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    Dedicated to the memory of my dad, Professor John Daniel, who loved Test cricket more than anything else in the world and was delighted by the brilliance of Hashim Amla.

  


  
    CHAPTER 1


    ALL-TIME HIGH


    Hashim was hot, thirsty and exhausted. He had been batting for almost thirteen hours over two days – first with Graeme Smith until he fell, and then with Jacques Kallis. It was the third day of the first Test match during the 2012 South African tour to England, and London in July was hot and humid.


    Hashim had come to the wicket in only the third over of the South African innings, after Alviro Petersen had been trapped, leg before wicket, for a duck. So the pressure was on, and the England bowlers were fired up. Hashim knew that he had to take his time and ignore the sledging from the England players.


    He let the first few balls pass him by, defending the others and letting his eye get used to the pitch and the pace of the ball.


    The two batsmen defended well and by the close of play on day two, South Africa was on 47 runs for one wicket. It had been a slow start, especially as they were chasing England’s score of 385 runs, but there was no point in rushing it. Hashim felt quietly confident. He knew there were runs to be had on this pitch if he played his strokes and didn’t do anything silly.


    ***


    Back in the hotel that evening, Hashim thought about the English opening batsman, Alastair Cook. Hashim had watched as Cook had raced towards a century, and seen that this was a great pitch to bat on.


    Hunger and thirst on the field were what worried him most. The tour of England was taking place during the month of Ramadan, the holiest time of the year for Muslims around the world. Under normal circumstances during Ramadan, no food or drink would pass Hashim’s lips while the sun was up, but he had been given special permission to drink water during the matches, for the sake of his health and his performance.


    He was grateful for that concession, but he had decided that he would only drink water in the changing rooms, as a sign of respect for the other Muslims who were watching the game. This meant he was thirsty most of the time he was out on the field.


    But as they walked out for the third day’s play, Hashim knew exactly what he had to do, and his plan worked out well. As he marched past the milestones of an innings – 50 runs, 100 runs, 150, 200 – his confidence grew.


    There are days when everything goes your way, and this was one of those for Hashim. Jacques was also looking really good down at the other end. The partnerships between Hashim and Jacques were already legendary. In the last few years, they had reached a century ten times, and on three of those occasions they had pushed the score up by over 300 runs. Still, Hashim had a sense that this innings, in this match, would be one for the history books, so although he was physically shattered, he was determined to carry on.


    Immediately after the lunch break, England’s Jimmy Anderson steamed in and bowled too full and wide, and Hashim stroked the ball into the covers for a single. His score ticked up to a mammoth 282, while Jacques was approaching 150.


    Hashim had just passed AB de Villiers’ previous record score of 278! A huge cheer went up, and the commentator announced that it was the highest score ever made by a South African in a Test match. Hashim raised his bat and acknowledged the crowd, but then locked back into the batting zone, where time lost its meaning and the game was everything.


    He could sense the frustration and anger coming from the England attack. There wasn’t a bowler in the world who wanted to go down in history as the guy who was bowling when a batsman broke a world record. Even though they were also tired from a long day in the field, the English bowlers found new energy and began hurling balls at Hashim as fast as they could, in a desperate attempt to get him to make a mistake. But this was not going to be their day.


    Then at last his score stood at 299. One run to go. Excitement rippled through the crowd. Every time Tim Bresnan ran in to bowl to Hashim, the clapping and cheering rose. Everyone in the dressing room was on their feet, waiting expectantly.


    First, Hashim’s full drive was blocked by a diving fielder, then another ball was left alone, and another blocked. He knew that patience was his most important quality at this point in time.


    ‘Stay cool, Hash, no rush,’ shouted Jacques from the other end.


    Then, Bresnan over-pitched one and Hashim drove it hard back through the covers, watching the ball race to the boundary for four. He had done it! The first South African to reach 300 runs in one innings. He whipped off his helmet, raised his bat to the crowd, and watched as South African flags popped up all around. The crowd was screaming their approval.


    Hashim tried to take it all in. He knew this was a moment he would never forget. Jacques opened his arms wide and grabbed Hashim in a bear hug as the announcer told the crowd this was the first ever triple century by a South African cricketer in a Test match. The crowd roared even louder.


    Hashim could scarcely believe it. It was all so different from his disastrous first tour for South Africa, and a million miles away from the games that he had played non-stop as a child. He knew his whole family was watching at home, and he wondered what they were saying.


    But there was still work to do. Hashim put his helmet back on and got ready to face the next ball, grinning to himself as he thought about being the first batsman to reach 300 for South Africa. No-one could ever take that away from him.


    A few overs later, the captain, Graeme Smith, walked out onto the field and signalled to the umpires that his team was declaring. Hashim and Jacques looked at each other and gave a thumbs-up gesture. They knew they had soundly defeated this formidable English bowling line-up.


    At 637 for two, there was no need for South Africa to keep on batting. This game was in the bag, and everyone knew it.


    As Hashim walked back to the dressing room, all eyes were on him. He finally felt that he had earned his place in the team. But it had been a long and complicated journey.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    STREET STYLE


    In the small coastal town of Tongaat, the late-afternoon sun was beating down on the red mud road where the gang of boys had gathered for a game. Earlier, the rain had bucketed down, leaving puddles of muddy water and steaming, damp clay where the boys had set up their wickets.


    Eight-year-old Hashim was coming in to bowl to his older brother, Ahmed. Although Ahmed was known to be the best batsman in town, Hashim had been practising a trick to get him out. He hid the ball in the back of his hand as he came in to bowl, and then released it. It was an attempted googly, but a moment later the ball was sailing off Ahmed’s bat and into the thick sugar cane that lined the road.


    A groan went up from all the fielders.


    ‘Hashim! What rubbish are you bowling to him?’ asked one boy.


    ‘You bowled it, you fetch it, man! This is nonsense!’ someone else shouted.


    Ahmed laughed and swung his bat as Hashim walked off slowly into the cane, dreading what he would find. Snakes, cane rats as big as puppies, wild cats, even baboons … who knew what was out there? He had heard stories about people being attacked in the sugar cane.


    Luckily, he found the bright yellow ball quickly. He picked it up from the puddle of dirty water where it was lying and launched it back onto the road. The other boys whooped as they ran to fetch it, to carry on with the game.


    Just before he got back onto the road, Hashim heard his father, Mahomed, arrive and call him and his brother for mosque. He sped up and burst out of the cane. His father caught sight of him and looked angry.


    ‘What do you think you’re doing playing cricket in your school clothes, Hashim!’


    He stopped and looked at his father, then down at his feet. The trousers and socks that had been clean a few hours ago were now muddy and wet. He had been so caught up in the game that he hadn’t even noticed.


    ‘Your mother will have your guts for garters, boy!’ shouted his father. ‘Now, hurry up, go home and get changed. I can’t be late again.’


    Ahmed came up to Hashim as his dad stormed off, muttering to himself.


    ‘Give me your socks and shoes, man, I’ll carry them,’ Ahmed said. ‘Then run home barefoot, get your other pants from the laundry basket and meet us around the corner.’


    ‘Thanks, Ahmed,’ Hashim said. ‘I would have got you, next ball,’ he added hopefully.


    ‘Hurry, Hashim,’ his brother said. ‘Cricket isn’t the only thing in life.’


    Hashim raced off towards his family’s home, with the smell of sea air filling his nostrils. Sprinting along the familiar roads, Hashim felt convinced that Tongaat was the best town in the world to grow up in, and he would never leave it.


    Hashim hesitated at the front gate, trying to see what his mother was doing and how to avoid her. He tiptoed softly around the back of the house and quietly opened the door to the scullery. To his relief, his brown cotton trousers were lying in the basket, as Ahmed had said. Not yet ironed, but they would have to do.


    He heard his mother humming quietly as she entered the kitchen, so he quickly squeezed up against the wall. For a few awful seconds he fully expected her to catch him, but then she turned on the kettle around the corner and began preparing tea.
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      For a few awful seconds he fully expected her to catch him.

    


    As quietly as he could, Hashim slipped out of his muddy pants and into the clean ones. Then, as the kettle began to whistle, he pulled the gate open and slipped back out.


    He sprinted to catch up with his father and brother, who inspected his mismatched and crumpled, but clean, outfit without saying a word. The three of them fell into an easy silence as they walked towards the mosque.


    ‘Ahmed tells me you’ve been batting really well,’ said their father.


    ‘Really?’ said Hashim. He didn’t know his brother felt that way at all.


    ‘His backlift needs a bit of work, Abba, it’s a bit weird,’ Ahmed replied. ‘But other than that Hashim has got great wrists and hand speed. He can flick the ball away like it’s nothing.’


    This was high praise from Ahmed, and Hashim felt proud. He adored his older brother and was certain that he would go on to play for the Proteas.


    ‘That’s very interesting,’ said their father, and fell silent.


    After a few minutes, Ahmed piped up again.


    ‘Maybe you should take him to Durban for some real coaching, Abba.’


    Hashim’s heart started beating louder in his chest. That was not what he wanted! He wanted to become good enough at cricket to make the Tongaat Secondary School first cricket team one day. But he wanted to practise with his brother and be in a team together, not get sent somewhere else.


    He tugged at Ahmed’s sleeve and shook his head, but his brother ignored him.


    ‘Coaching in the city might help him sort out his problems in his backlift, I suppose,’ said their father as they reached the mosque. He greeted a few neighbours and other people from the town before making his way inside.


    Hashim turned to his brother. ‘What are you saying, Ahmed? I don’t want to play cricket in Durban.’


    ‘I know you don’t want to, Hashim,’ said Ahmed. ‘But trust me: it’s the right thing for you.’
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