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Hi,

Sam Kerr here, captain of the Matildas and striker for Chelsea FC.

I am so excited to be bringing you this book series about little Sam Kerr. This series follows my story from a soccer newbie to a skilled striker.

Growing up, I faced many challenges on and off the pitch. These books will share these experiences and I can’t wait to share my journey with you.

I hope you love it as much as I do!

Sam
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CHAPTER ONE


THE KNIGHTS’ HOME GROUND

BRUCE LEE OVAL

TUESDAY

4.36 pm



‘Hey, mate, wanna come and have a kick?’

Is he talking to me?

I stop spinning the footy round in my hands and look behind me. But there’s just a couple of trees and the orange brick clubhouse back there. I turn and frown at the lanky man standing a few feet away from me on the oval.

‘Me?’

‘Yeah, you.’ He smiles, pushes his Victoria Park cap back on his head and leans over the low chain mesh fence. ‘I’m the coach and we’re short one player.’

Dylan is warming up with the rest of the team in the middle of the oval. He grins and gives me a thumbs up. I look back at the coach.

‘Yeah, nah, I’m right thanks,’ I say politely, starting to spin the footy again.

‘Okay, no worries, son.’

Son?

I can’t help grinning to myself. This guy thinks I’m a boy. It’s a fair enough mistake to make. I live in shorts and T-shirts (there’s no way you’d catch me in a dress) and have short hair. Lots of people make the same mistake. It doesn’t bother me.

The coach straightens up, tips his cap at me and turns back to his team. ‘Right, boys, let’s do some laps!’

As the team takes off around the oval, Dylan shoots me a ‘why didn’t you say yes?’ look. But my best friend should know exactly why I didn’t join in.

Soccer just isn’t my game.



I kick the footy to myself as I head home. I’m thinking back to Dylan’s coach asking me, Sam Kerr, to play soccer. Soccer. Ridiculous. The only reason I was anywhere near a soccer pitch today was because Dylan dragged me there. He’s been hassling me for ages to come and watch his Under 12s team, the Knights, train. I only agreed to watch him today so he’d stop banging on about it. He’s always going on and on about how awesome soccer is, even though I’ve told him a gazillion times soccer isn’t as good as AFL.
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The Kerrs are an AFL family through and through. We’ve been obsessed with the game for years, going all the way back to when my dad first came out to Australia from India. He played in the West Australian Football League and won his first premiership at twenty-five, which is pretty cool.

We all barrack for the West Coast Eagles, and go to every game at their home ground, Subiaco Oval. I’m in the cheer squad, too. Standing on the fence and waving the Eagles banner is the best feeling in the world. Unfortunately, the last time the Eagles won a grand final was ten whole years ago. But now that my big brother, Daniel, is playing for them, I reckon we’ve got a good chance of winning the 2004 Premiership.

That’s what we tell him anyway. No pressure.

Daniel is ten years older than me and as crazy about football as I am. He could name the top five goal-kickers for the season by the time he was three and slept with a footy until he was eight. Playing for the Eagles is his dream come true and we’re all super proud. We’ve been helping him improve his skills for years. Some people might even reckon we were the reason Daniel became a professional footballer.

But I wouldn’t want to brag or anything.

And if we’re not at Subiaco watching the Eagles during footy season, the Kerrs can always be found at the South Freo football club, where Dad coaches the Under 15s and I play in the Under 12s. So yeah, the Kerrs are an AFL family all the way, which is why I can’t even imagine playing soccer. What kind of game doesn’t even let you use your hands? And soccer games have really low scores, too. Dylan told me that sometimes a whole game can go by and no one scores a single goal. That’s kind of weird when you think about it.

Nah, soccer definitely isn’t for me.




CHAPTER TWO


EAST FREMANTLE PRIMARY SCHOOL

WEDNESDAY

9.06 am



‘Psst! Sam!’

When I don’t answer, Dylan pokes a pencil into my back.

‘Ow!’ I turn around in my chair and glare at him.

‘Sorry.’ He shrugs.

‘What is it?’

I glance towards the front of the classroom where our Grade Six teacher, Mr Morton, is marking homework at his desk. Mr Morton hates it when we talk while we’re doing boring history worksheets in boring history class. But Dylan obviously hasn’t remembered this because he’s talking in a voice that is way louder than a whisper. My other best friend, Indi, sits next to me and gives Dylan a dirty look, too.

‘Why didn’t you join in training yesterday when Ted asked you?’ Dylan says.

‘Ssshhhh!’ I say.

I check to see if Mr Morton has heard, but he’s looking down and frowning at someone’s homework. It must be mine. I don’t know how our teacher can’t hear Dylan when he’s being so loud. That’s one of the good things about having a teacher who’s three hundred years old. Dodgy hearing.

I can hear Chelsea and Nikita giggling at the table behind us, but I’m ignoring them. It’s something I always try to do, but I’ve been trying especially hard since last week, when she saw me doing backflips on the oval.

‘Hey, Circus Dog!’ she called out. ‘Nice flips!’

‘Shove it, Chelsea!’ Indi called back.

Indi isn’t scared of anyone, not even the biggest bully in school.

‘Yeah,’ Dylan said in a shaky voice. ‘Why don’t you rocket?!’

‘Rocket?’ Chelsea squealed. ‘Good comeback, dork!’ Then she and Nikita walked off, laughing.

When Indi and I asked Dylan why he chose to insult Chelsea with the name of a lettuce leaf, he went red and shook his head.

‘I was trying to say “rack off,” but I got nervous.’

It was embarrassing for all of us.

Dylan is pretty shy and awkward around most people except for Indi and me, his best friends. Dylan’s whole family is shy. His mum and dad came out to Perth from Sudan before he was born, and he’s an only child. His mum is really smiley and makes the yummiest flatbread in the world.

Dylan pokes me again. ‘You should have given it a go,’ he says. ‘For fun!’

Indi spins around in her chair. ‘Shush!’

I try to focus on my war worksheet, but it’s hard. Why can’t Mr Morton give us worksheets about exciting stuff, like the history of the Eagles? It could have questions like: What year were the West Coast Eagles established? (1986) and, What is the Eagles’ mascot? (Australian wedge-tailed eagle.) I sigh and stare out the window at the school oval. I’d much rather be out there than stuck in this stuffy classroom.

I look at the clock on the wall and can’t believe my eyes. It’s only 9.15! Why is time going so slowly? I still have to wait a whole hour and a half before I can go out and kick the footy with Dylan. My Under 12s team, the Blazers, have our first training of the season after school today so I really want to practise my drop punt. Dad says my kick is pretty good but thinks I can get better. There’s a long hallway in our house, and one of our favourite things to do is try to curl the footy from the lounge room all the way around into the study. It’s a pretty fun game. Everyone in the family has a go, even my big sister, Maddi, who isn’t as good as the rest of us.

I look out the window at the oval again and imagine myself out there now, running across the grass, bouncing the ball and booting it straight through the big sticks. Boom!

‘Sam Kerr!’

Uh-oh. I forgot about the war stuff and now Mr Morton is glaring at me over his black-rimmed frames. This happens a lot.

‘Daydreaming again, are we?’ he growls.

‘Sorry, Mr Morton.’

This is all Dylan’s fault. He distracted me and made me lose focus. I try to shoot death stares at my best friend through the side of my head, but I don’t think it’s working.

‘What about you, Mr Mawut?’ Now Mr Morton is frowning at Dylan. ‘Anything I can help you with?’

I sneak a look and see Dylan’s neck doing its embarrassed blotchy red thing. Indi sees it, too.

‘Uh, no, Mr Morton,’ Dylan says.

‘Okay, then,’ says Mr Morton, swirling his finger in the air like he’s spinning an invisible yoyo. ‘Then maybe the two of you could get back to your worksheets!’

I stare at the worksheet and squint my eyes, trying really hard to concentrate. I promised Mum and Dad I’d make more of an effort with my schoolwork this year, but it’s only halfway through Term One and I can already feel my good intentions slipping away… just like the Eagles’ chances at the Premiership last year.

At least we’ve got art next. I like art. And our teacher, Miss Keystone, is really cool. Last week she said she had a surprise project for us to work on today. I can’t wait to see what it is. I’d bet my entire Eagles trading cards collection that it will be more fun than answering questions about war.

No! Stop! I have to focus on Simpson and his donkey, not daydream about how many drop punts I can fit into thirty minutes. Which is at least 280, by the way.






CHAPTER THREE


SOUTH FREMANTLE FOOTY CLUB

WEDNESDAY

4.20 pm



The ball flies through the air straight towards me. I grab it and run. I spot Cooper a few metres to my left and deliver him the ball with a short, sweet drop punt then I run hard, following the play and catching up to Cooper, who has dodged around two opposition players, barely escaping the second tackle. Cooper kicks it high over the other players as I race towards the goal square. I leap as high as I can to take the mark when… CRUNCH! Lenny tackles me to the ground, and I land face-first on the grass with my nose smooshed into the dirt. I sit up to give it a gentle wiggle with my finger and I feel an explosion of pain.

‘Oof!’

‘Sorry, Sam!’ Lenny cries, leaning over me. ‘You all right?’

‘Yeah, I’m fine.’ I grin up at him.

Lenny suddenly looks panicked and he jumps away like I’m hot lava. ‘Time out!’ he shouts, raising his hands above his head in the shape of a T.
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I feel a bit wobbly as I stand up, still clutching the ball to my chest. It’s only our first practice match of the year but I’ve already kicked two goals so I’m feeling pretty chuffed with myself. Then I feel something wet trickle out of my nose and drip onto my lip. Oh, great! Now I’ve got a snotty nose. I swipe the back of my hand across my sore face and a long, wet streak of red appears on my skin.

Hmmm, that probably isn’t a good sign.

My teammates crowd around me.

‘You okay, Sammy?’ Josh asks.

‘Is it broken?’ Riley gasps.

‘Good one, Lenny!’ Cooper cries. ‘You nearly knocked her out!’

Poor Lenny looks like he’s about to cry and I know how he feels. My nose has started throbbing so hard it feels like it’s going to fall off my face.

‘Sorry, Sam,’ Lenny says, wringing his hands. ‘I didn’t think I tackled you that hard.’

‘It’s fine,’ I say. ‘I’ll just be faster next time.’

Everyone laughs, including me. Then I see our coach, Joe, running towards us, and he’s definitely not laughing. The boys take a step back to let him through.

‘I’m okay, Joe!’ I say quickly. ‘It’s just a nosebleed!’

‘Let me see,’ he demands. ‘It could be broken.’

‘It’s not broken.’ But I’m not as sure about that as I sound.

‘Come on, let’s go to the rooms,’ Joe orders. ‘The rest of you get in threes and run some Tap and Crumb.’

I follow Joe off the oval, holding my throbbing nose and feeling angry with myself for being so stupid. How could I have let myself get hurt at the first training? Sure, Lenny seems to have grown a metre taller since last season, along with the rest of the boys, but even if I’m now heaps shorter than them, I’ve always been fast.

I’ll just have to be faster next time.



‘What do you mean, I can’t play?’

I drop the ice pack onto the table with a squishy thud and stare in disbelief at the two sad faces in front of me. Everything feels like it’s moving in slow motion. After Joe realised that my nose wasn’t broken, just bruised, he asked me to come into the club house for a talk with him and Dad. Dad was already here, training his team on the other oval, and ran straight over when he heard I was hurt. If I’d known they were going to tell me I couldn’t play footy anymore, I’d never have come out of the bathroom. The pain in my nose is nothing compared to this.

‘I’m sorry, Sam,’ Dad says, putting his hand over mine. ‘But you’ve reached an age where the boys are maturing faster than you, physically. It’s just too dangerous for you to keep playing with them.’

‘But that’s not fair!’ I shout, pulling my hand away. ‘It’s not my fault I’m not as big as them. It doesn’t mean I’m not a good player.’

‘Of course it doesn’t mean that, Sam,’ Joe says. ‘You’re a better player than most of the boys out there. Your speed and mobility are second to none. But like your dad says… it’s not an even match physically anymore.’

‘We don’t want to see you get hurt,’ Dad adds.

‘I’ll be careful. I promise!’

‘It’s not about you being careful, Sam,’ Dad sighs. ‘You’re playing against boys who are much bigger and stronger than you. It’s not safe.’

‘It would be great if there was a girls’ league,’ Joe says, ‘but unfortunately there isn’t.’

It feels like the world has tipped on its side and I’m trying really hard to hold on. Me, a Kerr, not allowed to play footy? How could that be possible? I can see how bad Dad and Joe feel about making this decision, but I don’t really care about their feelings right now. I pick up my bloody tissues and run out of the clubhouse.




CHAPTER FOUR


MY BEDROOM

WEDNESDAY

7.50 pm



My chocolate brown kelpie, Penny, is sprawled across my body and looking up at me with her soft, brown eyes. She’s the smartest dog in the world, and always knows when I’m sad.

‘It’s not fair, Penny,’ I whisper, stroking the short hairs on top of her head.

Penny yawns sympathetically and nuzzles into my tummy.

Ashley Sampi and Cathy Freeman stare down at us from the posters on my wall. My two biggest sporting heroes are probably thinking the same thing as me – the world is totally unfair and why the heck isn’t there a women’s football league?

Footy is a rough game, so I understand (sort of) why Dad and Joe are worried about me playing against boys who are twice as big as me, but what’s a footy-loving girl like me supposed to do? Take up chess?

I don’t think so.

The first time I stepped onto a footy ground I knew I belonged out there. I had just joined the Auskick Under 7s team and, as soon as I got out there, I was running, weaving around other players, handballing and kicking the ball, and it all came so naturally. Since then, I’ve spent hundreds of hours of my life trying to copy Ashley Sampi’s sensational speckies by bouncing off our fitness ball and plucking imaginary marks from the air.

Now I’ll never have my real-life moment of speckie glory.

Today, when I bolted out of the footy club, still clutching my bloody tissues, I ran all the way home. I really wanted to call Dylan and Indi, but our phone is in the middle of the house, and Mum was in the kitchen, and Maddi was watching TV in the lounge room. I was worried I’d start crying on the phone and there was no way I was gonna bawl like a baby in front of my whole family.

So I came into my bedroom and had a secret cry instead.

After dinner, Dad asked if I wanted to come and have a kick in the backyard, but I told him he was being totally insensitive to even suggest playing a game I’ve been banned from! Then I stomped off to my bedroom for another secret cry. Now here I am, staring up at Ashley and Cathy.

‘Knock, knock.’

It’s Mum’s voice outside my bedroom.

‘Sam? Can I come in?’

‘Yep.’ I wipe my wet face and accidentally brush my bruised nose, which releases fresh tears of pain. Great.

Mum walks in and gives me one of her ‘aw, my poor Sam’ faces. She sits beside me and puts her hand on my leg. ‘You okay, love?’

Her voice is so kind that it’s super hard not to start crying all over again.

She pulls me up and puts her arms around me, which makes the not-crying thing even harder. I bury my face into her shoulder and hold my breath to try and stop a tsunami of tears gushing from my eyes.

‘It sucks, huh?’ Mum says softly in my ear.

That does it. Game over. There’s no way I can hold the tsunami back now.

Mum rubs my back as I begin to sob and drip epic snot bubbles onto her shoulder.

‘Oh, love,’ she says.

After a few minutes of embarrassing blubbering, I take a deep, shaky breath and sit back.

‘Okay, now that you’ve got that out of your system,’ Mum says, handing me a tissue, ‘it’s time for you to make a choice, Sam Kerr.’

‘About what?’ I frown. ‘I don’t have a choice.’

‘Of course you do.’ Mum smiles. ‘Even if you can’t change the situation, you can change the way you deal with it. You just need to find something else that makes you happy.’

‘Footy is the only thing that makes me happy,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to do anything else.’

‘You don’t know that.’ Mum wipes fresh tears away with her thumb. ‘You’re a Kerr, and we Kerrs make our own luck. If the world gives us lemons, we make lemonade spiders.’

‘I love lemonade spiders,’ I say quietly.

‘I know you do,’ Mum says. ‘Now you just have to figure out what flavour you want your new lemonade spider to be.’






CHAPTER FIVE


EAST FREMANTLE PRIMARY SCHOOL

THURSDAY

8.15 am



‘I can’t believe you’re not allowed to play footy anymore!’ Indi shrieks. ‘That totally SUCKS!’

We’re on our way to school and Indi is being so loud that a couple of kids across the road look over to see what all the commotion is about. Indi has always been super loud. She can’t help it. She’s the youngest of five kids in a big Greek family and they’re all loud. When you grow up in a big family, you have to have a big voice, or no one pays any attention to you. Indi might be small, but she can shout louder than the biggest Eagles supporter.

‘You’re the best player on the team,’ Dylan says. ‘It’s a travesty!’

‘I don’t know what that means,’ Indi shouts, ‘but I totally agree.’

Dylan loves using words like ‘travesty’. His dad gave him a book called Storyteller’s Word a Day for Christmas last year because he said Dylan’s vocabulary was ‘too limited’. Now, Dylan uses words like ‘rapturous’ and ‘unnerving’ and ‘travesty’, which can be kind of cool, but is sometimes just plain annoying.

Seeing how outraged my friends are for me makes me feel slightly better. But only slightly… like how being hit over the head with a block of wood would be only slightly less painful than a sledgehammer.

‘I’m sorry, Sam,’ Dylan says. ‘You must be gutted.’

‘Yep.’ I jump off my skateboard and pick it up. ‘Gutted is the perfect word, Dylan.’

He pats my back and Indi puts her arm me as we all walk into school together. I’m pretty lucky to have best friends like Dylan and Indi. The three of us have known each other since we met in the sandpit on our first day of kindergarten. We are totally different from each other, in looks and personalities, but somehow it works.

Dylan is tall with sticky-outy brown hair, copper-brown eyes, and dimples, while Indi has brown curly hair that always bounces (even when she isn’t moving), blue-rimmed glasses and a small gap between her two front teeth. I’m the smallest out of the three of us. I’d love to have curly hair like Indi’s but mine is brown and straight and short. Long hair just gets in the way when I’m playing sport. I’m the youngest in a big family, too (I’ve got two brothers and one sister), but, unlike Indi, I’m the quietest. The only time I’m loud is when I’m playing footy.

Guess I’ll be quiet all the time now, I think sadly as we walk into our noisy Grade Six classroom.

Indi and I sit at our table and Mr Morton starts reading out the roll. Suddenly, I can feel a lump growing in my throat.

Oh no! I don’t want to cry. Especially not in front of Mr Morton.

I quickly swallow it back down, and blink as fast as I can to get rid of the tears that are pooling in the corners of my eyes.

Indi nudges me. ‘You okay?’ she whispers.

I nod and force a smile, but I feel like screaming. It’s so unfair. The one thing I love more than anything in the whole world has been taken away from me. And there’s nothing I can do about it.






CHAPTER SIX


EAST FREMANTLE PRIMARY SCHOOL

MONDAY

1.10 pm



On Monday, I’m still feeling pretty sorry for myself. Since I received the devastating news last Wednesday, the days have all passed in a miserable blur. Nothing has been able to cheer me up. Not my friends, or my family… not even Penny’s famous face licks have been able to make me smile.

When the bell rings for lunchtime, Indi, Dylan and I walk towards the oval to our usual spot. Dylan kicks his soccer ball along the ground as we walk. When we pass by the courts, I can see our school’s netball team, the Freo Flames, training there.

‘Hey, what about netball?’ Indi asks. ‘You were a really good Goal Attack when we played in Grade Four.’

‘Yeah,’ Dylan says, a hopeful smile on his face. ‘You were an awesome netballer.’

I stop to consider this idea… until I spot Chelsea Flint warming up alongside the rest of the team.

I instantly shake my head. ‘Nup. Chelsea plays netball. It’s bad enough having to see her at school every day. I don’t want to have to look at her on a netball court, too.’

‘Yeah, good point.’ Indi sighs.

‘Fair enough,’ Dylan agrees.

‘Anyway,’ I say, as we continue on to the oval, ‘I like netball, but I don’t love it. Not like AFL.’

I catch Dylan and Indi sharing a worried look with each other and I feel bad about being such a downer all the time lately. It’s not really fair on them. It’s true that AFL is the only sport I’ve ever wanted to play, and that nothing else comes close, but they’re just trying to come up with ideas to make me feel better.

‘Hey, Sam,’ Dylan says, his voice suddenly bright. ‘See if you can head this back to me!’
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‘I don’t know how to…’

But Dylan has already kicked the ball in the air. It sails towards me and I instinctively leap up and head the ball back to him. The ball sails through the air in a perfect arc and Dylan heads it back to me. I catch it and beam at him.

‘Yes!’ Indi shouts and claps.

Dylan whoops. ‘Nice one!’

‘Backflip! Backflip!’ Indi chants.

I take a few running steps before turning into a cartwheel, then I flip over backwards through the air.

Indi claps and hoots through her hands. ‘Woo-hoo! Go, Sam!’

‘Sam Kerr!’

Uh-oh.

I turn to see Mr Morton standing on the edge of the oval, glaring at me over his glasses.

‘Hi, Mr Morton,’ I call out in my friendliest voice. Dylan and Indi are trying not to laugh, which instantly makes a giggle start to gurgle up in my own throat.

‘If you insist on doing backflips on the oval, could you at least move away from the Prep playground,’ he says, nodding towards the bunch of Preppies who are all gaping at me in awe, their little jaws almost hitting the ground. ‘We don’t want them hurting themselves if they try to copy you.’

Even as he is saying this, I can see a couple of tiny girls trying to turn cartwheels into backflips and totally wiping out on the tan bark.

‘Sorry!’ I call back to him. ‘We’ll move to the other side of the oval.’

Dylan picks up his soccer ball and the three of us run to the opposite side of the oval, far away from small eyes.

Indi bursts out laughing as we jog across the grass. ‘Your face!’ she cries.

We all crack up, and it’s such a good feeling. It seems like ages since I had a smile on my face.

‘Hey,’ Dylan says, as we sit down on one of the free benches near the fence. ‘Why don’t you come for a kick-to-kick with me after school?’

‘I told you,’ I say, unwrapping my Vegemite and cheese roll. ‘I don’t like soccer.’

‘But how do you know if you haven’t tried?’ Dylan persists. ‘Soccer has girls’ teams, you know. Not like footy. It has a pro league for women, too.’

I stare in amazement. Soccer has girls’ teams? And a women’s pro league, too?

‘Why don’t you give it a go?’ Indi shrugs. ‘What have you got to lose?’

Maybe they’re right. And doing that header with the ball felt kind of cool…

‘All right,’ I sigh. ‘I’ll come for a kick. But I won’t enjoy it.’




CHAPTER SEVEN


THE KNIGHTS’ HOME GROUND

MONDAY

3.48 pm



Okay, so maybe I was just a teensy, tiny bit wrong about that whole not-enjoying-it thing. Turns out soccer isn’t as boring as I thought. In fact, it’s pretty cool.

When we came here to the oval after school last week, Dylan told me to try and kick the ball past him into the net. He’s a pretty great goalie, so it was harder than I thought, and he saved nearly all of them. But I managed to sneak one or two past him. Then we did a bit of kick-to-kick and, even though it was weird not being able to pick up the ball, I got used to it after a while.

When Dylan discovered I was ambidextrous, he was rapt.

‘You can fake!’

‘Huh?’ I frowned.

‘You can trick your opponent,’ Dylan said excitedly. ‘You can run at your opponent with the ball at your feet, then go left instead of right at the last moment. It’s such a great skill to have for soccer, especially if they’ve thought you were right-footed up till then.’

I had to admit that did sound pretty cool.

Dylan kicks the ball to me now, and I stop it with my foot, then boot it high over his head.

Indi has come along to watch, even though she’s spent most of the time reading her book. She glances up every now and then to shout something encouraging at me. ‘Nice shank!’ she yells out.

‘It’s called a toe punt,’ Dylan corrects her.

‘Whatever,’ Indi says, and goes back to her book.

Indi isn’t into soccer, or any sports. She’s happy to listen to me and Dylan bang on about teams and ladders and high scores and best-on-ground players, but she’d rather stick drawing pins in her leg than kick a ball herself.

‘Okay, I’m gonna show you how to do a keepy uppy now,’ Dylan says, sticking his foot out to roll the ball back to himself. ‘It’s a bit precocious, but fun.’

Precocious? I’ll show him precocious!

Before Dylan knows what’s happening, I rush at him, flick the ball out of his way and boot it into the net behind him.

‘Woo-hoo!’ I cry, running in a circle and throwing in a couple of backflips.

‘You should come to soccer training again tomorrow,’ Dylan says. ‘This time you can meet our new coach properly. Ted can be a bit grumpy, but he’s awesome. We’re down a player this season so I reckon you’ll get a spot on the team.’

‘Yeah, right.’ I laugh. ‘As if he’s going to let me on the team when I’ve never played before. I don’t know any of the rules or anything.’

‘So you’ll learn them!’

But I’m not sure. It’s fine here, mucking around with my best friend, but that’s different to playing with a team I don’t know, and in front of the coach, too. But to be honest, this is the happiest I’ve felt since… well, since playing AFL. I’ve been so caught up in playing with Dylan that I haven’t even thought about how miserable I am to not be playing footy. Maybe I could learn a new game, with all its new rules. Maybe it’s worth giving it a shot, like Indi said. And there was that whole lemonade spider chat I had with Mum… What if soccer is my new flavour?

For the first time in my life, I’m seriously considering playing a sport that isn’t football. The big question now is, how do I tell my AFL-loving family?






CHAPTER EIGHT


THE KERR FAMILY HOME

MONDAY

6.50 pm



‘Soccer?’ Daniel frowns at me across the table. ‘You’re going to play soccer?’

‘Isn’t soccer a Pommy game?’ my brother Levi says, shoving a big forkful of spag bol into his mouth.

‘Pommy?’ I frown.

‘It’s a slang word for English people,’ Mum says. ‘Soccer started in England.’

‘Soccer is boring as,’ Levi mumbles through a mouthful of pasta.

‘Actually, pretty much everyone else in the world calls it football,’ I say, ‘but Aussies get it confused with AFL, so they call it soccer here.’

The table falls silent, which is a very weird thing to happen in my house at dinnertime, and five shocked faces stare back at me.

‘What?’ I say, blushing. ‘Dylan told me.’

Actually, I learnt a lot about the game of football-slash-soccer from Dylan today. He told me all about fouls, fakes and penalty shots, and how you can use your head, chest and knees to control the ball, as well as your feet. There are heaps of rules though, which were pretty confusing, to be honest. I don’t know how I’m ever going to remember them all. And I don’t think my family are ready to hear about any of that stuff yet. I should probably let them get their heads around the idea of a Kerr trying out for a soccer team first.

‘Yeah, well, Dylan is also the one who told you that dogs have three eyelids,’ Maddi scoffs. ‘So I wouldn’t believe everything he tells you.’

‘I think that eyelids thing is actually true,’ Daniel says.

‘As if,’ Maddi says.

‘Levi, stop feeding Penny garlic bread!’ Mum says suddenly. ‘I can see you. Honestly, it’s no wonder that dog is getting fat.’

Everyone laughs. We’ve all been guilty of feeding Penny scraps from the table. It’s impossible to resist her big brown eyes that say, ‘Please? Just one teensy, tiny piece?’ Every dinnertime, Penny moves around the table, from one of us to the next, waiting for someone to give in, which we always do. Told you she was smart.

‘Anyway, Mum,’ Maddi says loudly, ‘did you decide yet if I can invite three extra friends to my party?’

My sister is having a slumber party for her fifteenth birthday this weekend and it’s all she can talk about. I’ve already organised to stay at Indi’s house. I like Maddi’s friends, but they all have the worst taste in music (Christina Aguilera, ugh!) and are obsessed with make-up, shopping and boys. Maddi loves AFL as much as the rest of us, but she also loves Britney Spears, which is something we definitely do not have in common.

Mum sighs. ‘Yes, you can invite three more friends.’

‘How many is that now?’ Dad looks terrified at the thought of his house being overtaken by teenage girls.

‘Twelve,’ Maddi says. ‘But there’s another girl I’d love to–’

‘No!’ Mum says firmly. ‘Twelve is more than enough.’

‘Right, that seals it. I’m staying at Mike’s that night,’ Daniel says, then turns to Levi. ‘You wanna come?’

Levi nods enthusiastically. He’s eighteen so the idea of a house full of screaming fifteen-year-old girls is probably his worst nightmare too.

Dad nudges Daniel. ‘Can I come?’

‘No way!’ Mum laughs and whacks Dad on the arm. ‘You’re staying here to help.’

Dad groans as Mum turns back to Maddi. ‘We just have to work out what colour balloons you want,’ she says. ‘And what games you want to play.’

Maddi squeals. ‘Mum, I’m going to be fifteen, not five! I don’t want balloons and party hats.’

‘I didn’t say a word about party hats,’ Mum says. ‘And for your information, Miss “I’m too cool for everything now that I’m a teenager”, you had balloons and party hats for your fourteenth birthday, and I didn’t hear you complaining.’

Maddi almost chokes on the garlic bread. ‘I did not have party hats! As if!’

‘You did,’ Mum says firmly. ‘And you played that “Watching the Detectives” game.’

‘That’s a famous song, you know,’ Dad says, reaching for a second serve of pasta and starting to sing at the top of his voice. Daniel laughs, but Levi and Maddi both clutch their heads.

‘Please don’t sing, Dad,’ Maddi whines. ‘Especially not at my party!’

My soccer announcement has clearly been forgotten. This sort of thing happens a lot in my family. There’s so many of us that as soon as a new subject comes up, everyone jumps on it like a shiny new toy.

‘Anyway, I think it’s fantastic that you’re trying a new sport, Sam,’ Mum says, as if reading my mind. ‘You might just have found your new lemonade spider flavour after all.’

Levi looks thrilled. ‘Did you make lemonade spiders?’

‘I think it’s great too, Sammy,’ Dad says, ignoring Levi. ‘We all know what a gun you are on the footy field, so who’s to say you won’t slay on the soccer pitch?’

I have to love Dad’s optimism, but I’m pretty sure I won’t be ‘slaying’ anything. Apart from Dylan I don’t know any of the kids on the team and I have no idea if I’ll even fit in with them. And there are all those rules I somehow have to get my head around…

‘It’s a bit weird,’ Daniel says. ‘A Kerr playing soccer. But, hey, weirder things have happened!’

‘Weirder than that?’ I say, pointing at Levi, who is squirting tomato sauce all over his pasta.

Maddi shrieks as Levi swirls the big, gooey, red mess around with his fork. ‘Ewwwww! You are definitely not coming to my party if you’re gonna do disgusting stuff like that.’
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Levi gives my sister an evil grin. ‘Maybe I’ll stay here that night after all.’

‘Don’t you dare!’

As my brother and sister start arguing, I realise I’m feeling better about the idea of trying out for soccer with my family’s approval. Now I just have to try not to embarrass myself at training tomorrow.




CHAPTER NINE


THE KNIGHTS’ HOME GROUND

TUESDAY

3.57 pm



Okay, so this is really kind of fun, I think as I run down the pitch with the ball at my feet. I might not be able to pick the ball up like I did in AFL, but the good feelings I’m having on this field are exactly the same as the ones I have on the footy oval. I feel so light and free, the way I always do when I play sport. I reckon it’s the closest feeling to flying that I’m ever going to get.

My first training session with the Knights hasn’t been as scary as I expected. Ted pairs us up to practise our short passes and then gets us to work on our ‘striking’ (shooting for goal). We zigzag through some cones and jump over plastic sticks as part of an obstacle course, and do laps around the oval. I haven’t scored any goals or got the ball off anyone, but I’m fast and got a couple of good passes in. A few times I’ve gone ‘offside’ – whatever that means – but I don’t think I’ve made a total fool of myself. I just hope my teammates don’t think I’m a deadweight if I muck up because I don’t know the rules or the positions properly yet. I’ve never had to worry about knowing that stuff with AFL. It feels like I was born with that knowledge in me already. But this is a whole new sport with a whole new set of rules to learn.

The guys on Dylan’s team are really nice and a couple of them pass the ball to me during the match, even though it’s pretty obvious I’ve never played before. When the training session is over, Dylan and I walk over to hear what the coach has to say about my trial session.

‘Not a bad effort today, Sam!’

Ted tugs at the Victoria Park cap on his head, the same one I remember him wearing the first time I saw him. I’m starting to wonder if he ever takes it off.

‘Dylan can get you sorted with a uniform and we’ll see you at training next week,’ he says, nodding at Dylan.

‘No problem,’ Dylan says happily.

‘Okay, thanks, Ted,’ I say, feeling excited all of a sudden. ‘I’ll be here.’

Ted is a bit grumpy, like Dylan said, but he seems fair, which is just how I like my coaches. He gives me a curt nod now as he starts walking towards the clubrooms. ‘Good to have you on the team, son!’

I see Dylan open his mouth and I quickly elbow him in the ribs as Ted walks away.

‘Ow!’ Dylan cries. ‘What did you do that for?’

‘You were going to tell him I’m not a boy.’

‘Yeah, so?’ Dylan frowns.

‘Well,’ I say, an idea starting to form in my head, ‘maybe I don’t want him to know I’m a girl.’

‘Why not?’ Dylan says. ‘Ted won’t care. We were a mixed team last season. It’s not like AFL where only boys play past a certain age. Soccer isn’t as rough as AFL. We don’t have the whole full-body tackling thing.’

‘It’s not that,’ I say firmly. ‘I just… I don’t want Ted or the team to know. I can’t risk it. What if it changes things? I’ve already had to stop playing AFL. I don’t want to have to give up soccer, too.’
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