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Hi! We’re the Selwood Boys!

We can’t wait for you to read our new series, written by bestselling kids’ author Tony Wilson. These books are all about our childhood, growing up in Bendigo, Victoria. With four footy-mad boys in one house, you can probably imagine the things we used to get up to!

In these stories, Tony has taken inspiration from all the funny things that happened to us as kids, and then he’s added even more!

We’ve loved making these books with Tony and we hope you love reading them.

Troy, Adam, Joel and Scott
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THE SELWOOD BOYS

COLLECT THEM ALL!

OUT NOW!

Book 1 – Battle Royale

Book 2 – The Miracle Goal

OUT SOON!

Book 3 – Hit the Road

Book 4 – Versus the Street
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DEDICATION


For Mum and Dad

— Troy, Adam, Joel and Scott

For my beautiful, footy-mad Jack,
 
who taught me about courage off the field

— Tony Wilson
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ONE


1997

‘Joel and Fish are captains!’

‘Pick me, Joel!’

‘Sel! Sel! Sel! Pick me!’

The bell had sounded for lunchtime and Mr Cunningham’s grade fours were streaming onto ‘Big Oval’ at Bendigo Catholic Primary School. Big Oval was neither big nor an oval. Instead, it was a poky, out-of-shape rectangle, with a cyclone fence around three sides. It had patchy grass, which was getting patchier as the drought in Bendigo and Central Victoria bit harder.

The boys didn’t care about the shape of Big Oval or the state of the grass. They just wanted to play footy. They played footy every recess and every lunchtime. From March to October.

Joel was always one of the lunchtime captains. He didn’t particularly want it that way. Sometimes he’d say, ‘Don’t make me captain, give somebody else a go.’ The new captains would then fight over who got first pick to have Joel on their team. Eventually, they agreed that Joel and the year level’s second-best footballer, Charlie Fishburne, should be permanent captains.

Everyone called Charlie ‘Fish’. He was shorter than Joel, but he moved so fast he was almost impossible to tackle. He was Aboriginal, and his favourite player was St Kilda’s Nicky Winmar. ‘He’s a brother,’ Fish would say, and it took a long time for Joel and the rest of grade four to understand that Winmar wasn’t actually Fish’s brother. What Fish meant was that he felt a bond because Winmar was Aboriginal, too.

Fish got to pick first. The grade fours thought this was fairer, because Joel got to have Joel on his team.

Joel loved lunchtime footy but hated the picking-teams part. He usually picked Lewis first, because Lewis had been his best friend since prep and was a decent player. But it was a brutal process, a bunfight. Kids would squeal to be picked, and those already picked shout-whispered embarrassing and sometimes mean opinions on who should be taken next.

‘Not Reuben — his skills are terrible!’

‘Sel! Sel! Don’t get Pooch! Remember Friday lunch? He cost us the game!’

Fish also picked kids one by one, from best to worst. He had the unfortunate habit of taking forever with each decision. He’d point his finger at a hopeful kid and say, ‘I’ll take . . . um . . .’ And then he would change his mind and choose somebody else. For Fish, lunchtime footy was full-on.

It took a serious footy nut to wear a mouthguard to lunchtime footy. Fish was that nut. He wore his mouthguard, which was in the black, yellow and red of the Aboriginal flag, every time. He was a ferocious opponent but also a great teammate of Joel’s at Strathdale Sharks Under 10s.

‘You’re going down, Selwood,’ Fish would say, every day.

‘Yeah, just like yesterday,’ Joel would reply.

‘Yeah, well, today you are.’

‘Yeah, well, we’ll see.’

Like everyone, Fish knew how good Joel was. Joel was worth about three players. If Fish’s team snagged a win, if they beat the mighty Selwood, it was trumpeted like an AFL premiership.

Joel liked winning, too. After grabbing Lewis, he picked the next best in the line. Sometimes he’d feel bad for the kids who never got picked early. They would look at the ground, their faces sad. But when he would go to pick them, the others on Team Selwood would start stirring.

‘What are you doing, Sel? Harry W is still there!’

‘Hamish can’t even handball properly. Don’t let Fish’s team win!’

There was one kid who never begged. As bad as Hamish and Wayno and Oliver and Percy were, they were never the absolutely last kid picked.

That’s because there was always Ray.

Ray d’Cruz was last picked, every day. He was tiny and skinny-armed and not much bigger than a grade one. His legs were like matchsticks, barely thicker than Joel’s arms. He hardly spoke, and when he did speak, his voice was quiet and slightly slurred. And he ran awkwardly, sort of like a soldier dragging an injured leg.

For weeks Ray came down to Big Oval and just stood there, off to the side. Neither Joel nor Fish picked him, because they assumed he didn’t want to play, or wasn’t fit to play. Surely he’s too small, Joel thought. He’d say if he wanted to join in. He must just like watching.

Then one day, after teams were picked, Ray spoke.

‘Can I be on your team, Joel?’ he asked, almost in a whisper.

‘Yeah, of course!’ Joel said in surprise.

Joel felt terrible that nobody had invited Ray to play before.
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He began playing from that lunchtime on. Truth was, Ray still spent most of his time watching, only now from on the field. He hung around the forward pocket, and never called for the ball or made a serious effort to win it. He sometimes waved a stick-thin arm, or did a little trot, but he never really got a kick. He just pottered around and smiled a lot. Ray seemed to enjoy being involved, without the hassle of possessing the footy.

Because he never touched the ball, Ray was always picked last. He didn’t seem to mind.

Joel sometimes felt like picking him earlier, just to show Ray that he was welcome on Team Selwood. And also because Fish never, ever took Ray. Fish might not have even noticed that the small skinny kid had started playing.

But Joel knew what Lewis and some of the others would whisper.

‘What are you doing, Sel?’

‘Don’t get Ray! You can still get Henry Morrow!’

They wanted to win. They wanted the best team they could get.

So it was the same every day. ‘My team, Ray,’ Joel would finish, even as Fish and everyone else was running for the start of the game.

Ray always gave Joel a smile.
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TWO


Mr Cunningham paced the front of the classroom, grinning at his grade fours. He had a clipped beard and blue, smiley eyes. Most of the kids were on the mat in front of him. Joel was at the back, cross-legged in one of the comfy orange armchairs. It was a Monday, which meant it was Joel’s chair day. Every kid in the class had a chair day.

‘How many of you know what Hale-Bopp is?’ Mr Cunningham asked.

‘It’s a song by Hanson,’ shouted Lewis, who then immediately started singing, ‘Hale Bopp ba duba dop.’

‘MMMBop’ by Hanson was the number-one hit on the charts. The class roared with laughter and joined in the song. Even Mr Cunningham was Hale-Bopping at the front of the class. That was one of the good things about their teacher. He was usually up for a laugh.

Mr Cunningham called them to order with two extended palms.

‘Enough karaoke, 4C, who can really tell me what Hale-Bopp is?’

There was silence. After a long pause, Ray d’Cruz raised one of his pipe-cleaner arms.

‘Yes, Ray,’ Mr Cunningham said. He sounded pleased and maybe a little surprised. Ray never spoke in class.

‘It’s a comet,’ Ray said, in his fuzzy, high-pitched voice. ‘It was discovered by two astronomers called Hale and Bopp two years ago. It’s the brightest thing in the sky in the northern hemisphere at the moment. And it’ll be here soon.’

‘Woah, very good, Ray,’ Mr Cunningham said. ‘From the sounds of it, you know more about it than I do.’ He shushed some of the louder kids who were trying to strike up a second chorus of ‘MMMBop’.

‘Can you tell the class what a comet is, Ray?’

‘Santa’s reindeer!’ shouted Lewis.

‘It’s a brand of kitchen cleaner!’ added one of the twins. Possibly Edgar.

Ray grinned. He was a keen smiler, with brown skin that showed off his super-white teeth. ‘Comets are space bodies,’ he slurred. ‘They’re made of ice and dust and electro particles, but when they get near a solar body, like our sun, they heat up and release gas and we sometimes see really cool tails. Hale-Bopp’s the most amazing comet we’ve had for ages.’

Mr Cunningham clapped slowly.

‘Nerd alert!’ somebody hissed, which caused Mr Cunningham to glare at the class in warning.

‘Okay — homework assignment. Divide into pairs and make something spacey for Hale-Bopp. Use anything you can find. If we get some good ones we might have a space-craft exhibition. Hey, get it, kids? Craft about space! Space. Craft. Spacecraft.’

The class wasn’t listening. They all jumped up to seek out best friends and allies. Lewis leapt over a desk on his way to Joel.

Mr Cunningham put a stop to that.

‘Actually, I’ll divide you up. I don’t like you always pairing with the same people.’

He picked teams with a speed and efficiency that never happened for lunchtime footy.

‘Lewis with Katrina Lo . . . Harry W with Ruby Mount . . . Joel Selwood, you can go with our gun astronomer, Ray d’Cruz.’

The class laughed. It wasn’t nice laughter. It was the laughter reserved for when a popular kid is being forced to hang out with one of the less popular kids.

Ray stared straight ahead. His eyes were huge in his small head. He was still smiling, and Joel could tell he was pretending not to hear the giggles.

Joel stared at the ugly beige mat in the middle of the room. He’d be working with Ray. It wasn’t that he minded. After all, Ray seemed to know more about space than anyone else in Bendigo. It was just that he didn’t know him. It’d be weird. Ray was always just the tiny, shy kid in the corner. The last one picked.

Now Joel would be spending time with him, possibly even after school.

‘Your spacey craft is due by the end of the week!’ Mr Cunningham said. ‘Give me something out of this world!’
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THREE


It was the prank war that became the talk of Year 7 at Catholic College Bendigo.

Fiona started it when she put mandarin peel in Adam Selwood’s footy boots. Adam trained for ten minutes that night before he worked out why his boots suddenly felt too small. And smelled of citrus fruit.

Tongues had wagged, and Adam found out it was Fiona Leigh.

He hit back by slipping an open yoghurt into Fiona’s pencil case.

Then Fiona ‘ballnapped’ his footy and left a ransom note in his bag.

Then Adam ‘bagnapped’ Fiona’s bag.

Then Fiona told Mr Atkinson that Adam had taken her bag, even though it was just tucked in the cleaner’s cupboard.

Then Mr Atkinson gave Adam yard duty for a recess.

Fiona and her group of girls followed him around the whole time, laughing and pointing out the most horrible bits of rubbish. ‘That half-eaten lolly there needs picking up, Selwood. If you grab a bit of cardboard you might be able to slop up that melted ice cream!’

They thought they were hilarious.

Which is why Adam found himself at the bike sheds, with a jar of honey and a dessertspoon.

It was his twin brother, Troy’s idea. They were thirteen now and at different schools. It had been a tough decision to split up. Troy was at Bendigo State High. Adam was at the Catholic College. The idea was to have a little more time apart, just to get used to it. ‘We won’t always have each other around all the time,’ Troy had said. Adam had eventually agreed. Deep down, they both hoped to be drafted into the AFL one day. If that ever happened, they might not even end up in the same city.

Even from a different school, Troy followed Adam’s prank war against Fiona Leigh with interest.

‘She sounds funny,’ Troy said.

‘She’s annoying,’ Adam replied.

‘Is she pretty?’ Troy asked.

‘You tell me, Romeo,’ Adam replied.

‘I haven’t seen her,’ Troy said.

‘Well, I haven’t noticed,’ Adam said. ‘She’s tall. She’s got brown hair. She thinks she’s funny. And she’s fearless. She’s gonna prank me again. I can feel it.’

‘You might need to escalate,’ Troy said. ‘Does she ride to school? You could always try “Sticky Seat”?’

The twins loved Sticky Seat. They’d nailed Joel and Scott with Sticky Seat over the holidays.

Fiona did ride to school, and Adam had no trouble finding her bike. It was a red Malvern Star, a dragster with little flowers printed on the long white vinyl seat. It was an old bike, and might have been really daggy except Fiona somehow made it work. She bragged about how great her dragster was. In the end, everyone believed her. Fiona was like that. She was confident and jokey and might have been funny, Adam thought. If she wasn’t so annoying.

Adam spooned up a serious dollop of honey on his dessertspoon. He checked the coast was clear. Yuck! The honey was dribbling all over his hand. He re-dipped into the honey, and then slathered it over Fiona’s flowery seat. Hmmm. Better make sure of it. He went back for another spoonful. Adam was making some very pretty swirls with the honey when he heard a throaty cough.

‘Finished yet, Selwood?’

It was the deputy principal, Mr Fleming. How had he arrived so quietly? Mr Fleming was surely part-teacher, part-schoolyard ninja.

Adam felt his stomach jump into his chest. His hand leapt a mile in the air, then hid the spoon and honey behind his back. This was a bad idea. Before he knew it, he was leaping again because the honey was pouring down the back of his leg.

‘Making a bit of a mess there, Selwood?’

Adam started yabbering. ‘Um, no . . . I mean . . . yes, I suppose, it’s just that I . . . um . . .’ He was caught honey-handed.

‘Who are you attempting to Sticky Seat?’

Adam couldn’t believe it. This schoolyard ninja knew Sticky Seat was called Sticky Seat.

‘Um . . . Fiona Leigh.’

‘The same Fiona Leigh I just caught putting a skink in your schoolbag?’

Adam’s jaw flapped open. ‘A dead one?’

Mr Fleming shook his head slowly. There was a hint of a smile. He had puffy lips and black hair, slicked back hard with some ancient, oily hair product. He was enjoying passing on the news.

Adam let out the breath he was holding. A live lizard. Man, she was good.

‘Friday detention, Selwood. And don’t worry, she’s got one, too. This prank war stops right here. Is that clear?’

Adam felt a sudden panic. Interleague training! Friday was interleague training for the Bendigo Junior Football League. If Adam wanted to be selected, he had to train.

‘Not Friday!’ Adam said.

‘Friday,’ Mr Fleming said, walking away.

‘But, sir, please . . .’

The teacher ninja floated away. Of all the teachers on staff, nobody would be moved less by a hard-luck football story than Mr Fleming. He loathed football, and said so at every opportunity.

‘But, Mr Fleming . . .’ Adam called.

‘See you Friday, Selwood.’
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FOUR


Bedroom Footy was banned in Joel and Scott’s bedroom. ‘Take it outside!’ Mum would yell from the kitchen, ‘you’ll put a hole in the plaster!’ But Bedroom Footy played outside was not Bedroom Footy. It was outside footy. Otherwise known as footy.

Joel and Scott loved Bedroom Footy. It was their game, their bedroom, their rules.

The most important rule was to always be playing Lego when Mum eventually got fed up with the banging and came to investigate.

‘Stop playing footy inside!’

‘But we’re playing Lego,’ Joel would say, puffing and panting and wiping sweat from his forehead.

‘It’s very noisy Lego,’ Mum would respond, hands on hips.

‘It’s police Lego,’ Scott would pipe up, with the rubber Bedroom Footy ball stuffed under his pyjama top. ‘Catching baddies is noisy.’

Mum would laugh and then she’d warn, ‘Don’t smash a window. Don’t break a wall.’

Little did she know, they’d already broken a wall. Way back when Scott was five. But Joel had covered the hole with a Billy Brownless poster.

Today, Joel had given Scott a ten-goal head start, but was already leading him fourteen goals to twelve. First to twenty. That pretty much meant game over.

‘Let’s start again,’ Joel said. ‘I’ll spot you fifteen goals this time.’ This was how Joel worked. He lured his seven-year-old brother with head starts, just to get him playing, and then brutally mowed him down.

Scott dragged out the Bedroom Footy ball from under his top. ‘I don’t want to. I’m sick of losing.’

Joel and Scott shared a room. It had once belonged to the twins, but they’d moved out into their own rooms when they turned ten. Now it was plastered with footy posters — Geelong stars on one wall for Joel, Richmond stars on another for Scott. On the roof were actual stars, or at least stars of the fluorescent variety, which winked greenly as the boys drifted off to sleep.

The Bedroom Footy goal was the wall under the Billy Brownless poster, from bunk post to cupboard.

‘Okay, she’s gone,’ Joel whispered.

‘I don’t want to play,’ Scott replied.

The game restarted anyway, and Joel scored twice, slamming the ball into Billy Brownless’s ripped nose. ‘And Joel Selwood now trails fifteen to two,’ he commentated. ‘Surely he can’t win it from here, can he? If Scooter throws this lead away, he’ll be furious!’

Scott dived to win the loose ball.

‘Owwwwww!’

One of the problems with pretending to play Lego for the benefit of Mum, was stepping on Lego.

Scott nursed his left foot in his hand.

Joel ruthlessly speared the ball through for another goal.

‘Score is fifteen to three,’ Joel crowed, pumped for the contest. ‘You can feel the defending champion lifting here!’
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Scott sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘I don’t want to play. I’m sick of losing all the time. I’m sick of you always being better.’

‘That’s why you get a head start,’ Joel said.

‘I’m sick of head starts, too.’
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Adam wasn’t exactly bursting to give Mum the newsflash about his detention. She was not a fan of breakfast condiments on bicycle seats. ‘I’m the one who ends up doing the washing around here, remember?’ she’d said when he and Troy pulled Sticky Seat on the younger two. She would not be pleased to hear he’d taken Sticky Seat to the wider world.

So he kept quiet, shutting himself away with the homework assignment that had kept him from basketball training. ‘I’ll tell her before dinner,’ he promised himself.

Then Dad and Troy arrived home from training, and the night was overtaken by Troy’s bad news. He’d been jumping to catch a rebound at basketball training and landed on Max Mudge’s foot. He limped to the door with Dad, miserable, a giant ice pack attached to his ankle.

‘Is it broken?’ Adam asked, feeling a panic for Troy. His foot was super swollen.

‘No, but the doc said I’ll be out of action for a week.’

‘What about interleague? Training’s on Friday!’

Troy’s lip wobbled a little. ‘Thanks for reminding me. I hadn’t remembered that at all.’ He gazed glassily into the living room, where Mum was putting pillows on a footrest.

‘I guess you’ll be the Selwood in this year’s Bendigo team,’ Troy said.

Adam didn’t know what to say. Both of them stared forlornly at Troy’s ankle. It looked more like a loaf of bread than a foot. It wasn’t the right time to talk about his Friday detention and Adam’s own problems with getting to training. The coaches had been clear. ‘No train, no play!’ Now neither of them could train. Maybe there would be no Selwoods in interleague this year?

Adam almost confessed to Dad as he was saying goodnight. But Dad told him how thrilled he was with Adam’s term-two report. It seemed a shame to upset everyone’s good mood.
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In the morning, Troy hobbled to the breakfast table. His ankle was a fraction less swollen. Still, there was no way he was training on that watermelon.

Joel was stacking up cereal biscuits in his bowl, muttering his own complaints.

‘I wanted to play footy tonight,’ he moaned, ‘but instead I’ll be at this weird kid Ray’s house, making space junk for Mr Cunningham’s stupid assignment.’

‘Why’s he weird?’ Mum said. ‘Ray’s mother called me to organise it and she seemed nice.’

‘Well, he’s tiny for starters,’ Joel said. ‘Smaller than Scooter even.’

‘So?’ said Mum.

‘And he doesn’t speak, hardly.’

‘And?’

‘And he sounds weird when he talks.’

‘None of that’s very important,’ Mum said. ‘The important thing is whether he’s a nice boy. And the important thing for me is that my boys are being nice boys.’

‘I am!’ Joel said. ‘I pick him in my team every lunchtime. Ray likes me!’

Mum made a hmmm noise and continued to apply her lipstick. Hmmm usually meant she wasn’t overly impressed. But she didn’t take the Ray thing further.

Mum worked at the bank on Wednesdays and was now in a rush to get ready.

‘I just wish I could play footy,’ Joel whined. ‘That’s all.’

‘You poor deprived thing,’ Mum said. ‘What’s it been this week? — Sharks game Sunday, training Monday, street footy with Tommy O until bedtime every night, endless full-contact “Lego” in your bedroom against your brother. When do you want me to get a plasterer for that wall?’

Joel nearly choked on his cereal. He glanced at Scott, who was innocently buttering toast. Billy Brownless hadn’t done his job, after all.

‘You should do this space project,’ Mum continued, ignoring her own bombshell. ‘Thinking about the universe for an hour or two will be good for you.’

‘I’d rather think about going to Pratt Oval after school for a kick. That’s where Troy and Adam have interleague training on Friday.’

‘Just Adam,’ Troy corrected, in the glummest of voices.

Adam cleared his throat. This was probably the time to confess.

‘Yeah, um, yeah I guess — it’s just me.’ He swallowed. Maybe he’d do the detention at school, and then ride to the Pratt afterwards and explain himself to the interleague coaches. Maybe he didn’t have to tell Mum and Dad.

He did have to tell Troy though.

Gathering his bag and lunch, Adam pulled Troy aside. ‘Um, Troy, you know how I was gonna do the Sticky Seat prank on Fiona . . .’ He told him all about Mr Fleming and the detention.

‘What? So that means you’re not training either?’ Troy asked. ‘You won’t get picked! How can neither of us make the interleague team? We’ve been having such a good year.’

Adam shook his head sadly. ‘You think I don’t know? No train, no play. I’m an idiot.’

Troy nodded. ‘Although. What if — there was a way for at least one of us to train?’

Adam looked up hopefully. ‘What? If you pass your X-ray?’

Troy snorted. ‘Have a look at my ankle. I’m not training, bro.’

‘Well, I can’t play, Troy. There’s no way Fleming will let me off this thing. He’s the toughest teacher in the school. And I can’t be in two places at the same time!’
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Troy laughed. It was the first time he’d looked happy since rolling his ankle. ‘Can’t you, Adam?’ He stretched out his hands and presented himself to his twin. ‘Can’t you?’
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FIVE


Ray’s house was a five-minute ride from the Selwoods’ family home. He lived in a single-storey weatherboard bungalow with a white door. There was a lemon tree in the front yard that had dropped dozens of juicy-looking lemons onto a green tangle of lawn weeds. Next to a cobwebby tap, there was a chipped old footy-themed garden gnome, lying on its side. Joel was pleased to see it was a Geelong gnome, wearing Gary Ablett’s number five. He stood up Ablett Gnome.

When Joel pressed the bell, the Geelong theme song played. Ray answered the door almost immediately, like he’d been waiting there.

‘Great doorbell,’ Joel said.

‘Nah, I hate it,’ Ray said in his high, slurry voice. ‘Mum and me are Carlton. The doorbell came with the house. The last owners must have barracked for Geelong.’

‘Well, you should change it, then,’ Joel said. ‘Isn’t that really annoying?’

‘Yes,’ Ray said, nodding vigorously. ‘Yes, it is.’

Joel waited for him to say something more but he didn’t. He just kept nodding and smiling.

Ray introduced Joel to his mum, Ros, and then took him down a long corridor to his bedroom. It had a desk with a computer in one corner, and an impressive-looking telescope in the other. There were also three footballs, a wheelchair, and a Carlton moneybox in the shape of Stephen Silvagni.

‘So,’ Ray said. ‘I thought we could dress up as Hale-Bopp?’

Joel hadn’t expected that. ‘Hale-Bopp? As in the comet? You’ve built a comet costume?’

Ray pointed to a mountain of sheets at the foot of his bed. ‘Under there. We pinched a couple of headlights off Pa’s old tractor.’

Ray uncovered a cricket helmet that was smooth and white. It looked weird and alien with wires and metal jutting out on both sides. One headlight pointed backwards, and had blue cellophane taped to it. The other pointed forward. Wires connected the lamps to a car battery, stashed in a Captain Carlton backpack. It was crazy.

‘This is . . . Hale-Bopp?’ Joel asked.

Ray said a high-pitched and quite weird-sounding ‘Yeeep!’

Ray put the helmet on his head and flicked its switch. The spotlight was blinding.

‘What I thought,’ Ray said, ‘we go down to the aths track, and one of us runs with the helmet and the lights, and we strap on the tail.’

Joel now saw that the white sheets had been cut into long strips and sewn together. ‘The blue light will shine on the comet’s tail. You wear the sheet around your neck like a cape,’ Ray said. ‘Mum sewed on some velcro.’

‘I do?’ Joel asked warily.

‘Well, I could wear it and you could video,’ Ray said. ‘But you know, my CP. I won’t be a very fast comet.’

Joel didn’t know. ‘Your CP? What’s that?’

Ray explained on the way down to the athletics track. He had a condition called cerebral palsy. It wasn’t a disease; it was an injury that happened when Ray was born. ‘The cord between me and Mum got caught around my neck,’ Ray said. ‘I didn’t get enough oxygen and it damaged a bit of my brain.’

‘But you’re smart,’ Joel said. ‘You’re practically the smartest in the grade.’

Ray laughed. ‘Yeah, the bit of the brain that got injured wasn’t the smart or not-smart bit. It’s the talk-and-walk-normally bit. It’s the make-your-hand-flat bit.’

Ray showed Joel his right hand. It was stiff and kind of stuck in a claw shape. Joel hadn’t noticed that about Ray before.

‘I actually didn’t get it bad,’ Ray said. ‘I can walk and talk and run even. There are a lot of CP kids who can’t do that. But it’s why I sound like I’ve got a fat tongue, and why I hobble. It’s why I’m no good at footy.’

‘You’re okay at footy,’ Joel lied. ‘You’re getting better.’

‘I’m not okay at footy.’ Ray grinned. ‘I’m terrible. But I love footy. I love footy more than anything. On the weekends I sit by the radio and take the stats for the Carlton games on my stats pad.’

‘I do that!’ Joel exclaimed. ‘Except Geelong.’

‘And I sleep with a signed Carlton footy under my doona.’

‘I do that!’ Joel repeated. ‘Except Geelong.’ The previous year, Joel’s hero, Gary Ablett had signed his Gary Ablett ball. He thought about that perfect day, and what the great man had said to him. ‘My dream is to one day play.’ Joel stopped. It felt mean to say that he dreamed of playing for Geelong. Especially when Ray’s condition meant he couldn’t possibly dream the same thing.

Ray continued to beam his thousand-watt smile. ‘You will, Joel! We all hope you will. We love watching you play. Mr Richards says you’re the best player the Sharks have had in thirty years.’

It was a cold night, but Joel felt a warm flush in his chest. They walked on in silence for a moment. Joel was wheeling his bike with one hand, and carrying the Hale-Bopp helmet with the other. Ray had his arms full of white sheet and the shoulder bag with the video camera.

They arrived at the athletics track. It was deserted, except for one smallish kid and his coach, practising hurdles. There was only one light on, near the clubhouse. The back straight was almost dark. Perfect for the Hale-Bopp run.

‘It’s good to have dreams,’ Ray said, as they opened the gate. ‘You know what my dream is?’

Joel didn’t.

‘I want to play one game of actual football. For an actual team. I reckon I’d only need to do it once. Just to have that feeling of running out with the team.’

Joel nodded. ‘It’s great,’ he said. ‘It’s my favourite feeling.’
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SIX


‘Make a comet noise!’ Ray yelled. ‘You gotta hiss! And maybe “whoosh” a bit.’

Joel started laughing. It was already the weirdest thing he’d ever done. He was hurtling down the back straight of the South Bendigo athletics track wearing a clunky oversized helmet that shone monster beams in either direction. With every step, the battery in his backpack thumped into the small of his back. It was difficult to see past the headlight attached to the grille.

Still, this was ridiculous fun.

‘Keep going,’ Ray called. ‘Your blue tail. It’s seriously cool!’

Joel sprinted again. His giant cape flowed out behind him. Unfolded, his Rapunzel tail had to be fifteen or twenty metres long. When he hit top speed, it flapped into the air and caught the beam of blue, shimmering and dancing. ‘It’s incredible,’ Ray said, from behind the camera lens. ‘It’s exactly like Hale-Bopp! Go faster! And hiss like you’re off-gassing!’

‘What’s off-gassing?’ Joel yelled. He stopped running. His tail had tangled in his feet again.

‘Off-gassing is what comets do,’ Ray said. ‘The comet has a head that they call a nucleus, and it shoots off gas and electro particles and space stuff, and that’s what makes the tail.’

‘Off-gassing is what my brother Scooter does,’ Joel said. ‘He can off-gas like you wouldn’t believe. We share a bunk.’

Ray laughed. ‘Go again. I promise you. This is three Brownlow-votes space art. Mr Cunningham isn’t just going to give us an A. He’s gonna send it to NASA!’

Joel jogged to the top of the straight again. He was ready to relaunch when he sensed two people hovering in his blue beam. It was the coach and the hurdler, the two they’d seen when they arrived.

Joel’s head spun around. He spotlighted them with his front lamp.

‘Scooter? What are you doing down here?’ Joel asked in shock.

Scott was so surprised to see that the caped weirdo in the whacked-out helmet was his brother that he just stood there dumbstruck.

‘Scooter, are you doing hurdles?’

‘I’m Mr Sexton,’ the coach said, waving at Joel. ‘And you, I’m guessing, are an alien from the planet Futon.’

Joel giggled and lifted his helmet a fraction. ‘We’re making a video,’ he said. ‘It’s for our school space-art project.’

Ray wandered over. ‘This is Ray,’ Joel said. ‘He made the comet costume.’

‘Well, I must say,’ Mr Sexton said, ‘you’re moving pretty well, kid. I’d like to see how you go over hurdles without that stuff on.’

Scott fidgeted from foot to foot.

‘Hurdles,’ Ray said. ‘You know, that might look really cool.’ He turned to Mr Sexton. ‘Do you mind if we film Joel going over the hurdles in the costume?’

Five minutes later, Joel was hurdling like a champion.

‘Beautiful!’ Mr Sexton laughed, clapping in excitement. ‘Keep your helmet head still, Mr Hale-Bopp. Lead leg straight. Powering forward, not jumping up. Right leg trails, ankle to knee height. You got it, Joel, you got it!’

At first they found the comet’s tail kept knocking down the hurdles. Then Ray asked Scott whether he’d mind hurdling behind Joel, carrying the tail.

‘Keep up, Scooter!’ Joel called. ‘I don’t want to drag you over onto your face.’
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Those were the takes Ray ended up using. Strange, hilarious footage of Hale-Bopp whooshing down an athletics track, beaming a comet’s beam, a shimmering, blue-tinged tail rising and falling over the bumps of space.
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The hurdles had been Dad’s idea. When Scott had complained that Joel was better at everything than him, Dad had remembered Scott winning the eighty-metres hurdles at Little Athletics. ‘Do you want to learn hurdles, Scott? I mean properly. Learn some technique. Mum and I know a good hurdles coach — Mr Sexton. He’s coached champions.’

Scott had agreed. He hadn’t told Joel because he hadn’t wanted Joel to come, too. Hurdling was going to be his thing. Like the twins had tennis. One day he was just going to casually challenge Joel to a hurdles race and whoop his backside.

That had been the plan.

But now Scott found himself clutching the sheet like a bridesmaid holding the bride’s train. He could feel Joel pulling him along. Joel was already faster over the hurdles than Scott. He already had Mr Sexton cheering. ‘What a beautiful lead leg. What a lovely low clearance!’

Scott sighed. Joel had been doing this for five minutes and he was already beating him!

And he was doing it in a Hale-Bopp costume.
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SEVEN


It’s fair to say the first few space-craft exhibits weren’t exactly stellar.

Henry Morrow went first. He was standing next to Riley, and they were both holding up plastic figurines. ‘Um, so, um, this is Lando Calrissian,’ said Henry.

‘And this is “tan vest” Luke Skywalker,’ said Riley. ‘They’re both in Star Wars, and as you know, Star Wars is set in space where comets are . . .’

‘Riley,’ Mr Cunningham said, with hands on hips. ‘Have you and Henry just brought in your Star Wars figures? Is that what you’re counting as a space project?’

‘Um . . . I’ve also brought in the Millennium Falcon Lego,’ Liam said from two seats away, pulling the Lego out from under the table.

‘I’ve brought in Star Wars, figures too,’ Harry W chimed from the back.

‘C’mon, boys, we can do better than this. I want real space information.’

Harry C and Ben went next. Ben pulled a handful of small stones out of his pocket and scattered them over a table. ‘This is, like, an asteroid belt,’ he said, arranging the stones randomly on the table. ‘The asteroids are, like, really big in real life, but you know, these ones are, like, really small.’

‘Okay, Ben,’ Mr Cunningham said. He scratched his beard. ‘I can see you really slaved away on that one. Thank you for your contribution.’

Lewis and Katrina Lo produced a bright-yellow tennis ball, trailing two metres of toilet paper. ‘Hale-Bopp,’ they said in unison.

Mr Cunningham’s eyebrows shot straight up. ‘I’m guessing you made it at recess?’

Lewis and Katrina seemed genuinely surprised. ‘How did you know?’

Ivy and Amy were next. They’d wrapped a table-tennis ball in foil, and Mr Cunningham had agreed to light the comet. ‘Hale-Bopp’s about to shoot its gassy tail,’ Ivy squealed as the teacher struck the match. Sure enough, as the foil blackened, the ball started hissing and belching out clouds of smoke. A coughing Mr Cunningham dropped it into the safety container.

‘That’s Amy and Ivy with something called “Hale-Bopp Stink Bomb”. Thank you for that. And now our last space crafters for today, Joel and Ray.’

Mr Cunningham had set up the TV to show their video. Ray popped it in the VHS machine, while Joel did the introduction.

‘Um, we made a costume of Hale-Bopp,’ he coughed. ‘Well, Ray did mainly. But I wore it. Actually I hurdled in it. And Ray did the voiceover. So, um, this is it. We hope you like it.’

Ray pressed play. Suddenly Joel was on the screen, a streak of light. Ray had somehow tricked it to make him whoosh and run in slow motion. It made it seem like he was going faster. Ray’s voice came over the top. Joel didn’t even notice it was a bit different anymore. It just sounded like Ray.

‘Hale-Bopp is one of the most visible comets ever. It was named after Mr Hale and Mr Bopp, who saw it two years ago. They weren’t professional astronomers. Just stargazers, a bit like me. Hale-Bopp is visible to us because it’s so close to Earth, about two hundred million kilometres. This is apparently close, although not if you have to walk.’

Mr Cunningham laughed loudly at Ray’s joke. A few other kids joined in. Ray was too shy to look at the audience. He stared at the TV. Then some kids on the far table started laughing, but not in a nice way. Joel thought he heard someone say, ‘His voice is freaky.’ He wasn’t sure, but it might have been Lewis who said that. Joel’s chest tightened. He didn’t like his old friend saying mean things about his new friend.

The video rolled on. Joel’s celestial run continued, and so did Ray’s voiceover.

‘Space is seriously big, man. Hale-Bopp’s head or nucleus is about sixty kilometres wide, which is big for a head or nucleus. Its tail is sixty-five million kilometres long and sooo beautiful. That’s halfway from here to the Sun. Don’t tell Hale-Bopp it’s beautiful or it will get an even bigger head or nucleus. Ha-ha.’

Nobody except Mr Cunningham laughed at that joke. Mr Cunningham laughed hard. Again there was some mean giggling from the back table. Something about ‘captain of the nerd patrol’. Mr Cunningham was laughing so much he didn’t hear it.

Ray’s words mumbled on:

‘Hale-Bopp is orbiting the Sun, which means it will come back one day. Yeah, in another 2392 years. That’s seriously ages. Longer even than it will take for Collingwood to win another premiership. Ha-ha.’

The class really laughed at that, except for Henry, Jennifer and Lewis, who yelled out, ‘Hey!’ Those three barracked for Collingwood.

The video ended by cutting from a freeze-frame of Joel and his fluttering sheets, to a still photo of the real Hale-Bopp.

Mr Cunningham clapped loudly. ‘Well, this isn’t a competition,’ he said, ‘but if it was . . .’ He seemed to regret starting the sentence. ‘No, it isn’t a competition. Well done to everyone on their terrific work. But Joel and Ray, five stars. In fact, make that five Supergiant stars, which are the largest and hottest stars in the universe.’

Joel and Ray sat down. Theirs was the last presentation before home time. Joel offered Ray a high five. Ray laid some skin with his good hand. ‘Seriously incredible,’ Joel whispered. ‘You’re a freak.’ Joel saw Ray’s mouth flicker. He suddenly remembered the comment at the back. Had Ray heard it? Oh no, what if Ray thought he was making fun of him? ‘Freak in a good way,’ Joel whispered, ‘to be able to make the costume and the video.’

Ray was beaming that smile again. ‘You’re the freak,’ he said, ‘to be able to run that fast.’

Mr Cunningham shushed the class. ‘Before I let you go for the long weekend, I’ve got a note here from the Sharks coach, Mr Gallus, who says the Under 10s are short this weekend. He’s looking for volunteers. Any takers?’

Joel glanced around. He couldn’t believe they might be short. Where was the commitment? The Selwoods never went away on a long weekend if it meant missing a game. For a long time, nobody’s hand went up. Almost all the boys in 4C were either already in the team or not interested.

Eventually, a girl called Polly raised her hand. ‘I’ll play,’ she said.

A few of the boys jeered. Ruby and Ivy cheered.

Polly was a very keen soccer player, and Joel had seen her kick the footy, too. She was more than handy. Joel wasn’t knocking back anyone. They had the Scorpions this weekend. He didn’t want the Sharks playing short.

‘Any others?’ Mr Cunningham asked. ‘Let me know and I’ll tell Mr Gallus. I think he needs four or five extras.’

Joel suddenly had an idea. He tapped Ray on his bony shoulder blade. ‘Maybe Ray wants to?’ he said.

Some kids started laughing.

Ray’s eyes opened wide. His head wobbled from side to side. Joel couldn’t tell if he was saying ‘no’ or just panicking slightly. Joel looked from Mr Cunningham, to Ray, then back to the teacher. ‘Um, sorry, that was just an idea. I didn’t mean to speak for Ray.’

The class was a noisy rabble once more. Mr Cunningham shushed them again. He was about to speak when Ray’s arm snaked into the air next to Joel.

‘Actually, I do,’ he said quietly.

Mr Cunningham missed it the first time, so he asked Ray to repeat himself.

‘I do,’ Ray said defiantly. ‘I’d really like to play.’

[image: images]

[image: images]





EIGHT


This was their first serious twin trick. Adam and Troy had always wanted to try one. They were identical enough to think they’d get away with it. Nobody beyond the family noticed that Adam had a scar under his nose, or that his nose was slightly crooked. Really, they were a twin trick waiting to happen.

There were footy games when Troy had been tempted to wear Adam’s number eight jumper, and Adam Troy’s number thirteen. But they’d never had the guts. What if the Bendigo Junior Football League found out? The twins played for Sandhurst Under 14s now, since they’d graduated from the Sharks. What if their team lost the points in a league investigation? What if Adam kicked the best goal of his life and everyone thought it was Troy? So although they’d always planned to try one, because surely every set of identical twins has at least one twin trick in them, Troy and Adam never had.

Until now.

At the end of school, Adam lent Troy the uniform for Catholic College. Black blazer with blue trim, tick. Grey jumper with blue V, tick. Charcoal pants, tick.

From a cubicle in the science block toilets, Troy emerged, as Adam.

‘Mess your hair a bit,’ Adam said. ‘You don’t look as cool as me yet.’

Troy ran a hand through his blond hair.

‘That’s better. Man, you look amazing as me. I’m just gorgeous.’

‘Go to interleague training, loser,’ Troy said. ‘Before I change my mind.’

Adam grinned. ‘This is quite nice of you,’ he said. ‘I seriously owe you one.’

‘You mean you owe me about a hundred,’ Troy said. ‘You’ll never pay me back for this. Make sure you put in a good word for me at interleague. Tell them the X-rays were clear. My ankle will be good to go in a week.’

‘Absolutely.’ Adam moved to leave. ‘D’you know where to go?’

‘You wrote it out. Admin block C.’

‘You remember the guy’s name?’

‘Fleming.’

‘You remember what I said about him?’

‘Yeah, that he’s a psycho.’

‘Anything else?’

Troy wrinkled up his nose and grimaced. ‘Yeah, there is actually. Your jumper. It stinks. Wear some deodorant.’
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Mr Fleming paced across the front of the room like a drill sergeant. His slicked-back hair was particularly shiny today, and his reading glasses were balanced on the edge of his nose for perfect sneering. When Not Actually Adam entered the room, Mr Fleming wordlessly pointed to an empty chair. ‘Sit,’ he mouthed, without making any noise.

Troy didn’t like him from the get-go. He didn’t like him even more when Mr Fleming did some silent roaring of the word ‘late’, while tapping his watch.

Had he lost his voice?

Two seconds later, he had his answer. ‘Discipline,’ Mr Fleming rumbled aggressively. ‘That’s what you three are going to learn today.’

There were two other students, both seated to his right. One was a bored-looking, overweight boy with a bright-red face. Troy might have suspected sunburn if it wasn’t the middle of June. The other had to be Fiona Leigh. She was tall, with brown hair and giant almond eyes. As he’d walked in, she’d grinned at him with such warmth that he’d found it hard to believe Actually Adam was in the middle of a feud with her.

Then he sat down on the stapler she’d planted on his chair. Crunch!

He smiled at her, he couldn’t help it, and Fiona had her face in the desk to avoid looking at him. Troy could tell from her shuddering back that she was silent-laughing.

He went to move the stapler. He couldn’t. He glanced down and saw that somehow it had been screwed into the wood of the chair.

Man! His brother was right. This girl was good.

Mr Fleming clicked a pen in his right hand.

‘Okay, you all know why you’re here. You’re here to learn about priorities. And that means lessons, Mr Selwood. I know how keen you are on your football, but I want a bit more concentration on old-fashioned academic learning. And so to emphasise these priorities, you will write something out for me, and you will write it thirty times.’

Troy felt confident. Lines were easy. Boring but easy. Bring it on.

‘I want you to write your weekly timetable,’ Mr Fleming said. ‘Write out every subject and every teacher. Monday to Friday. Thirty times.’

Troy almost fainted. He didn’t know the weekly timetable. Only Adam knew the weekly timetable.

‘So, for example, Monday, 8.45, what do you have, Selwood?’

Feelings of panic overwhelmed him. He had to say something.

‘Um, um, English I think?’

‘You think? You think! Come on, Selwood, it’s homeroom for goodness sake. Every day starts with homeroom. And who’s your homeroom supervisor?’

Troy felt a cold sweat creeping across his body. His heart was beating fast. This twin trick was suddenly not going very well.

‘Mr Chrisss . . .’ Who was that teacher Adam sometimes talked about? He took a tentative stab. ‘Mr Chriss-tian-sen-gen-sen?’

Fiona guffawed. ‘What are you talking about, Selwood? Christiansengensen teaches maths.’

Mr Fleming was not in the mood. ‘Enough! Stop playing the fool, both of you. Yes, you have Mr Christiansen for homeroom. So you get the idea. Write out the rest of your classes, do it thirty times, and then hand it in at the end of the hour.’

Troy spent an hour in the grip of cold fear. He and Adam were done for now. He wrote out his own timetable, the one from State High a few times, just to be seen to be writing. Then he wrote out the last Fitzroy team, his beloved Royboys. The Roys had folded at the end of the previous AFL season, although strictly speaking they’d merged. Troy wrote out the names of his favourite Fitzroy players who were playing with the new Brisbane Lions, starting with the old captain, Brad Boyd. He’d been against the merger when it happened, but Troy was beginning to warm to Brisbane. Dad was a Lion, too, and had bought him his first Brisbane Lions jumper last birthday. It was hard not to love Michael Voss.

‘Daydreaming, Selwood?’

Troy jumped a mile in his seat. He was lucky not to come back down on the stapler.

‘Um . . . no, yes, sorry, Mr Fleming.’

‘The hour is up, students. Bring your work to me.’

Troy ran his hands through his hair. This was what Dad might call ‘a pickle’. He had to stand up at some stage and hand in his wrong timetable and list of Fitzroy footballers. It wasn’t going to go down well. Mr Fleming looked like the type who would check it carefully.

He stood up and started to gather his pages. He had them in a neat pile, when suddenly another pile arrived on the desk next to them. He did a double take. There were thirty neatly handwritten sheets of a Catholic College timetable, presumably his.
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The hand that placed it there had light-blue painted fingernails and was weighed down with friendship bands.

‘You wouldn’t know this, but “we” have practically the same timetable.’ Fiona grinned.

‘How did you know?’ Troy whispered. ‘How did you spot it?’

‘I’ve got Mr Christiansengensen, too.’ She stifled a laugh. ‘And your hair grew a fair bit overnight.’

Troy smiled and mouthed a relieved ‘thanks’. It was great work from Fiona. She’d even done his timetable in capital letters to disguise her handwriting.

Mr Fleming slapped the desk with his hand. ‘Okay, no dillydallying. Hand your work in and let’s get home.’

They did so, and Mr Fleming actually okayed it all with barely a glance. Maybe he would have got away with the Fitzroy team sheet after all?

Outside he looked for Fiona to say thanks again. She was already rolling away on her beloved dragster.

‘See ya, Selwood,’ she called without looking back. ‘Nice to meet you. And tell your manky brother to wash his jumper sometime. It stinks!’

‘I know!’ Troy yelled, as she rode away. ‘I said exactly the same thing!’
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NINE


The Strathdale Sharks were warming up in the rooms before the game.

Joel suspected some of his Sharks teammates weren’t ecstatic with him. There hadn’t been the usual laughing and joking. Lewis and Riley stopped talking when Joel edged over to join in hot-pepper handball.

Ray was in the far corner of the change rooms, talking to his mum. He was cradling his sparkly new yellow boots and wearing his maroon-and-yellow Sharks footy jumper. His mum was snapping a few photos. The jumper looked enormous on him, and his skinny brown arms poked through the looping armholes like twigs. He seemed giddy with excitement.

Joel hoped he wouldn’t get hurt out there. Ray had reassured him that he wouldn’t. ‘It’s very unlikely I’ll get close enough to the ball to get hurt.’ Ray laughed. ‘Although I can always dream.’

While Ray’s mum continued her happy snaps, Joel tried his luck again with Lewis and Riley.

‘Why’d you get us Ray?’ Lewis muttered. ‘We could have just played short.’

‘Shhh,’ Joel hissed.

‘My brother wanted to play,’ Macca added. ‘He can run at least. Or we could have recruited a few more girls. Polly will be better than him.’

Joel glared at Macca. He was a freckly kid with soft arms and a pudgy tummy. His nickname came from his surname, MacFarlane, and Macca was not the greatest footballer himself. Joel felt like pointing this out but stopped himself.

Fish glared at Macca and then at Joel. ‘He’s good at science,’ was all Fish said. ‘Good Hale-Bopp.’

‘Thanks,’ Joel said. ‘I liked your comet cake. Wish we could’ve eaten it. Shame about Noah’s allergies.’

Fish shrugged. He had nothing more to add.

The coach instructed them to get into their boots and insert their mouthguards. He gave a special mention to players playing their first game. ‘Get around Polly,’ he clapped. ‘I’ve seen the girl play soccer. She’ll go beautifully off halfback. And get around Ray, a little goal sneak who’s our crumbing forward out there today.’

In the corner, Ray’s mum stopped taking photographs to applaud her son and the other new players. Then she bent down to strap some moulded plastic splints to Ray’s ankles. They were light blue, with navy-blue Carlton emblems printed on them. Once they were on with velcro, Ray’s mum pulled a second pair of Sharks socks over the top.

Joel watched with interest, and didn’t see his dad approach. ‘You know what those things are called?’ Dad asked.

Joel shook his head.

‘AFOs,’ Dad replied. ‘It stands for Ankle Foot Orthosis.’

Joel began to do up his own boots.

‘Do you know how I know?’ Dad continued.

‘No,’ Joel said.

‘You actually wore a pair for a while.’ Dad ruffled Joel’s hair. ‘Joely, when you were two, you were what doctors call a “toe-walker”. It means you didn’t put your foot down flat for each step. You walked around on your toes. So they gave you AFOs, a bit like Ray’s, to fix it.’

Dad grinned. ‘Your AFOs had dinosaurs on them. You hated them. You hid them in the compost bin.’

Joel narrowed his eyes. How could he not have known this? ‘Really? I had a — disability?’

‘No, not really a disability. A short-term problem. We addressed it, and you grew out of it. The doctors were never very worried, so neither were we. Although you still walk and run more on your toes than other kids. I sometimes think it helps you. You’re sort of cat-like.’

‘But I could have had a disability,’ Joel said, his voice filled with concern. ‘If it was worse.’

‘We all could have had a disability,’ Dad said. ‘Ray didn’t ask for his condition. It’s just rotten luck. He’s a phenomenal kid. That project you boys did! Smart and funny and gutsy. Look at how small he is! He’s actually going to play. And he’s got one hand that he finds hard to control. I think it’s fantastic you boys have all welcomed him.’

Joel glanced around the change room. They hadn’t all welcomed Ray yet.

But they would, Joel thought. When Ray kicked a goal, then the team would get behind him. He’d kick a goal, and they’d cheer him, and he’d become a true Shark, which was his ultimate dream.

Joel puffed out a big lungful of air and did ten high knee jumps.

He put in his mouthguard. He was ready to go.

Ray was going to kick that goal.

Today, that was Joel’s mission.
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TEN


It was hard enough for Joel to get himself a kick, let alone Ray a goal.

The Strathdale Sharks were playing the South Bendigo Scorpions. Joel’s team was sitting on top of the ladder and favoured to win, but the Scorpions were in good form — they’d won five on the trot.

Also, the Sharks were missing some key players.

Right from the opening ball-up, Joel had a tagger standing right next to him. And sometimes right on him. It was a kid they called Crodog, and he apologised a few times after he stepped on Joel’s toes.

But it was quite a few times. He also held Joel’s jumper at centre throw-ups and boundary ball-ins. Joel asked the umpire to watch Crodog, and the Scorpions players who heard him made fake crying noises.

‘Waaaah waaah! Poor Joel Selwood. Can’t get as many kicks as he normally does.’

He wasn’t getting as many kicks as usual. Over the season, Joel had averaged over forty possessions a game. Some days he’d had fifty plus. His combination of speed, endurance and skill meant he made it to a huge number of contests. He seemed to win almost all of them.

Today, though, was difficult. Every time Joel went towards the ball, Crodog would do something to slow him. A few times he even put both arms around his waist, which should have been a free kick.
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Joel complained to the umpire again. Again the Scorpions players cranked up fake baby sounds.

‘Waaaaaaah,’ Crodog bawled, rubbing his eyes. ‘Waaaaaah!’

The first quarter was scrappy and slow-moving. The Scorpions had a big blond full-forward called Willo, who booted four goals. It could have been more if he kicked straight.

With Joel blanketed, Fish was the Sharks’ top midfielder. He was roving the ball beautifully and tackling ferociously. Fish kicked the Sharks’ first goal of the second quarter to peg the margin back to fifteen points.

Polly was on fire. If any of the boys had questioned her spot in the team, they weren’t anymore. She took four chest marks in the backline, judging the ball brilliantly each time.

Ray was playing just like he’d said he would. He was deep in the forward pocket, parked like a statue next to the behind post. On the few occasions the Sharks ventured forward, Ray was at sea. He’d just scuttle around with his odd, limping run, sidestepping the action, unsure of where to stand.

How was Joel going to land Ray a goal? Maybe a more realistic aim was to get him a kick?

Nearing half-time, Joel won the ball near goal. He managed a scrappy kick, just as Crodog slung him to ground. Almost by accident, the ball was bouncing in space in front of Ray with nobody between him and the goals! But Ray fumbled the ball when he first tried to pick it up, and then tripped over his uncooperative feet at the second attempt. With Ray face-planted in the dirt, Lewis sprinted in to pinch the footy and walk into an open goal.

The Scorpions lead was back to ten points.

Ray dusted himself off and clapped Lewis. ‘Go Sharks!’ he yelled.

At half-time, Mr Gallus gave Joel some advice on shrugging the Crodog tag.

‘Don’t hit him. Don’t do anything illegal. Just push his arm away each time and run!’

‘I am running,’ Joel said.

Mr Gallus crouched down at eye level. ‘Joel — you’re running to get the ball at the moment. For the next bit, try running for running’s sake. Sprint five times up the ground, then five times back, and don’t even worry about the ball. Go fast! No kid has your endurance, Joel. This Crodog dude will blow up like a rusted-out car that’s missed its last service.’

Joel did exactly as his coach asked. He went on long, searching sprints, first one way then the next. He barely worried about the ball. He did it at a pace that left his own lungs and legs screaming.

Crodog was feeling it worse.

‘What are you doing, you maniac?’ he wheezed, as Joel exploded into his next long-range effort. ‘The ball isn’t even going there!’

After five minutes, it was as Mr Gallus said it would be. Crodog was a heaving mess. After ten, he was dragged to fullback, down next to Ray, and he stayed there.

Joel looked over to the bench and grinned. Mr Gallus gave him a big overhead clap. He’d done it. He’d broken the tag.

Then Joel went back to doing what Joel did best. Winning the footy. He won the ball at the centre breaks. He won it across halfback. He drove the Sharks into attack time and time again. Joel had six possessions in as many minutes, and the Sharks were suddenly on top.

Joel hadn’t forgotten his pre-game promise. He kicked one goal late in the third quarter, a freakish right-foot banana from the boundary line that wouldn’t have been out of place at the MCG. Ray had been camped out by his favourite point post. Joel couldn’t have passed that one to him.

But when he took a sliding chest mark, ten metres out, and the siren sounded for three-quarter time, Joel looked for Ray and there he was. Right beside him! The closest Shark.

It was four points the difference, Scorpions leading.

‘Owww,’ Joel moaned, grabbing his calf. ‘Cramp!’

‘Cramp?’ the umpire said. ‘Kids don’t usually get cramp.’

‘Owwwwwww!’ Joel groaned. He handed the ball to Ray. ‘I don’t think I can take my kick.’

A few of his teammates protested.

‘Oh come on, Joel, just take it,’ Riley yelled.

‘Seriously, Joel. It’s just cramp, you’ll be okay in a second,’ said Lewis.

Joel shook his head. ‘I can’t. I’m sorry. Ray’ll slot it.’

Joel saw Ray’s jaw clench. He could tell Ray thought his cramp was dodgy, that he was faking it so Ray could shoot at goal.

Which he was.

Except he didn’t want Ray to know that.

Joel stretched his calf. He moaned a bit more. Crodog and some other Scorpions did a bit more fake crying. ‘Waaaaaaah!’

Ray limped nervously back for his kick.

‘Give yourself more room,’ Joel said.

The footy was enormous in Ray’s tiny hands. The right hand, the one that needed to guide the ball, was Ray’s claw hand. It pressed against the ball like a crab. Ray cupped his good left hand under the nose of the ball. It was a peculiar way to line up.

‘Go, Ray,’ Joel murmured.

‘Gooooo, Ray!’ sang a strong voice from over the fence. It was Ray’s mum.

A few of Joel’s teammates were walking towards the huddle, not bothering to look. They had their hands on their hips. Lewis was one of them.

Crodog waved his arms on the mark like a demented scarecrow. ‘Woooooo!’ he called. ‘Come on, buddy. Fuzz it. Fuzz it! You can’t kick this.’

Ray walked in. One step. Two steps. Then he did a funny little hop. Then he ran a couple of steps. Then he kicked.

The ball hit somewhere between his knee and his ankle. It wasn’t a powerful ‘shin’ either. It dribbled from the contact and didn’t even reach the man on the mark. Smiling and surprised, Crodog bent over and picked up the footy. Ray raised his hands to his head.

‘Okay, then!’ Crodog laughed.

‘Oh, Raaaaaaay!’ Fish moaned, turning his back to walk to the huddle.

‘My ball,’ the umpire called. ‘Three-quarter time.’

Joel limped over to Ray.

‘Don’t bother with the limp,’ Ray said. He didn’t sound happy. He sounded like he wanted to cry.

‘Sorry,’ Joel said. ‘I guess I probably could have taken the kick.’
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Ray sucked in a few deep breaths. Then he looked straight at Joel. His eyes were shining, but the grin was returning to his face.

‘You’ve done enough, Joel. Don’t worry about getting me a kick. I’m just happy that you talked me into playing. It’s been awesome. I’ve had so much fun wearing the gear and running around and actually being in the team. I never thought I’d do this. You don’t have to worry about me. You just play your normal game.’ Ray patted Joel on the back. ‘Hey, I really want us to win!’
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ELEVEN


It was the best final quarter of the season.

The Scorpions kicked the first two goals. Joel could tell by the way they celebrated that their opponents in red and white thought they had it — sixteen points in front. Kicking with the wind.

Fish tugged on Joel’s jumper as they jogged back to the centre. ‘Plenty of time,’ he hissed. ‘I’ll win this centre break.’

True to his promise, the ball went up and in a blink, Charlie Fishburne was streaming out of the centre, ball clutched to his chest. He dodged two tacklers, then another. The Scorpions players screamed, ‘How far!’, but Fish threw the ball on his boot, just in time. It bounced and rolled and dribbled over the line. Goal!

Two minutes later, Fish did it again. He tucked the ball under his arm and went off on another of his hair-raising runs. Again the Scorpions couldn’t pin him. The parents on the sidelines went crazy as Fish dodged Scorpions defenders. This time he remembered to bounce the ball, and when he looked up, the only player between Fish and the goals was —

Ray. By himself. In the goal square.

Ray raised his arm, calling for the ball.

Pass it! Joel thought, crossing his fingers.

‘Pass it to Ray!’ Mr Gallus screamed.

Fish moved to pass, but then at the last minute, checked his kick. He’d seen who it was at the top of the square.

With all the defenders behind him, Fish just kept on running. He sauntered past Ray, right up to the goal line, where he booted the ball through for a six-pointer.

Fish jumped in the air to celebrate.

So did Ray, and ran over to Fish for a big high five.

‘Unbelievable, Fish. Goal of the year!’ Ray exclaimed.

The difference was again four points. The game turned into a slog. Kids were running from everywhere to dive on the ball. The footy spent an age in the Scorpions’ forward line, but Polly threw herself on the ball time and time again.

Joel gritted his teeth and jumped into the ruck contests, third man up. Ball-up after ball-up, they inched it around the boundary. Joel started to get nervous. They were still behind. There couldn’t be much time left. They couldn’t let the Scorpions score a goal.

Suddenly the play opened up for Joel. Ned Rath’s hit-out slammed into his chest, and he was charging out of the back line. Joel lifted his eyes. Anthony was leading towards him on the wing. He wasn’t the best overhead mark, but right at that moment, Joel believed. He passed it. Anthony marked it cleanly. Joel kept on running, and Anthony delivered it back.

Now Joel was flying. He thought about taking a bounce or two, but again, there was Macca in a Sharks jumper, waving an arm at centre half-forward.

Joel kicked it to the side that favoured Macca, and Macca stuck his ample backside in the way of the Scorpions’ centre halfback. It was the best mark of Macca’s season.

The parents were shrieking.

There had to be only seconds left.

Joel kept on running. Macca handballed it back.

Joel’s legs were feeling tired, but it was now or never. He was inside the forward fifty and the Scorpions’ best defender was charging at him. Joel shaped to go one way, but then shimmied his hips and went the other. The defender made a diving lunge but was left sprawled on the ground.

Joel lifted his eyes. He was forty metres out, possibly within range if he got a good bounce. The angle was tight. If he kept running he could make sure of it. But he was tired, and a tackler was closing.

Mr Gallus didn’t like them shooting from here. He said it was a low-percentage shot.

The team thing to do would be to centre the ball to the top of the square.

There were two players there. Joel knew who they were. Ray and Crodog. Both were backing towards the line. Neither expected Joel to pass the ball. Why would he? Joel was the best player in the team. This was for the win!

But Joel suddenly didn’t care about the win. He’d trusted Anthony and Anthony had come through. He’d trusted Macca and Macca had come through. He pointed with his left arm and called Ray’s name. ‘Lead, Ray!’

Joel guided the ball onto his right boot and squared it to the area Mr Gallus called ‘the hot spot’ — fifteen metres out from goal, directly in front.

Crodog was so surprised he was slow to respond.

Ray was surprised, too, but Joel had called him in. He found himself in front of his man with the ball tumbling towards him. He put his hands up.

‘Mark it, Ray!’ Mr Gallus screamed.

‘Go, Ray!’ Ray’s mum yelled.

Players and spectators took a collective breath. This was it.

Whack! The ball went through Ray’s hands and hit him square in the mouth. Ray seemed momentarily dazed, and his hand went to his face, but he recovered when he saw Crodog picking up the ball, preparing to clear it.

Ray dived at the fullback. Amazingly, he hooked Crodog’s shorts with his bad hand. Then his good hand joined in, and Ray had a grip on the elastic. He had Crodog by the shorts, getting dragged along behind.

Crodog was trying to break the tackle. He pushed with his hand to shrug off Ray, but Ray kept hanging on.

It was like something out of a cartoon. Ray’s legs flying out wide as his undersized body was flung about. Again the defender tried to push him away, but Ray pulled and dragged and refused to let go. Desperate, Ray got a hold of the fullback’s wrist. Then he had two hands on the wrist and like a small hunting dog felling a mighty buffalo, pulled the defender to ground.

The ball spilled.

‘Holding the ball!’ the umpire whistled. ‘Incorrect disposal.’

The parents went nuts. So did the players. Joel handed the ball to Ray. Ten metres out. Top of the goal square.

‘Just relax,’ Joel told him. ‘You’ll kick it.’

Ray lined up with his same awkward style, but this time didn’t sweat over it. He walked in and casually booted it over the fullback’s head.

The siren sounded as the ball was sailing through.

Joel threw his arms in the air. It was a miracle. Somehow they’d pinched it. A miracle win and a miracle goal.

He ran forward to give Ray a victory hug.

But he was too late. Fish and Lewis and half the team were already there.
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TWELVE


It was interleague day and Hale-Bopp night.

The day part went well. The Bendigo League won its game against the Ovens and Murray League, and both the twins played.

Troy’s ankle had recovered in time, and he was excused his night off training. He was hurt, after all.

Adam had made it to every training — rain, hail or awkward-situation-where-he-had-to-be-in-two-places-at-the-same-time.

It was glorious. Adam only wished he could tell more people. He especially wanted to brag to Mr Fleming. ‘Hey, creepo, we won! I kicked two goals. But none better than the one my brother and I kicked against you! Suck eggs!’

Only he couldn’t. He couldn’t even tell his best friends at Catholic College. If it got out, he’d be in heaps of trouble.

The one person who did know was Fiona. Strangely, she held her tongue, too. She seemed to sense the importance of keeping it quiet. Indeed, from the day of detention, the prank war had ended and she and Adam had sort of become friends.

Fiona even came down to the Queen Elizabeth Oval for the game against Ovens and Murray. She rolled down to the fence on her dragster after the match. ‘Well done, Selwood,’ she said. ‘Keep that up and one day you’ll be as good as your nine-year-old brother.’

Adam laughed and they chatted for a while.

All the Selwood boys had seen Adam talking to the tall girl. They let Adam have it in the car on the way home.

‘Adam’s got a girrrrrlfriend,’ Troy sang, getting the ball rolling.

Scott and Joel joined in with some wet smoochy-smoochy noises on their forearms.

‘Is that right, Ad?’ Mum asked. ‘Don’t you tease him, boys. It would be nice to have a girl around once in a while. What’s her name?’

‘Nobody,’ Adam said, pressing his forehead against the rear passenger window. ‘There’s no girlfriend.’

‘Fiona,’ Troy said. ‘Nobody’s name is Fiona. And she’s in luuuuuurrrrve with Adam.’

Adam snorted. ‘She’s not in love with me. She put a skink in my bag.’

Mum laughed. ‘Oh, the prank girl! Well. Who would have thought? I hope her mother forgives you for the honey. My, my.’

‘I liked her dragster,’ Dad said. ‘Tell her I like her dragster.’

‘I won’t tell her,’ Adam said, red-faced and embarrassed. ‘Because I don’t have a girlfriend.’

‘When do you think she fell for you?’ Troy teased. ‘Was it at detention, when you were actually me?’

It was out of Troy’s mouth before he realised he was saying it.

‘What?’ Mum and Dad said at the same time. ‘Rewind there. What did you just say?’

Adam buried his head in his hands. ‘Idiot,’ he said to Troy. ‘Capital I, capital D-I-O-T.’

The two younger boys continued to smooch their arms.

‘Let’s talk a bit more about this detention,’ Dad said, pulling over to the side of the road. The twins laughed sheepishly. They explained about interleague training and Troy’s injury and Adam’s appointment with Mr Fleming. They explained about Mr Fleming and how he hated football. They explained how they’d used their ingenuity and genetic gifts to get a great result.

‘We both played, didn’t we? And we both played well. It was win-win!’

Mum made her hmmm noise.

Dad continued to look at them.

Troy battled on. ‘We’re twins, Dad. Don’t punish us for doing what we were put on this earth to do.’

‘What?’ Mum asked. ‘What is this calling you’re talking about?’

‘Twin tricks,’ said Adam.

That made Mum laugh.

‘We didn’t hurt anyone,’ Troy said.

‘We still did the detention — between the two of us,’ Adam added.

‘Nobody minded,’ Troy said.

‘I mind,’ Mum replied. ‘I mind that you lied to me and Dad. And you lied to this Mr Fleming.’

Dad started driving again. ‘Have you met Mr Fleming?’ Dad asked.

Mum shook her head.

‘He is a bit of a shocker,’ Dad said. ‘He got me in trouble for parking for ten minutes in a five-minute zone. Said he was going to call the wheel-clamp people.’

Mum took a deep breath. ‘Okay, we won’t take this back to the school. But you’ve got detention at home, you two. No going out next weekend. You can help us around the house, both days.’

‘But I was meant to go for a ride with —’ Adam paused ‘— a friend.’ He looked embarrassed.

‘Wooooo!’ Troy stirred. ‘It is true love. Fiona meets Not Actually Adam Selwood for one hour and she falls desperately in love.’

‘That’s not true.’ Adam turned his back on the rest of the car. It didn’t work. His brothers spent the remainder of the drive leaning over in the back seat to smooch their hands in his face.
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THIRTEEN


Ray arrived at the Selwoods’ for Hale-Bopp night just before dusk. He pressed the doorbell and it played the Geelong theme song.

‘Joel, we told you to get rid of that!’ one of the twins shouted.

‘That’s not fair, Mum. If Joel gets a Geelong doorbell, I want a Richmond one!’ Scott said.

‘No, Hawthorn!’ Adam yelled.

‘Brisbane!’ Troy added.

Ray laughed. He’d given the Selwoods his old doorbell when Joel had turned up at his house with a Carlton one. Joel hadn’t told him that nobody else in the house barracked for Geelong.

‘What a sweet tune,’ Joel said, humming along as he opened the door. ‘I have to thank you for this. It’s been the best thing ever for annoying my brothers. Next step, a Geelong car horn.’

‘Thank you for the Blues one,’ Ray replied. ‘Me and Mum love it.’

Ray’s mum was out the front, unloading Ray’s telescope from the car. Hale-Bopp wasn’t expected to light up the southern hemisphere skies the way it lit up the northern hemisphere. But the woman on the weather report had said that tonight was the night. Cold, clear and cloudless. Terrific visibility. The comet was making its closest pass to Australia, and would be visible to the naked eye just after sunset.

So Joel had rung Ray to ask him around. After all, Joel and Ray were Hale-Bopp. They had to see it together.

Ray’s mum helped carry the telescope in, and they set it up on the tennis court. Adam and Troy were playing one-on-one basketball, and Mum called from the house to remind them to be careful around the telescope.

‘It’s at the other end of the court!’ Adam said as he dribbled the ball.

‘They’re worth a lot of money,’ Mum replied, taking no excuses.

Soon, the basketball gave way to Hale-Bopp excitement as the light faded and dusk settled. Mum arrived with blankets and pillows, then a plate of sausage rolls and a Thermos of hot chocolate.

‘Eat ’em fast,’ she said. ‘It’s freezing out here. The sausage rolls will be cold before you know it.’

The five boys each grabbed a pillow and began their stargazing. Scott claimed immediately to have seen a shooting star.

‘I know what I’m wishing for,’ Scott said.

‘A Richmond doorbell?’ Joel asked.

‘No. I’m wishing for —’ Scott closed his eyes and made his wish silently.

Troy poured the hot chocolate into five plastic cups. It was steaming and delicious. Because they were the Selwoods, it didn’t take long for astronomy to be turned into a competitive activity.

‘First to see Hale-Bopp wins,’ Troy said. ‘And you’re not in the comp, Ray. You probably know where to look.’

The four Selwoods scanned the sky frantically. One thing’s for sure, Joel thought. If it’s up there, it doesn’t look very much like a hurdling boy wearing a cricket helmet trailing twenty metres of sheets.

‘Is it out yet, Ray?’ Adam asked.

‘Can’t see it anywhere,’ Troy said.

‘There it is!’ Scott yelled, before Ray could answer. ‘Over there! Above that tree! I can see it! The bright one! See! The blue tail!’ The others shifted their gaze and saw that he was right.

‘We have a winner,’ Troy said. ‘Well done, Scooter.’

Scott took off on a mad celebratory run around the tennis court, both arms above his head. ‘I win!’ he shouted. ‘I’m the best.’ He had his head tilted back like he’d just won Olympic gold. ‘What a comet spotter, Scott Selwood is,’ he said, commentating his glory. ‘He didn’t even have a head start and he won the whole competition. What do you have to say, Scott Selwood?’
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While Scott conducted imaginary post-race interviews with himself, Ray pointed his telescope at the comet. Through the cylinder of glass and mirrors, Hale-Bopp was glorious. A smudge of white, with a faint bluish streak darting off to the side. It shimmered at the edges.

‘It looks like a fireball,’ Joel said.

‘It’s actually really cold,’ Ray replied. ‘I read on the internet that the nucleus is like a huge dirty snowball, fifty kilometres across.’

‘What’s the internet?’ Joel asked.

‘It’s computers,’ Ray said. ‘Computers all linked up. You have to dial in with a thing called a telephone modem to visit pages online. There are heaps of pages about Hale-Bopp. You can even make your own pages. I’m making a GeoCities page about Kouta. He’s my favourite player.’

The boys took turns inspecting Hale-Bopp through the telescope. Ray was an interesting kid. This internet thing sounded incredible . . .

‘There’s another thing I found on the internet,’ Ray said. ‘When I was looking at space pages, I found this great thing. I actually bought Joel a present. To say thanks. You know, for the game, the goal. I wouldn’t have played if you didn’t encourage me.’

‘Is it a Geelong car horn?’ Joel joked.

Ray handed Joel a laminated piece of paper.

‘A treasure map?’ Scott asked, looking over his brother’s shoulder.

‘No, it’s a star map,’ Ray replied. ‘That’s part of the Andromeda Galaxy.’

Joel stared at the laminated page. There were hundreds of stars on the map. A lot of them began with letters and numbers like M31. It was an okay present, but maybe not as cool as a Geelong car horn.

Ray aimed the telescope at a different patch of sky. He took a minute to fine-tune it. Finally he stepped away.

‘See those four little stars at the bottom? Try to focus on the slightly bigger one on the far right.’

Joel peered through the glass. ‘Got it, I think. It’s pretty small.’

‘Guess what that star is called?’ Ray said.

Joel shrugged.

‘It’s called Joel Selwood,’ Ray said.

‘What?’ Joel asked. ‘How can it be called Joel Selwood?’

‘I named it,’ Ray explained. ‘You pay a fee and you can name a star with the International Star Registry.’

The other three crowded around the telescope. Joel looked at Ray. ‘You named a star after me?’

‘It’s easy,’ Ray said. ‘You just have to fill out a form.’

Joel looked closer at his star map and saw his name right there in the middle — ‘Joel Selwood’, right next to a tiny star called USNA02 1275-0042242.

‘Wow!’ Adam whistled. ‘That is sooo out there.’

‘Can we get one, too?’ Troy added. ‘Are there more you can buy?’

‘There are millions,’ Ray said. ‘Billions probably. You can probably get the ones next to Joel Selwood. They’re available.’

Joel was so overwhelmed he could hardly speak. He had a star. His very own star. Named after him! It was the most incredible thing.

‘I don’t know what to say,’ he told Ray. ‘That is so cool. I’m just —’ He was speechless. ‘Thanks.’

‘It’s my pleasure,’ Ray said, gazing at the heavens. ‘You’re already a star, anyway, Joel Selwood. I just filled out the form.’
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ONE


DECEMBER 1997

Joel hung his body out of the rear window of the Falcon six-seater, a footy raised above his head.

‘Count it down!’ he shouted, with enough volume to notify the entire street of their departure.

‘Ten, nine, eight, seven, six . . . !’

The whole car joined in, including Mum and Dad. The family had been counting down the months and then weeks and then days to their big Queensland adventure. Finally, there were just seconds to go.

‘Three, two, one . . . !’

The boys erupted in a cheer, and Dad leaned on the horn.

‘Bryce! It’s five in the morning!’ Mum said. ‘You’ll wake up half of Bendigo.’

‘Sorry,’ Dad replied. ‘I thought we needed a siren.’

‘We did, Mum, we did!’ Joel cheered, as his brothers hauled him back inside the car.

‘Woohoo!’ Scott whooped.

‘At last!’ shouted the twins.

They were away.

Three suitcases, four boogie boards, two footies, a frisbee, six beach towels, a beach umbrella, two Game Boys and six Selwoods.

At the one-minute-and-twenty-second mark, the boys had their first fight.

‘Muuuuuum,’ complained Joel. ‘Why do Adam and Troy get the Game Boys? This one is Tommy O’s. He’s my friend.’

‘He’s my friend,’ said Scott, who was sitting on the front bench seat between Mum and Dad. ‘He’s more my age than Joel’s. I want the Game Boy.’

‘He kicks the footy more with me,’ said Joel, and he snatched Tommy O’s Game Boy from Troy.

‘Arrrgh!’ Troy shouted as he lost both the Game Boy and the game of Donkey Kong. He grabbed Joel by the shirt and shoved him into Adam. That spoiled Adam’s game of Pokémon.

‘Arrrgh!’ Adam grabbed Troy’s hair.

‘I want it,’ Scott said, trying to claw his way into the back.

‘No Game Boys!’ Dad commanded from the front seat. ‘If you can’t share, then nobody gets them.’

Mum took the Game Boys and shut them away in the glove box. ‘Only two days of driving to go, boys,’ she said. ‘Can’t we think of a nice family game?’

‘What about Corners?’ Adam suggested.

‘Okay, how do we play that?’ Mum said.

The rules were that Scott had to name his favourite twin. Then the twin who wasn’t named would use the momentum of each corner to push across and crush the rest of the back seat.

Because it was Joel in the middle getting crushed and not him, Scott was having a ball. ‘How fun is this!’ he giggled.

‘Not that fun,’ Joel wheezed. ‘Muuum! I can’t breathe!’

‘Boys!’ Dad scolded. ‘We’ve got 1700 kilometres to go!’

‘Why don’t we play I Spy?’ Mum suggested.

‘How old do you think we are — three?’ Adam laughed.

‘Yeah, put on a Wiggles tape, Mum!’ teased Troy.

‘We could play Banana Car?’ said Joel.

Banana Car was a Selwood family favourite. The idea was that everyone kept a lookout for yellow vehicles. Yellow cars, yellow trucks, yellow vans, yellow motorbikes — these were all Banana Car gold. The first to yell ‘banana car’ when a yellow vehicle appeared, scored ten points. The winner was whoever got to a hundred and fifty points first.

‘Banana car!’ Mum called out immediately.

‘What? Where?’ Scott asked.

‘Our car!’ Mum laughed. ‘It’s yellow, right?’

‘Muuum!’ the boys all groaned.

‘No points for your own car,’ Joel added.

‘Banana car!’ Dad yelled, as they turned onto the Midland Highway.

They all laughed at Dad’s rookie mistake. ‘It’s a taxi, Dad!’ explained Joel. ‘Don’t you know taxis are minus fifty?’

Taxis were Banana Car poison. If you saw a taxi, you had to hold your tongue.

‘Banana Car — that old one!’ yelled Scott.

‘Banana Car — Ford station wagon!’ shouted Joel.

‘Banana Car — that harvester over there!’ called out Adam.

‘A harvester? That’s not a vehicle, it’s farm equipment! It’s not even on the road,’ said Dad.

‘It’s a vehicle!’ Adam said. Troy backed him up. Then Troy got angry when Adam declared that the kombi he’d spotted was mustard, not yellow. The twins wrestled. Joel was caught in the middle so he elbowed them both.

‘Pull over,’ Mum told Dad.

‘Come on, Scott,’ Mum said, getting out of the front. ‘We’re switching seats.’ Scott slid across and hopped out. ‘Right, Adam and Joel, up you come.’ Mum pointed to the boys and waved them into the front seat with Dad.

‘Aw, what!’ Troy grumbled. ‘I’m leading Banana Car and you move them to the front? They’ll get to spot all the cars first now!’

But Mum wasn’t having any of it, and away they went once more.

Sure enough, Joel picked off two yellow Commodores and a Ducati motorcycle to join Troy in the lead.

‘Banana car!’ Troy yelled, as a yellow speck appeared on the horizon.

The speck grew larger and larger and became . . . a taxi.

‘Taxi!’ the whole car shouted, and Troy crashed back to ninety.

‘This is rigged!’ Troy complained.

‘Banana car!’ Joel said, as a yellow Mazda zipped past. ‘One hundred and fifty points. I win!’ He spun around and clapped his hands in his older brother’s face. ‘I win! I win!’

‘Joel! Be nice about it. No one likes a rotten banana winner.’

Dad laughed at this. Mum giggled at her own joke, too. Joel continued to be a rotten banana winner. ‘Beat you all! I’m the winner! One hundred and fifty points! Just like bowling!’

The twins were silent. Joel had indeed bowled a hundred and fifty at Dragon City Lanes the day before they left. He was only nine, but he’d beaten Adam and Troy and three of their high-school friends. Joel was like that with sport. He just had the knack. Of course in front of older kids he barely knew, Joel had been really humble. ‘I got lucky with that strike. Wow, I can’t believe I won,’ he’d said. But now with the high excitement of the early start and Banana Car and the long-awaited Queensland holiday, he was letting his brothers have it.

‘One hundred and fifty!’ he mouthed in the direction of Troy in the back, like he was calling darts.

‘One hundred and fifty,’ he whispered hotly in Adam’s ear.

Adam punched him in the arm.

‘You know what my only goal for this holiday is, Joely?’ said Troy. ‘I want to find a game, a sport, something that you’re truly terrible at. And take photos of you being terrible at it. To show everyone.’

‘Yeah,’ said Adam. ‘We’re going to find your kryptonite.’

‘Yeah,’ said Scott, just to join in. ‘Kryptonite. Like in Superman II.’

‘It’s a good mission,’ said Troy. ‘And I love a good mission.’

Joel felt a flutter of concern but didn’t let it show. ‘One hundred and fifty,’ he said softly, one last time.
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TWO


The sun climbed in the sky and so did the temperature in the car. The Falcon didn’t have air conditioning so the windows were open on both sides. This let in air but also made a thumping windy racket as the Selwoods hurtled down the highway.

Joel loved being on the road. He jiggled his legs and felt the backs of his thighs peel away from the vinyl bench seat of the Falcon. For a while, he recognised the names on the green exit signs — Shepparton, Tatura, Kyabram, Numurkah — the twins had played tennis or footy in all of these places. But after a couple of hours, the familiar farmland of central Victoria changed to the more rugged and wooded landscape south of the Murray River. Joel no longer knew the town names — Strathmerton, Yarroweyah, Koonoomoo. Their adventure north was beginning.

‘Mum, I’ve discovered a good spot for a toilet stop,’ Troy said, squinting at their large foldout map of eastern Australia.

‘Yes?’ said Mum.

‘Mywee,’ Troy said. ‘It’s only a few kilometres from here. I want to do my wee in Mywee.’

All four boys screamed with laughter. It faded for a minute but then redoubled when Joel spotted the sign for Mywee.

‘Can we get a photo, Dad?’

That was the first photo of the trip. All four boys, draping themselves over a metal sign pointing to the town of Mywee. Dad took the picture. Mum said they were all very immature.

‘I think Koonoomoo’s funnier,’ Mum said.

‘Why?’ Troy asked. ‘Don’t you like Mywee? Get it? Don’t you like My-wee?’

Mum breathed deeply but said nothing. The boys laughed all over again. Dad chuckled and told them to get back in the car. He went in the back. It was Mum’s turn to drive.

A few minutes later, they were chugging across the bridge at Tocumwal.

‘New South Wales!’ Adam cheered as they surveyed the green waters of the Murray River. ‘Awesome! A new state!’

‘Wow, it’s beautiful,’ Mum said, slowing down on the bridge that marked the border. It really was. Large river gums with white trunks crowded the banks. An old-fashioned wrought-iron rail bridge ran alongside, red and rusty. Joel wondered if bushrangers had hidden out under it years ago. The sand on the riverbank looked inviting, the trees reflected in the water. Near the rail bridge, some kids were swinging out on a huge rope high above the water and dropping into the river.

‘Mum, can we?’ Troy begged. ‘I’m boiling!’

‘I’m not sure,’ Mum replied. ‘It might be dangerous. We don’t know the river.’

‘Oh, come on, Mum, some of those kids are Scooter’s age. It’s got to be safe,’ Adam urged.

Mum hesitated. ‘You’ll be all wet in the car afterwards.’

‘We don’t care,’ Scott replied. ‘Pleeeeease?’

Mum glanced at Dad, who shrugged in response. Mum turned off the highway. The twins and Scott gave her a big cheer.

Joel was thumbing away at the Game Boy. ‘I might stay here,’ he said casually. ‘I don’t really feel like getting wet.’

The twins called Joel a wuss and stuck their hands over the Game Boy screen to wreck his game. Joel didn’t change his mind.

‘I’m not that hot,’ he said. ‘I’ll just watch from here.’

For twenty minutes, Troy, Adam and Scott joined half a dozen Tocumwal locals making giant Tarzan swings into the river. The rope hung from a mighty eucalyptus branch, and was nearly as thick as Scott’s body. The water was exhilaratingly cold. The locals welcomed them like old friends, and there was much laughing and shrieking.

The three brothers couldn’t believe Joel hadn’t come with them.

‘What’s up with him?’ Adam asked Troy, as they dripped up the bank. ‘He loves the pool. He’s the king of tricks off the diving board.’

It was true. Joel and Scott were the keenest swimmers in the family. Brennan Park Pool was a favourite Selwood hangout. Joel sometimes even wore a wetsuit to protect himself as he tried somersaults off the one-metre board.

‘He’s just worried that he can’t swing as far as us,’ Adam said. ‘He knows we’re looking for his kryptonite.’

They returned to the car and found Joel glued to the Game Boy.

‘Wuss,’ Adam said again.

‘Yeah, you totally wimped it,’ said Troy. ‘Even Scooter was flying in off that rope. It was awesome.’

Joel barely glanced at his dripping brothers.

‘I just beat your highest score,’ Joel told Adam. The twins peered over his shoulder but said nothing.

Joel’s kryptonite certainly wasn’t Donkey Kong.
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The Falcon powered on through the part of southern New South Wales known as the Riverina. Now there were fewer cattle, and more fields with wheat and other grains. The heads of wheat bent and rustled and moved like great golden picnic blankets being shaken out over the country. There were still footy grounds to the side of the Newell Highway, but now there were rugby goals, too.

‘Hey, there’s the turn-off for Wagga Wagga,’ said Adam.

‘Wayne Carey comes from there,’ said Troy.

‘And Paul Kelly!’ Joel added.

Wayne Carey had held up the premiership cup as captain of North Melbourne the year before. Most people thought he was the best footballer in the AFL. Paul Kelly was captain of the Sydney Swans and had won the 1995 Brownlow Medal. Joel desperately wanted to be like Paul Kelly. Fast, skilful and brave.

‘Can we go to Wagga Wagga and see where Paul Kelly played junior footy?’ Joel asked.

Dad laughed. ‘If we stop at every junior footy club between here and Mermaid Beach, we’ll never get there. I mean we’re about to go through Finley, where Shane Crawford grew up. Do you want to stop at Shane Crawford’s junior footy club as well?’

All four boys yelled, ‘Yes!’

Adam shouted the loudest. He barracked for the Hawks and loved Crawford.

Mum slapped her forehead.

‘But he’s Crawf, Mum,’ said Adam.

‘A good player?’ Mum replied.

‘A great player,’ Adam said. ‘I think he’ll win the Brownlow.’

‘So that means we need to see his junior footy ground?’ Mum said dubiously.

‘Ab-so-lute-ly,’ Adam said.

Mum glanced at Dad. ‘I do sometimes wonder what it would have been like to have girls,’ she laughed.
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