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      For Damian

      




      
      
      one

      
      It was a free kick about fifteen metres outside the penalty area. Ryan Giggs stood over the ball. Checked the distance. Shook
         his head and walked away.
      

      
      David Beckham ambled over from the right wing. He was waaaay too cool to jog across. Even the referee knew that and thought
         he might add on a bit of “cool” time following injury time at the end of the game.
      

      
      Goldenbollocks flicked the hair out of his eyes. ‘What do you reckon?’

      
      ‘It’s a long way out.’

      
      
      ‘Too far for me,’ said David Beckham. ‘It’s up to you, Splinters.’

      
      Splinters gulped and picked up the ball. He dried it on his shirt and placed it carefully back on the hallowed turf.

      
      Even though the free kick was over thirty metres out, the Arsenal defence had still put up a wall. The eight players in the
         wall stood trembling shoulder to shoulder, their hands covering their kegs.
      

      
      The Arsenal goaldy, David Seaman, looked minuscule between the posts from this distance. Splinters couldn’t even make out
         his moustache and ponytail.
      

      
      ‘You can do it, Splinters,’ said Roy Keane, the team captain.

      
      ‘Yeah, Splinters,’ said Andy Cole. ‘You’re the best.’

      
      From behind, Splinters could hear the back four, ‘Go, Splinters. Hurrah, Splinters. You’ve got the best boots, Splinters.
         You’re a legend, Splinters.’
      

      
      ‘ONE MARK (SPLINTERS) WOLSELY,’ chanted the crowd. ‘THERE’S ONLY ONE MARK (SPLINTERS) WOLSELY. ONE MARK (SPLINTERS) WOOOOOOLSELY. THERE’S ONLY ONE MARK (SPLINTERS)
         WOLSELY’
      

      
      Everyone knew how important this was. That’s why Arsenal had erected the wall. Nobody in the world could score from this far
         out. But they weren’t taking any chances. If this went in, Manchester United would be the greatest team of all time.
      

      
      With only about two seconds left on the clock and scores level, Ole Gunnar Solskjaer had been hacked down way outside the
         box. Martin Keown had rightly been given an early shower. But now there was no injury time and only about ten seconds of cool
         time remaining.
      

      
      ‘It’s too far out for Beckham and Giggs,’ said the commentator to the billions watching on tv. ‘They’ve left it to young Splinters.’
      

      
      ‘What a responsibility,’ said the co-commentator. ‘And he’s only thirteen years old.’
      

      
      
      ‘An amazing story. Alex Ferguson goes on holiday to Australia and finds him playing for the Western Wildcats Under 13 Bs. Signs
            him up. Makes him leave school. Brings him back to England. Now he’s living in a mansion with servants and maids and stuff.’
      

      
      ‘I was talking to Posh this morning,’ said David Beckham. ‘She reckons that Sporty Spice likes you heaps. If you score from
         this free kick, she’ll want to go out with you for sure, I reckon.’
      

      
      ‘C’mon, Splinters,’ said Ole Gunnar Solskjaer in his unmistakable Norwegian accent. ‘If you get this, you’ll be the best player
         ever.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Ole Gunnar Solskjaer,’ said Splinters. He was so new to the team that he still didn’t know where the nimble Norwegian
         striker’s first name ended and his last name began.
      

      
      ‘If you’ve just joined us,’ intoned the commentator, ‘it’s five–all here at the reforb … refub … brand new Wembley Stadium in the match to see which is the greatest team in the history of the universe. Splinters has scored all five for United, while in
            reply for Arsenal there have been Henry, Bergkamp and three own goals from Gary Neville. And now it’s a free kick to United
            with only seconds left. It’s too far out for Ryan Giggs and David Beckham. They’ve left it to Splinters.’
      

      
      ‘If he scores from here,’ the co-commentator finally got a word in, ‘not only will United be the best team of all time in the history of the universe, and Splinters the greatest player, Sporty
            Spice will probably want to go out to the movies with him.’
      

      
      Splinters paced slowly back. At over thirty metres out, he was going to need a serious run-up for this. Maybe over half the
         length of the field. Because of the structure of the wall, he couldn’t even see the goal. That was good. It meant that David
         Seaman wouldn’t be able to see the ball, and with any luck by the time he did, it would be in the back of the net.
      

      
      
      Splinters bent down, wiped the outside of his right Predator, stood up and took off like a greyhound with the runs.

      
      ‘Splinters has started his run-up,’ said the commentator. ‘It might just be the longest run-up in the history of soccer.’
      

      
      ‘Or football as we call it over here in Pommy land,’ said the co-commentator.
      

      
      ‘It’s such a long run-up, but, he’s had to stop for a break.’
      

      
      ‘He’s off again now, but.’
      

      
      ‘Look at him go.’
      

      
      ‘Go, Splinters,’ said David Beckham. ‘You’re the best free kicker in the world.’

      
      ‘Great connection! It’s zoomed past the wall like an out-of-control fighter jet. Seaman hasn’t seen it.’
      

      
      ‘OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH,’ the whole crowd groaned.

      
      ‘Centimetres wide.’
      

      
      ‘But wait. The referee is pointing at the wall. They must have moved. He’ll have to take it again.’
      

      
      ‘You could hardly blame them, but. Probably cacking their daks at the power in his Predators.’
      

      
      Splinters reduced the length of his run-up for the second attempt.

      
      ‘OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.’

      
      ‘Again he’s just wide. But of course the tackle on Ole Gunnar Solskjaer was so bad that Splinters gets another chance.’
      

      
      ‘OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.’

      
      ‘Two out of three.’
      

      
      ‘OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.’

      
      ‘Five out of ten.’
      

      
      ‘OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH.’

      
      ‘Oops,’ said Splinters, after he’d knocked a tomato off Arsenal’s left-hand post with his ninth free kick. He wondered if he could superglue it back on.
      

      
      ‘OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH, Mark! What are you doing?’ came a voice from the crowd.

      
      The greatest player in the history of the universe turned round and found his father standing on the Wembley steps, glaring
         at him.
      

      
      ‘Not my tomatoes!’

      
      ‘I didn’t do it,’ said Splinters. He pointed at Arsenal’s left-hand post. ‘It was already like that.’

      
      Splinters’ father walked down the Wembley steps and out onto the field.

      
      ‘It looks like a pitch invasion,’ said the commentator quietly.
      

      
      ‘What did you say?’

      
      ‘Nothing, Dad.’

      
      ‘Looks like there will have to be a replay,’ whispered the commentator. ‘When the police clear the pitch.’
      

      
      
      ‘Mark! I’ve warned you about playing soccer in the backyard,’ said Splinters’ father.

      
      ‘It’s called football in Pommy land,’ said Splinters.

      
      ‘Well, whatever it’s called,’ said Splinters’ father, ‘I don’t want you playing it in the backyard. How many more times—?’

      
      ‘But, Dad!’ interrupted Splinters. ‘How can I be the next David Beckham if I can’t practise my free kicks?’

      
      ‘You can practise your free kicks wherever you like. Just not in the backyard. Crystal?’

      
      ‘I bet David Beckham’s old man used to let him practise his free kicks in their backyard.’
      

      
      Splinters’ father busied himself with the task of tying tomatoes to stakes. ‘And I bet that David Beckham’s father didn’t have a vegetable patch.’
      

      
      Splinters mumbled something along the lines of the vegetables being stupid.

      
      ‘David Beckham, eat this!’ snapped Splinters’ father, hurling a rotten tomato at him.
      

      
      Adroitly, Splinters stepped aside as the tomato flew by like a kamikaze magpie. He was only halfway through suggesting that
         his father should bite him when a follow-up smacked him in the side of his face with a sort of wet ffflllooopppp.
      

      
      He’d only had enough time to wipe the red gunk off his face when he spotted another in-bound. ‘Stop it, Dad!’ This one was
         at waist height. He moved to one side and volleyed it expertly back towards his father. Unfortunately things didn’t go exactly
         to plan and the tomato exploded all over his right boot.
      

      
      Splinters looked down at his Predator while his mouth gasped for air like a puffer fish that had just leapt out of its bowl
         with nobody around but the family cat to keep it company.
      

      
      Splinters’ father turned the hose on Splinters’ face and feet.

      
      
      ‘Don’t, you idiot!’ gurgled Splinters. ‘They’ll get waterlogged.’

      
      ‘Idiot, am I?’ He turned the tap on full bore.

      
      ‘Noooooooooooooooooooooooo!’ Splinters went tearing across the yard towards the back door, propelled along by a powerful spa
         jet up his butt.
      

   



      
      
      two

      
      The previous evening Gazza had gazed out from the former tallest revolving restaurant in the southern hemisphere and tried
         to take everything in.
      

      
      She pointed towards a twinkling haze on the horizon. ‘Look, Mum. You’ve left your bedroom light on.’

      
      ‘Ha, ha,’ said Gazza’s mother, following her daughter’s pointing finger out into the night sky over Sydney. ‘I’ve left the
         landing light on too. Look, there’s four jumbo jets on our front porch.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s not bad.’ Gazza toyed with her chilli tiger prawns. She knew what was coming. You didn’t get to have dinner at the
         Summit without there being a catch. Marriage proposal. Marriage bust-up. Anniversary. Birthday. Hot date. Whatever. There
         was always a reason. Unless you were in town on business and somebody else was paying. No such thing as a free dinner.
      

      
      ‘Good food?’

      
      ‘Great,’ said Gazza. ‘No better than you could do, though.’ Of course it wasn’t. Her mother was a chef.

      
      Gazza’s mother beamed. ‘Thank you, Sweetie.’

      
      The way they were seated Gazza was revolving in reverse. Though, given what she knew for certain was coming, Gazza felt that
         her mother was the one who was going backwards.
      

      
      ‘Nice vat of wine?’ said Gazza with a half-smile. ‘Sorry. Glass.’

      
      
      ‘I can have a little drink tonight, can’t I?’ said her mother. ‘We’re taking a taxi home.’

      
      ‘Just don’t embarrass me, Mum,’ pleaded Gazza.

      
      ‘I don’t embarrass you, do I? You’re just saying that.’

      
      ‘You’re already giving the waiter the eye,’ said Gazza. ‘A couple more glasses and you’ll start thinking that he’s giving
         it to you.’
      

      
      Her mother flicked the hair out of her eyes. ‘That sooooooo isn’t fair, Peta.’

      
      ‘And don’t be a valley girl,’ replied Gazza. ‘That sooooooo doesn’t suit you.’

      
      ‘Hey, look,’ said Gazza’s mother, getting excited and changing the subject. ‘There really is a plane. Oh and look. You can
         see all the way to the airport. Look at the lights.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure the pilots find that a huge relief,’ said Gazza.

      
      ‘Don’t be sarcastic. This is supposed to be a happy occasion.’

      
      This was it.

      
      
      Gazza decided to get in first. ‘Speaking of airports. When?’

      
      Her mother looked startled. Good. ‘When what, darling?’

      
      ‘You know what. When?’

      
      Gazza’s mother gulped and reached for her glass. Gazza held out her hand and stopped her.

      
      ‘Don’t swallow any more liquid courage. Tell me straight. I deserve that.’

      
      ‘You’ve been reading my mail again, haven’t you?’ snapped her mother.

      
      It wasn’t just the mail. There were all those midnight phone calls too. ‘That’s not telling me straight.’

      
      ‘Don’t get smart with me, my girl. I’ve just about had it with your attitude tonight.’

      
      Gazza let go of her mother’s hand, sat back in her chair and rolled her eyes.

      
      ‘You just think I’m some washed up old cook don’t you?’ She drained her glass and poured another. ‘I’m only thirty-six. I
         still feel like a kid myself most of the time. I’ve done everything to make this work with just the two of us and it hasn’t been easy. I’ve given you the best years of my life.’
      

      
      Gazza poured herself a glass of water as she stared at her mother. ‘The best years of your life? You may as well take them
         back. They haven’t done me any good.’
      

      
      Gazza suddenly found herself dripping.

      [image: image]

      
      ‘Peta. Are you in there?’ Gazza’s mother tapped gently on the cubicle door. ‘I know you’re in there, Sweetie. It’s the only
         door that’s locked.’
      

      
      ‘Leave me alone.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ continued her mother. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’

      
      ‘Water,’ replied Gazza from inside the cubicle. ‘That’s what came over me.’ She unlocked the door and stepped out. ‘You could
         at least have thrown your wine.’ Gazza walked over to the sink, wet the rest of her hair and slicked it back.’
      

      
      
      ‘I am sorry, darling. Do you want a scrunchie?’

      
      Gazza nodded.

      
      Her mother fished inside her bag. Like all women’s handbags it was a black hole. Apart from the arsenal of face-painting paraphernalia,
         there were bits of chewing gum stretching back to the Jurassic Period. And a couple of one and two cent pieces. An interesting
         collection of Swiss francs, German deutschmarks, Italian lire, and Icelandic krónur, all of which were bound to come in handy
         one day, though perhaps not today. Enough stationery to start a newsagent. And an assortment of scrunchies.
      

      
      Gazza’s mother gently pulled back her daughter’s hair, tied it up, stroked it several times. ‘I really am sorry. That was
         out of line.’
      

      
      Gazza turned around to face her mother. ‘No. I was out of line. I’m the one who should be sorry.’

      
      Her mother held out her arms. ‘Need a hug.’

      
      
      ‘Come here,’ said Gazza, squeezing her tightly. ‘Where?’

      
      Her mother kissed the top of her daughter’s wet head. ‘Hull.’

      
      ‘Hull?’

      
      ‘Assistant coach.’

      
      ‘Hull?’
      

      
      ‘We’re not going to be living there. He’s going to commute from—’

      
      ‘Paris?’ interrupted Gazza. ‘Prague. Vienna.’

      
      ‘Bridlington.’

      
      Gazza shrugged. That wouldn’t be too bad she supposed. It wasn’t Manly, but at least it was on the coast.

      
      They returned to their table, hand in hand, and just in time for dessert.

      
      ‘What about the “S” word?’ said Gazza. She scooped up a serious mouthful of chocolate mousse.

      
      ‘Sandra? She’s gone back to her husband.’

      
      Gazza shook her head. Somebody had actually married that peroxided scarecrow? She supposed she was lucky they had, or the scarecrow might have ended up her stepmother. Imagine that. “Gazzarella. You will
         not be going to the ball. Now clean your room. Scrub the floor. Polish the furniture. Vacuum the carpet. Cook the dinner.”
      

      
      “Hey, wicked stepmother. Bite me!”

      
      Gazza sipped her coffee. She’d be up all night after this, probably packing. ‘If he wants us back so badly, why can’t he come
         out here?’
      

      
      ‘Because I can get a job anywhere. There’s not a lot of call for ex-professional football players in Sydney. Back home he’s
         got a bit of kudos at least. Men need that, I’m afraid. Need to feel like they’re important. Well, your father does, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sick of moving, Mum. Just sick of it.’

      
      ‘I know you are, Sweetie. We’ve asked a lot of you. I promise you this much, when we settle down this time, it will be until
         you’ve finished high school. Finished your A-levels.’
      

      
      Gazza sighed. ‘Okay.’

      
      ‘I know you’ve got your little friend from your football team,’ said her mother. ‘Paul Underwood, isn’t it?’
      

      
      ‘Nuke,’ Gazza corrected her. She was going to correct her on the “little friend” bit too, but decided to let it slide. It
         was patronising; especially considering the fact that Nuke was already taller than both of them. But Gazza had had enough
         of the bickering.
      

      
      And she didn’t want to wear any more water.

      
      ‘Is it going to work this time?’

      
      Gazza’s mother stirred her coffee. ‘No guarantees. But we’re both determined to make it work, that much I can promise.’
      

      
      Gazza looked out at the dazzling array of illuminations that stretched to the horizon. Sydney looked like fairyland from up
         here. A million jewels in a glittering tiara. But it was just a façade. Nothing but a bunch of house and street lights.
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