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      Sport is one of the greatest character
builders that we have and Tennis Star
demonstrates this for young tennis fans
everywhere. Tennis Star highlights the life
skills and character-building attributes that
tennis has to offer a younger generation.
      

      
      Scott Draper, 2005 Australian Open
Mixed Doubles Champion

      
      At last, a great little novel about
sport — and other horrors!

      
      Gary Crew, four-times winner
CBCA Book of the Year
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      Pow! Across the net like a missile comes a 250 kilometre an hour serve.
      

      
      Whack! The world number two fires back an equally sensational return.
      

      
      The world number three runs down the ball like he’s an Energizer battery. He dives and, catching it with the tip of his racquet,
         he fires up an impossibly high defensive lob.
      

      
      The ball hangs in mid air and while the others stand watching, I, Nathan Taylor (or should I say, ‘Richard Krafter’, the coolest
         guy alive and the one-time world number one), scream in to the net. I point at the ball and pull back my racquet — and then I perform the most perfect overhead smash ever seen on this or any other planet.
      

      
      We win the point.

      
      The crowd erupts like Mt Etna.

      
      I cry out ‘Yes!’ and punch the air with my fist.

      
      Then just as I go to tear my shirt open the world number three pops his head up out of the garden.

      
      ‘You know, Nathan,’ he says. ‘If you could do that every time no one would be able to tell you and Richard Krafter apart.’

      
      That’s it. I’ll have to pummel him for that one.

      
      I run at my friend, roaring like a freight train, and hurl myself, bodily, into the sea of blue flowers. My other mates do
         the same and we end up in a heap, rolling about and laughing in the middle of the hydrangeas.
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      That’s what it was like whenever my friends and I got together to play tennis. We’d go down to the old rebound ace courts
         behind our school and between us find five dollars to give to Mr Newman. He knew us, so for five dollars he’d let us stay
         until someone with a booking turned up. He’d hang out in the shop and listen to sport on the radio while we played.
      

      
      We’d go down to court five and do what I reckon kids do everywhere. We’d pretend to be stars and throw ourselves around, hamming
         it up and sometimes pulling off sensational shots. Half the balls we started with would go over the fence on the school side
         and we’d pick them up later, sometimes finding a few extras, while the other half would go into the church car park. We never
         saw them again. We got told off too many times by the minister for lobbing balls onto the church roof.
      

      
      ‘God’s watching you, boys.’

      
      He’d be standing at the fence with fire and brimstone coming out of his ears and he’d shut us up for a while, especially on Sundays, but we couldn’t help ourselves. Someone would go for an impossible shot and
         tear their pants or something. Everyone would crack up and it would be on again. The Australian Open on raspberry cordial.
      

      
      David’s the biggest and he’s got black hair so he usually got to be the Scud or Carlos Moya. When Marat Safin won the Australian
         Open, he got to be him. Andrew’s blond, well kind of, but he’s got the fist pumping thing sorted out so he usually got to
         be Lleyton Hewitt and Renn could do the best American accent so, obviously, he was Andy Roddick.
      

      
      When Wimbledon was on David sometimes liked to pretend he was Tim Henman. It was just because he was the crowd favourite and
         it never lasted past the semis. While he was on his winning streak my friends fought over who got to be Roger Federer and
         just because Renn liked saying his name he sometimes decided to be Gustavo Kuerten.
      

      
      Renn’s a complete idiot. I don’t know why we hang out with him. If you were dumb enough to ask him who he was going to be he’d say, ‘Gooos-taaaav-ohhhh!’
      

      
      ‘Kuerten’ got the same treatment. Renn would stretch his mouth out like a frog and Kuerten would come out sounding like a
         stretched version of ‘curtain’.
      

      
      It was all good fun, but there was one part that used to bug me. I never got to choose who I was going to be.

      
      It didn’t matter whether we were playing at Roland Garros or Flushing Meadow, I never got the option, it was set in cement.
         I always had to be the one-time world number one, the nicest guy alive (which is an achievement for a sports star), the guy
         whose sweaty T-shirts fetch millions at auction and whose smelly trainers will one day be bronzed, the kid from Toowoomba
         with four sisters and ten brothers. Everyone’s favourite Aussie tennis star: Richard Krafter.
      

      
      You see, apparently we look so much alike that Richard Krafter and I could have been brothers. It’s true. Absolutely everybody
         says it. We’ve got the same brown hair, brown eyes, long face and nose, good teeth and I’ve got smile lines around my eyes
         even at my age. I can’t wait to grow a beard because I know exactly what it will look like.
      

      
      But the real give-away is the white patch in my hair. I don’t know how Rick got his, but Mum says mine just appeared about
         a month after I jumped off the shed roof. I was five and thought I could fly. My head connected with the lawn mower on the
         way down and that’s the spot that suddenly turned white.
      

      
      Over the years that spot’s given me heaps of trouble. My Year Three teacher nicknamed me ‘Dot’, I got cast as a wizard in
         a play in Year Four and in Year Five somebody started a rumour I was an alien. When I got to Year Seven though it was suddenly
         Rick Krafter, and short of shaving my head …
      

      
      But obviously looking like a thirteen-year-old version of the country’s favourite tennis star wasn’t always a bad thing. It
         was better than being called an alien. My friend Andrew knew how to make the most of it for both of us.
      

      
      Andrew’s pretty good-looking, I mean to girls he’s pretty good-looking, and sometimes he and I get admired — the natural pretty
         boy and the Richard Krafter pretender.
      

      
      It happened again the other day on the bus. We were on our way to Brookside, our local shopping centre, when these two hot
         girls got on. They gave us a look as they came walking down the aisle. The two seats in front of us were empty and that’s
         where they sat. For the rest of the trip they kept checking us out and whispering stuff.
      

      
      Anyway, just before we got there Andrew gave them his million-dollar smile then he gave me a nod and cool as anything said,
         ‘Would either of you girls like to meet Richard Krafter?’
      

      
      Girls would always do a double take whenever Andrew used that line, then everybody would crack up and the conversation would
         turn to the latest CD or something. Worked every time …
      

      
      
      Sometimes it didn’t feel entirely legit, using my likeness to Richard Krafter to get ahead. Still, I managed to convince myself
         it was something I could live with. At least I wasn’t like Renn; missing out completely. Renn’s too much of an individual.
         He’ll have to find someone totally unique.
      

      
      Magnetism aside though, it wasn’t all good. Like I said, it bugged me a bit that I never got to choose who I wanted to be
         when we were having a hit, but that wasn’t huge. I mean, that’s what you do. You niggle your mates about something that bugs
         them, you get pummelled and then everything’s fine. And obviously, the guy’s cool. It wasn’t like I always had to be John
         McEnroe or anything. That would have been really sad! No, the trouble only really started whenever I had to play serious tennis.
         Then, obviously, it was a drawback that I happened to look like somebody famous.
      

      
      To start with, whenever I had to play a proper game I thought I had to live up to people’s expectations. In my mind, just
         because I looked like Richard Krafter everybody expected me to play like Richard Krafter whenever I went out on court.
      

      
      Then there was my cheer squad.

      
      Mum, the head cheerleader, was cool. She used to say that I reminded her of Rick Krafter too, but she said it was because
         we ‘had the same soul’.
      

      
      ‘Leave it out, Mum,’ I’d say when she came up with a comment like that. She’d look at me and smile.

      
      ‘I just mean I think you both have beautiful insides.’

      
      I actually loved it when she said stuff like that. And of course, Mum never mentioned Rick’s name when I was out on court.
         She left that to her sister …
      

      
      Glenda Duxton.

      
      Super cringe.

      
      The woman who could embarrass Jim Carrey.

      
      Auntie Glenda never missed a match and she and her partner, Don Swan, weren’t just loud, they’d call out stuff like, ‘Come on, Rick. Let’s show ’em a bit of that old Krafter magic.’
      

      
      All the pressure added up to some pretty high-level tension and that’s no good for your game. When I was just having fun I
         could occasionally turn the ball into a tennis bomb. I was even OK in my Wednesday-night training squad session — just six
         kids and Mr Newman firing balls at us like a machine-gun. But when I hit the big time, and by that I mean playing in our big
         time, high profile, local tennis competition, well, I suppose I probably took the whole thing too seriously.
      

      
      So I still can’t believe that despite everything I once actually managed to make it into the Western District Under-14 Boys’
         A-Grade Final!
      

      
      Me.

      
      Nathan Taylor.

      
      Mr Looks-good-but (unless he’s just mucking around with his mates) usually-plays-pretty-average.

      
      
      And I still can’t quite believe all the stuff that happened afterwards either. Fame and fortune for a kid with such a big
         hang-up about looking like Richard Krafter that he sometimes felt pressure playing tennis at home on the PlayStation!
      

      
      Who would have thought?
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      ‘Like an egg in a microwave’ is the best way to describe how I felt when I woke up on the morning of the final. All night
         my head had been spinning and then just before dawn I’d had this dream where the pressure built up so much my eyeballs exploded.
         The dream had left me panting and sweaty, like I’d played a three-hour tennis match already, so I wasn’t impressed when I
         sat up in bed and discovered it was still only half-past five.
      

      
      Sitting there in the dark I figured I had a couple of options. I could either go back to sleep, or get out of bed and fire
         up the computer. I lay back down but after about ten minutes of tossing and turning it was obvious option one wasn’t going to happen.
         It occurred to me that if I went with option two our clunky old keyboard would wake Mum up for sure. In the end I rolled over
         so I was facing my bedside table and lay there watching the numbers on my digital alarm clock tick over.
      

      
      6:00, 6:01, 6:02 …

      
      It was seriously exciting stuff.

      
      Birds tweeted outside and the sun got brighter through the blinds. At quarter to seven Mum finally poked her head in. She
         had her excited-puppy face on. It quickly disappeared.
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter with you?’

      
      I sat up and rubbed my eyes.

      
      ‘Didn’t sleep very well.’

      
      ‘Oh well, never mind.’

      
      A blob of sleep on my eyeball was making her look all blurry. Cheerful as anything again she retied her dressing gown, and
         then she gave me one of her it’s-a-beautiful-day smiles.
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