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CHAPTER ONE


SPORTSBALL


‘FREDDIE SPECTOR, GET DOWN HERE NOW!’


[image: In the kitchen, Freddie stands in front of his mother, who yells at him with her hands on her hips, gesturing as if giving an order.]


Oh boy. I know that tone. I race downstairs to find out why Mum is yelling at me five minutes after yelling at me to get started on my homework.


I find her in the kitchen with her hands on her hips. She does not look impressed.


‘Look, is this about the sticky notes in the bathroom? Because I heard that if you read notes while you’re in the shower, you’re more likely to remember them,’ I say.


‘It’s not about the sticky notes,’ Mum says. ‘But we’ll come back to that later.’


‘Um, okay, so why did you call me down here?’


‘Because I’d love to know why on earth there’s a baseball in the microwave. I assume that was your doing?’


Oh. That’s what this is about?


‘I’m testing a theory,’ I explain.


‘Which is?’


‘That baseballs fly further when they’re warm,’ I say. I don’t tell her that there’s another baseball in the freezer.


A look flashes across Mum’s face which, if I’m not mistaken, looks a lot like curiosity. It disappears quickly though, and she says, ‘That’s all very well and good, Fred, but how exactly were you going to test this theory?’


It’s a good question. Mum has a strict No Throwing Balls in the House rule and it’s not like we have a baseball-pitch-sized backyard. ‘I hadn’t thought that far ahead,’ I admit.


‘It’s great that you know so much about sport,’ Mum says, ‘but let’s keep all our breakables intact, okay? And can you set the table please? Dinner is almost ready.’


‘I don’t know anything about sport,’ I correct her as I start pulling plates out of the cupboard. I sigh loudly, my stomach twisting in knots as I think about the sports carnival coming up this Friday. I’m going to have to compete in front of the entire school even though I have no sporting abilities whatsoever. ‘It’s all just sportsball to me. That’s the whole problem.’


Mum raises an eyebrow. ‘Sportsball?’


‘It’s what people call sport when they’re clueless about it,’ my sister, Henrietta, chimes in as she walks into the kitchen.


‘That’s not a real thing,’ Mum says.


‘It’s in the dictionary,’ I tell her. ‘Look it up.’


‘Okay, but that’s not exactly true, is it?’ Mum says. ‘Freddie, you know plenty about sports. I’ve been finding sticky notes with sports facts on them around the house all week. Here.’ She digs into her pocket and hands me a little piece of paper with my handwriting on it. ‘I found this in the fridge earlier.’


[image: A sticky note says that the dimples on a golf ball make them travel further. Most golf balls have around 300 dimples, but some have as many as 500.]


‘That’s a good one,’ I say, putting it in my pocket. ‘And hey, speaking of golf balls, did you know that there are two on the moon? An astronaut hit them there on a space mission in 1971.’


‘I didn’t know that,’ Mum says. ‘How fascinating.’


‘And did you know tennis balls used to be white, but they changed them to yellow so they were easier to see on TV?’ I say, a whole bunch of facts about sports balls – actual sports balls – coming to me now. I wrote some down earlier, like:


[image: Four sticky notes summarise historical sports facts: Billiard balls in the nineteenth century could explode when hit hard. Netball panels are designed to improve flight. Basketball was first played with soccer balls. Squash balls were originally made of rubber and would squash against walls.]


‘And, not technically a ball,’ I continue, ‘but did you know that ice hockey pucks are kept frozen? They replace them during a game when they start to thaw.’


‘Why’s that?’ Mum asks, stirring the sauce she’s cooking on the stove.


‘It’s to stop them from bouncing. Otherwise they might cause injuries.’


‘That makes sense,’ Mum says. ‘I think.’


‘I take it Freddie’s latest obsession – I mean topic of interest – is sport,’ another voice says.


I spin around and grin when I see Aunty Lou. Aunty Lou isn’t our real aunty – she’s Mum’s best friend and she’s always coming over. Usually unannounced and usually at dinnertime. Mum says it’s because Aunty Lou hates cooking. I said it’s lucky Aunty Lou likes pasta because that’s the only thing Mum knows how to cook. And toast, Henrietta said. Mum said we can cook our own dinner, thank you very much.


‘Quick – pop quiz,’ Aunty Lou says. ‘Which sport has the largest ball?’


‘Basketball,’ I say without missing a beat.


‘Ah, can’t trick you, Freddie,’ Aunty Lou says, throwing her hands in the air. ‘So, why sport?’


‘It’s because we’ve got a big sports carnival coming up at school on Friday,’ Henrietta explains for me.


Aunty Lou’s face lights up. She is a big sports fan.


‘It’s a huge deal,’ Henrietta continues. ‘Like a proper mini Olympics, and it’s compulsory to compete. Freddie thinks if he knows everything there is to know about sport, he’ll be better at it.’


I know Henrietta is just stating a fact, but I feel my cheeks go pink. Grown-ups don’t always understand stuff like this.


Mum frowns at me. ‘Freddie, you know that won’t actually work, right?’


I shrug. I do, deep down, but I also read that mental preparation is a big part of an athlete’s success, so surely it can’t hurt, right? I’ll do anything to not come dead last. And, as it turns out, I’m also really enjoying learning about sports. You don’t need to be sporty to find it interesting that King Edward II of England banned soccer in 1314 because it was creating too much noise. (Although, that might have been because they were playing ‘mob football’, a very dangerous medieval version of soccer where entire villages would compete and there was only one rule: no murder.)


‘It’s better than doing nothing,’ I tell Mum.


‘You could train, you know,’ Mum points out.


‘I think it’s a bit late for that,’ I say.


Besides, whatever sporty genes that might exist in my family tree completely skipped me. I’m never going to be an elite athlete and that’s fine by me. No one can be good at everything. There are times in your life when not being good at sport is a problem, though, like the time I got chased by a duck at the park. Or when mandatory participation at the Becker Heights sports carnival is coming up in three days’ time.


‘It’s never too late to train,’ Aunty Lou says. ‘You know I used to be a –’


‘Professional soccer player,’ Henrietta and I finish for her.


‘Have I mentioned it?’ Aunty Lou says with a grin.


‘Once or twice,’ Henrietta grins back.


It’s true. If you google Aunty Lou’s name, you’ll find lots of articles back from when she was a big deal soccer player. Her team even won a championship, or whatever it is you call it.


‘I’ve got a great idea,’ Aunty Lou says. ‘Why don’t we have a little training session tomorrow? First thing in the morning before school. I can take you to the oval and we can practise some basic skills. We could ask Theo too, if you want?’


[image: Lou sits at the dinner table, gesturing with her hands and smiling as she watches Freddie and Henrietta play in front of her.]


Theo is my best friend and he’s really good at sports. Really, really good. State-champion-every-year-in-multiple-events good.


‘What a great idea!’ Mum says brightly before I can say anything.


‘Great, that’s settled then,’ Aunty Lou says. ‘Go call Theo, Fred!’


A huge sinking feeling fills my stomach. I don’t want to train for the carnival. And I definitely don’t want to compete. I wish this whole thing would just go away.
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