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      Splinters checked his boots one last time as the roar of the Wembley crowd kept building to a crescendo. His father had specially
         cleaned them the night before. Attaching the brush and rag to his high-powered drill, he’d buffed them until they gleamed
         like pools in a sun shower.
      

      
      Splinters stared at his reflection in the luminous Predators. ‘Boots, boots on the floor, who’s got the best right foot by
         far?’
      

      
      ‘Well it’s not you, banana brain,’ replied the reflection in his right Predator. ‘Your rhyming’s not that great either.’
      

      
      ‘But—’ started Splinters.

      
      ‘What do you want me to do: lie?’ said the boot. ‘The greatest foot, right or left, belongs to David Beckham.’

      
      ‘Not for much longer—’ Splinters said before his boot cut him off.

      
      ‘Luis Figo comes in a close second,’ said the boot. ‘With Zinedine Zidane hot on his heels.’

      
      ‘All right,’ said Splinters impatiently.

      
      ‘Of course, though, if it’s finishing you want,’ continued the boot, ‘then I’d probably go with Gabriel Batistuta, the Argentinian
         striker, or Alan Shearer.’
      

      
      ‘Oh shut—’

      
      ‘And we mustn’t forget Ronaldo, or Rivaldo. Then again he’s more a left footer. Speaking of which, Harry Kewell has got one of the best left foots around—’
         The boots trailed off. ‘Do you say “foots” or is it “feet”? I mean I know that the plural of “foot” is “feet”, but you can’t have more than one left one. So, surely, under these unusual grammatical circumstances, you
         would say “foots”.
      

      
      ‘Never mind. Then you’ve got Raul, Luis Enrique, Roberto Carlos, another left footer, and that guy who plays for Juventus
         whose name I can never remember but who gets paid about a squillion a year—missed a couple of sitters in the European Championships
         a few years ago if you remember. Emanuel Petit, Roy Keane, Jamie Redknapp, Nowank, Noah, Nawinki Nwankwo Kanu—I always have trouble with his first name. I know it sounds vaguely rude, though. Denis Bergkamp, Christian
         Viera, Michael Owen, Thiery Henry, that Romanian bloke Hagi. Cafu, Patrick Viera, that little Nigerian guy with the sharp
         haircut and a bag full of tricks, Daniel something or other. He used to play for Paris Saint-Germain—’
      

      
      Splinters tore off his overtalkative footwear and hurled it into a corner of the change room.
      

      
      ‘Well you did ask,’ snarled his right boot before poking its tongue out at him, blowing a raspberry, and then lapsing into a sulky silence.
      

      
      Splinters pulled his spare boots—Kmart specials—out of his bag and slipped on the right one. It didn’t gleam like his Predators,
         but at least it let him get a word in.
      

      
      The Wildcats’ assistant coach, Eric Underwood, stuck his head in the change room. ‘C’mon, Splinters. Everyone’s ready to go.
         You can’t keep the Queen waiting.’
      

      
      Splinters finished tying his lace. ‘The Queen’s here?’

      
      ‘Yeah. She’s opening the stadium, you remember?’

      
      Splinters gulped. The Queen! What did you do when you met the Queen? Were you supposed to bow or curtsy or ask her what she
         used to de-flea the corgis? Some guy had visited the team and gone through what they were supposed to do, but now he couldn’t remember what it was. He’d seen an episode of Mr Bean a few years back where Mr Bean had accidentally head-butted her. So he supposed if he started from there and worked his way
         up, at least he would do better than Mr Bean. It wasn’t much after all, but it was something.
      

      
      But, now that he thought about it, Splinters realised that he wasn’t really sure what she looked like and he just hoped that
         he wouldn’t embarrass himself and everybody else by curtsying, bowing, enquiring about her corgis’ fleas or whatever, to somebody
         who wasn’t actually her maj.
      

      
      ‘Have you got twenty cents on you?’ Splinters asked Eric.

      
      Eric fished in his pocket and pulled out a coin. Then he tossed it to Splinters.

      
      He examined the coin and lobbed it back to Eric. Okay, she probably wouldn’t be wearing her crown to a footy match, but he
         figured if he got a look at her profile then he would most likely recognise her.
      

      
      ‘What are you supposed to say to the Queen?’

      
      Eric looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘You’ve got to ask her what she has in her handbag.’

      
      ‘Really?’

      
      ‘Yeah,’ continued Eric. ‘I reckon she’s got a packet of smokes and a Bic in there. But Dad thinks it’s probably a racing guide.’

      
      The rest of the Wildcats were lined up in the tunnel. Nuke was up front with the match ball ready to lead them out. Gazza
         was just behind him, juggling the training ball on her head. The rest of them were looking at their feet and taking short,
         shallow breaths. Even Fred-legs Smedley, who could talk under water with a mouthful of Jaffas, was sweating bullets and probably
         leaving 48 shades of brown in his undies at the thought of playing in front of a hundred thousand people. The wuss.

 
Splinters latched onto the end of the line. He didn’t mind being last; not a bit. It was a superstition he’d had since the
         under 6s. He felt that the Wildcats had a better chance of winning when he was last out. Okay it had probably come about because
         he used to be seriously crappola and was always on the bench. The last out, he had to collect the tracksuits and then go and
         sit on the small hill beside the field with his bucket and sponge.
      

      
      But not any more. He’d finally cottoned onto the way to improve his skills. Practice. At first he’d prayed to every god he
         could think of to make him the next David Beckham. He’d even sent some money to a god that lived in a post office box in the
         States. The god had forwarded him a tax-deductible receipt. Next he’d waited for the stars to come out at night and wished
         on the first one he saw. Or at least he had until he’d done some astrological research and worked out that the star that he’d
         been wishing on every night was a satellite. Then he’d talked Nuke into getting a train into Paddy’s Markets with him so that he could consult
         a clarevoy spirattualist toothsayer fortune-teller.
      

      
      The quality of guidance that the fortune-teller dished out seemed to depend on the amount of cash that Splinters was prepared
         to hand over. For his two dollars, Madam Zelda had told him not to take the next train home because it would be delayed at
         Strathfield. After that fiasco he’d sat through countless hours of training videos that his father had bought him. Then finally, as a last resort,
         he’d started practising. Practising and reading books because the old guru he’d met at the oval with the ancient boots who
         could juggle a soccer ball about a million times, had told him that soccer was a game for the mind and that he needed to exercise
         it. And now he could bend, dip and swerve the old bag of air with the best of them. He could even do that Cruyff-turn thing
         that the late, great Paddy Doyle had taught them. He could, in short, kick serious butt on the footy paddock. On top of that he was now in
         the top English class at school.
      

      
      Splinters stretched his hamstrings and then his quads; pulling his foot up with his hands until it rested against his butt.

      
      Who’d have thought it? The Western Wildcats under 13 Bs playing at Wembley. It was bizarre.

      
      The thing was that they weren’t even supposed to be the Bs. They were so shot that before the season had started they were
         the Ds. Or at least they had been until the original Bs had been poached by the Winston Hills Wanderers to be its A team,
         and the Cs had disbanded through lack of interest.
      

      
      But now, here they were, lined up in the tunnel at the reforb, refub, brand new Wembley Stadium to play the curtain raiser against a bunch of Pommy schoolboys. ‘Life,’ said Splinters quietly
         to himself as he switched to Aussie-bloke mode, ‘doesn’t get any better than this.’
      

      
      Splinters could hear that out on the hallowed turf the marching band had either finished pounding and tooting or had been
         pointed at an open door and had pounded and tooted off down the street. The stadium was enveloped in an eerie silence. The
         calm before the storm.
      

      
      Suddenly there was movement up ahead. A hesitant shuffle at first, then a stumble, followed by a half step and then a full
         one. This was it. They were on their way. Like sand draining out of a bath after a day at the beach, the Wildcats were being
         sucked towards their destiny.
      

      
      Through the bobbing heads in front, Splinters could see the moment when Nuke’s head hit daylight, coinciding as it did with
         an explosion. At first Splinters thought that a squadron of RAF fighter jets had flown past, or the London equivalent of Mt
         Vesuvius had blown its top; but then he realised that it was just the crowd going ballistic—thrilled that the magnificent stadium, the majestic old girl, was back
         in action.
      

      
      One by one, the Wildcats hit daylight, each of them dealing with the experience, the thrill, the euphoria, the stomach-churning
         nausea, the best he or she could.
      

      
      One pace ahead of him, Fred-legs Smedley hit the stadium and immediately peeled off the sort of reeking trouser tremor that
         made Splinters wish that he’d stood anywhere else in the line; or at least Fred-legs had.
      

      
      Finally it was Splinters’ turn. He emerged into the open air and immediately saw Fred-legs’ point. He thought he would be
         prepared for it. He’d run the image through his head about a million times beforehand. But imagining didn’t prepare you for
         the reality of a hundred thousand people suddenly screaming at you. Splinters could feel the blood draining away from his
         head and into his boots. He floated along behind Fred-legs as if he was in a dream. Every single hair on his body was standing to attention and screaming to be released from its follicle prison. Fortunately he’d dispensed with
         the Becks Brylcreemed swoop for the shaved down look now favoured by old Goldenbollocks. Lucky he had, because right now if
         he hadn’t gone the Bic disposable, he reckoned the Brylcreem wouldn’t have been able to keep it in check. And if it hadn’t,
         then his hair would have probably leapt up into the air like Scooby Doo and Shaggy chancing upon a ghost.
      

      
      ‘What are they laughing at?’ said Fred-legs Smedley.

      
      While he’d been thinking about David Beckham and Brylcreem and Scooby Doo and Shaggy, he’d failed to notice the hundred thousand
         crowd switch from cheer mode to laugh mode. He quickly put his hand up to his nose in case he had a snarler dangling from
         it and they were laughing at him. Nothing. He shrugged and took his place at the end of the line up, which had stopped in front of the royal box.
      

      
      Splinters didn’t know the words to God Save the Queen, so he mumbled along as best he could, throwing in the occasional reference to corgis and racing guides and the cigarettes
         in her handbag, where he thought appropriate. ‘God save our gracious Queen, may her dogs have no fleas, God save the Queen.
         La la la la. Send her the racing guide, may her horse win first prize, and her smokes taste real nice, Go-od save the Queeeeen—’
      

      
      ‘Splinters!’ hissed Fred-legs Smedley. ‘You haven’t got—’

      
      ‘Shut up, Fred-legs,’ snarled Splinters out of the corner of his mouth. ‘I’m singing the Pommy national anthem.’

      
      ‘The Queen doesn’t smoke,’ hissed Fred-legs out of the corner of his.

      
      The marching band, which had turned up again, pounded, thwacked and tooted its way towards the end of the dull anthem. Outside
         the chicken dance and the collected works of Human Nature, the Pommy national anthem had to be one of the most boring songs
         in the universe. Okay, Splinters had nothing against the Queen being saved. And if it needed doing, who better qualified for
         the job than God? But anybody who was on the smokes and who regularly turned out for a day at the races obviously wasn’t in
         any immediate danger. Surely God would be better off focusing his energies elsewhere in Pommyland; like on the livestock for
         instance.
      

      
      God save our crazy cows,

      
      Give them a nice clean house,

      
      Where there’s no foot and mouth,

      
      God save our cows.

      
      As soon as the song finished, the Queen tottered down from the royal box to meet the players. The crowd started laughing again.
         Maybe they didn’t like her hat.
      

      
      At the front of the line Nuke nodded at the Queen and began introducing her to the Wildcats. Gazza half-bowed and half-curtsied. She was a chick in a boys’ team and obviously caught in two minds, although
         that never happened to her with the ball.
      

      
      ‘Splinters,’ hissed Fred-legs again. ‘You’re in the nu—’

      
      Splinters glared at Fred-legs. ‘Will you shut up? I’m trying to concentrate!’ Splinters was focusing on the game. He wanted
         to picture his crosses in his mind before he actually hit them over, the way the guru with the ancient boots, who could juggle
         a soccer ball a million times, had told him to. If he managed to hit Fred-legs Smedley’s annoying and oversized skull on every
         cross, he might get signed up by Man United as the next Becks. And then he would move over to Pommyland with his old man,
         who could meet up with Mrs Gazza and, well, whatever.
      

      
      The Queen was halfway along the line by this time. It wouldn’t be long now. Splinters just hoped that he wouldn’t head-butt
         her when he bowed. He thought about doing a Gazza and playing it safe by throwing in a curtsy. But that wasn’t going to work. With his luck he’d end up kneeing her in
         the royal—
      

      
      ‘Splinters,’ hissed Fred-legs again. ‘You aren’t wearing any—’

      
      ‘I swear, Fred-legs,’ growled Splinters. ‘The first cross I get I’m going to hammer it at your stupid ski-jump nose.’

      
      ‘Bite me, Splinters!’ snapped Fred-legs. ‘Don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.’

      
      ‘This is our other striker, Ma’am,’ said Nuke. He sounded to Splinters as though he’d shoved a plum in his mouth. ‘His name
         is Simon Smedley. Though we call him Fred-legs.’
      

      
      The Queen tittered at this. In fact it was more a chortle than a titter. You couldn’t titter when you were the Queen. It sounded
         a bit suss.
      

      
      Fred-legs bowed and managed not to ram his annoying, oversized skull up the Queen’s nose, which might have been just the sort of thing that God saved her from.
      

      
      ‘And why do they call you Fred-legs, Simon?’ asked the Queen.

      
      Fred-legs wondered if he should take the Queen on the tortuous journey that led to his nickname; and whether the trip was
         worth the effort. It had all started in year two when his family had returned to the city from up the coast. Fred-legs was
         such a monumental pain in the butt that he could have annoyed for Australia had there been such a thing as the Annoying Olympics.
         It was impossible to spend ten minutes in his company without wanting to get him in a headlock and drag your knuckles across
         his scalp until the sparks flew, or at the very least shower his annoying skull with a couple of hundred crow pecks. Even
         his uncle, the peace-loving pacifist, the Bhagavan Smedley, had apparently been seen hurling handfuls of rice at his fleeing
         nephew over the years.
      

      
      Fred-legs didn’t deliberately set out to annoy people; it was a talent that just came naturally to him. The end result, though, was that by the end of his first year
         in the area, Fred-legs had been regularly leapt on by just about the entire school: teachers, teachers’ aides, librarians,
         cleaners and casual contract staff included. And, having dragged a dead leg home from school several days in a row, Fred-legs
         had whinged to his mother about the treatment he was receiving at his new school. Unfortunately she’d heard ‘dead-leg’ as
         ‘Fred-leg’, and at his weekend soccer match, his mother had stood on the small hill beside the field, smoke on the go, and
         yelled, ‘Come on, Fred-legs!’, whenever Fred-legs had the ball. And the name had stuck like a peanut butter sandwich hurled
         at a wall.
      

      
      ‘My mother reckons that I run like a guy she used to know who was called Fred,’ said Fred-legs.

      
      Major crappola alert, thought Splinters. Run like a guy who was called Fred? Tell her about all your dead legs, Fred-legs. Splinters wondered if it was a jailable offence to spin BS to the Queen. Maybe they’d lock Fred-legs up in the Tower of
         London and chop his annoying, oversized head off and feed him to the ravens.
      

      
      ‘Most amusing,’ said the Queen. ‘My husband runs like a giraffe in a thunderstorm.’
      

      
      ‘And this is Mark—’ said Nuke, turning to Splinters before freezing solid. His mouth snapped into position and he looked like
         one of those laughing clowns waiting for a ball to be shoved into his mouth at the Easter show.
      

      
      The Queen finished chatting with Fred-legs and moved on to Splinters. The laughter in the crowd was so intense that a hundred
         thousand people were lying on their backs and kicking their legs in the air like recently Baygonned cockroaches.
      

      
      Splinters bowed to the Queen.

      
      Nuke put his head in his hands.

      
      A ripple ran along the Wildcats’ line that Splinters had stuffed things up again. Stuffed things up beyond belief this time. Opposite the Wildcats the English schoolboys
         were wetting themselves.
      

      
      Lucky Splinters didn’t turn around when he bowed, thought Fred-legs. Diplomatic incident aside, the Queen would have had somewhere to park her bike, if she’d brought one.
      

      
      Back up in the stand, the Queen’s aides had all fainted, while the head of the English FA and the Australian ambassador were
         trying to kill themselves by deliberately choking to death on a pork pie.
      

      
      ‘Is this what you normally wear to football matches in Australia?’ asked the Queen. ‘If it is, I can’t for the life of me
         understand why your matches are so poorly attended.’
      

      
      Splinters put his hand up to his nose. Maybe he did have a bit of dried snarler glued there after all. Nope. Nothing. He looked
         down at his boots. His left Predator gleamed like a black diamond, while the right Kmart special looked fine. Socks and shinpads all okay. Nothing wrong there. Shorts, shirt and undies all fine, except
         for the fact that they were hanging back on his peg in the change room.
      

      
      The world stopped.

      
      Splinters gulped and followed the Queen’s gaze down south.

      
      ‘It must get cold in winter, though,’ she continued.

      
      Splinters yelped and then tore off across the hallowed turf like a demented gazelle. He wanted the ground to open up and swallow
         him—and that’s exactly what it did.
      

      
      ‘No!’ He thrashed around in the earth, looking for a way out.

      
      ‘I didn’t mean it, Ma’am.’ He hit the surface just as the sun came on.

      
      ‘Mark,’ said the groundsman, shaking him gently.

      
      Splinters opened his eyes and found himself still wrapped in the hallowed turf. Though, now that he thought about it, the
         section of grass he was buried in looked suspiciously like it was dotted with sailboats and buoys and seagulls. In fact the
         entire slice of ground that was wrapped around him had a distinctive maritime feel.
      

      
      Finally his brain came back on line. He glared at the sun. ‘Turn the light down, Dad!’

      
      Splinters’ father, Big Stan, did as he was told.

      
      ‘Bad dreams again?’ his father asked him.

      
      Splinters nodded and pulled himself free of his nautical doona. Then he reached over for the glass of water that had become
         a permanent fixture on his bedside table since the nightmares had started.
      

      
      Big Stan sat down on the bed. ‘Which was it this time: the one about the talking boots, or meeting the Queen at Wembley in
         the nude?’
      

      
      ‘Both,’ gurgled Splinters through his drink.

      
      
      Big Stan patted him warmly on his leg. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

      
      Splinters replaced the glass. ‘But what if it really happens?’

      
      ‘It won’t.’

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘It’s just a dream,’ said Big Stan. ‘I don’t know. It’s a fear of being vulnerable or something.’

      
      ‘No,’ said Splinters. ‘More a fear of mooning the Queen.’

      
      ‘We all have them,’ said Big Stan. ‘You know—the one where you’re sitting on the toilet in front of the whole school, or you
         find yourself being barbecued on the spit at a women-only nudist colony.’
      

      
      Splinters’ eyes widened. He patted his father warmly on his shoulder. ‘I think you should go back to bed now, Dad.’

      
      Splinters watched his father stumble out of his room and back to bed. He just had to hook him up with Mrs Gazza or somebody.
         And Splinters thought he had problems—nude in front of the Queen and everything. On the toilet in front of the entire school, and the main course at a women-only
         nudist colony barbecue? Big Stan needed serious help.
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