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one



The Gaffer closed the door to his office and ruled a line down the centre of his whiteboard. On the left-hand side he wrote “Weaknesses” and on the right “Strengths”. Then he realised that his line was a bit skewed so he rubbed it out and moved it to the right so that eighty per cent of the whiteboard now fell under “Weaknesses”.


One of the benefits of being a public servant, apart from being able to wear shorts and pull-up socks to the office, was the freedom it afforded the Gaffer to spend great swathes of time not actually serving the public.


But, he figured, the Wildcats were part of the public, and as their coach he was going to be serving them. So he was sort of working.


He decided to start at the back and work his way to the strikers.


Ashley “Smokin” Charred was the goalkeeper, if only in name. The Gaffer couldn’t recall Smokin doing a whole lot of goalkeeping in the time that he’d known him, especially last season. For a start his positional sense was atrocious. Smokin didn’t believe in pacing around the penalty box like a caged tiger when the ball was up the other end of the field—rare as it was. Instead he could regularly be found leaning against the goalpost, slurping a Chupa Chup or sucking down a Dorrie Deathstick if he’d managed to bum one from one of his mates in the Under 16s. Sometimes he would get involved in animated conversations with passers-by, quite possibly about his positional sense. The argument would only be interrupted when Smokin had to peel away to retrieve the ball from the back of the net.


Quite often when a team was as bad as the Wildcats were last season, it was usually the goalkeeper who managed to shine by pulling off a number of excellent saves in a ten nil loss. But Smokin had conceded 117 goals last season without ever pulling off even one half-decent save. Apart from a little nicotine yellowing and Chupa Chup residue, his brand new goalkeeping gloves had remained stain free for the entire season. The local paper had run a story about Smokin’s staggering inability to keep the ball out of the net. The photographer had managed to find 117 balls, placed them strategically in the goal and snapped Smokin leaning against the post, slurping a Chupa Chup in a detached sort of manner. He seemed to be saying that pretty soon anybody who was anybody would be letting in 117 goals in a single season.


The Gaffer flipped the lid off his whiteboard marker and set to work on Smokin.


Weaknesses


[image: images] Poor positional sense.


[image: images] Cannot kick the ball accurately with left foot.


[image: images] Cannot kick the ball accurately with right foot.


[image: images] Cannot take goal kicks. Throw-in usually does this for him but they tend to go out of play.


[image: images] Thinks his position is called “goaldy”.


[image: images] Regularly lets the ball go through his legs.


[image: images] Cannot handle crosses (throws his gloves at the ball).


[image: images] Doesn’t narrow the angle in a one-on-one (calls the striker names instead).


[image: images] Regularly goes off to the toilet during games without telling anybody.


[image: images] Regularly goes off to the canteen during games without telling anybody.


[image: images] Regularly wanders off over the hill to watch the rugby union during games without telling anybody.


[image: images] Regularly goes home during games without telling anybody.


[image: images] Constantly pestering me to nick Pacific Ocean charts from the Maritime Department for his father for some unknown reason.


[image: images] Hand currently broken in several places.


Strengths


[image: images] Has newish gloves.





The Gaffer slumped into his chair and looked at his whiteboard. He wondered if he should send Smokin a copy of his observations, and whether or not Smokin would view the mammoth list as constructive criticism or knee him in the nads. It was probably best not to risk it.


Smokin was a nice enough kid really, though the Gaffer had noticed that the rest of the team tended to be on their guard around him, particularly if he’d let in double figures during a game.


Eric reckoned that it was only a matter of time before Smokin bought himself a tow-truck, moved to a small town in the country, and acquired himself a Rottweiler.


Still, the Gaffer supposed he couldn’t expect a lot from this branch of the Charred family tree, which had obviously been doused with a fair bit of weedkiller.





two



‘Ashley!’ snapped Smokin’s father, practically breaking down his bedroom door. ‘Get your useless backside out of bed and off to school.’


Smokin hit daylight and stared out at the blurred image of his father, whose shape wasn’t overly improved by coming into focus. ‘Can I have the day off? It’s Friday and we’re not doing much, and it’s the first game of the season tomorrow.’


‘No you bloody well can’t! It’s only a trial game anyway,’ exhaled Bob Charred, and the foetid aroma of last night’s six pack and carton of extra-mild Dorries wafted into the room. ‘Get yourself an educashun, or you’ll end up like that other useless pair.’ There was a time when Bob Charred had held high hopes for his three sons. These days though he’d have settled for keeping them out of prison. With Jamie inside for unarmed robbery and the eldest, Bobby Junior, out on parole for drug trafficking, he had to admit that he’d been a bit of a failure. ‘Anyway. You can’t play goaldy with your hand like that.’


Smokin tapped his cast against his bedside table and with his good hand peeled his first Chupa Chup of the day. ‘I’m playing in the outfield probably. Maximum Payne’s playing goaldy till I get my cast off.’


‘Did you get me them ocean charts off Roger Underwood yet?’


‘Nup. I asked him but.’ Smokin twirled his tongue around his chocolate and banana breakfast. ‘What do you want them for anyway? You gunna start work on the boat again?’


‘It’s a junk,’ said Bob Charred. ‘And yeah, I thought I might give it another bash.’


Smokin had noticed that a flourish in his old man’s boat building always seemed to arrive just after he’d had a major blue with the old lady. And last night there’d been a particularly long discussion about just exactly what sort of a complete loser his dad really was.


‘Yep,’ said Bob Charred. ‘Reckon I just might give it another go.’
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Bob Charred slumped into his deckchair on the back patio and fired up his first Dorrie of the day. He cleared his throat and sent a green jet arcing past the clothesline and onto the concrete with a heavy blatter. Almost a record.


He was a man’s man, proud of the fact that he hadn’t cried since his old man had gone missing off Mollymook when he’d been about nine. None of this modern male stuff for Bob Charred. If he wanted to get in touch with his feminine side, he’d reach over and give Beryl a tickle.


He would have been the first to admit that he didn’t know much at all about politics. Didn’t give a rat’s about it if he was going to be brutally honest. He’d voted for One Nation in the last federal election. Not because he agreed with its policies; for starters they didn’t appear to have any, except for maybe sending all the Asians back, cutting off benefits for the Aborigines, and printing money. Nope. He’d voted for One Nation, not because of his political beliefs, but simply because he knew a good sort when he saw one and that Pauline Hanson was a bit of a babe. As cute as she was though, he couldn’t for the life of him understand her gripe about Asians. He’d worked with plenty of them down the years and they were usually a good bunch a blokes. Good cooks too, as a rule.


But living in the suburbs just didn’t agree with a seafaring man like Bob Charred. His father, grandfather and two of his uncles had worked the trawlers all their lives and he would have too if it hadn’t been for his old lady and her silly superstitions. The Charred men had been blessed with strong and sturdy sea legs, right up to the day they’d gone overboard. Having lost her husband, father and two brothers to the big sea, old Mrs Charred had promptly moved what was left of the family upstate and inland in the hope of keeping the salt water out of little Bobby’s lungs. She was so determined not to lose another Charred to the sea sirens that she hadn’t even allowed Bobby to have the swimming lessons that were compulsory at school. So as a result poor little Bobby Charred didn’t know the first thing about breast-stroke, backstroke, butterfly, freestyle, side-stroke, treading water or even dog paddle. His friends went about bombing and jack-knifing in nearby Wentworthville Pool, while he had to sit on the hill with his non-swimming quarter price entrance ticket and mind their school bags and pre-frozen bottles of cordial. He knew as much about irony as he did about swimming but he did wonder if in fact the best method of preventing somebody you loved from drowning would be to stop them learning to swim.


But old Granny Charred had kept the promise to herself. She may even have been reflecting on this while she relaxed in the bath two days short of her eightieth year. And as the stroke had gripped her frail old body, she would have slipped gurgling beneath the water, secure at least in the knowledge that she hadn’t lost anybody else to drowning.


So, despite his old lady’s best efforts, the sea was definitely in Bob Charred’s blood. Okay it was probably well diluted by now with nicotine and alcohol, but in his rare sober moments he was positive he could feel it coursing through his veins. And when his child-rearing responsibilities were behind him, or at least fully assumed by the various State correctional institutions, he was going to put to sea. Put to sea and sail around the world for the rest of his life, which, if fate was up to her old tricks, he realised mightn’t be that long.


Bob Charred fired up his second Dorrie and looked over at the mouldy, rotting and warped skeleton, which had been festering up in the corner of the backyard for the best part of a decade now. It was buried beneath so much magpie crap as to make it largely unrecognisable and seriously unseaworthy. He figured he should probably put a cover over it. Should probably put a match to the lot and start again to be perfectly honest, and do it right this time.


He’d been studying winds, currents, rigging and rudimentary boat building through the local library for years (and supposed he should probably take the books back sometime). True, he’d never actually been in a boat on the harbour, let alone at sea, but he had the theory down pat and reckoned he’d learn a thing or two on the way out through the Heads.
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