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one

The Gaffer closed the door to his office and ruled a line down the centre of his whiteboard. On the left-hand side he wrote “Weaknesses” and on the right “Strengths”. Then he realised that his line was a bit skewed so he rubbed it out and moved it to the right so that eighty per cent of the whiteboard now fell under “Weaknesses”.

One of the benefits of being a public servant, apart from being able to wear shorts and pull-up socks to the office, was the freedom it afforded the Gaffer to spend great swathes of time not actually serving the public.

But, he figured, the Wildcats were part of the public, and as their coach he was going to be serving them. So he was sort of working.

He decided to start at the back and work his way to the strikers.

Ashley “Smokin” Charred was the goalkeeper, if only in name. The Gaffer couldn’t recall Smokin doing a whole lot of goalkeeping in the time that he’d known him, especially last season. For a start his positional sense was atrocious. Smokin didn’t believe in pacing around the penalty box like a caged tiger when the ball was up the other end of the field—rare as it was. Instead he could regularly be found leaning against the goalpost, slurping a Chupa Chup or sucking down a Dorrie Deathstick if he’d managed to bum one from one of his mates in the Under 16s. Sometimes he would get involved in animated conversations with passers-by, quite possibly about his positional sense. The argument would only be interrupted when Smokin had to peel away to retrieve the ball from the back of the net.

Quite often when a team was as bad as the Wildcats were last season, it was usually the goalkeeper who managed to shine by pulling off a number of excellent saves in a ten nil loss. But Smokin had conceded 117 goals last season without ever pulling off even one half-decent save. Apart from a little nicotine yellowing and Chupa Chup residue, his brand new goalkeeping gloves had remained stain free for the entire season. The local paper had run a story about Smokin’s staggering inability to keep the ball out of the net. The photographer had managed to find 117 balls, placed them strategically in the goal and snapped Smokin leaning against the post, slurping a Chupa Chup in a detached sort of manner. He seemed to be saying that pretty soon anybody who was anybody would be letting in 117 goals in a single season.

The Gaffer flipped the lid off his whiteboard marker and set to work on Smokin.

Weaknesses

[image: images] Poor positional sense.

[image: images] Cannot kick the ball accurately with left foot.

[image: images] Cannot kick the ball accurately with right foot.

[image: images] Cannot take goal kicks. Throw-in usually does this for him but they tend to go out of play.

[image: images] Thinks his position is called “goaldy”.

[image: images] Regularly lets the ball go through his legs.

[image: images] Cannot handle crosses (throws his gloves at the ball).

[image: images] Doesn’t narrow the angle in a one-on-one (calls the striker names instead).

[image: images] Regularly goes off to the toilet during games without telling anybody.

[image: images] Regularly goes off to the canteen during games without telling anybody.

[image: images] Regularly wanders off over the hill to watch the rugby union during games without telling anybody.

[image: images] Regularly goes home during games without telling anybody.

[image: images] Constantly pestering me to nick Pacific Ocean charts from the Maritime Department for his father for some unknown reason.

[image: images] Hand currently broken in several places.

Strengths

[image: images] Has newish gloves.



The Gaffer slumped into his chair and looked at his whiteboard. He wondered if he should send Smokin a copy of his observations, and whether or not Smokin would view the mammoth list as constructive criticism or knee him in the nads. It was probably best not to risk it.

Smokin was a nice enough kid really, though the Gaffer had noticed that the rest of the team tended to be on their guard around him, particularly if he’d let in double figures during a game.

Eric reckoned that it was only a matter of time before Smokin bought himself a tow-truck, moved to a small town in the country, and acquired himself a Rottweiler.

Still, the Gaffer supposed he couldn’t expect a lot from this branch of the Charred family tree, which had obviously been doused with a fair bit of weedkiller.
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‘Ashley!’ snapped Smokin’s father, practically breaking down his bedroom door. ‘Get your useless backside out of bed and off to school.’

Smokin hit daylight and stared out at the blurred image of his father, whose shape wasn’t overly improved by coming into focus. ‘Can I have the day off? It’s Friday and we’re not doing much, and it’s the first game of the season tomorrow.’

‘No you bloody well can’t! It’s only a trial game anyway,’ exhaled Bob Charred, and the foetid aroma of last night’s six pack and carton of extra-mild Dorries wafted into the room. ‘Get yourself an educashun, or you’ll end up like that other useless pair.’ There was a time when Bob Charred had held high hopes for his three sons. These days though he’d have settled for keeping them out of prison. With Jamie inside for unarmed robbery and the eldest, Bobby Junior, out on parole for drug trafficking, he had to admit that he’d been a bit of a failure. ‘Anyway. You can’t play goaldy with your hand like that.’

Smokin tapped his cast against his bedside table and with his good hand peeled his first Chupa Chup of the day. ‘I’m playing in the outfield probably. Maximum Payne’s playing goaldy till I get my cast off.’

‘Did you get me them ocean charts off Roger Underwood yet?’

‘Nup. I asked him but.’ Smokin twirled his tongue around his chocolate and banana breakfast. ‘What do you want them for anyway? You gunna start work on the boat again?’

‘It’s a junk,’ said Bob Charred. ‘And yeah, I thought I might give it another bash.’

Smokin had noticed that a flourish in his old man’s boat building always seemed to arrive just after he’d had a major blue with the old lady. And last night there’d been a particularly long discussion about just exactly what sort of a complete loser his dad really was.

‘Yep,’ said Bob Charred. ‘Reckon I just might give it another go.’
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Bob Charred slumped into his deckchair on the back patio and fired up his first Dorrie of the day. He cleared his throat and sent a green jet arcing past the clothesline and onto the concrete with a heavy blatter. Almost a record.

He was a man’s man, proud of the fact that he hadn’t cried since his old man had gone missing off Mollymook when he’d been about nine. None of this modern male stuff for Bob Charred. If he wanted to get in touch with his feminine side, he’d reach over and give Beryl a tickle.

He would have been the first to admit that he didn’t know much at all about politics. Didn’t give a rat’s about it if he was going to be brutally honest. He’d voted for One Nation in the last federal election. Not because he agreed with its policies; for starters they didn’t appear to have any, except for maybe sending all the Asians back, cutting off benefits for the Aborigines, and printing money. Nope. He’d voted for One Nation, not because of his political beliefs, but simply because he knew a good sort when he saw one and that Pauline Hanson was a bit of a babe. As cute as she was though, he couldn’t for the life of him understand her gripe about Asians. He’d worked with plenty of them down the years and they were usually a good bunch a blokes. Good cooks too, as a rule.

But living in the suburbs just didn’t agree with a seafaring man like Bob Charred. His father, grandfather and two of his uncles had worked the trawlers all their lives and he would have too if it hadn’t been for his old lady and her silly superstitions. The Charred men had been blessed with strong and sturdy sea legs, right up to the day they’d gone overboard. Having lost her husband, father and two brothers to the big sea, old Mrs Charred had promptly moved what was left of the family upstate and inland in the hope of keeping the salt water out of little Bobby’s lungs. She was so determined not to lose another Charred to the sea sirens that she hadn’t even allowed Bobby to have the swimming lessons that were compulsory at school. So as a result poor little Bobby Charred didn’t know the first thing about breast-stroke, backstroke, butterfly, freestyle, side-stroke, treading water or even dog paddle. His friends went about bombing and jack-knifing in nearby Wentworthville Pool, while he had to sit on the hill with his non-swimming quarter price entrance ticket and mind their school bags and pre-frozen bottles of cordial. He knew as much about irony as he did about swimming but he did wonder if in fact the best method of preventing somebody you loved from drowning would be to stop them learning to swim.

But old Granny Charred had kept the promise to herself. She may even have been reflecting on this while she relaxed in the bath two days short of her eightieth year. And as the stroke had gripped her frail old body, she would have slipped gurgling beneath the water, secure at least in the knowledge that she hadn’t lost anybody else to drowning.

So, despite his old lady’s best efforts, the sea was definitely in Bob Charred’s blood. Okay it was probably well diluted by now with nicotine and alcohol, but in his rare sober moments he was positive he could feel it coursing through his veins. And when his child-rearing responsibilities were behind him, or at least fully assumed by the various State correctional institutions, he was going to put to sea. Put to sea and sail around the world for the rest of his life, which, if fate was up to her old tricks, he realised mightn’t be that long.

Bob Charred fired up his second Dorrie and looked over at the mouldy, rotting and warped skeleton, which had been festering up in the corner of the backyard for the best part of a decade now. It was buried beneath so much magpie crap as to make it largely unrecognisable and seriously unseaworthy. He figured he should probably put a cover over it. Should probably put a match to the lot and start again to be perfectly honest, and do it right this time.

He’d been studying winds, currents, rigging and rudimentary boat building through the local library for years (and supposed he should probably take the books back sometime). True, he’d never actually been in a boat on the harbour, let alone at sea, but he had the theory down pat and reckoned he’d learn a thing or two on the way out through the Heads.

Even when he finally got round to finishing the thing, Bob Charred wasn’t sure how he was going to get a blue and gold Chinese junk (go the mighty Eels) out through the Sydney Heads without attracting a swarm of news helicopters unless there happened to be a whale in the harbour at the time to distract them. But then again he wasn’t sure how he was going to get the old junk out of the backyard without attracting Beryl’s attention. And even if he got it out, there was no way it would go on the back of the ute without it sitting over the cabin as well, which, considering the weight of the thing, would probably crush it.

Still, he didn’t have to take it all the way to the Harbour, so he could steer the ute from the running board, if in fact the junk did crush the cabin and the ute actually had a running board. He supposed he could put it in at Parramatta River—the jet cats came up that far—tip it in by the old David Jones building or just drive the old ute straight into the water. He wouldn’t be needing it after the launch anyway, especially with no rego, four bald tyres, a crushed cabin, and him planning to sail off around the world. Maybe he wouldn’t even have to go all the way to Parramatta River. Toongabbie Creek, Parramatta River’s main tributary, was practically navigable when it flooded and it was just down the road. Though he supposed that a twelve-metre, blue and gold Chinese junk (go the mighty Eels) being buffeted along a suburban creek might be a bit of an eye-catcher. Then of course there was the road bridge next to the old David Jones building which he’d need to negotiate. He didn’t think you could get a ten-metre mast under it even in ideal conditions; and there’d be absolutely no hope when it was flooded, especially with the water lapping at the road. He supposed he could install a collapsible mast and maybe even go at night so as to avoid any unwanted media and marital attention. He could install a high-powered searchlight on the stern, bow, sharp-end, or whatever it was they called the front. Yeah; a high-powered search light with a twenty-metre throw ought to do it. He would, of course, need an outboard motor at the back in order to make it through the rapids of Toony Creek and Parra River, what with the collapsible mast and everything. But




Player profiles






	Name:	Peta Gascoigne

	Nickname:	Gazza (Oh duh! Real original)

	Place of Birth:	Nottingham, England

	Position:	Field1~Midfield

	Best Friend:	My mum

	Favourite Team:	Rot und Weiss Essen in the German Bundesliga (It actually means “Red and White Eat”)

	Favourite Player:	David Beckham (nice hair too)

	Favourite Group:	Spice Girls, not.

	Favourite Actor:	Brad Pitt, Cate Blanchett, Helena Bonham-Carter

	Favourite Animal:	Lemming

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Regularly getting mistaken for a guy because of my name, and the fact that I can actually play this stupid game

	Greatest Achievement:	Don’t really have one

	Most Like to Meet:	That bitch Sandra who stole my father. I’d like to meet her while I am carrying a croquet mallet

	Name:	Paul Underwood

	Nickname:	Nuke

	Place of Birth:	Hospital

	Position:	Opening bowler/Centre midfield

	Best Friend:	Maximum Payne

	Favourite Team:	Australian Cricket Team and Manchester United

	Favourite Player:	David Beckham

	Favourite Group:	Everclear

	Favourite Actor:	Homer Simpson

	Favourite Animal:	Those rat-type things that live in colonies and take it in turn to stand on tiptoes and keep watch

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	My dad’s sandwiches on our pre-season trip

	Greatest Achievement:	Keeping a straight face when I saw Smokin’s Captain Planet mullet for the first time

	Most Like to Meet:	The selectors of the Australian Cricket Team

	Name:	Danny Petrovic

	Nickname:	Tangles

	Place of Birth:	The country formerly known as Yugoslavia

	Position:	Right winger

	Best Friend:	Nuke Underwood

	Favourite Team:	Manchester City

	Favourite Player:	Ryan Giggs even though he plays for stinking United

	Favourite Group:	The artist formerly known as Prince

	Favourite Actor:	Julia Roberts

	Favourite Animal:	Our cat Sparkles

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Taking a ball in the kegs and my mum running on the field and trying to rub them better

	Greatest Achievement:	Convincing my olds that dreadlocks were common at school

	Most Like to Meet:	Giggsie

	Name:	Tommy Ho

	Nickname:	Own-goal

	Place of Birth:	Baulkham Hills

	Position:	Centre back

	Best Friend:	Phillip the Wedgemeister Givens

	Favourite Team:	Liverpool

	Favourite Player:	Michael Owen

	Favourite Group:	Regurgitator

	Favourite Actor:	Jackie Chan

	Favourite Animal:	Socceroo

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Being blamed for a floater in a public pool that wasn’t mine

	Greatest Achievement:	I scored a headed goal in the Under 6s

	Most Like to Meet:	Bart Simpson

	Name:	Ashley Charred

	Nickname:	Smokin

	Place of Birth:	Lithgow

	Position:	Goaldy

	Best Friend:	My brother Jamie

	Favourite Team:	Leeds United

	Favourite Player:	Harry Kewell

	Favourite Group:	Spiderbait, Everclear

	Favourite Actor:	John Claude Vandam (or however you spell it)

	Favourite Animal:	There’s this three-legged bull terrier with a tattoo that lives near us and still chases cars

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Our house being raided by the cops in the middle of the night and I only had on a pair of crusty old jocks

	Greatest Achievement:	Having my picture in the paper for letting in 117 goals last season

	Most Like to Meet:	That scumbag that stole my bike a couple of years ago, plus whoever invented Chupa Chups

	Name:	Mario Tonelli

	Nickname:	Throw-in

	Place of Birth:	The city previously known as Bombay: Mumbai

	Position:	Right back

	Best Friend:	My uncle Luca who once had a trial with Inter Milan

	Favourite Team:	Manchester United and whoever Robbie Baggio is playing for at the time

	Favourite Player:	Robbie Baggio when he didn’t have a mullet

	Favourite Group:	Silverchair

	Favourite Actor:	Leonardo di Caprio

	Favourite Animal:	Bengal tiger

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	My only shot at goal last season went out for a throw-in

	Greatest Achievement:	Appearing as an extra in an Indian film when I was six. My credit was, “Fat Kid with Icecream”

	Most Like to Meet:	Robbie Baggio when he doesn’t have a mullet

	Name:	Mark Wolsely

	Nickname:	Predator Splinters

	Place of Birth:	Don’t know. I was probably left on the steps of the Salvation Army

	Position:	Super sub

	Best Friend:	My dad

	Favourite Team:	Manchester United and Celtic

	Favourite Player:	God—I mean David Beckham. Dwight Yorke

	Favourite Group:	The Gurge

	Favourite Actor:	These two sisters who had a tickle fight on an SBS movie

	Favourite Animal:	Koala

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Finding a banana that had been festering in my backpack for about two years

	Greatest Achievement:	Owning a pair of Predators. Plus cleaning out my sock drawer without choking to death

	Most Like to Meet:	David Beckham, or somebody who knows his email address

	Name:	Maxwell Payne

	Nickname:	Maximum

	Place of Birth:	Westmead

	Position:	Anywhere on Muirfield Golf Course

	Best Friend:	Nuke Underwood

	Favourite Team:	The European Ryder Cup team

	Favourite Player:	Tiger Woods

	Favourite Group:	Greenday

	Favourite Actor:	Montgomery Burns

	Favourite Animal:	The Great White Shark

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Three-putting the 18th in last year’s club championship

	Greatest Achievement:	Acing the 9th

	Most Like to Meet:	Tiger Woods or Greg Norman

	Name:	Phillip Givens

	Nickname:	Wedgie

	Place of Birth:	Dapto

	Position:	Striker

	Best Friend:	Tommy Own-goal Ho

	Favourite Team:	Manchester United

	Favourite Player:	Dwight Yorke

	Favourite Group:	Five

	Favourite Actor:	That Lisa chick from “Blue Heelers”

	Favourite Animal:	Dung beetles

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Having torn and skid-marked undies when I went into hospital for severe sunburn

	Greatest Achievement:	Not letting my mum find out that I went into hospital with torn and skid-marked undies

	Most Like to Meet:	That Lisa chick from “Blue Heelers”

	Name:	Eric Underwood

	Nickname:	Spaghetti Legs, Pizza Features, Lasagne Brain, Oscar, Ally McBeal

	Place of Birth:	My mother

	Position:	She was lying down at the time I believe

	Best Friend:	I walk alone

	Favourite Team:	Leatherhead

	Favourite Player:	Ally McBeal

	Favourite Group:	Human Nature (as if!) Regurgitator

	Favourite Actor:	Daria and Jane

	Favourite Animal:	Those microbes that live in cockroaches’ stomachs

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Being delivered a cup of tea and some Tim Tams in bed unexpectedly one morning by my mum

	Greatest Achievement:	Coming to terms with the fact that a guy who regularly wears socks with thongs is my natural father

	Most Like to Meet:	Ernest Hemingway, Lech Walesa, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Ally McBeal

	Name:	Roger Underwood

	Nickname:	The Gaffer

	Place of Birth:	Yorkshire, England

	Position:	Manager

	Best Friend:	My wife Elizabeth and my kids Jenny, Eric and Paul

	Favourite Team:	The Brazilian national team 1982 to current

	Favourite Player:	Ronaldo

	Favourite Group:	The Bee Gees

	Favourite Actor:	Any member of the Argentinian National Team when they get knocked over

	Favourite Animal:	Diego Simeone, the cheating Argentinian midfielder who pretended to be injured to get David Beckham sent off in the World Cup

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Playing the cornet before Her Majesty the Queen and having the wrong sheet music

	Greatest Achievement:	Playing the cornet before Her Majesty the Queen

	Most Like to Meet:	Louis Armstrong

	Name:	Simon Smedley

	Nickname:	Fred-legs (Don’t ask), Smedders, POS (Ping off, Smedley), Deadly

	Place of Birth:	Some feral commune up past Byron Bay

	Position:	Striker

	Best Friend:	I would have to opine that it is Smokin Charred who had my six nipple crunches, eight horse bites, and twelve crow pecks, negotiated down to just three nipple crunches, four horse bites, and a couple of crow pecks

	Favourite Team:	The Byron Bay Buddhists (My uncle Duane, the Bhagavan Smedley, was the captain until we all moved back to Sydney)

	Favourite Player:	Robbie Baggio (who is a Buddhist apparently, or so Throw-in says)

	Favourite Group:	The Byron Bay Buddhists—they go the bongo drums after every game

	Favourite Actor:	Richard Gere (Buddhist and animal lover)

	Favourite Animal:	That particular branch of the ant family which farms caterpillars for their sticky secretions and then lets them go rather than eat them when they turn into butterflies

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Getting busted by my mum having a slash from the top of a high-voltage power pylon

	Greatest Achievement:	Not getting electrocuted when I had a slash off the top of a high-voltage power pylon. Arriving home alive from school each day

	Most Like to Meet:	The Dalai Lama

	Name:	John Larkin

	Nickname:	Spaghetti Legs, Sparkles, Big Nose, Annoying English Git, Big Sister (that’s what my daughter calls me)

	Place of Birth:	Yorkshire, England

	Position:	Winger or Striker (retired)

	Best Friend:	Jacqui and Chantelle

	Favourite Team:	Rotherham United and the Pendle Hill Tigers

	Favourite Player:	John Barnes (retired), Chris Waddle (retired)

	Favourite Group:	New Order, The Cure, Regurgitator

	Favourite Actor:	Julia Sawalha (Saffy in “Ab Fab”), Rupert Everett

	Favourite Animal:	Cat

	Most Embarrassing Moment:	Telling a teacher whose class I’d been asked to talk to, that one of his students was a disruptive little b•$%#$ with all the manners of a feral warthog, and later learning that I was talking about the teacher’s son

	Greatest Achievement:	Getting paid to play soccer and then later getting paid to write. Are there two better jobs in the world?

	Most Like to Meet:	Douglas Adams (writer), John Barnes (retired footballer), Bill Bryson (writer), Nick Hornby (writer), Clive James (writer), Nelson Mandela, Julia Roberts, Chris Waddle (retired footballer)
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