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For Pia, Lucy, Lily, Jorja and Brydie. I can’t wait to see you go big. 
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The score is 6 wickets for 72 runs, and when I get the next batter out, Old George and I high-five.

“Great bowling, young Alice,” Old George says, taking the controller. We’re playing cricket against the Two Phils on an old Playstation 2. It got donated to Nan’s nursing home a few weeks ago, along with a Wii and a virtual reality head set. The headset has been quarantined for the moment because one of the residents threw up while playing a roller coaster game.

Beside me on the lounge, Phil Johnson drops his head into his hands. “That’s the seventh batter out without even getting to double digits.” He glares at Phil Campbell. “Ruddy hopeless, you are.”

Phil Campbell passes Phil Johnson the controller. “I don’t see you doing any better.” He leans back into the chair and crosses his arms. “It’s not as easy as it looks.”

“You were the one who chose to bat when we won the toss,” Phil Johnson says, leaning closer to the TV. “I told you we should have bowled first.”

“Because you can’t make a decision,” Phil Campbell hits back. “And anyway, it’s a video game, not an actual pitch.”

“These two,” Old George whispers, pointing at them with his thumb. “Couldn’t agree on anything if their lives depended on it.”

I giggle as the two Phils bicker beside us, trying to decide who to send in to bat next.

“Hey, I almost forgot,” Old George says, tapping me lightly on the leg with his finger. “I saw a video of you the other day.”

“Oh?” I ask. “Where?”

“On the tube,” Old George says. “Betty Graves’ grand-daughter was showing us how to use the interweb-thingy.”

I can’t help but smile at what Old George calls the internet. Nan calls it the interweb, too. “You mean YouTube. Which video?”

“What do you mean which video?” Old George asks, his eyebrows squishing together in confusion.

“There are a couple,” I reply. “My representative team put up some training videos and I’m in a couple of them.”

Old George rubs his chin. “How do I see them?”

“You have to search for them,” I explain. “Or follow the State Championships channel. They’ll be on there.”

“Like on the telly?” Old George asks.

I shake my head. “No, on the internet. All our games are being streamed. You can watch my games if you want.”

“Streamed?” Old George says, screwing up his nose. “This new interweb-malarky has got lingo I don’t understand.”

“I’ll get Mum to set it up for you,” I say.

Old George smiles. “That would be fantastic. Might give some of us something to do other than fight over video games.”

We turn to see Phil Johnson snatch the game controller from Phil Campbell and from out of nowhere, Mum appears. Her mum sense is so strong it’s not even funny. “If you two can’t stop fighting,” she says in the same tone she uses when me and Adam fight, “I’m going to turn the game off.”

“He started it,” Phil Johnson says.

“Did not,” Phil Campbell replies.

Mum looks at me and shakes her head. “This isn’t what I meant when I okayed the video games.”

“You said it keeps their minds active,” I say.

“I meant physically active,” Mum says. “Why aren’t you using the Wii?”

“Because Elizabeth Stronach and her Blue Rinse Gang have commandeered it for the last two weeks,” Old George replies.

As if on cue, there’s a triumphant whoop from the other side of the room and we all turn to see Mrs Stronach thrust her arms high into the air as she says, “That’s how you bowl them, ladies”. She high-fives everyone watching as one of the other residents stands up and has her turn.

“We need a roster,” Old George huffs beside me. “Otherwise we’ll never get a go.”

“You’re all adults,” Mum says. “Surely you can work it out yourselves.”

“Just give me the controls and let me do it!” Phil Johnson says, yanking the controller away from Phil Campbell.

Phil Campbell pushes himself off the lounge. “Play it your damned self, you crazy loon,” he says and storms off.

Mum narrows her eyes. “Maybe a roster would be a good idea after all.”

“Right,” Phil Johnson says as if nothing’s happened. “Who’s bowling now?”

Mum puts her hand on my shoulder. “Alice has to go. Dad’s just called to say he’s on his way home with dinner.”

I stand up and hand the controller to Old George. “Looks like it’s up to you to get the last three.”

Old George gives me a mock salute. “I shall do my best, Captain.”

Mum hooks her arm into mine as we stroll to the courtyard where I park my bike. “I knew those games would be a bad idea.”

“They’re having fun,” I reply.

“Well, let’s just be glad they’re all too old for it to end in fisticuffs,” Mum says with a shake of her head. She kisses me on the forehead. “Save me some pizza.”

“We will.” I wave to her as I ride back home.

***
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On Facetime that night, Charlie hoots with laughter when I tell her about playing cricket with Old George against the Two Phils. She packs while she’s talking to me, so every now and then she disappears from the screen, and all I can see is her dorm room wall with the poster of Jules Livingstone on it.

Tomorrow, when she’s finished school, Charlie’s getting on a bus and coming straight to my place so we can spend some time together before the State Championships start next week. It will be the first time since cricket camp last year that we’ll be in the same room together. To say I’m excited is an understatement.

“Hey,” Charlie says, appearing in front of the camera again. She brushes her hair away from her face and peers at the screen. “I’ve got some news.”

“What sort of news?”

“You remember the Girls in Cricket blog?”

“The one you keep going on about?” I tease.

“The one you keep forgetting to read,” she jokes. “I got an article accepted.”

“Charlie that’s amazing! I didn’t know you were even sending them stuff.”

Charlie shrugs. “I didn’t want to jinx it.”

I high-five the screen and Charlie high-fives her screen back. “You’re going to be a sports journalist before you even finish school.”

“I know, right?” Charlie says, grinning. “They’re publishing my first one this weekend.”

“What’s it about?”

“State,” Charlie replies. “I wrote a ‘Players to Watch’ post.”

“I didn’t know the teams had been released yet.”

“This morning,” Charlie says, disappearing from the screen again. She pops back up and wipes her fringe off her face. “Why didn’t you tell me Shari was in your team?” She disappears again.

“She was a late replacement,” I reply.

“Is she a snob like she was at camp?” Charlie asks, her voice a little muffled as she grabs some stuff from her bed in the background.

I think about our last rep training session, and how Shari was an almost completely different person than she was on the elite camp we were on together last year. “Actually, she’s not that bad.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll reserve my judgement,” Charlie says.

I don’t blame her. Shari was part of the fast bowler gang at camp that made our lives a misery.

“Do you want me to read you my article?” Charlie asks, sitting back down at her desk again. “Might be the only way you get to read it since you don’t read the blog.”

I roll my eyes. “I read it—” I start to say but Charlie cuts me off with a wave of her hand.

“I know that’s not true, Alice, but I don’t care.” And as she reads me her article, I think about how, in less than 24 hours, Charlie’s going to be sitting in my room talking cricket and statistics, and probably telling me all about the food she’s been eating at boarding school.

And in three days, Charlie and I will be playing in the State Championships.

“Hey, Charlie?”

Charlie stops mid-sentence. “Yeah?”

“What’s going to happen when our teams play each other?”

Charlie grins. “We’re going to take your team down, Alice. That’s what’s going to happen.” I poke my tongue out at her and she grins at me. I lay back on my bed and listen as Charlie reads her article. Spending a whole week playing cricket with other girls and with Charlie, even if we are on different teams, is going to be amazing.
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Charlie arrives on the bus late on Friday night and after we set up the blow-up mattress on the floor in my room, she orders me to pull up the Girls in Cricket blog page. “Check this out,” she says. “My post has already got some comments on it.”

I click through to the page on my laptop and scan through the article. Despite my protests, Charlie left in the part where she described me as a ‘match winner’ and predicted that I’d be the leading run scorer for the tournament. It’s not that I don’t think I could be, but it’s a lot of pressure to live up to, even if it is just Charlie saying it.

I scroll down to the comments. “Wow, fifteen comments. Is that good?”

Charlie grins. “Crazy good. They normally get five to ten, depending on the topic.”

“Why so many on yours?” I ask.

Charlie leans across me, taking control of my mouse and keyboard. She taps away and when she’s finished, she hovers over my shoulder as her Facebook feed pops up on my screen. She stretches across me and clicks on a link, and then stands back and grins. “It got some extra exposure.”

“What am I looking at?”

“They put it up on their Facebook page and added a video. People are clicking through because of that.”

I click on the video and watch as a ball sails out of the nets. I know that shot. It was taken at training months ago when Ravi was supposedly taking some practice film for his Media Studies assignment for school. A voice-over comes on as the camera zooms out to show me hitting balls over Troy’s head. ‘Alice Henderson, in just her first year in competition, won leading run scorer for the Maryborough Seconds T20 Championship, as well as Batter of the Year for the Wolves Firsts. With a T20 strike rate of 208 and a high score of 57, she’s definitely one to watch in the upcoming Queensland Under 18s State Championships.’

“Ravi,” I groan. “How did you get this?”

“Easy,” Charlie replies. “I asked him if I could use some of his footage for my article. This is what he sent through.”

“So you and Ravi are best buds now?” I tease.

“Jealous?” Charlie fires back with a grin. “Check out the comments.”

“Do I really want to?”

“I think you do,” Charlie replies.

I turn back to the screen and click through to the comments on the post.

“‘Who’s Alice Henderson?’?” I read. I turn to Charlie. “Why would someone even say that?”

Charlie shrugs. “It’s online, Alice. Who knows. But look.” She reaches over again and scrolls down. “They’re comparing you to Jules Livingstone.”

“Are they?” I read the rest of the comments. ‘Reminds me of a young Jules Livingstone. Very similar straight drives’, one comment says. That’s not really surprising since Jules gave me a masterclass on straight drives at camp last year. It’s funny how I didn’t even know who Jules Livingstone was until I met Charlie. And now I know who she is, it feels weird being compared to her. She’s so amazingly good, I could never live up to her.

Another comment says ‘The next Jules Livingstone?’

“I can totally see why they’ve said that,” Charlie says. “You have a similar playing style.”

“It’s a huge compliment but Jules and I have nothing in common,” I say, a little embarrassed at the attention the video is getting. “Aren’t you jealous about that?”

“About what?”

“Me being compared to Jules. She’s your favourite player, not mine.”

Charlie shakes her head and waves me away. “No way. You can’t compare me to her anyway. She’s not a ‘keeper.”

“Who would you want to be compared to then?” I ask.

“Julia Price,” Charlie says, not missing a beat. “One of our best ‘keeper-batters ever.”

“I’ve never heard of her,” I reply.

Charlie rolls her eyes. “Sometimes I wonder if you’re really a cricketer at all, Alice.”

“Why?”

“Because,” she says, pulling a pillow onto her lap. “You need to know your history if you want to be a better player.”

I roll my eyes. “Why would I want to do that when I have you?”
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When I get out of bed the next morning, there’s no sign of Charlie. I head into the kitchen to get some breakfast to find Dad sitting in his usual spot at the table, drinking his coffee and reading the paper. Mum walks in and puts her coffee mug on the table, and heads into the hallway.

“Where’s Charlie?” I ask.

“Out the back with Blue,” Dad says. “Early riser, that one.”

“That’s because she grew up on a farm,” I reply as I pour cereal into a bowl and drench it with milk.

“I knew we’d spoiled you and Adam by bringing you up in a city,” Dad says. “We should’ve bought a bigger block so we could buy some cows and make you milk them before school.” He pulls the corner of the paper down and grins at me.

Mum laughs from the hallway.

I roll my eyes and shovel cereal into my mouth, crunching on it as we eyeball each other. He breaks eye contact with a chuckle.

“You’re getting very popular,” Dad says, showing me an article in the sports section. “Two stories in a month.”

It’s not the back page like last time, but there’s a picture of me holding my cricket bat over my shoulder with the headline Champs to Show Off State’s Best. I think they’ve used the same photo from when I was in the paper with Adam, and just cut it in half. I wish Adam was here so I could tease him about it and make a lame joke about cutting him out of the family.

“What does it say?” I ask.

“Oh, you’d think you were the next best thing to sliced bread,” Dad says, waggling his eyebrows. “My favourite bit is where they’re recapping the grand final.” He flicks the paper out dramatically and puts on what I guess he thinks is a news reader’s voice. “After scoring the bulk of the Wolves’ runs in the first innings in the local grand final, Alice Henderson secured the match by dismissing her older brother, Adam, for just four runs. No need to ask who gets bragging rights in the Henderson household. Henderson’s strong performances in the local competition have impressed representative selectors, earning her a spot in the Queensland Cricket Development Squad, who play in the State Championships being held at Oliver Oval this week.”

I grin. Winning the grand final for the Wolves against the Devils, and Adam, and all the people trying to stop me from playing, was pretty sweet. “Can I send it down to Adam?”

“There’s no need to rub it in.” Dad peers around the side of the paper but he’s smiling at me.  “And anyway, I think he’s coming home for Easter.”

“Is he?” First time I’ve heard that. He came home every weekend over the cricket season so he could play for the Devils, but he hasn’t been home since the final, which was two months ago. I tip my bowl up to drink the milk in the bottom.

“Yes, he is,” Mum says. She’s pulling her hair into a ponytail. “And your father’s right. There’s no need to be nasty to your brother.” She takes a drink of her coffee. “Alice isn’t the only one playing this week.”

She says that to Dad, like he’s the one responsible for the article in the paper.

Dad folds the paper and drops it onto the table. “I know, but Alice is the only local, so all eyes will be on her.”

“They shouldn’t be putting pressure on Alice like that,” Mum says, draining her coffee and heading into the kitchen.
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