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      Praise for One Got Past the Keeper

      ‘What a great read! Great advice and very true.’

      Joel ‘Parko’ Parkinson, three times winner of the Hawaiian Triple Crown of Surfing and father of three

      ‘I’ve never been a big fan of soccer, or the people who play it, really. That all quickly changed upon reading One Got Past the Keeper; a tremendous story of mateship, relationships and parenting. A must read for any man who is a dad, has a dad, is about to
            become a dad or who thinks they one day might be a dad.’

      Steve Le Marquand, actor (Underbelly, Beneath Hill 60, Last Train to Freo) and recent father
      

      ‘This is just the sort of information new fathers need – stories of mateship and being blokes together that many men will
            recognise.’

      Dr Richard Fletcher, author of The Dad Factor, leader of the Fathers and Families Research Program at the University of Newcastle and experienced father
      

      ‘Even after having two kids and being step mamma to three more, One Got Past the Keeper offered vital insights I didn’t even realise I’d been missing. Every woman entertaining ideas about breeding should read this
            book, it really opens up a world of compassion (and humour!) often difficult to find for our fellas during that incredible
            but challenging transition into parenthood. One of the easiest to devour and giving books I’ve read in a very long time.’

      Mel Bampton, ex-triple J presenter and music and books editor, yen magazine, and mother
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	      Note to readers: This is a rare book about fatherhood in that it was not written by anyone who knew what they were talking about until they
         became a parent. None of the men involved has any relevant qualifications or is an expert in any associated field (including
         the football field). Although every effort has been made to give you the best information, we are merely men – new dads not
         doctors, fresh pappas not professional footballers, and so anything we say about fatherhood or football (or anything else
         really) should be treated with very little reverence and maybe even slight disdain.
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      Dedicated to Antonio

   
      
      ‘Fatherhood is like a goal-saving tackle. You slide into 
it and you know it’s going to hurt a bit, but you go in 
anyway. You
            do it for the team and you give it one 
hundred per cent commitment. You stay brave, play 
fair and deal with what happens.
            And you’d do it 
again and again for your team.’

      A Fertile FC football player who became a father

   
      BEFORE KICK-OFF

      
      WHAT YOU’RE HOLDING RIGHT NOW IS A BOOK WRITTEN BY MEN, primarily for men, particularly those who are about to become fathers.
         But ladies, if you’re reading this, don’t put it down just yet – hopefully there’s something in here for you as well.
      

      This is the true story of us, six blokes who put together a six-a-side social soccer team, and how we became mates. Initially
         it was more about the social than the soccer, but united in a desire not to come last, we soon found ourselves united in something
         much bigger. Whether it was planned, unplanned, or due to the testosterone boost we got playing competitive sport for the
         first time in years, all of our wives or girlfriends, bar one, became pregnant after our first season together. The question
         was, no matter how tall, short, fast, slow, macho or sensitive we were – or however good or bad we were at football – did
         we have what it takes to be good fathers?
      

      Our stories are as different as we are; we all come from different places and different walks of life, but our individual
         journeys saw us all living within ten kilometres of each other in Northern New South Wales and answering a call to join an
         amateur football team. Our relationships took different forms: there were fathers in their twenties and fathers in their forties.
         There were first-time fathers, a 48-year-old first-time father, a father having his second child, a father with a step-child,
         and a father already with children to a different partner. There were miscarriages, home births, hospital births, a home birth
         that ended up in hospital, water births, natural births, breech births, an elective caesarean, an emergency caesarean and
         a lot of morning sickness.
      

      It was from these diverse experiences and backgrounds that this book was ‘conceived’. By sharing our team’s experiences we
         hope we have created the book all of us needed as we prepared for fatherhood. Not men’s birth stories of standing in the corner
         of a hospital delivery room watching our loved ones going through it, but going through it ourselves. Complete journeys into
         fatherhood as we transformed from someone’s son into someone’s father.
      

      This book explores what the whole experience is like from the man’s perspective – from thinking about conception (or not thinking
         about it for that matter) through each stage of pregnancy, to holding a newborn baby and taking him or her home. We have attempted
         to openly and honestly share what we felt and experienced as we learned how to become good team players in a completely new
         team. There are no experts involved here, just real stories told by real men.
      

   
      
SEASON ONE


      The Rusty Trombones FC
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      THE RUSTY TROMBONES FC

      
      JIM WAS THE CAPTAIN. HE HAD A FOOTBALL. HE ALSO HAD A vacant block of land next door to the share house where he lived. Jim knew each of us – different men of different ages from
         different parts of his life. He also knew we were each interested, to varying degrees, in football (or at least sport) and
         might consider training together and eventually registering a team to enter a local six-a-side soccer comp – more for fun
         than anything else.
      

      
      He sent around a group email.

      
      
         Are you guys (and friends) interested in being part of the Mullum Maulers (open to suggestions on names) six-a-side soccer
            team? The season starts in late September I think. The cost is about $60 (plus if we want our own shirts it will be an extra
            $7). So far I have myself (probably goalie) and Marcello (striker). I reckon we need about eight to ten lads just in case people can’t make it. It is on a Thursday night. Kick-off times change from between 6 p.m. and 8 p.m. It is at
            Bangalow and beers after the game are mandatory. The game goes for about twenty to twenty-five mins each way. The pitch is
            half-size and the goals are half-size. There are some good teams, but there will be teams of our standard too (i.e. very average).
            I need a firm commitment, so if you say yes then you are in! Jim.
         

      

      
      Although he’d probably say he wasn’t a natural leader, Jim took quite naturally to the duties of captain, once he started.
         We all trusted his ingenuity immediately when – at our first training session – he brilliantly suggested that we park our
         cars at either end of the vacant block with their headlights on full-beam, so that we could see the ball after the sun went
         down. We politely applauded his problem-solving abilities, despite the fact that it was extremely challenging running into
         the full-beam of headlights and trying to take a shot at goal with our eyes closed and not smash a windscreen.
      

      
      Even though it was unknown to each of us, I think we were all in agreement that one of the reasons for joining a group of
         men that we didn’t really know, to play a sport some of us didn’t really understand, was because we could all do with getting
         a bit fitter. Another reason was that we knew Jim – he was a nice bloke and he’d asked us. Even before we had met, I think
         we had all individually decided that chasing a ball around a paddock with a bunch of new mates would be more fun than jogging the streets alone at night in
         an old tracksuit, or swimming laps of the pool on the weekend in baggy budgie smugglers. Fitness and fun – that’s what it
         was all about at this stage of our lives – football would keep us fit, and we’d have some fun doing it.
      

      
      We had each settled in Northern New South Wales around Byron Bay, a laid-back, lush part of Australia that had been known
         as a meeting place for thousands of years to the Aboriginal people who came to the area to swap stories, find marriage partners
         and trade goods with the local Bundjalung people. The close proximity of mountainous volcanic hinterland to the world-class
         sandbank surfbreaks meant there were often weird weather patterns, including electrical storms and rainbows. This also meant
         there were some crazy people drawn to the area – the lost and lonely as well as the rich and successful – which all lent to
         the magic and lore of the place.
      

      
      Byron Bay was very different from the country towns that surrounded it – it was like a little cosmopolitan tart plonked in
         the middle of a plate of Aussie meat pies. In Byron Bay you could get a good curry, a great cappuccino and then tandem-skydive
         to a snorkelling adventure – it was well on the beaten track of every visiting backpacker. But then twenty kilometres in any
         direction you went back twenty years in time to the quintessential Chinese restaurant and counter meals of rural Australia,
         with its main street and market, its local radio station and magnificent natural beauty.
      

      
      At the time of that first training session, some of us hadn’t played sport since school and some of us hadn’t ever kicked
         a round ball in our lives. But one thing we all had in common was that we didn’t do as much exercise as we did when we were
         younger. We worked a bit too much and we had comfortable lives – warm dinners and cold beers every night – and the bodies
         to prove it. But as well as contributing to our new, healthier lifestyles, a team game like football seemed like a good chance
         to spend time in the company of men and share a cleansing ale or two after some worthy physical exertion, and an opportunity
         to make like-minded friends locally. A team game such as football would be good for mateship, unless we took it too seriously
         or didn’t take it seriously enough – depending on everyone’s differing expectations.
      

      
      When you stand around in shorts, in a circle of men who you don’t know very well, you do your best to make each other feel
         at ease. Everyone else is doing exactly the same thing, so it’s usually an uncomplicated environment of easy chat, easy smiles
         and easy laughs. The most difficult thing was controlling the football between us.
      

      
      But eagerness is often more valuable than skill, and that we had in abundance. We also had Jim. Jim was thirty-four, and your
         typical Aussie surfer–skater. But he also knew a lot about the training tactics used by Sir Alex Ferguson, the most successful manager of Manchester United FC (Football Club) in the English Premier League. Although Jim had lived in Australia
         most of his adult life, and in the Byron area for five years, he was brought up in Manchester, England, and like most people
         who came from there, he lived and breathed football. Jim looked like a natural footballer, wiry in an athletic, non-weedy
         way. He told us he used to play football during every school break and every lunchtime, and then after school he and his mates
         would head to the park, put down a couple of jumpers for goals and continue playing until the light faded.
      

      
      Twenty-five years later, as the light faded on another warm spring evening in Northern New South Wales, Jim was joined on
         the vacant quarter-acre block by Ezza – soon to be known as ‘Twinkle-toes’ – an old mate of Jim’s from Sydney who was in the
         area for a short time working on the Splendour in the Grass music festival in nearby Byron Bay. He had never kicked a round
         ball before. A little later, ‘Pirate’ Steve joined Jim and Ezza. Pirate Steve was a local friend of Jim’s who was building
         a boat to sail away from the impending collapse of the free market economy (he correctly predicted the GFC). He was another
         who had never played soccer before, and later in the season we could identify which games he had played in because other players
         always got injured. Also present early that evening was Marcello, an Italian barista from a local café some of us frequented.
         Marcello was a freestyle football juggler – he had the football moves, and also the disco moves. He was beginning to overstay his Australian visa because ‘the garls are
         sooo bewtiful in Australia’.
      

      
      I was next to turn up. ‘G’day Neil, ready to pull the boots on again?’ said Jim as I arrived (with no boots). I had met Jim
         through our mutual involvement in Uncle – a local mentoring and activities program for boys with absent fathers (although
         neither Jim nor I were fathers, or considering fatherhood). I was an actor in my late forties and at that point I was definitely
         looking more portly than sporty. The others told me later that I looked like a cross between a cockney gangster and an eccentric
         hippy: sarongs, chenille and thongs on a rough, chunky body. I was originally from England and knew how to play football:
         one, from memories of my childhood; and two, from watching way too much English Premier League on pay TV in the middle of
         the night in Australia. As the season progressed, I was to become known as ‘Rock Solid’ because my defensive style of play
         was somewhat similar to a brick wall.
      

      
      Rick was next to turn up, he was an ex-builder, ex-fireman and ex-bass player in an eighties rock band. Currently, he was
         a vegetarian surfer who ran a marketing business. Rick had a deceptive physical appearance: his large head and slouching posture
         meant he was taller than he looked. He was very Australian; he held court well and was not shy to tell a yarn or two, which
         were always worth listening to, however long. Rick was originally from the Northern Beaches of Sydney, he was the new boyfriend of an old friend of Jim’s from Sydney. Several years before, Rick had played in
         the six-a-side soccer comp we planned to enter, so he was our ‘inside man’. Jim called him ‘Mr Bangalow’ because he knew everyone
         in town. Later, Jim also called him ‘Reckless Rick’ because of some of his tackles.
      

      
      The last to arrive was Ross, who’d come straight from his work in Community Development an hour or more away on the Gold Coast.
         Ross had met Jim through their mutual interest in skateboarding. Ross or ‘Happy Hands’ – due to his habit of waving his arms
         around while talking to help you understand his broad Glaswegian accent – had his long dark hair drawn back into a ponytail,
         which made him look even more Scottish in the most Braveheart of ways. He drove a kombi, and was like a hippy in a suit. Ross and his wife hadn’t been in the area long and didn’t know
         many people locally, although his endearing ways would soon ensure otherwise. He obviously knew what to do with a football
         but, equally obviously, he hadn’t had the chance to do so for some time.
      

      
      The seven of us shook hands, grinning, and then tentatively began giggling at each others’ lack of ability and coordination
         when trying to control a football. None of us had football boots. I was wearing steel-capped Blundstones and no one wanted
         to get in the way of one of my swinging legs. Rick was wearing standard runners and when he moved too fast in one direction
         he ended up sliding into the fence or bushes of the perimeter. Ross was wearing fashionable but useless fat, unlaced skate shoes. Jim and particularly Marcello were football
         freaks to the rest of us: they could kick the ball where they wanted it to go, and it went there, regardless of their footwear.
         While Ezza and Steve, on the other hand, were more likely to take you out with a rugby tackle than fancy footwork. And at
         some stage during the noisy entertainment, a couple of local barefoot kids we knew joined in and showed us a few tricks.
      

      
      Thirty minutes later, we were all sitting around on Jim’s deck, red-faced and panting. The air was full of the sounds of a
         typical spring evening in rural Australia: cicadas and beer cans phizting open. There were some strong personalities among
         the group but no one dominated with too much confidence. Everyone was given space and time as we got to know each other, sharing
         self-deprecating stories and making each other laugh over a couple of cold ones. We were different ages (more than twenty
         years between me and the youngest) and some of us had come from the other side of the world to be on that deck on that evening.
         It was clear that some of us could play football, and some of us couldn’t. Some of us could tell a good story, and some of
         us could listen and laugh – but we were all equally important to the team. Certainly the men among us were not the blokes
         best at football but maybe the best of blokes.
      

      
      We discussed a name for our new team, but for some peculiar reason most of the names we came up with had homosexual connotations – like ‘Boys United’ (instead of Man United), or ‘Men in Shorts’. Eventually we went with Ezza and
         Steve’s suggestion of the ‘Rusty Trombones FC’ – we were indeed rusty. Later we were both amazed and appalled to find out
         that a ‘rusty trombone’ is also the name of a rather perverse sexual act. For those amazed, it appealed to our masculine dressing-room
         sense of impropriety, irresponsibility and indecency, and for those appalled it remained an enduring embarrassment. For Ezza
         and Pirate Steve it was the funniest thing in the world.
      

      
      We talked about our new team like a new family, but knew that during the coming six-a-side football comp season – if we managed
         to get it together to enter – some of us would occasionally be unavailable due to work obligations, social commitments, spontaneous
         interstate trips or injury. We needed more players to cover, otherwise, with only enough players to fill the team and no substitutes,
         we’d all be running up and down for the whole of the game until we got giddy and fell over. We knew we had to choose new recruits
         carefully because anyone who didn’t fit our team ethos of ‘fitness and fun’ probably wouldn’t fit in, and definitely wouldn’t
         have fun. For that matter, anyone who wanted to look proficient on a football field, win football matches and not have to apologise to his girlfriend or wife the next day for coming home really late in a real state, need not apply. So,
         just before the deadline of registering new players, we were pleased to welcome Nick, or ‘Bootsy’, to our ranks.
      

      
      Nick, originally from the Gold Coast, was an old friend of Jim’s new partner. Nick was into surfing and liked to go out and
         have a good time, but also, somewhat ironically for him, studied naturopathy. He wore an old pair of leather ankle-high boots
         that reminded us of ‘Billy’s Boots’: an old comic strip in which Billy’s boots possessed the magical abilities of their original
         owner, Jimmy ‘Dead-shot’ Keen, which turned Billy into a fantastic football player whenever he played in them. Nick’s boots
         fitted, he fitted in well with all of us, but (sadly) his boots weren’t really magic.
      

      
      We had one practice game before the six-a-side comp started proper. Jim had arranged a game against a local high-school team.
         As we crossed the sports field that evening, our opponents were bobbing and weaving, and heading and passing to each other
         with the confidence and bravado of youth. We were a bit concerned that they were going to run rings around us until we fell
         into a panting pile, but it was during that game that we discovered one of our core strengths. What we lacked in fitness,
         speed, agility, skill, stamina and talent we could make up for with a mixture of enthusiasm, determination and possibly even
         intimidation. There are few things more unsettling to a teenage boy than the unpredictability of an uncoordinated older man
         rushing towards him as he comes to terms with the inevitability of middle age. We won comfortably thanks mainly to Marcello.
         Marcello was a really good football player and could beat several defenders before scoring, but I couldn’t help thinking that it might be more fun to lose and get the ball passed to me occasionally.
      

      
      Two weeks later we came to the Bangalow Sporting Fields for the first time, and we were all a little impressed and a little
         overwhelmed. We could see the floodlights in the distance as we drove in. There were eight illuminated football pitches, each
         with a crowd of supporters and friends around it watching the games, and with another two teams getting ready to go on next.
         It was hard to park and there was nowhere to change or shower, but there was a toilet block, a sausage sizzle and a canteen
         selling beers and softies – all that was needed. We felt a collective rush of excitement as we entered the throng of activity
         with our kit bags over our shoulders and our bodies as ready as they would ever be to play competitive football.
      

      
      The Bangalow Summer Sixes competition had started a few years before as an October to December, ten-week kick-around in the
         soccer off-season when some of the players from the Bangalow team divided themselves into smaller six-a-side teams. An urban
         (or should that be rural) myth exists that for the first season they backed a HiAce van up to the oval, opened the backdoors,
         and each week a different team would be drawn to choose the music that would be played at full volume over the fields.
      

      
      The rules were pretty simple. Six-a-side football teams with up to four subs allowed to interchange, playing on a half-size
         soccer pitch using half-size goals that made a lovely tinny ‘crack!’ when you scored. Twenty-five minutes each half, no offside and a unwritten code of no stupid, dangerous tackles.
         It cost $550 to enter a team – that worked out at about $60 a player for seven games and then a final series in which you
         could win a trophy if you won a quarter-final, a semi-final and then a grand final. There were around fifty teams registered
         (about two-thirds men, one-third women) that played at 6 p.m., 7 p.m. or 8 p.m. on eight pitches under floodlights with real
         refs who could give you a yellow card or a red card or suspend you for foul play.
      

      
      As we chucked our bags down and began to get changed, it was pretty obvious to anyone watching that we hadn’t played before,
         or at least not for a few years. Many of the other squads of young men looked to be out-of-season A or B grade players out
         to keep fit – some had sponsorship endorsements on their shirts and some were young enough to be my son. Thankfully, there
         were also a few other scruffy looking groups. While all the fit young things stretched, warmed-up and juggled footballs between
         them, we unwrapped our brand-new ‘bargain bin’ boots and compared notes on prices paid in op-shops for socks and shorts. Wisely,
         a couple of paperback books were on hand for those who didn’t have the necessary shin-pads needed in order to comply with
         regulations. And, to complete our kit, Jim handed out a simple red T-shirt to each player, the same colour as the Manchester
         United jersey and, as Jim pointed out, the same colour worn by such great players as George Best, Dennis Law and Bobby Charlton. We all smiled and nodded and gave Jim seven bucks for T-shirts that still had the folds
         in them, had a large black number on the back, and were bloody hot to play in.
      

      
      Before this first game, the anticipation was huge. We were to play the Chefs, not surprisingly a team made up of local chefs,
         cooks and kitchen hands. Once changed, we all walked on to the field and began shooting some balls at the goal and trying
         to get a corner kick across for someone’s head to meet the incoming ball. Not overly impressively. The Chefs were warming
         up at the other end of the pitch and it looked as if they hadn’t played a lot before either. They were wearing cut-off chequered
         chef’s pants, their numbers were drawn on with permanent marker and it wouldn’t be too harsh to say their pasta probably far
         surpassed their passing. We were relieved to see another team who were playing with the same ethos as us – ‘kick and giggle’.
      

      
      Jim called us together before the kick-off to explain our positions and what was expected of us. Marcello would play up front,
         Jim and Ross would start in midfield, I was at centre back because although I was short, I had a loud voice and was tough
         in the tackle, and Rick (also tough in the tackle) would partner me at the back. Nick was in goal and Ezza and Pirate Steve
         were substitutes. Steve didn’t have boots, so every time he came on, he had to swap with the player coming off – the quicker
         we tried to swap boots, the longer it took, but the funnier it was. Even though it was a well-matched game of good intentions – with Marcello taking his dribbling and shooting far too seriously – rather embarrassingly,
         we won 9–1! We only had expectations of losing, so to win so emphatically was unbelievable and put everyone on a high. We
         all shared handshakes, backslaps and beers with each other and our worthy opponents – football was the real winner that evening,
         that and the bloke who sold beers at the canteen.
      

      
      Our second game was against the Bangalow Bullfrogs – our first game against a football team of players who played football.
         Marcello didn’t show up because he had played with some of the other team before – a reason the rest of us found hard to understand.
         Jim’s coaching tip was ‘Five people behind the ball at all times – and don’t cry.’ We lost 2–1. For us, the game was a triumph,
         mainly because we managed not to get thrashed. The other team’s average age was about twenty-three, and none of them was wearing
         airport novels, thongs or cardboard from the case of beer we’d just bought as shin-pads in their socks. Jim started to show
         his competitive spirit and almost had a fight with a bloke twice his size over some disputable footballing indiscretion. It
         was also in this game that an opponent gracefully sidestepped around Rick, our last line of defence. Rick spun around, zeroed
         in on the offending opponent and performed a most astonishingly ungraceful slide tackle from behind that was forever known
         afterwards as ‘The Tackle’.
      

      
      While there were only our own substitutes watching our first game against the Chefs, for our second game Jim’s new girlfriend
         and her daughter came to cheer us on. Rick’s girlfriend was also there, cheering: ‘Make me proud, you big specimen!’ Another
         friend of Jim’s, Yari, also came to watch. Yari had been asked to join the team, but he’d knocked it back because he had a
         new baby to look after. Regardless, he got really into it while watching and had a kick-around with us at half-time.
      

      
      For the rest of our games we either lost embarrassingly to teams who had really good footballers, or lost respectably (or
         occasionally even won or drew) to one of the other motley crews of misfits like us. Now and again we realised that maybe we
         were better than we thought we were – one referee actually said to Rick, ‘The other team were so much better than you, but
         you deserved to win.’
      

      
      We didn’t really socialise with anyone who beat us, so that only left the Chefs to hang out with. But we got on well with
         them and watched their games when they didn’t coincide with our own. Rick’s girlfriend would shout in vain at most games:
         ‘If you get three goals in the next five minutes you win!’ But we were keen, we always turned up (once, even on a wife’s birthday),
         always played till we couldn’t play any more (two send-offs, one broken toe, one gammy back and one sprained ankle) and were
         always ready for a cold beer and a thorough analysis of the game afterwards. Our crowd of supporters also grew and the ‘Trombettes’
         occasionally came to include Steve and Nick’s girlfriends, my wife and my dog. But never any babies.
      

      
      At the end of our regulation seven games, we finished in the bottom third of our league table by points earned – three for
         a win, two for a draw and one for a loss. There were three men’s league tables and two women’s. All the teams were then sorted
         by points into four groups to play the final three knock-out games (a quarter-final and possibly a semi-final and a final).
         The first division contained the best teams with the highest points and the fourth division contained the lesser teams with
         the least points. So, like every team, we still had a quarter-final to play and if we won that game we would play in a semi-final,
         and then if we won that we’d play in the third division grand final with a chance to win a trophy plus the surprised adulation
         of our partners, friends and families, and the deserved admiration of our footballing peers.
      

      
      We were 2–0 down at half-time to the Matildas. We were playing on the pitch next to the canteen where all the other players
         met up with beers and socks down after their games had finished. At half-time, for no apparent reason, I stood up and said,
         ‘We can do this, we have the skills.’ To our astonishment, in the second half Jim scored two scorching goals, both shots from
         far out – the Chefs went wild on the sidelines and we felt like the Mighty Ducks doing the bobsled for Jamaica in the Winter
         Olympics. Near the end of full-time, Ross scored another goal, managing to fumble the ball over the line with his feet while sitting on the ground. We were 3–2 up, but only for a minute before Rick unintentionally
         handballed right in front of our goal. They scored. That meant the game was drawn after normal time and the rules dictated
         that we play on until a ‘golden goal’ was scored, but with each team removing one player every two minutes. It didn’t make
         much difference to our team who we took off; we could take off everyone apart from Marcello and Jim without anyone noticing.
         Eventually, and predictably, they scored the golden goal and we lost. Our season ended with great pride and a little dignity.
      

      
      What did we learn from that first season? Well, we learned to be humble in defeat and not to laugh at players from the other
         teams when they did really bad kicks. We also learned the value of filming all of our games. Usually we had seven players,
         so there was always someone not playing who could hold the camera. Otherwise, one of the wives or girlfriends (bless them
         for coming to watch at all, let alone for indulging us by helping us to film ourselves), or other fans (one of Rick’s three
         children) would do the filming.
      

      
      After our second game against the Bullfrogs, we grabbed a case of beer and returned enthusiastically to Jim’s share house
         (next to our ‘home training ground’) to watch the game we had just played. We plugged the camera into Jim’s TV and watched
         it in real-time, then in slow motion, then in real-time again. We then rewound it and watched it all over again: every brave
         tackle, every shot on goal that sailed way over the crossbar into the long grass behind, every save, every reaction to heckling and every goal we almost stopped
         from going in. The few goals that we did score were replayed so often that most of us can still remember every moment of them.
      

      
      Our two halves of social football – totalling fifty minutes of ‘fitness and fun’ – were followed by up to six hours of drinking,
         carrying-on and reliving the shared experience of playing football in a team of new male friends. The team chant was invented
         on the front porch – ‘Here they come swinging their legs, moving their feet, using their heads, they’re the Rusty, they’re
         the Rusty, they’re the Rusty Trombones!’ – and around the table out back we entertained each other, swapping glory stories
         of yesteryear. Each taking it in turn to outdo the others with a tale of bravery, heroism or stupidity. Bonding? Yes it was.
      

      
      We had many messy nights at Jim’s, once coming home as late as 3 a.m. Not that it stuffed up our lives the next day very often;
         Jim was usually surfing at 6 a.m. and Ross was on his way to work by 7 a.m. Although one night Steve left his wallet at Ross’,
         and when Ross drove past Steve’s house the next morning to drop it off, Pirate Steve answered the door on his hands and knees.
         Due to a back injury, he said.
      

      
      After our last game of the season, we all went to the pub to watch the awards being presented to the teams that won the first,
         second, third and fourth division titles. The eight of us were the quiet group near the back, with the Chefs, watching in wonder and awe as the talented footballers collected their trophies. Then we piled into Rick’s minibus and went
         back to Jim’s house to watch the game we’d played that evening, the last of the season.
      

      
      I guess we were all wondering when we’d see each other next, but before long Jim – as captain, coach, physio and manager –
         decided it would be a good idea to have an end-of-season social gathering before Christmas. We imagined this would be similar
         to our normal routine together, except we wouldn’t play fifty minutes of football first and everyone’s partner would be there.
         Some of us hadn’t met our team mates’ partners before, and they certainly hadn’t all met each other. For a venue, I offered
         my joint and the team accepted.
      

      
      Jim, Steve and Nick brought along a special DVD to watch – they had spent far too long under extraneous circumstances sitting
         in front of Pirate Steve’s faulty computer editing together the highlights (and many lowlights) of our first season. They
         had added music, subtitles and commentary and had made copies for everyone, complete with covers and the following disclaimer:
         ‘Please note some of this material is not suitable for children, WAGs and people who have no interest in watching grown men
         make fools of themselves in a competitive sport.’
      

      
      Once again we watched ourselves perform, this time projected onto a wall – and this time in front of our wives and girlfriends. As the DVD finished, the only player who hadn’t been present, Marcello, turned up. So, not unenthusiastically,
         we followed the same procedure as normal and watched the DVD again. Marcello loved it and asked Pirate Steve to make more
         copies to send to all of his friends and family back in Italy. We thought it was hilarious to watch. What at the time had
         felt like a powerful sprint up the sidelines spurred on by the roar of the crowd, revealed itself, in front of others, to
         be more like half-speed comedic running accompanied by screeches from amused onlookers. Funny sometimes how different real
         life feels compared to how it appears.
      

      
      We all behaved a little differently that night – Rusty Trombones Lite – we certainly didn’t get as toasted as we usually would
         on a Thursday night after playing a game together. There were dips and glasses, and it was more polite conversation than raucous
         camaraderie. I guess some of us were putting on something like best behaviour in front of our partners. After the second showing
         of the DVD, we presented Jim with a T-shirt with ‘Coach’ printed on it and a bunch of flowers – small, insignificant and probably
         inappropriate signs of our appreciation for all the work he’d put in to get us together as a team, for what was probably a
         one-off season of outstanding fun and accidental fitness.
      

      
      By now we boys all knew each other pretty well, and on that night just before Christmas we got to know each others’ partners
         better. Some were wives of a few years and some were girlfriends of a few months. They had been supporters of the Rusty Trombones Football Club for the season and they were
         deservedly part of this end-of-season, less blokey but still boozy, child-free event.
      

      
      At this point, unbeknown to the rest of us, Jim and his partner, Sarah, had already started another team. He had begun his
         journey into fatherhood. Sarah was two months pregnant by the end of the season, but they hadn’t told anyone yet and we hadn’t
         noticed she wasn’t drinking. Jim had conceived this football team and now he had conceived something much more important and
         life-changing. He was about to lead us into a whole new game, needing a whole new game-plan, a completely new strategy and
         a new set of tactics for our second season together.
      

   
      
      
SEASON TWO


      Fertile FC
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      FERTILE FC

      
      JIM FIRST TOLD SOME OF US ABOUT HIS IMPENDING FATHERHOOD on New Year’s Eve. He popped into Ross’ house where Ross and his wife Bella, and my wife Mette and I, and other normal, non-footballing
         friends were all partying like it was 1999. Jim arrived with Sarah and Pirate Steve and uncharacteristically, but politely,
         bypassed all the drinking and smoking. He led a group of us straight out onto the back deck, where he and Sarah announced
         they were pregnant before heading home for a quiet night together. It was a surprise for sure; we hadn’t expected this from
         Jim and Sarah at this stage in their new relationship, but it was clearly very good news, which made us all feel warm and
         fuzzy. It also made us feel alert and aware, however. Aware that the lives of those around us, and therefore our lives, were
         beginning to change, and alert to the fact that this could well be the last New Year’s Eve celebration when we had only ourselves
         to try to put to bed.
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