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 Chapter one

 


“What are you
doing here?”

“Girls don’t
play football.”

“Go back to
your dollies.”

Gertrude stood
there with her head down while the boys laughed at her.

“That’s
enough,” said Coach Dean.

The boys were
quiet.

Coach Dean
squatted down and spoke to Gertrude. “Football’s a rough game. I’d
hate to see you get hurt. Why don’t you try out for something like
netball?”

“I don’t mind
it being rough,” Gertrude said in a small voice. “I play footy at
home. I can kick all right. Ask Flynn.”

Everyone
turned to the tall, blonde boy. He began to squirm. “Sure you can
kick all right,” he said. “For a girl.”

The boys began
to laugh again.

“All right,
that’s enough,” Coach Dean told them. “You boys go outside and warm
up. Gertrude, I’m sorry. I can’t let you play.”

Tears began to
well in Gertrude’s eyes. She ran out of the room.

She ran across
to the far side of the oval and climbed her favourite tree. She
watched the boys laughing and joking and pushing each other
around.

She didn’t
want to play netball. That was such a girlie game. She wanted to
play footy. She didn’t care that it was rough and muddy. She liked
rough and muddy.

Every weekend
she’d watch the footy on TV with her dad. It was the only time that
he ever seemed to stop working. They’d sit on the couch for hours.
Gertrude never understood why Dad yelled at the TV – telling off
the umpires and advising the players of their mistakes. It’s not
like they could hear him through the screen. But she loved it
anyway.

She sat in her
tree and sulked. She knew as much about footy as any of those boys.
It wasn’t fair

“Watcha
doing?”

Gertrude
looked down to see Flynn. “Go away.”
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“Oh, come on,
Gertrude.”

“You’re
supposed to be my mate, Flynn.”

“I am your
mate.”

She looked at
him doubtfully.

“You were
pretty upset when you ran off. I asked Coach if I could go after
you. To see if you’re okay.”

“Well I am
okay, so you can just go back.”

Flynn put his
hands on his hips. “Come down from the tree, Gertrude. I’ll walk
you home.”

“I don’t want
to come down.”

“It’s supposed
to rain later. You’re going to get pretty cold up there.”

Gertrude
looked at the sky. The dark rain clouds were beginning to
gather.

“And wet,”
Flynn added.

“Okay,” she
grumbled. “But don’t think I’m doing this because you want me to. I
don’t want to get pneumonia.”

Gertrude
climbed slowly down from the tree. When she reached a low branch,
she swung down, letting go and sailing through the air to land just
in front of Flynn.

Flynn picked
up her bag. She snatched it out of his hand.

“I thought you
would have stuck up for me back there. I can kick a footy nearly as
good as you.”

Flynn sighed.
“I know. But you put me on the spot there with the other boys.”

“So? That
shouldn’t matter. Are you embarrassed to have me as a friend?”

“No.” Now it
was Flynn’s turn to squirm. “But there’s more to footy than just
kicking a ball. There’s running –”

“I can
run.”

“And marking
–”

“I can
mark.”

“And tackling
–”

Gertrude
looked a little hesitant. “I could learn to tackle.”

“Like Coach
said, it’s too rough.”

“If I was a
boy, you’d let me play.”

“Yeah,” Flynn
agreed. “But you’re not a boy. You’re a girl.”

They walked
along for a minute, kicking at stones. Gertrude had nothing to say
to Flynn, and Flynn didn’t know how to make her feel better.

“Race you to
your place,” he said.

“No.”

“I’ll count to
ten.”

“Make it
twenty.” Gertrude ran off.

Flynn counted
loudly to twenty, then ran after her.
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 Chapter two

 


Flynn caught
up with Gertrude as they reached her front gate. They were both
panting. Gertrude dumped her bag on the ground and leaned on the
gate to catch her breath.

“Nearly beat
you,” she panted.

“Nope,” Flynn
puffed beside her. He doubled over, resting his hands on his thighs
as he caught his breath. “Had you covered… Let you win.”

Gertrude
glared. “Did not.”

Flynn smiled.
He straightened up. “No, you nearly beat me fair and square. You’re
getting faster.”

“Bet I can
beat most of those boys.”

“Probably
could.”

Gertrude
looked up to find Dad’s car in the driveway.

“Hey, Dad’s
home,” she frowned as she reached over the gate and unlatched it.
The gate swung open. “I wonder what’s up. He’s never home
early.”

“Okay,” said
Flynn. “I’ll get going. I’ll see you at school tomorrow. Bye.”

He slung his
bag over his shoulder and headed off.

Gertrude
picked up her bag and walked to her front door. She put her hand on
the doorknob and turned it.

“Dad?” she
called as she opened the door.

“I’m in here,
Gertrude,” he called softly from the lounge room.

His voice
sounded strange. For a minute, Gertrude thought he was somebody
else.

She closed the
front door, then walked the few steps to the lounge room
doorway.

Dad was lying
on the couch with a blanket over him. His eyes were puffy and red
and his nose was running. There was a box of tissues and a mug of
what smelled like hot lemon on the table beside him.

“Dad?”

“No, Gertrude,
stay away from me. I’ve got the ’flu,” he told her.

Gertrude shook
her head. “Why aren’t you in bed if you’re sick?”

“I had to get
up to go to the doctor.”

Mum walked
into the lounge room with a thermometer in one hand and a bowl of
soup in the other. “Here you are, darling.” She put the soup on the
table and shoved the thermometer into Dad’s mouth.

“Oh, Gertrude,
you’re home,” she said. “Can you peel some vegies for tea? I’m
afraid I haven’t had time to do any.”

“Okay.”
Gertrude headed out to the kitchen. Mum was too busy with Dad to
even notice that she was late home from school.

“Now, I’ve put
that doctor’s certificate on your desk,” Mum continued. “I’ll fax
it through to your boss tomorrow, so he knows you’re not faking it.
With all that coughing you’ve been doing, how can anyone think
you’re not really sick?”

Gertrude took
the chopping board from its rack and put it on the bench near the
sink. Then she grabbed some carrots from the fridge and some
potatoes from the cupboard. She rummaged through the cutlery
drawer, found the vegetable peeler and began peeling some
potatoes.

She still
wanted to play footy, and she wondered how she could talk Coach
Dean into letting her play. What could she do?
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Gertrude woke
up in the middle of the night and sat up in bed. She knew what to
do.

She got out of
bed and crept quietly into Dad’s study. She turned on the desk lamp
and closed the door.

Dad’s doctor’s
certificate was sitting on the desk. It was a typed form, stating
that the person was sick and wouldn’t be able to return to work
until a certain date. Dad’s name and that certain date were filled
in with pen, and the doctor had signed it.
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Gertrude
switched on Dad’s computer. Then she scanned in the doctor’s
certificate. She saved a copy in her homework file. Then she erased
Dad’s name and the dates from the copy, and printed it. She picked
up Dad’s pen and carefully wrote her own name.

She wondered
how long she should make the certificate for. Two weeks would
probably be enough.

When she
finished, she compared it to Dad’s certificate. Perfect, she
smiled.

Gertrude
closed all the files and programs. Then she switched off the
computer and went back to bed.
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 Chapter three

 


In the
morning, Gertrude got up and got ready for school. Then she emptied
her money box. There was just over three dollars. She put the money
in her purse and put her purse in her school bag.

“Bye, Mum,”
Gertrude called out as she rushed out the door. “Bye, Dad.”

“Oh, you’re
going?” Mum was too busy fussing over Dad to pay much attention to
Gertrude. “You’ve had breakfast then? Oh, I haven’t made your
lunch. Take a couple of dollars out of my purse and get yourself
something.”

Gertrude
stopped, and picked up Mum’s purse from the bench. There was a five
dollar note. Gertrude smiled. She put the five dollars with the
rest of her money and hurried out the door.

Gertrude put
her head down and headed in the opposite direction from school. She
went a few blocks out of her way, in case she ran into anyone she
knew. She didn’t want anyone to see her.

She headed to
the local shopping centre and went to the Op Shop. The Op Shop was
run by ladies from the church. They were always helpful, but they
did ask a lot of questions. Gertrude was sure they’d help her.

A bell tinkled
as she opened the door.
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Gertrude
looked around the shop. There were racks of clothes everywhere,
along with tables and shelves of household items and ornaments.
There were games and sporting equipment, and shelves of books.
There
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