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one



‘I knew the ump was the opener’s old man,’ said Paul Underwood, better known as Nuke, as he held court by the pool. ‘It was just so obvious.’ A legendary fast bowler in summer, he became a robust, hard-tackling midfielder in winter. The rest of the Western Wildcats Under 15 D’s knew that he could walk into the A team if he wanted to. But as far as Nuke was concerned, soccer was there to fill in the months until the cricket season came around. Not like it was for those David Beckham wannabes in the As.


‘How’d you know it was his old man?’ asked Tangles, the right winger, who ran like a gazelle but had the ball control of a blind elephant. He would get to the ball long before anybody else, his dreadlocks flapping in the breeze, but then he either stood on it, his feet became tangled around each other, he found himself being tackled by the corner flag, or if it was wet and he was wearing the wrong studs, he careered down the hill behind the goal and smashed into the cyclone fence which bordered Binnalong Oval and the primary school.


‘Well they both had the same curly red hair. Looked like a couple of upside-down mops. That plus when they were fielding, this woman kept shouting, “Good decision, Dougie”, “Fielded, Dougie junior”. She also had the same sort of hair, as if someone had been dipping her headfirst into a bucket of rusty water.’


‘Did you bounce him?’ asked Ashley Charred, the goalkeeper. He smoked Chupa Chups during the game.


‘Too obvious. First ball, warm-up. Three-quarter pace outswinger. It was still rising when it got to him. Flapped at it like he was swatting blowflies.’


‘What a loser,’ said Mark Wolsely, who still had dried gravy around his mouth left over from his breakfast pies. The team’s permanent substitute, he was nicknamed Splinters owing to the amount of time he’d spent on the bench. It didn’t bother the Wildcats that there wasn’t actually a bench and that Splinters had to stand on the small hill beside the field or run up and down the sideline with his bucket and sponge. Splinters it was.


‘At least he was good enough to get a bit of bat on it, Splinters,’ said Nuke. ‘You wouldn’t have got near it.’


‘So what happened, Nuke?’ Tangles asked.


‘Thick edge. Straight to the keeper. Regulation catch. Everyone goes up. I turn to the ump and goes, “HowIsHe?”. Ump shakes his head. I just stand there looking at him. “Flicked his pads,” he goes. I goes, “As if!” But I cough it so I won’t get a warning, right? I get the ball, walk back and double my run-up. Come steaming in, let it go and it’s on fire. Full pace, straight as, but with a little bit of outswing. Hero tries to play forward.’


‘As if!’


‘Exactly. It smashes into his front pad, carries on and nearly takes off his back pad. Plum as. I think he’s walking at first, but nobody walks for LB, and he’s just hobbling away for some relief. Drops his bat, rips off his gloves and he’s rubbing his shin and calf like they’re on fire.’


‘Ump give him?’ slurped Ashley Charred through a Chupa Chup. He would have been known as Chupas, except that his own nicotine-fuelled name was too good not to play on.


‘What do you reckon, Smokin?’ said Nuke. ‘LB and it’s his old man. We all go up. I put up both fingers, pleading like, you know? Even his mum starts getting his jumper ready.’


‘Gotta be out,’ said Tangles.


‘Plum as, but the ump just shakes his head.’


‘What did you do?’ asked Splinters.


‘I just look at him like he’s escaped from a mental home and stuff, and he goes, “Missing leg”. I look at the kid lying on the ground. His coach’s got the bucket and magic sponge working overtime. “Missing leg?” I go. “Almost broke both of them.” So he goes, “Benefit of the doubt to the batsman”.’


‘What did you say?’ asked Tangles.


‘I just cough, “I’m going to blast his head off, you cheating scumbag,” but I run out of coughs, so he says, “You’re walking a very fine line, bowler”.’


‘What did your old man say?’ asked Tommy Own-goal Ho, who had earned his nickname for obvious reasons. His most spectacular effort had come by way of a penalty. Miraculously Smokin had managed to beat the taker’s shot away, but the ball landed at Own-goal’s feet and in trying to kick it out for a corner, he’d hammered it past the hapless Smokin’s head and into the net with such venom that Smokin had bitten his Chupa Chup stick in half.


‘Dad was the square leg ump. Just gave me the look ’cause I was abusing the other ump. Next ball I start my run up from the rugby union oval. Got to run up the hill, down the other side, hurdle the boundary rope. I am steamin’ in. Ball comes out of my hand like a missile. It’s got smoke coming off it.’


‘Bouncer?’ asked Splinters.


‘Yorker. Best of my career. Would have taken the kid’s foot off if it had swung a bit more.’


‘Bowl him?’ asked Smokin.


‘Didn’t just bowl him. Middle stump snapped in half! Off stump goes spinning through the air to second slip. If he hadn’t ducked, it would have speared him through the head. Leg takes off like a javelin. Ended up in the school.’


‘You must have gone berko,’ suggested Tangles.


‘Nah. I just turned to the ump, real slow like and goes, “That’s gotta be pretty close?”.’





two



‘Yeah, bull!’ coughed Nuke’s older brother Eric, who was blowing animal balloons as he always did at parties.


‘What would you know, Pizza Features?’ snapped Nuke. ‘You weren’t there.’


‘Well, Paul—’


‘Call him Nuke, Spaghetti Legs!’ demanded Splinters. Eric’s body always seemed to remind people of an Italian restaurant.


‘Yeah right,’ continued Eric. ‘I heard that joke, Puke, when I was a kid.’


‘So the ump give him?’ asked Smokin, ignoring Eric.


‘Nup. He’s no-balled me. Didn’t even bowl a maiden. Sean O’Malley got him next over, caught and bowled.’
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The team was having its pre-season barbecue. Only seven players had re-registered from last year’s Under 14 D’s—Nuke, Splinters, Own-goal, Tangles, Smokin, Throw-in, and Wedgie—but only five of them had turned up for the barbecue. Throw-in, the right back, who seemed to kick the ball out every time he got anywhere near it, was on holidays in England with his parents. And Wedgie, the non-goal-scoring striker, whose oversized Bonds underpants were usually up round his head, was apparently in hospital having a hernia operation.


‘Wasn’t just a wedgie, Nuke,’ said Own-goal. ‘They went atomic on him.’


‘Man. His brothers are animals,’ said Nuke, shaking his head. ‘Twin morons. They’re in Eric’s year, but he hides from them in the library.’


‘Well I heard,’ offered Smokin, ‘that it wasn’t atomic. They went hydrogen.’


‘There’s no such thing as a hydrogen wedgie,’ said Tangles.


‘Wedgie’s brothers invented it,’ said Smokin. ‘They also invented the pyjama wedgie, Speedo wedgie, and the bungee wedgie, which is like the ultimate.’


‘What is it?’ asked Splinters.


‘Don’t tie the bungee cord to your feet, but to your jocks.’


‘Ouch!’


‘So what’s a hydrogen wedgie?’ asked Nuke.


‘An atomic wedgie gets your undies label reefed up over your head, right?’ continued Smokin, who was an expert in all things wedged. He’d invented a couple of his own and couldn’t wait for Wedgie to come out of hospital so that he could try them out.


‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.’


‘A hydrogen wedgie is about ten times worse. They reef the left leg side of your undies up over your head and down to your right shoulder, and the right side up, over and onto your left shoulder.’


‘Oh, man.’


Smokin continued, ‘Wedgie had to walk on tiptoes to the phone to call his mum. Police rescue had to come and cut him out.’


‘Helicopter?’


‘Yeah,’ said Smokin. ‘Landed in his back garden. Propellers got caught up in their clothesline.’


Eric coughed another BS.





three



Nuke’s father had volunteered to coach the team this season. Own-goal’s father, Own-goal Senior, had resigned as coach partly because he wanted to spend more time playing golf, but mostly because of the poor run of results the previous season:





















	Played
	Won
	Drawn
	Lost
	For
	Against




	20
	0
	0
	20
	0
	117






The opposition had managed to crack the tonne, mostly thanks to Own-goal who had himself contributed 25 goals to the cause, which was a new club record for either net.


‘Well I reckon,’ said Tangles’ father, ‘that they’ve got to be fitter. Thirty laps round the oval before each training session.’


‘They’ll be too tired for the weekend’s game,’ said Roger Underwood. He prodded the sausages on the barbecue with his giant wooden fork.


‘Nah,’ said Splinters’ father Stan Wolsely. ‘You shouldn’t run them at all: that way they’ll be rarin’ to go on Saturday.’


‘They’ve got to learn how to hate the ball,’ said Smokin’s father Bob Charred. ‘Kick the cover off it. It’s their enemy.’


Tangles’ father, Drago Petrovic disagreed. ‘No! Teach ’em to respect the ball, Roger. Caress it to each other and into the net. It should be their friend. They have to love it.’


‘Hate,’ insisted Smokin’s father.


‘Love,’ replied Tangles’ father.


‘Hate. You don’t see Alan Shearer caressing the ball do you?’


‘Yes you do.’


‘You seen him take a penalty? Nearly takes the back of the net off.’


‘Shootin’s different,’ conceded Tangles’ father.


‘What about that centre back takin’ that penalty for England in the European Championship final?’ said Smokin’s father. Point proved.


‘Semi-final,’ corrected Tangles’ father. ‘Gareth Southgate.’


‘He tried to caress it in and look where it got him.’


‘Well what about Stuart Pearce and Chris Waddle in the 1990 World Cup semi?’ countered Tangles’ father. ‘They tried to belt it in and look where it got them. Waddle’s ball hit the Mir space station.’


‘Geez, Roger, what are you doing?’ said Own-goal Senior.


‘It wasn’t me, it was Bob.’ Nuke’s father tried to beat back the flames from the barbecue with his spatula and giant fork, which had ignited after Smokin’s father had poured half a can of beer onto it.


‘Thought it could do with a bit of marinating,’ said Smokin’s father.


The flames were soon lapping at the back fence. Nuke’s father’s giant fork had caught on fire too.


The shrivelled bits of gristle, that had once made up part of a pig, were barely visible through the orange glow.


Tangles’ and Smokin’s fathers who, only a moment before, had been involved in their heated dialogue over love and hate, were now united in their efforts to keep the flames on the back fence away from the house, at least until the fire brigade showed up. Without once letting go of their beer cans, they were actively beating back the raging inferno with branches which they had snapped off one of the nearby fir trees.


‘Are those sausages nearly ready?’ asked Nuke’s mother from inside.


‘Almost,’ agreed Nuke’s father as he turned the hose on the more out-of-control sections of the blaze, while at the same time stamping out a small grass fire with his thongs. ‘A couple more minutes should do it.’
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