.


  He gestured for his friends to follow him quietly onto the front lawn and to crouch down just below the base of the lounge-room window.


  ‘What are we doing?’ whispered Robbo, looking worried.


  ‘Shhh!’ hissed Specky, placing his forefinger across his mouth.


  ‘Maybe we should just leave his tracksuit top on the doorstep and go?’ suggested Danny, looking worried.


  But Specky wasn’t budging; curiosity had gotten the better of him. This was his chance to see how his arch-rival lived. He was also determined to find out why Screamer’s dad was getting stuck into him. Specky slowly edged his face up to the window, as did Robbo and Danny. They couldn’t believe what they saw – Screamer was sobbing.


  ‘What have I said about you paying attention? You’re useless, you know that?’ growled Screamer’s dad, towering over him. ‘Just like today; you played like a mongrel because you weren’t paying attention.’


  ‘We all played bad; it wasn’t just me,’ whimpered Screamer.


  ‘I don’t care how the others play, in fact, you’re getting a little too chummy with them for my liking – maybe that’s what’s throwing your game.’


  ‘But you said I had to be nice to everyone,’ sniffed Screamer.


  ‘Yeah, so they’d vote for you as captain, you idiot.’


  Specky turned to Danny and Robbo and by the light streaming from the window he could see that they looked totally shocked. Specky couldn’t help feeling sorry for them. He knew only too well what it felt like to doubt those people that you thought were your friends. Besides, he thought, no one deserved to be tricked and made to feel like a fool. But watching how his father was treating him, he even felt the slightest bit sorry for Screamer.


  ‘You have to straighten up if you’re ever gonna be a true footballer; you know you’re in my bad books at the moment. And what the bloody hell is that around your neck?’


  Mr Johnson took a step toward Screamer and pulled out something loosely hanging behind his T-shirt. It was about the size of a fifty-cent coin and was painted with red, black and yellow dots. It was the carved footy.


  Robbo and Danny gasped again.


  ‘He did steal it,’ Danny whispered.


  Specky nodded. ‘I told you so.’


  ‘It’s an Aboriginal artwork, Dad. It’s worth a lot of money,’ Screamer explained tearfully. ‘You can have it if you want …’


  ‘This is exactly what I’m talking about – you’re distracted by all this type of rubbish.’


  Then Mr Johnson did the unthinkable. He ripped the carved footy from Screamer’s neck, and stepping towards the open fireplace in the room, he tossed it into the fire.


  ‘Oh my God,’ mouthed Specky.


  Robbo and Danny quickly grabbed him and just stopped him from falling over backwards.


  Specky almost stopped breathing. ‘What am I gonna say to Cedric? I can’t believe this!’


  Robbo and Danny shook their heads, trying to think of something to say to comfort their distressed friend.


  ‘We’re sorry we didn’t believe you,’ said Robbo, softly.


  ‘What a jerk! What are you gonna do?’ added Danny.


  Specky shrugged his shoulders. He was still staring at the fireplace in utter disbelief when suddenly Mr Castelino’s mobile phone began to ring.


  ‘Quick,’ Robbo panicked. ‘Switch it off, they’ll hear us!’


  But it was too late. Screamer’s dad was already making his way over to the window.


  15. exam day


  Even Cathy Freeman would have had a hard time keeping up with Specky, Robbo, and Danny as they bolted away from Screamer’s house. They darted so quickly down the street that by the time Screamer’s dad looked out the window, all he could see were three shadows sprinting off into the distance.


  ‘Man, that was close,’ puffed Danny, bursting into the hallway of his house.


  ‘Too close,’ panted Robbo.


  ‘Where’s the tracksuit top?’ asked Specky, also trying to catch his breath.


  Danny and Robbo shot each other a look of horror.


  ‘Oh no,’ moaned Danny. ‘I left it on the Johnson’s front lawn!’


  ‘Great,’ responded Specky sarcastically. ‘Now they know it was someone from the team. I just hope they won’t work out that it was us.’


  ‘Screamer might get into more trouble because of it,’ said Robbo, hopefully. After seeing the carved footy tossed into the fire, like that, Specky couldn’t help but hope that he would. But then he pictured Screamer’s tearful face and his father shouting at him – he didn’t deserve that, no matter how mean he was.


  ‘Yeah!’ said Danny. ‘Who cares if his dad gets stuck into him. He deserves it.’


  ‘Come on, guys,’ Specky said, a bit reluctantly. ‘He’s obviously having some problems with his dad. That might be why he is like he is.’


  Danny and Robbo looked at each other as if to check they had heard Specky correctly.


  ‘Um hello?’ said Danny, shaking his head. ‘Didn’t you just see what happened to your carved footy?’


  ‘Yes.’ Specky winced, dreading the thought of telling Cedric. ‘But we don’t know what it would be like if our dads were as hard on us as Screamer’s old man is on him.’


  ‘Well, I don’t know – we were all sucked in by him,’ Robbo said, looking guilty. ‘I’m so sorry, Speck. We thought he was our mate.’ On that note, the three friends made their way back into the lounge room to catch the last quarter of the game on TV.


  But Specky remembered how happy Screamer appeared to be when invited to the sleepover and how his attitude had changed when his father appeared. Maybe he really isn’t that bad, Specky thought, feeling slightly guilty for having judged him so harshly. Maybe he did want to be friends.
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  ‘Can you believe that, after last week’s thrashing, Essendon clobbered Port Adelaide tonight?’ said Danny, as they pulled out their sleeping bags.


  ‘Yeah, and Matthew Lloyd kicked the most goals he’s ever scored in a single game. That was sensational,’ added Robbo.


  ‘What’s wrong, Speck?’ asked Danny, noticing that Specky looked stunned and a bit pale.


  ‘Nothing, I think I had too many of your mum’s cannoli, that’s all.’ shrugged Specky. Once again, Specky’s premonition had come true. Even though he wanted to brush it off as another coincidence, he now started to wonder if the carved footy might indeed have had some special power behind it. Did Cedric know about its power? Did it really possess some kind of magic? Was that why Cedric had loaned it to him? Another rush of guilt came flooding over him as he remembered what had happened to the carved football.


  I can’t believe it’s gone. I should’ve looked after it … Specky tightly shut his eyes trying to stop himself from thinking about it, but it was no use.


  Cedric trusted me with it, he thought, anxiously. He’s gonna kill me.


  That night, he didn’t get much sleep.
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  Finally the morning of the Great Footy Quiz arrived and Specky and his friends were seated at the Camberwell Public Library alongside eighty or so other kids ready to take the multiple-choice test.


  Each contestant was given a lead pencil and an eraser by one of the coordinators supervising the exam, after they were matched to their ID cards.


  Specky glanced over at Robbo and Danny; they looked as nervous as he was.


  ‘Okay, you can now begin. You have two hours. Go!’ announced one of the coordinators, pacing along the rows of tables.


  Specky jotted down his name and the registration number he been assigned at the MCG. He turned over the cover page and was relieved to see that he knew the answer to the first question:


  
    1. Who was known as Mr Football?


    a) Malcom Blight


    b) John Nicholls


    c) Ron Barassi


    d) Ted Whitten

  


  Specky circled d, and, for a moment, he wondered if Johnny had picked the same answer 2000 kilometres away. He imagined him in the Katherine Library taking the quiz with Cedric patiently waiting for him. His mind drifted again to the carved footy.


  ‘Don’t think about it now, just focus on this,’ Specky said under his breath, glancing down at the next question:


  
    2. Which Carlton great was famous for wearing a headband?


    a) Bruce Doull


    b) Anthony Koutoufides


    c) Alex Jesaulenko


    d) Stephen Silvagni

  


  Specky automatically thought of Christina as he marked a as his answer.


  ‘All those Blues legends – I bet she would have loved answering that one. I wonder how she’s doing?’ he thought, smiling. He had been thinking more of Christina lately and how she was the only girl he had ever thought about.


  Question after question, the time ticked by.


  ‘One hour to go,’ announced the quiz coordinator.


  Specky panicked slightly; he was less than halfway into the test and he realised he would have to pick up the pace. He looked over at Robbo and Danny and saw that their heads were buried in their quiz papers, their pencils frantically scrawling in front of them. Specky hoped they were doing well.


  
    44. If Melbourne kicked 11 goals and 14 behinds, and Collingwood kicked 9 goals and 8 behinds, what would Melbourne’s winning margin be?


    a) 28 points


    b) 27 points


    c) 24 points


    d) 18 points

  


  Specky re-read the question several times.


  This is a tricky one, he thought.


  As he wrestled for the answer, Specky was distracted by a girl sitting directly behind him. She had a very bad head cold and no tissues. She sniffed continuously until it got to a point where all she could do was wipe her snotty nose across the back of her hand. Specky witnessed it all when he looked back over his shoulder; he couldn’t believe how gross it was.


  As he was turning back to his test he noticed two boys sitting alongside him – they were coughing every few seconds. Suddenly Specky realised what they were doing – they were coughing out the answers to each other. One cough for a, two coughs for b, and so on. For a moment, Specky wasn’t sure what he should do. It wasn’t in his nature to dob anyone in, but it bugged him that he had studied so hard and these guys were cheating. Fortunately, one of the supervisors had also cottoned on to their sneaky plan, and he asked them to leave without completing the rest of the exam. About fifteen minutes later, the first quiz paper was handed in.


  That was quick, thought Specky, as he approached the 70th question.


  
    70. What are the correct dimensions of the MCG?


    a) 170 × 150 metres


    b) 160 × 138 metres


    c) 180 × 140 metres


    d) 154 × 133 metres

  


  Einstein should be here! he thought, knowing that his eccentric teammate would have circled the correct answer instantly. Gus hadn’t entered the contest because he and his family had gone away during the school holidays, but Specky remembered his running commentary on the Friday night football, and circled b.


  It wasn’t long before most of the kids in the library had completed their tests, including Danny and Robbo. They pulled faces at Specky as they handed in their papers and left the building. Specky nervously chewed the tip of his pencil, conscious that he was one of only a handful left.


  ‘Five minutes to go, everyone,’ warned the supervisor.


  Specky had only three questions left to complete.


  
    98. When was the Grand Final first won by a non-Victorian team?


    a) 1990 b) 1992 c) 1993 d) 1998


    99. From the above question, which team was it?


    a) Port Adelaide


    b) Brisbane Lions


    c) Adelaide Crows


    d) West Coast Eagles


    100. Brisbane Lions champ Michael Voss made his AFL debut in what year?


    a) 1990


    b) 1991


    c) 1992


    d) 1996

  


  Specky took in a deep breath and smiled to himself. He may have missed out on Michael Voss’s autograph and photo but having had the chance to sit next to him and ask him hundreds of questions about his life, he knew he would get this answer, for sure.


  ‘Thanks, Vossy,’ he whispered, as he circled c.


  ‘Time’s up.’


  Specky couldn’t believe that he had made it just in time. He briefly thought of Johnny and wondered if he’d finished around the same time.
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  Later that afternoon, Specky was back at home taking it easy, but he was still fretting a little about the quiz, doubting the answers he had picked. He had compared notes earlier with Robbo and Danny. Both felt they did extremely well, but Danny was especially confident.


  ‘I reckon I aced it,’ he had said.


  Specky hopped on the computer, hoping to find Christina on-line. He wanted to know how she had gone with the test. Her screen name was nowhere to be seen, so he surfed the Net for a while hoping she would appear – but she didn’t.


  ‘Simon, can you get us some milk and bread?’ yelled his mother from downstairs.


  Specky obliged and headed out to his local milk bar. When he got there he bumped into the last person he was expecting to see. Screamer was coming out of the store just as Specky was about to enter.


  They paused for a second, standing face to face, staring at each other in silence.


  Specky noticed that Screamer was wearing his Carlton tracksuit top. He wondered if Screamer suspected that he had been at his place last night.


  ‘How’s it going?’ asked Specky, offering to be friendly.


  ‘All right,’ responded Screamer, squinting suspiciously back at him.


  Screamer’s eyes were red and puffy as if he had been crying again. Specky guessed that his dad probably had something to do with it. He was starting to feel really sorry for Screamer.


  ‘Look, I gotta tell you something,’ said Specky nervously taking a big breath. ‘I know … I know you stole my carved footy. I was there at your house last night – with Danny and Robbo.’ Specky was aware that he was rambling, but he kept going. ‘And I’m not gonna blame you for your dad throwing it in the fire; that’s not your fault. I saw how he got stuck into you. And, well, I just wanted to say I’m sorry if you got into more trouble because of us and I hope we can be mates. No hard feelings?’


  Specky put out his arm to shake hands. He was surprised by his own actions – he thought he would’ve been a lot angrier about the carved footy being burnt to ashes and the way Screamer had treated him all season. He could see Screamer’s stern expression relax a little; he seemed almost touched by the attempt at reconciliation. But, as Specky leant forward to shake his hand, Screamer suddenly clenched his fist and, with an almighty swing, punched Specky right in the guts. It was a painful blow that brought tears to Specky’s eyes. He doubled over and Screamer charged off down the street.


  16. winners …


  Two weeks later, Specky was still feeling slightly foolish about his run in with Screamer. But he had resigned himself to the fact that he and Screamer would always be fierce rivals – like Carlton and Collingwood, or Freo and The Eagles, or Essendon and Hawthorn.


  But today was not a day for thinking about rivalry, it was the day that the Great Footy Contest winners would be announced. The results would be televised later that evening on ‘Sensational Stuff’. It was also the opening day of Cedric Cockatoo’s art exhibit.


  Specky anguished over wanting to see Johnny and his dad again and having to finally tell them about the carved footy. How was he going to do it? Reluctantly, he wandered into his dad’s gallery – slowing winding and twisting his way through the art-loving crowd.


  ‘Specky, man!’ called Johnny, who had spotted him first.


  ‘Hey, Johnny!’ Specky jumped, startled. ‘Great to see you.’


  Specky tried to act cool and cover up his nervousness.


  ‘Straight after we finish here, you’re invited to come with me and my family to my coach’s house,’ he said, quickly. ‘She’s holding a party for my school footy team, so we can all see who the winners of the contest are on “Sensational Stuff”.’


  ‘Unreal,’ said Johnny, happy to go along with the plan. But then he looked at Specky, strangely. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


  ‘What?’ asked Specky.


  ‘You’re sweating like a pig.’


  Specky was sprung – his emotions had gotten the better of him.


  If I tell him first, maybe he can help me with what I should say to his dad, he thought, taking a deep breath.


  ‘Um, Johnny there’s something I have to tell you …’


  ‘Hey, Squirt, Dad’s looking for ya!’ It was Alice interrupting him from out of nowhere.


  ‘This is my sister, Alice,’ said Specky, introducing her to Johnny. ‘She’s the future Mrs Crawford.’


  ‘No, I’m not,’ she snapped back. ‘Not any more.’


  ‘What?’ said Specky, in mock horror. ‘Why not?’


  ‘Rachel and I finally got to talk to him at Glenferrie Oval and let’s just say he couldn’t even remember my name.’


  ‘Well, what do you expect?’ said Specky. ‘Why would he remember you? He meets hundreds of people each week. I bet he was still nice to you, though.’


  ‘Yes, he was … but … awwrrh, what would you know?’ huffed Alice, turning on her heels and storming off into the crowd. Specky and Johnny laughed.


  ‘There you are,’ said Specky’s dad, with Cedric by his side.


  ‘G’day, young Specky,’ Cedric said, flashing one of his broad smiles.


  ‘Hi, Mr Cockatoo. Congratulations,’ Specky croaked, his stomach churning with nerves.


  ‘Dad, Specky’s invited us to his coach’s house after the exhibition to watch the Great Footy Contest on TV,’ said Johnny, cutting in.


  ‘Great! I’m happy you boys got together for that,’ said Cedric.


  ‘So am I,’ added Specky’s father. ‘And I’m sure we’ll be able to cook this at Coach Pate’s!’ He was awkwardly juggling a large barramundi and a handful of crays wrapped in newspaper. It was a gift from Cedric, all the way from the Northern Territory. Specky smiled as his dad wandered off to find a place to store the fish.


  Specky and Johnny grinned at each other.


  ‘So, what did ya have to tell me?’ asked Johnny. Specky’s smile quickly vanished.


  ‘Um, well it’s actually something I have to tell your dad,’ he mumbled, feeling quite numb.


  ‘What is it?’ asked Cedric.


  Specky couldn’t look directly at him. With his head hung low he told them what had happened to the carved footy. There was an awkward pause, and Specky felt terrible.


  ‘That’s all right, Specky Boy. There’s nothing you could’ve done. It’s not your fault,’ said Cedric calmly.


  That’s it? He’s not going to yell at me? Nothing? thought Specky. It was definitely not the reaction he was expecting.


  ‘But wasn’t it special? I mean, it had some power behind it, didn’t it?’ Specky said, without thinking, taken aback by Cedric being so understanding.


  ‘Power?’ asked Cedric, looking puzzled.


  Specky wasn’t sure if he should explain himself. He hadn’t meant to bring it up, and had second thoughts about asking if the carved footy had some sort of mystical Aboriginal power attached to it; he didn’t want to seem rude or ignorant. But Cedric asked again, coaxing it out of him. So Specky told him about the dreams and the premonitions.


  Suddenly, Cedric broke out laughing – his stop-and-start snorting echoed throughout the gallery, making heads turn to see what all the commotion was about. Johnny joined in. Specky was totally confused and a bit embarrassed.


  ‘Nah, Specky Boy,’ said Cedric, chuckling between words, as he tried to regain composure. ‘It didn’t have any sort of Black-Fella magic or spell on it. I copied it from a Weetbix packet twenty years ago. You could get one in every pack, but my cousin Michael took mine – so I made one for myself!’


  Specky tried to smile with Cedric but he couldn’t help feeling somewhat disappointed with the truth. Cedric noticed.


  ‘Boy, I wouldn’t be too upset. Dreams are powerful things and my people have always respected their dreams; it’s a part of us, a part of our culture. Where do you think the images in my paintings come from? They come to me in my dreams. So, maybe there are no coincidences; or maybe, you have a bit of Black Fella in ya.’


  Cedric’s face beamed again, and so did Specky’s, relieved that his friendship with Cedric and Johnny was intact.


  ‘Okay, Cedric, I think it’s time for some speeches,’ said Specky’s dad, returning, having found a place for the barramundi in the office fridge. He lead Cedric to the front of the gallery.


  Specky and Johnny watched as their fathers spoke to the invited guests, and applauded proudly afterwards. The launch of Cedric’s exhibition was a huge success, with almost all of his paintings sold and interest from all over the world.
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  Around seven-thirty that evening, the exhibition was over and Specky and Johnny were off to Coach Pate’s house. By the time they got there, the lounge room was packed with Specky’s team-mates and their parents. As Specky introduced Cedric and Johnny to everyone, he scanned the room – Screamer was nowhere to be seen. Specky wasn’t all that surprised. He didn’t think that Screamer’s father would have let him socialise with the rest of the team. He hadn’t entered the contest, anyway.


  ‘This is going to be so unreal. I’ve just got this feeling that we’re all gonna be picked,’ said Danny, excitedly, joining Specky and Johnny.


  Specky wished he shared Danny’s confidence. He had tried all day not to think of the contest and he didn’t want to get his hopes up. He knew that the odds were stacked against him and his friends, even if they had done well. He reminded himself several times over that it was a nationwide competition with thousands of entrants.


  His mum told him not to worry. ‘I’m sure you’ve done well,’ she said. ‘You’re very talented, and you studied so hard.’


  But had he done well enough to win? Don’t expect anything and you won’t be disappointed, he told himself. So Specky was determined to keep his cool. But the truth was, there was no way he could ignore the hope he held close to his heart and the nerves he had buzzing about the rest of his body.


  ‘Hey, did you know Coach Pate has a boyfriend? That’s him in the kitchen,’ said Robbo, pointing him out. ‘So sorry, Speck, your girlfriend’s taken.’


  Danny and Robbo chuckled and Specky grinned along with them. He didn’t mind them teasing. He realised he used to have a small crush on Coach Pate, but it was nothing compared to how he felt for Christina.


  He imagined that she was probably just as excited as he was about the Great Footy Contest. Right at that very moment she was probably sitting in front of the TV with her friends. He had a sudden urge to phone her, but his thoughts were interrupted by Coach Pate, yelling above everyone’s chatter.


  ‘Okay, everyone, it’s about to start!’ she yelled. She was standing on a chair and finding it hard to keep her balance. ‘I know it’s a little bit of a squeeze here in my small lounge room, but if you can all sit down, we’ll all be able to see the telly. Before it begins, I just want to say, I know that so many of you entered this great contest and I wish you all the very best. But I also want you to know on behalf of the parents and myself, whatever the results, we’re all very proud of you. So give yourselves a big clap – you deserve it.’


  The room broke out into applause. Someone raised the volume on the TV, and now everyone could hear the familiar opening theme of ‘Sensational Stuff’. Teddy McMahon made his entrance and was greeted by deafening cheers from the studio audience.


  ‘Good evening and welcome to “Sensational Stuff”,’ he announced enthusiastically. ‘What a show we have for you tonight. And as usual, we’ve seen some sensational stuff in footy this week.’


  The audience cheered again.


  ‘And as the promos have said, all week, to cater for the kids at a reasonable hour we’ve put tonight’s show forward because in just a few moments we’re going to announce the winners of the Great Footy Contest.


  Teddy introduced his sidekick Johnny Parker, the show’s comedian Kevin Jam and the guest AFL footballers on the panel for that evening, including Ron Barassi – who was now standing by his side.


  ‘Well, Barass, this is the moment that every footy-loving kid has been waiting for. Before you announce the winners, have you anything to add?’


  ‘Well, Teddy, the turnout was incredible. We had thousands of entrants, nationwide, and I have to say that the future of Aussie Rules looks more than promising, going by what we saw out there. So without further ado, here are the winners of the Great Footy Contest …’


  Coach Pate turned up the volume some more, while Specky and his team-mates nudged each other in nervous anticipation – this was the moment they had all looked forward to for so long.


  Ron Barassi read out each winning pair, slowly and clearly, one after the other. By the time he reached the seventh winning pair, winners had come from all over the country.


  ‘… and from South Australia, congratulations go to André Chang and David Sankey. And also to … Simon Magee and Johnny Cockatoo from Victoria and the Northern Territory, respectively.’


  Specky shot a look at Johnny, then at his father not believing what he’d just heard.


  ‘Did he say us?’


  Coach Pate’s lounge room suddenly erupted into cheers, whoops, and whistles. Specky was stunned and elated, as everyone rushed to congratulate him and Johnny. He couldn’t believe it.


  ‘We did it! We did it!’ he cried, embracing Johnny, trying to lift him off the ground.


  ‘Woah, Specky, man! This is unreal!’ Johnny cried back, jumping up and down on the spot, then rushing over to hug Cedric.


  In the midst of all the spontaneous celebration, Danny leapt onto a chair and shouted at the top of his lungs:


  ‘Q U I E T! Look! Look who’s on the telly.’


  Everyone suddenly stopped dancing about and turned to see a close-up of Screamer’s face, dead smack in the centre of the TV screen. He was there, live at the ‘Sensational Stuff’ studios.


  ‘And our final winning pair,’ Ron Barassi continued. ‘We have here in the studio with us. They’re a very special pair because one of them happens to be one of only two girls chosen in the contest. They are Derek Johnson and Christina Perry from right here in Melbourne.’


  Specky felt his knees buckle.


  ‘What?’ he mouthed, in shock; Danny and Robbo had already said ‘No way!’ several times.


  The camera zoomed in on Christina and Screamer smiling and waving to the studio audience.


  ‘Screamer lied to us, again!’ blurted Danny, in his not-so-subtle way. ‘He and Christina must have taken their physical test at the Telstra Dome stadium. And I bet he took the exam at Christina’s local library.’


  It was the last thing Specky wanted to hear. He had already worked it out for himself.


  ‘So, Christina and Derek, congratulations! What does it feel like having won, and knowing that you’ll be heading on a trip of a lifetime to either Ireland or America as footy ambassadors?’ asked Teddy.


  ‘It feels great.’ Christina and Screamer blushed, tightly holding hands. Specky felt overwhelmed and confused, he wasn’t sure what to think. How could Christina do this to him? He had thought they were friends – perhaps more than friends.


  Specky felt his legs wobbling beneath him.


  ‘Three cheers for Specky and Johnny,’ toasted Coach Pate, sensing the mood in the room had shifted from happy to bewildered. She quickly turned down the sound on the TV and everyone yelled, ‘Hip, hip hooray! Hip, hip hooray! Hip, hip hooray!’


  Everyone broke out into applause, once again, and crowded around Specky and Johnny.


  Torn between celebrating his win and the revelation of Screamer and Christina’s surprise partnership, Specky was in a complete daze. But it wasn’t long before the excitement of winning got the better of him. It seemed as though everyone was talking at once.


  ‘Congratulations! You and my boy, Johnny – what a team!’ beamed Cedric.


  ‘Can you believe Screamer? And Christina? What’s that about?’ said Danny, over the top of him.


  ‘Are you okay, mate?’ asked Robbo, quietly.


  ‘Proud of you, son,’ added Specky’s father.


  ‘America or Ireland – how cool!’ cheered Smashing Sols and the Bullet, in unison.


  ‘Did you see Screamer and that girl? They were only about six point six centimetres apart from each other,’ surmised Einstein.


  ‘Specky, man, this is the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me,’ smiled Johnny.


  ‘I know, me too,’ said Specky, smiling back at him.


  [image: image]


  Finally, it was time to leave, and Specky followed his father, Cedric and Johnny out to their car.


  ‘Hey, Speck!’ Danny shouted.


  ‘You’re forgetting one thing,’ Robbo yelled.


  ‘What?’ Specky hollered back.


  ‘Who do you barrack for? You said you were going to pick just one AFL team to follow from now on. Remember? On the day of the results …’


  With all that had happened, Specky had totally forgotten about his promise to reveal all. It seemed trivial to him now, compared to winning the greatest contest ever. But thankfully, he had given it some thought. He took in a deep breath and shouted:


  ‘The team I’ll barrack for will be the AFL club I play for one day … hopefully!’


  17. play on …


  Specky tossed and turned several times before he eventually flicked his bedside light on. His alarm clock read: 12.02am. It had only been a few hours since he had returned home from the party. He struggled to fall asleep, his mind still racing with a million and one thoughts – the contest, the truth about the carved footy, missing out on the captaincy role, Danny and Robbo, Screamer and, of course, Christina. All this, and there was still more than half a footy season to go.


  Specky hopped out of bed and tiptoed to the study room and switched on the computer.


  ‘Maybe surfing the Net will make me sleepy,’ he thought.


  The glow from the computer screen dimly lit up Specky’s face, as he clicked on the dial-up icon. When the internet page appeared, Specky received an instant message. Who would be messaging me at this hour? he asked himself.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: Specky? Is that u? Are u awake 2?

      

    

  


  Specky stared at the screen as if he was in a trance.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: Specky? I know u’re there. I couldn’t sleep either. Congratulations. Isn’t it great, we both won the Great Footy Contest!

      


      
        CHRISkicks: Specky? Please, say something. I need 2 talk to u about Screamer.

      

    

  


  Specky felt his chest get tighter. He sat motionless.


  
    
      
        CHRISkicks: Specky? Please? Don’t b mad at me. Specky?

      

    

  


  Without typing a single letter, Specky quickly leant forward, switched off the computer and went back to bed.


  Specky Magee


  Simon Magee plays full-forward on his school’s footy team. His friends call him ‘Specky’ because of his talent at taking SPEC-tacular marks. He’s the biggest footy fan ever, but no one else in his family is footy mad; in fact, they all hate footy …


  So when he finds a photo of himself as a baby dressed in footy supporter’s gear he tries to find out why. And what he finds will question everything he thinks he knows about those closest to him.


  A moving story with terrific football action, and off-the-field excitement. You don’t have to be a football fan to enjoy Specky Magee.
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