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      one

      
      Fred-legs Smedley looked up at the floodlights, which pointed away into the afternoon sky. ‘Do you reckon if I jumped off
         the top I’d survive?’
      

      
      Fred-legs, Throw-in, Wedgie, Tangles, and Own-goal sat on the small hill beside the field waiting for the Gaffer, Eric and
         the rest of the Wildcats to show up.
      

      
      ‘Only if you landed on Throw-in’s gut,’ said Wedgie.

      
      Throw-in sucked in his stomach. ‘My gut’s not like that big.’
      

      
      
      ‘Yeah right,’ said Tangles. ‘Your gut’s got its own postcode.’

      
      ‘Well yous were like all hiding behind it when we nearly had that blue with those homies on Parramatta Station last year,’
         replied Throw-in. ‘Anyway. It’s only puppy fat.’
      

      
      Fred-legs looked away from the floodlights and at Throw-in’s stomach. ‘You must eat a lot of puppies.’

      
      ‘Bite me, Fred-legs.’

      
      ‘Size doesn’t matter,’ said Own-goal, who’d had three judo lessons. ‘You have to turn your opponent’s strength into his weakness.’

      
      ‘How?’ asked Tangles.

      
      Own-goal thought about his last lesson. There’d been a lot of tumbling and yelling. ‘Well suppose you’ve got a two hundred
         kilo guy flying through the air at you. What you have to do is make that his problem; not yours.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Throw-in. ‘Like, step out of the way or something?’

      
      
      ‘I suppose,’ said Own-goal, who’d quit judo the following week.

      
      ‘Or get a harpoon,’ said Tangles.

      
      Fred-legs looked back up at the floodlights. ‘Come on! Who’s going to bet me ten bucks that I can’t climb to the top and have
         a slash?’
      

      
      Throw-in squinted and looked up at the floodlights. ‘How come the rungs don’t like go all the way down to the bottom?’

      
      ‘So morons like Fred-legs don’t try and climb it,’ said Own-goal.

      
      ‘Ten bucks?’ said Smokin, coming over the hill. ‘I’ll take some of that.’

      
      Everyone stared at Smokin. Nobody had expected him to come to training, what with his house being demolished and on the News
         and everything.
      

      
      Smokin unwrapped a banana and chocolate Chupa Chup. One of the few he’d managed to rescue. ‘What are you looking at!’

      
      If Splinters had been there he would have said something stupid. Wedgie decided to fill in for him. He stared at Smokin’s
         bootless feet and gloveless hands. ‘Couldn’t you pull your soccer gear out of the rubble?’
      

      
      ‘Shut up, Wedgie,’ snapped Smokin. ‘Or your jocks are going over the floodlights with you in them!’
      

      

  
  
      
      
      two

      
      Splinters couldn’t say anything stupid because he was stuck in a toilet that was travelling at about nine hundred kilometres
         per hour. And since the toilet was about thirty-five thousand feet above Darwin, it also cut down his chances of accidentally
         rubbing Smokin’s nose in what was left of his house.
      

      
      Splinters stared at the contents of the bowl and had to grit his teeth so that his churning stomach wouldn’t add to it. He
         wondered what sort of person could do something like that and just walk away. They probably thought it was a work of art and too beautiful to kill. Either that or there was a horse on board pretending to be a passenger.
         But no matter how hard Splinters flushed, or how much paper he jammed into the stainless steel bowl, the thing flatly refused
         to die.
      

      
      He took one of the paper cups, filled it to the brim, stood on the rim of the bowl, and poured the contents over it. Nothing.
         Not so much as a dent.
      

      
      But he knew that he couldn’t leave. He was involved now.

      
      When Splinters had lifted the lid and found this thing sitting there, he’d had a slash in the sink, washed his hands, and
         tried to leave. Unfortunately he couldn’t remember if the door opened in or out.
      

      
      There’d been a bit of a queue outside when he’d gone in. Splinters had realised that if he left when he did, whoever came
         in after him would blame him; if the smell didn’t kill them first. Everybody would be talking about him and pointing over at him for the rest of the flight to London.
      

      
      He couldn’t walk out and announce that it wasn’t his, because that would only draw everybody’s attention to the fact that
         it might be. And the space waiter who got the job of beating it to death with a broom handle, would probably get really angry
         with him and put something in his food.
      

      
      A knock on the toilet door jerked Splinters back to reality.

      
      ‘Go away,’ said Splinters. ‘I’m not finished yet.’

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ came the voice from outside. ‘You’ve been in there for over half an hour, Splinters.’

      
      ‘Nuke?’ said Splinters.

      
      ‘Who else on the plane do you think knows your stupid nickname?’

      
      ‘I can’t open the door.’

      
      ‘Pull the lock across and I’ll push,’ said Nuke.

      
      The door swung in, Splinters grabbed Nuke’s arm and pulled him into the cubicle. Then he locked the door again.
      

      
      ‘You’re an idiot. You know that, don’t you?’ began Nuke. He trailed off and started sniffing. ‘What is that?’
      

      
      Splinters lifted up the lid. ‘Check it out.’

      
      Nuke glanced into the bowl and recoiled in horror. ‘Ohhhh! That is wrong!’ He gasped for breath. ‘Why haven’t the oxygen masks dropped down?’
      

      
      Splinters closed the lid. ‘I’ve been stuck in here for about half an hour trying to get rid of it.’

      
      Nuke’s nose quivered like a rat that’s just come across another dead rat and can’t decide if it’s family or lunch. ‘I told
         you not to have that major burger blowout at the airport.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not mine,’ protested Splinters.

      
      ‘Yeah, right.’

      
      ‘If I did something like that,’ said Splinters, ‘I’d need stitches. That’s come from Hi-fibre Man, or something.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be gross!’ snapped Nuke.

      
      
      ‘I’ve tried pouring water on it from the roof, but it doesn’t do nothing.’

      
      ‘Anything,’ said Nuke. He was always having his grammar corrected by Eric.

      
      ‘Whatever,’ replied Splinters.

      
      ‘You’re an idiot. You know that, don’t you?’ said Nuke again.

      
      ‘What? Why?’

      
      ‘This,’ said Nuke, pointing towards the bowl. ‘This thing is only part of the problem.’
      

      
      ‘What do you—’

      
      ‘We’ve got to walk out of here together,’ said Nuke.

      
      ‘So–’

      
      ‘Everybody outside will probably think that we’ve been having a sword fight or something.’

      
      Splinters thought about this for a bit, while Nuke tried to work out a plan of attack.

      
      ‘We’ll just have to fill the bowl up with paper, I suppose and—’ He trailed off. ‘You should have just walked out and owned
         up to it.’
      

      
      
      But Splinters had another plan. ‘I’m not taking the blame for that!’
      

      
      After placing two entire rolls of paper in the bowl, Nuke pulled back the lock and slowly opened the door.

      
      ‘Sorry about that,’ said Splinters to the crowd that had gathered outside. ‘I wouldn’t go in there if I were you.’

      
      Nuke glanced at Splinters. What was he doing?

      
      ‘My friend,’ continued Splinters, pointing at Nuke, ‘has just laid some heavy cable.’
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      Publisher’s Note: Due to the violent and graphic nature of Nuke’s response, not to mention the colourful use of language, we regret that, apart
                  from Splinters’ head getting rammed down the toilet, very little of this chapter has survived the editorial process.
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      Now that Wedgie had done a Splinters and put it out there, the subject was up for debate.

      
      ‘Did your old man like go nuts or something?’ asked Throw-in.

      
      ‘How could you tell if Smokin’s old man went nuts?’ asked Wedgie.

      
      Smokin glared at Wedgie. ‘That’s your second warning.’

      
      ‘Where do you reckon I can get a ladder?’ asked Fred-legs, changing the subject back to himself.

      
      Own-goal nodded over towards the shed. ‘Probably one in there. To put up the nets and stuff.’
      

      
      Fred-legs wandered over to the dressing sheds.

      
      Tangles twirled his dreads around his fingers. ‘So what happened, Smokin?’

      
      Smokin took a deep drag on his Chupa Chup. ‘My dad had to get his junk out of the backyard and that was the end of the house.’

      
      Throw-in was thrown. ‘So like your old man turns your house into a heap of junk to get his heap of junk out?’
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t a heap of junk!’ snapped Smokin. ‘It was a Chinese junk.’
      

      
      ‘What’s Chinese junk?’ asked Wedgie. ‘Is that like old chopsticks and, er, dragons and busted rickshaws, and …’ Wedgie couldn’t
         think of anything else from China.
      

      
      Smokin shook his head. ‘What is this? A moron convention or something? A Chinese junk is a type of sailing boat. That’s what my dad was building in the backyard.
         Splinters’ old man was helping him. And I painted it. He had to get it out of the backyard and the house was in the way.’
      

      
      ‘So where’d he go?’ asked Tangles.

      
      ‘Not saying,’ slurped Smokin through his Chupa Chup. ‘Mum’s trying to get the Water Rats or the Coast Guard or whatever to
         track him down.’
      

      
      ‘How are they supposed to do that?’ asked Tangles. He’d found a ladder and lugged it back.

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ said Smokin. ‘His kegs might show up on radar or something.’

      
      Own-goal was almost speechless. ‘His kegs? On radar? They must be huge.’
      

      
      ‘His beer kegs, you idiot!’ snapped Smokin. ‘He’s got about six on board.’

      
      ‘So your house is like totally demolished?’ asked Throw-in.

      
      ‘Yeah,’ replied Smokin. ‘Collapsed like a pack of cards.’

      
      Wedgie smiled. ‘Lucky it was only a Commission house, hey?’

      
      
      Smokin spat his Chupa Chup stick on the ground and glared at Wedgie. ‘Strike three!’
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      The Gaffer and Eric looked up at the floodlights completely bewildered. Even though they were used to seeing Splinters sailing
         through the air because the ball had been yanked out from under his feet by the Under 11s, or simply through an appalling
         miskick, this was still too much for them.
      

      
      ‘What are those idiots doing up there?’ The Gaffer pointed up to the first rung of the floodlights. It wasn’t necessary, really.
         Everyone in the ground could see Fred-legs dangling from the floodlights by his sock and Wedgie by his jocks.
      

      
      Throw-in was holding the ladder while Tangles and Own-goal tried to unhook their team-mates. ‘Well, Fred-legs like tried to
         climb to the top but slipped on the first rung. And Smokin’s like gone the floodlights wedgie on Wedgie.’
      

      
      Eric looked up and shook his head. ‘You guys are hopeless Quidditch players. Did you like get knocked off your brooms by the bludgers?’
      

      
      ‘Hilarious!’ yelled Wedgie. The tears still running down his cheeks. He’d probably get in the school choir now.

      
      Eric couldn’t believe that Fred-legs would be so stupid as to try and climb to the top of the floodlights wearing screw-in
         studs. ‘Hey, Fred-legs,’ yelled Eric. ‘You should have worn moulded studs.’
      

      
      Fred-legs dangled like a bat in a cave. ‘Oh that’s so funny, Pizza Features. You’re such an idiot!’

      
      
      ‘Oh and you’re not?’ snapped Own-goal.
      

      
      The Gaffer put down the boxes he’d carried over from the car and started climbing the ladder. ‘Where’s Smokin now?’

      
      ‘He went home,’ said Tangles.

      
      ‘What’s left of it,’ said Wedgie.

      
      ‘He’s like staying at his aunt’s place,’ said Throw-in.

      
      ‘Until they can afford a cardboard box,’ said Wedgie.

      
      Fred-legs turned to Wedgie. ‘I’m going to tell Smokin you said that.’

      
      ‘Oh bite me, Fred-legs.’ Wedgie reached over and pushed his fellow dangler. They both started to swing like washing in a gale.
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      ‘What’s in the boxes, Gaffer?’ asked Tangles after the Wildcats had finished their three warm-up laps. Wedgie, who was jogging
         like a cowboy who’d been in the saddle for a week, still had two laps to go.
      

      
      ‘Health food bars,’ replied Eric.

      
      ‘How come?’ asked Own-goal. ‘I eat healthy and stuff.’ He looked over at Throw-in. ‘Can’t say the same for anyone else but.’

      
      ‘You don’t have to eat them,’ said the Gaffer. He too looked over at Throw-in, who was lying on the ground and panting like
         a dog in the sun after his three half-jog, half-walk laps. ‘Though it probably wouldn’t hurt a couple of you.’
      

      
      ‘So what do we like have to do with them?’ wheezed Throw-in.

      
      The Gaffer started handing out the boxes. ‘You have to sell them.’

      
      ‘How come?’ asked Fred-legs.

      
      ‘Because the club’s broke,’ said Eric.

      
      ‘What about all the registration money?’ asked Own-goal.

      
      ‘Unfortunately Mister Sutherland has absconded with it,’ replied the Gaffer.

      
      ‘The guy with the greasy head?’ asked Wedgie. He’d finished his laps, one short.

      
      The Gaffer nodded. He’d quite liked Roy Sutherland in a sort of feel-sorry-for kind of way. He regularly wore Hawaiian shirts
         with white pull-up socks and obviously started the day by dipping his head in a vat of oil. He was an accountant who’d been
         looking after the club’s books for years. Because he’d never married he didn’t have any children and nobody had been able to figure out why he’d given up so much of his free time to the Wildcats when he didn’t really know anybody
         who played for them. There were a few theories floating about now, though.
      

      
      ‘But he was like clubster of the year last season,’ said Throw-in.

      
      ‘He was a gambler …’ began Eric.

      
      ‘Eric!’ snapped the Gaffer. ‘We don’t know all the details yet.’

      
      ‘It’s their money,’ countered Eric. ‘Or at least their olds’ money. They have a right to know when they’ve been ripped off.’

      
      The Gaffer shrugged. He supposed Eric was right. He started handing out the boxes.

      
      ‘He used to bet the club’s money on the horses,’ continued Eric.

      
      ‘Clubster of the year’s a total gee-gee head?’ said Fred-legs.

      
      ‘Yeah,’ said Eric. ‘He put this season’s entire registration funds on a sure thing.’

      
      ‘So what happened?’ asked Own-goal.

      
      
      ‘The sure thing’s still running,’ said the Gaffer.

      
      ‘So’s he,’ added Fred-legs.

      
      ‘Where’s he gone like?’ asked Throw-in, ripping open his box of health food bars. He’d never seen any before. ‘Hawaii, Bahamas,
         Rio Deger—, Rio Didgeri—, Rio?’
      

      
      ‘Dapto, we think,’ replied the Gaffer. ‘He’s apparently got family there.’

      
      ‘Greyhound track too,’ said Fred-legs.

      
      ‘The police are looking into it,’ continued the Gaffer. ‘Though it doesn’t matter as far as the money is concerned. It’s gone.
         Somebody’ll have to take Smokin’s box to his auntie’s place.’
      

      
      ‘I will,’ said Throw-in. ‘She like lives near us.’

      
      ‘Just goes to show,’ said Eric. ‘Never trust a guy with that much lubricant on his head. Some of it’s bound to have seeped
         into his brain.’
      

      
      ‘So now we’ve got to sell these?’ asked Wedgie.

      
      
      The Gaffer nodded.

      
      Fred-legs ripped open his box. He tore the plastic off one of the Fruit of the Valley bars that were in it. ‘So what’s the
         incentive?’
      

      
      ‘Whoever sells the most,’ said the Gaffer, ‘wins an all-expenses-paid trip for two to Canberra.’

      
      ‘Second prize,’ interrupted Eric, ‘is an all-expenses-paid trip for three to Canberra. Fourth prize. All-expenses-paid trip
         for four …’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Oscar,’ interrupted the Gaffer.

      
      Fred-legs chewed on his Fruit of the Valley. His upper lip started to snarl by itself. ‘I think my taste buds have seized
         up.’
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