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Netball is the ultimate team game and
Great Lead demonstrates this, with everyone’s
roles off court being just as important to
the team’s ultimate success as
their roles on court.

Liz Ellis,
Australian netball captain,
twice Commonwealth Games
gold medallist, and record-holder for most test
matches ever played for Australia.



Chapter One


Rheeeeet! The umpire’s whistle screeched and with thirty seconds to go, the scores were even. It was incredible. Thanks to some inspired teamwork, a fresh attitude and a few lucky breaks, we were about to pull off a draw with the most feared side in the competition. Santa Maria. God’s netball squad.

As I ran back into position Mum yelled out, ‘There’s still thirty seconds on the clock. Hayley! Everyone!’

Half a minute can be a lifetime in netball. We could win in that time. Secretly, I crossed my fingers. First we’d have to defend with our lives.

The umpire blew her whistle again. Their captain, a girl who could have been the inspiration for Sporty Barbie, got ready to take the centre pass. Time to give the guys a rev …

‘Come on, everyone! Stay focused!’

I got a tired but happy thumbs-up from Beck.

We restarted and their centre sent the ball flying to her Wing Attack with a flick of her wrists. Oh no! She was unmarked. I couldn’t really blame Alex for falling off her player, she’d run herself into the ground, but then I heard their shooter calling for the ball and saw she was in the clear as well. Come on, Duncan!

At least it wouldn’t be an easy shot. Not with Duncan hanging over her. He held his arm out, nearly touching the ball. Their shooter had to lean right back, and yes! Instead of going in, her shot bounced off the edge of the ring. With his extra height, Duncan claimed the rebound.

We were on attack just like that and you didn’t need to be psychic to know we were going to pull it off. We were so pumped up and having such a ball that we could have taken on the Silver Ferns and won. Grinning like an idiot, Duncan passed to Alex, who passed to Becky, who passed to Brett.

Brett glanced at me then deliberately looked away, giving me a chance to quietly lead off my player. I was up for it. Their Wing Defence was vicious but she had feet as big as Minnie Mouse. One of our shooters had better be free and clear and waiting for me in the circle.

Ugh! An elbow drove into my ribs. Minnie had decided to take me out. Brett turned to me and I stared at him in panic, eyes bulging like one of Duncan’s goldfish.

‘Don’t throw to me,’ I tried to tell him. ‘Just give me a second to remember how to breathe.’

He realised what was up, so he pivoted left and right. I was sure he was going to get pinged for holding on too long, but then Sarah ducked out from behind her defender. Brett passed to her and I had another three whole seconds to get myself sorted out.

Holding my side I tried to find some space but Minnie was all over me. I zigged and zagged but I couldn’t lose her. Finally I actually ducked under her arm and for a millisecond I was in the clear.

‘Now! Sarah, pass it to me!’

The relief made my friend’s face light up. She bounced a pass, keeping it low. I grabbed the ball then turned to see what was going on in the circle.

Seamus was ducking and weaving like Mohammad Ali, keeping both their defenders busy — and giving Sarah the opening we needed. She came running in, I threw her the ball, and suddenly there was the world’s best twelve-year-old Goal Attack, standing a metre in front of the ring, about to take the shot that would win us the match.

Before letting go of the ball Sarah looked at Seamus and me and grinned. It was the easiest point we’d ever make …
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And the point was that just like any other group of players we had the right to be called a netball side. Even with three boys in the team.

I watched Brett go hooning over to Seamus after Sarah’s shot found the net. Seamus was standing calmly in the circle smiling, hands hanging loosely by his sides. Brett climbed him like a soccer player, punching his fist in the air like he’d won the World Cup. But except for wrapping one arm around Brett’s backside Seamus didn’t move a muscle. He just stood there, solid as a rock, the image of Kim Beazley the day he has a win.

Alex was standing next to Duncan and she was smiling at Seamus and Brett like Princess Mary. It was great to see them all feeling so good about themselves. It had been such a long, hard road — the season from hell.

Sometimes it hadn’t been any fun. And what’s the point in playing sport if no one’s having a good time? Often we’d only come back because of some stupid, stubborn streak, but once or twice it had seemed like we were on the verge of doing something really big. Sadly, those were the times when we’d shoot ourselves in the foot, saving everyone else the trouble. Still, here we were at the end of September, playing like we meant it and still together. And we’d just had a win.

‘Six months ago he might have walked off the court if he’d found himself facing this lot.’

Mum was standing next to me. I frowned at her. Who did she mean — Brett or Seamus? I didn’t have time to ask, the Santa Maria girls were leaving. Mum noticed at the same time I did.

 ‘Come on, we’ve got to give them a cheer.’

We’d never stuffed up any protocol before. I was playing captain, so it was up to me to get things organised. Brett was already heading over to his brother.

‘Brett! Come on! Get over here, you guys.’

Everyone came jogging over and they were smiling so much I was worried they’d do themselves injuries. Brett, the Michael Jordan of the netball courts; Seamus, the loveable Irish idiot; Duncan, champion of the Big Hang; Alex, the Tasmanian princess; Becky, netball’s pocket rocket; Sarah, not only the best twelve-year-old Goal Attack on Earth, but also the world’s number one best friend. Then there was me, Hayley Bryant. We formed a circle, linking arms.

‘Three cheers for Santa Maria,’ I led.

‘Hip, hip, hooray! Hip, hip, hooray! Hip, hip, hooray!’

The Santa Maria girls had clearly been thinking they could just sulk off. Thankfully their captain knew the code.

‘Three cheers for St Pat’s,’ she replied quietly. She didn’t sigh out loud, but she may as well have.

Without even gathering together, her team-mates mumbled the required response. Then with obvious relief they went to grab their gear. Before we broke up and went to mob our families, I led the umpire’s cheer.

‘Three cheers for the umpires!’

‘Hip, hip, hooray! Hip, hip, hooray! hip, hip, hooray …’

We would have cheered for anything at that point, but it didn’t make Santa Maria look especially good when they couldn’t even be bothered congratulating the umpires. It was ‘poor form’, to quote Grandad.

Brett and Duncan went to break away, but Mum had something to say first. She wriggled her way into the group, slotting in between Seamus and Beck. Leaning forwards with her hands on her thighs, she flicked her ponytail over her shoulder.

‘So how do you guys feel right now?’ she asked, smiling at each of us.

We all looked around the group. No one said a word. We just grinned and grinned …

‘There’ll be other moments in your lives when you feel as good as you do right now,’ Mum said. ‘Your wedding, the day your first baby’s born …’

No, Mum. Not babies! Beside me, Alex started to giggle, and glanced at the boys.

‘Oh, look, maybe when you get your first car then,’ Mum said, exasperated. We knew what she was trying to say.

‘But, do you know something?’ she went on bravely. ‘I think you’ll tell your kids about this year.’

Nobody laughed this time, even though she was talking about us having kids again. It was true and we knew it. We all suddenly understood we’d been given an opportunity to show everyone what we were made of, well first, to actually figure out what we were made of. As Grandad says, nothing worth anything comes for free.

‘Go on. Get your gear,’ Mum grinned.

We all straightened up and turned around to see our families gathered, waiting for us. Dad was standing behind Grandma’s wheelchair, while Grandad was leaning on his stick with one hand and the handle of Grandma’s chair with the other. With Dad home, both our grandparents could come out for the day.

Suddenly Seamus’s dad couldn’t help himself. He went over to Seamus and shook his hand hard. It was the cue for everyone. Brett gave his big brother, Kevin, a high five. Alex’s mum went gliding over and gave her daughter’s shoulders a squeeze. Becky’s dad actually picked her up and spun her around. Sarah’s mum, our Aunty Anita, came racing over and, together with Mum, crushed Sarah, Duncan and me in a huge hug. When the mums let go, Duncan and I went over to see the oldies.

‘Nice work, guys,’ Dad said, grinning.

Grandad chuckled and winked at me. He said, ‘That Wing Defence of their’s is a sly one.’

‘You were both excellent,’ Grandma interrupted in her little old lady’s voice, and reaching up she tucked her arm through the crook of Duncan’s elbow. I saw him wince as her blouse rubbed against his arm. He’d grazed his elbow in the second quarter. I knew there was no way he’d ever let on to Grandma how much it hurt.

Proudly, we went to grab our things before heading down to the local café, Arizona’s, to celebrate. We’d have to drop Grandma and Grandad back at the home first, Grandma looked like she needed a rest. Then it would be time for all the fries and Fanta we could take.

I hoped Brett wouldn’t drink too many sugary drinks and make a fool of himself again. After all, we were ambassadors now. We’d done more than simply win a game. We were seven kids who’d overcome a dozen hurdles. We were a team, a unit, the United Nations of netball, not the desperate bunch of idiots we’d been back at the beginning of the season …
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