
      
      
        [image: Cover Image]



      
   





[image: Image]


[image: Image]








Copyright

[image: Image]

Published in Australia and New Zealand
by Hachette Australia Pty Limited

Level 17, 207 Kent Street, Sydney NSW 2000

www.hachette.com.au

Copyright © John Larkin 2000

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study,
research, criticism or review permitted under the Copyright Act
1968, no part may be stored or reproduced by any process without
prior written permission. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record of this book is available
from the National Library of Australia.

978 0 7336 1583 2

978 0 7344 1171 6 (ebook edition)

Cover design by Ellie Exarchos

Cover photograph by Getty






For Kate Farrell







one

Own-goal stood rooted to the penalty spot as the ball was swung over from the right wing.

He followed its curved flight through the air, trying desperately to work out where the thing would land. Although he was
totally useless at maths, his fourteen-year-old brain had worked out the complicated equations that would enable his head
to intersect with it. But because he was totally useless at maths, he got the sums completely wrong and found himself hopelessly out of position.



The ball was going to pass slightly in front of him and just above head high. He supposed if he’d stretched he could have
got a flick on it with his head. Then Gazza or Nuke, who were both lurking at the far post, could finish it off. But Own-goal
realised that with the first game of the season poised at nil–all, and with only seconds left, it was down to him.


He’d seen guys in the English Premier League games do bicycle kicks on tv. He’d even scored a few himself down the years.
Thousands in fact. Smashing a pair of rolled up socks past his startled cat and into the makeshift goals, which he’d tied
in position on his mother’s dressing table, before landing safely on the double bed. Unfortunately Own-goal had been forced
to abandon his bicycle kicking practice when one of the bedsprings had made an unearthly sprooooiiiiing sort of noise, the mattress had begun to sag seriously, and the cat vanished.


But with the ball dropping behind him, just above head high, and with time fast running out, Own-goal had been forced to drag his bicycle kick out of the shed.


He raised his non-kicking left foot up to and in line with the ball. Then he brought his right foot through in a scissors
motion. He expected to totally miss hit it and send the ball harmlessly out of play. However, much to his surprise, and thanks
largely to the hours spent on his parents’ double bed, he’d caught it perfectly. He connected with the ball in a way that
Mark “Sparky” Hughes—former United legend and world’s greatest ever volleyer—would have been proud of.


‘C’MON, TOMMY!’ screamed his mother from the sideline, and underground the dead stirred.


With his arms slightly bent as in the coaching manual, Own-goal’s hands absorbed most of the impact. His butt took care of
the rest.


Although Own-goal had his back to the goals, he’d heard the keeper’s desperate groan as he’d tried in vain to keep it out.
This was followed by that wonderful sound of the ball rippling down the net.


He’d done it! Scored with a bicycle kick, when he was positive that it would just sail out of play.

There hadn’t even been time for Own-goal to get to his feet. The referee’s whistle shrilled to signal both the goal and the
end of the match.


‘What a goal!’ came a voice to Own-goal’s left.

‘Unbelievable,’ yelled another from somewhere behind.

Before he’d even worked out what had hit him, Own-goal was leapt on by the entire team. The substitutes even took a fifty-metre
run-up before launching themselves on top of the stack of bodies.


‘You’re a genius,’ came a voice buried somewhere deep in the pile.

‘All right,’ muffled Own-goal from the bottom of the fourteen-strong scrum. ‘You can get off me now.’

Five minutes later, when he could taste sweet air again, or at least air that wasn’t tainted with soccer socks and Dencorub, Own-goal made his way gingerly to the
sideline. The cries of “Legend! Legend! Legend!” were still ringing out around the ground. The reluctant hero was greeted
with the shell-shocked looks of his team-mates.


There was so much to say, but words didn’t seem to fit the occasion.

Finally it was left to Eric to smash the deafening silence. ‘I think your bicycle kick’s got a puncture.’






two

The Gaffer handed Own-goal his tracksuit and patted him warmly on the back. ‘That was, er, well, it was spectacular. Not something
we’ll forget in a hurry.’


Throw-in scratched his head and stared at Own-goal. ‘Like what were you trying to do?’

Own-goal thought for a moment, which is more than he’d done when the ball had come sailing over. ‘I suppose I was trying to
clear it.’


Smokin peeled himself a Chupa Chup. ‘You clear it that way, you moron.’ He pointed unnecessarily to the other end of the field. Because he’d been persuaded by the Gaffer to stick around for the entire match, Smokin felt cheated. He
could have been at home watching the cartoons or music videos instead of having to deal with this.


Own-goal looked at the throng of parents. The mothers, who had screamed and smoked themselves hoarse during the match, were
now being extra nice to his mother; a sure-fire sign that he’d stuffed up almost beyond belief. While his father had slunk off, embarrassed, to the canteen
in his checked shorts, black socks and cream sandals. Only Eric had seen the irony in this.


Own-goal decided to press his case further. ‘My mum’s scream put me off. You know what it’s like.’

Splinters started untying his Kmart specials. There’d been a bit of dew on the grass when he’d got up, so naturally the Predators
had been left at home. ‘We could have started the first game of the season in division one with a point. But oh no, you have to go and do that.’ Splinters bayoneted Own-goal with a scowl, and headed off towards the canteen to look for a comforting pie or three.


Gazza didn’t really want to bag Own-goal, especially since she was new to the team. She decided to settle for constructive
criticism. ‘If only we could get you to do that at the other end, Tommy, I mean, er, you know—Own-goal. We might be onto something.’


Fred-legs Smedley didn’t really want to bag Own-goal either. But he couldn’t help himself. ‘When you examine our performance
in detail, it seems fairly reasonable to conclude that you are an idiot.’


‘Shut up, Fred-legs!’ spat Own-goal. He could take bagging. Seemed only fair considering what he’d just done. But he wasn’t
taking it from idiot Fred-legs.


Eric smiled. He liked this Fred-legs character.

Maximum Payne tore off Smokin’s goal-keeping gloves and handed them back to him. They’d had half a game in goal each.


‘Good effort, Maximum,’ said Nuke. ‘Almost got it.’

‘I couldn’t believe it when he leapt up for that training-wheels bicycle kick.’ Maximum shook his head. ‘I mean, I thought
they must have changed the rules or something and you were allowed to score in any goal during the last five minutes.’


Splinters came back with what looked like road-kill wrapped in pastry and drowned in tomato sauce. It was possibly meant to
be a sausage roll. He pointed accusingly at Own-goal because everything was his fault at that moment. ‘And the canteen’s out of pies!’







three

Nuke and Splinters sat on the hill watching the Western Wildcats A team put seven past the Castle Hill Cougars.

‘Shakespeare’s the best by heaps,’ said Splinters. ‘No comparison.’

Eric froze in his tracks. He wasn’t actually leaving any tracks, or even walking for that matter. But if he had been, he would
have frozen in them. Were Nuke and Splinters talking about English literature? It seemed surreal. A total mismatch of concepts. Like a couple of dogs chewing over the theory of the big bang.


‘Shakespeare’s fantastic,’ agreed Nuke, ‘but I still like Sargents better.’

Sargent? Who the hell was Sargent? And what had he written?


‘Frozen, yes,’ conceded Splinters. ‘But it’s Shakespeare’s gravy that blows everyone else away.’

Gravy? Eric ran the complete works of William Shakespeare through his head, but he couldn’t remember even a mention of gravy,
certainly not in the sonnets. There was a pig on a spit in Romeo and Juliet, but Eric was positive that nobody had poured any gravy on it.


‘Big Ben…’ began Nuke before he was cut off.

‘Sorry to butt in,’ said Eric butting in, ‘but what are you two talking about?’

Splinters slurped greedily at the overflow from his fourth pie of the morning. The delivery truck had arrived about half an
hour after their game had finished. Luckily they’d hung around.


Nuke wolfed at his own maggot bag. ‘We’re arguing about who makes the best pies.’

‘Shakespeare’s in Newtown,’ insisted Splinters.

‘Yes but I was talking about frozen pies,’ insisted Nuke. ‘Shakespeare’s is more like a bakery and that. That’s why I like
Sargents. Can get ’em anywhere.’


Eric’s eyes rolled so far back in his head that they nearly went all the way round.

Nuke and Splinters had stayed around after the game, mostly to wait for the pie truck, but partly to analyse the game, and
more particularly, their part in it.


Nuke had almost broken the post when he’d thundered a shot against it just before half-time; or at least that’s how he remembered
it. While Splinters’ major contribution had been a long throw-in that had slipped out of his hands and had gone up instead
of out. Eventually it had hit him on the head. He reckoned that he’d been distracted by Gazza’s mum turning up for the game in her full-length leather overcoat.


Gazza, though, had turned in another blinder. Her distribution from the centre of midfield had been majestic. She had also
gone on some mazy dribbles, one where she’d sliced through the entire defence, chipped the keeper, only to see the ball clip
the underside of the bar and bounce away to safety, or at least to Wedgie’s feet. Wedgie had somehow managed to put the thing
over the bar when it had looked easier to score.


‘Yeah, she’s some mover,’ said Nuke, with a distant look in his eye.

‘Do you reckon we can hang onto her?’ asked Splinters. He dribbled some gravy out of his pie and scalded a couple of ants
to death.


‘I hope so,’ said Nuke. ‘I’d die…I mean, we’d struggle offensively if we didn’t.’






four

The following Monday afternoon, Gazza threw her backpack onto the breakfast bar and flicked excitedly through the mail. Her
face fell like an anvil from a bridge when she realised that every letter had a window, which usually meant it was a bill,
or somebody wanted to flog them something.


She threw the mail onto the kitchen floor with the sort of venom that she normally reserved for sliding tackles. Nothing!
Big, fat, hairy squat. It had been six weeks since she’d written to that scumbag Clifton Skegthorpe, and she’d received not so much as a postcard in reply. Okay, she didn’t have email
yet, but how difficult would it be for him to scrawl out a couple of lines or something and then get mummy to post it for
him?


That was it! No more time, letters or diary entries wasted on that creep.

‘Forever! Ahh!’ Even for a guy, a month did seem a bit less than “forever”.

‘Even though we’ll be apart, separated by the equator, and different time zones, if you wear this, our hearts will always
be as one.’ Then Clifton Skegthorpe had slipped the locket around Gazza’s neck. She didn’t know whether to scream with excitement
or puke with embarrassment. “… our hearts will always be as one”? People didn’t talk like that did they? Not outside bad midday
movies and the “Ricki Lake Show” anyway. But still, she was pretty thrilled. Clifton Skegthorpe, year 11 babe, could have
had any girl he fancied. Rumour had it that he did have any girl he fancied. She knew that he’d been going out with a year 12 girl, Jane Pearson, at the same time he’d started sniffing around
Gazza and her friends like a dog at a dump. But he’d assured Gazza that it was over between him and Jane Pearson and that
he was going to “chuck her”.


Gazza had put her chin awkwardly on her neck so she could look at the locket as Clifton stroked her hair. On the back of the
locket was a small inscription which read “To my one true love. Forever. Clifton.” Inside was the photo that he loved so much:
the one of him thundering past the camera on his prized stallion, the glint in his eyes protected by his Bollés.


This wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t her father have a normal job? An accountant, lawyer, dock worker, fighter pilot, thoracic surgeon,
fishmonger, cab driver, those strange men who knock on your door and tick little boxes when you tell them your favourite shampoo
brand, ear, nose and throat specialist, school teacher, used car salesman, gameshow host, professional hitman. Anything. Okay, perhaps not a gameshow host. Though it had to be better
than a stupid footballer. What sort of a life was that?
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