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For Mum and Mel.


Mum, thanks for taking such an interest


in what I do.


Look what happened at your table!


Mel, I love your passion for football and


your outlook on life in general.


You are an inspiration.
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Every Australian soccer player’s hopes and


dreams are inspired by reading about their


heroes. Hot Shot is a great read for all


budding soccer players.


Tony Vidmar, former Socceroo captain and key


penalty-scorer in Australia’s 2006 FIFA World


Cup qualifying match against Uruguay


In the Socceroos who triumphed over Uruguay


and performed in the 2006 World Cup,


Australians found their newest sports heroes,


especially among the young. This is a terrific


story of how Viduka, Cahill and co, captured


the heart and soul of one young boy.


Les Murray AM, Editorial Supervisor, SBS Sport, Australia
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It had come down to this. I held the fate of the Socceroos’ 2014 World Cup campaign in my hands. Me. Adam Barrett. The hot shot from suburban Sydney. The new Harry Kewell.


I glared at the Brazilian goalie after placing the ball on the dot. The kings of football weren’t going to pull this one out of the bag. We all knew how much they needed to win after losing to Germany in 2010 and to Italy four years before, but Ronaldinho’s nephew had just screwed up his chance in the penalty shootout and now it was my turn.


Gradually the noise in the stadium hushed. Maybe it was because I’d run around for two hours building up static wearing the Socceroos’ synthetic strip, but it felt like my whole body was charged. The worldwide audience was as incomprehensible to me as the universe. Nothing existed except me, the ball, the net and one deadly serious South American.


I shifted my body weight and tried to trick my opponent into thinking I was starting my run, but he didn’t buy it. I faked again, but he didn’t flinch. Damn, now I’d burned all my options. He knew I was going to have to connect with the next one and that made me vulnerable. The Brazilian smiled.


Would his instincts mean the difference between us winning and losing? Between me becoming a national hero or staying some young hopeful with heaps of potential? They’d forgive me because of my age—and blame Josh Kennedy, our captain, for expecting too much of me.


No. It wasn’t going to be the difference. I felt my insides warming up and my confidence returning. That’s why Josh had chosen the youngest member of his team to take the most important kick in the history of Australian football—because I could flick doubts off like dandruff. I did it now. Blocking out the image of the ball going into the bottom left-hand corner of the net in case my opponent could read minds, I let my body take over.


Step, step, step, step, pow!


Right! He went right! I watched the net suck the energy out of my shot, felt the zing of adrenaline hitting my brain, and then I was running. Running and crying. Running and laughing. Running and yelling, and then just plain running.


I fell to my knees in front of the roaring sea of green-and-gold fans. They’d come so far to see this, and I hadn’t let them down. No, we hadn’t let them down. I wasn’t the only one who’d devoted my life to this moment. There were hundreds, maybe thousands, of people who’d given their all to make it possible.


Besides my team-mates who’d followed their own paths to be here, there was our coach, manager, and all the support crew—and for me there was Mel, the inspirational Londoner. There was also a man with hands so calloused he could use his own palms for sandpaper, and back in the spot where it all began when I was just a kid kicking a ball around in the backyard, there was a little old lady standing on a rickety stepladder under a hundred-year-old tree, still picking lemons …
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‘Adam! What would you like to eat?’


It was Nan. She was standing in the doorway to the sunroom, an apron hanging off her big, round hips and wisps of hair escaping from shiny, silver hairclips. In her hand she held a glass of homemade lemonade. You had to laugh. Every afternoon there was lemon in something. Keeping up with the lemon tree was the challenge of her life.


‘I’m all right, Nan.’


If I said I was hungry it would be a slice of lemon meringue pie—okay for the first few days, but by now the meringue would be sliding off the top of the rubbery lemon curd. Not so rubbery now. Ha ha. Nan put the glass down on the tree stump she used for the laundry basket.


‘All right then, dear. I’ll just leave this here.’


She went back to the front room, to The Bold and the Beautiful.


A train shot past down the back. It was what I’d been waiting for. The roar the trains made sounded like cheering.


Step, step, step, pow! I sent the ball cannoning past the chalk-outline goalie I’d drawn on the neighbours’ parapet wall.


Rahhhhhhhhh! The crowd went wild. Adam Barrett, the rising star of the soccer world, had done it again. I ran around Nan’s yard with my arms in the air, until finally the train noise disappeared.


How many kids in Sydney were doing the same as me? I wondered. I went back and picked up my ball. Heaps would be in after-school care; some would be with their grandmas; some would be in the school playground. Some would be reliving the 2006 World Cup qualifier too—the game against Uruguay that got decided in a penalty shootout. It was only March now, not that long since the Socceroos made it through to the World Cup for the first time in thirty-two years.


How many would be doing it like it was something illegal though, something to be ashamed of?


Where had that come from? Was I that bitter? Yeah, probably. Nan was the only one in my family who realised how much I liked soccer, and sometimes even that was weird. Like when she came out with things she’d read in magazines; gossip about David Beckham and Posh Spice. Even we weren’t quite on the same wavelength.


Suddenly I was remembering a week ago when I’d done 112 keep-ups before getting interrupted by Dad arriving to take me home. 112. It had felt like my bones had been rubberised. It had felt like my legs had been cut off when I’d heard his truck pull up. The driver’s-side door had slammed, Nan’s security door had opened and shut, he’d called out something to Nan as he walked straight through her house. My joints had frozen, turning my limbs into over-tightened Meccano and I’d only just managed to kick my decrepit old ball behind the lantana before Dad had come stomping through the sunroom.


He’d stopped in the same doorway that had just framed Nan, his blue eyes staring at me clear and like water. I’d found my soccer ball buried in a playground sandpit when I was little. Dad had had his brand-new rugby league ball in his hands.


‘Got off early for once,’ he’d said then, and the smile had been so forced it was like he’d bought it on the way over. ‘Foreman thought it was going to rain.’


I’d looked up at the sky—anything rather than make eye contact. Big, black clouds had been boiling away out west. Dad’s torpedo pass had landed right in my bread basket. My chest ached again with the memory.


‘Come on, mate,’ he’d said. ‘Let’s chuck it around for a bit.’


I shouldn’t have hesitated, and he shouldn’t have been so sensitive, being the grown-up and all, but it had all turned to mud in an instant. I hadn’t gripped the ball ready to pass with a smile on my face. Instead I’d stared at Dad’s beloved St George Illawarra supporters’ ball, hardly knowing what to do with it. Disgust had leaked out all over the place.


‘Jeez, mate,’ Dad had sighed. ‘The one time …’ He’d turned to go.


‘Nah, come on, Dad!’ I’d blurted out, finally getting the ball right. I had pulled my arms back, ready to send the pass to him, freezing so he’d see what I was doing and decide to catch it. Instead he’d sighed and let his great big shoulders drop.


‘Don’t want to force you, mate,’ he’d said. ‘Not if you don’t want to.’


He’d been wrong and he’d been right. League had always been bottom of the list of my favourite sports. Besides the fact that it was just two groups of men hurling themselves at each other for eighty minutes, there was what it did to people—to Dad. To him a game was no good unless the claret flowed and the players got into a blue.


What was that all about? I wasn’t soft, I could give it out as well as take it if I wanted, but why would you? Now, when a player came along with a bit of style, some athleticism; well that was different. I used to love watching David Peachy, but he was a Shark and I wouldn’t have dreamed of telling Dad.


Dad had turned to go again and I remembered him saying, ‘Let’s go see if that sprog’s popped out yet.’ I’d climbed into the truck beside him, shoving the standard layer of takeaway wrappers on the floor like always (bricklayers don’t believe in cut lunches) and hoped that the delivery Mum had been called out for had been quick. I hadn’t wanted to be alone with him either.


Looking down at my ball, I realised I’d been standing there spinning it around in my hands for some time. Sorry to keep you waiting Mr Chalk-man.


‘Adam!’


What now? Nan was on the back porch again, this time with a plate.


‘Mum called. She’s going to be a bit late. You’d better come and have something.’


Ah well. Maybe she’d been trying out a new recipe. Yeah, right!
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By the time Mum finally turned up I was ready to eat my own backpack.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, sticking her head out the open window. ‘You know how it is.’


Yeah, I knew. Midwives were slaves.


‘So,’ she said, when I was sitting in the car beside her, ‘how was your day?’


I don’t know any kid who has ever come up with anything more than ‘okay’ to that one.


We drove home and I stared silently at the rows of grotty old fibro houses we passed. Mum suddenly cleared her throat.


‘Look, Adam,’ she said. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you something.’


Uh oh.


‘It’s about the footy.’


I stuck my feet up on the dashboard. I knew what was coming next. Dad’s precious Dragons were playing Wests Tigers in the first game of the NRL season in just over twenty-four hours. You’d have to be dead to live in Kogarah and not know that. I looked back out the window. It was like they were ganging up on me.
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