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      Day Four, Australia v England, Melbourne Cricket Ground

      
      All out for 123. It’s an extraordinary collapse by the Australians.

      
      In the tea-break, the captain approaches spin bowler Lan Nguyen.

      
      ‘Australia’s in trouble,’ he says grimly. ‘It’s a dog of a wicket and their bowlers exploited it superbly. We threw away a
         winning position. England’s got eight hours to make 137 to win. Which they will, unless …’ He looks at Nguyen and the appeal is in his eyes as well as his voice. ‘What we need now is a miracle. I’m looking to you, mate. It’s a big ask, I know.’
      

      
      Nguyen’s gaze doesn’t falter. ‘I’ll do my best, Captain.’

      
      ‘But your shoulder … You copped some savage bouncers. Almost bodyline. They were out to get you.’

      
      Nguyen shrugs, ignoring the pain. It will mean surgery after the match but that’s a small price to pay for his country and,
         in the meantime … ‘I’m fine,’ he says. ‘What’s your game plan?’
      

      
      ‘Just go out there and take wickets.’

      
      Nguyen nods. ‘I’m a bowler. That’s what I do.’

      
      ‘Good man.’

      
      He leads the team back onto the field. The home crowd is unimpressed with 123 and there are few cheers.

      
      The England captain strolls to the wicket.

      
      Nguyen breathes deeply and secretly flexes his spinning finger. It’s sore, possibly fractured, but this is no time for first
         aid. Take out the captain and Australia has a chance, he thinks. Why not bowl up a flipper first ball? It’s a risky decision.
         If he doesn’t get it spot on it could be hit for a four or a six; the fielders will lose confidence. It will be the beginning
         of the end.
      

      
      He bowls.

      
      
      The batsman sees the ball bounce on a length that looks perfect for a sweep to the boundary. He smiles and lifts his bat.
         But the ball is coming at him faster than he expects, and then it seems to drift in the air, like a balloon slowly losing
         air. He’s forced to hold his bat stiffly, waiting for the ball to spin from right to left.
      

      
      It doesn’t. It flies straight on, sneaking between his pad and bat and smashing the stumps. It’s the perfect flipper. Perhaps
         the best flipper ever bowled.
      

      
      Nguyen punches the air with delight.

      
      The batsman looks stunned. What just happened?

      
      The MCG crowd have come alive. They’re on their feet, chanting, cheering, waving the flag. His team mates are rushing to him.
         Everyone’s giving him high fives.
      

      
      ‘Well bowled, mate,’ the captain says quietly, and shakes his hand. ‘I knew I could rely on you.’

      
      ‘One down, nine to go,’ says Nguyen.

      
      Out comes the new batsman, fear in his eyes …

      
      ‘Nguyen, I don’t know where you are right now, but it’s certainly not in the classroom. Perhaps you’d care to enlighten us?’

      
      Lan came out of his daydream and found Mr Thistleton glaring at him. For a split-second, he considered actually telling him. Mr Thistleton was a cricket fan, after all. ‘I was at the MCG, sir, winning the Test for
         Australia.’ Just as quickly he decided that honesty was unlikely to be the best policy. Mr Thistleton’s expression was not
         that of a man eager to hear the sporting fabrications of a student whose best grade in Ancient History was a C minus.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, sir,’ he said meekly.

      
      ‘You’ve heard of Aristotle, I take it, Nguyen?’

      
      Reluctantly, Lan left the second batsman at the crease and turned his mind to the question. ‘I’ve heard of him, sir,’ he said cautiously. ‘Um, wasn’t he an ancient Greek?’
      

      
      The class tittered.

      
      ‘We’ve moved on from that fundamental point, Nguyen, and if you’d been paying attention you would have moved on with us,’
         said Mr Thistleton. ‘Aristotle was a Greek scholar who lived about 400 BC. We were discussing his views on women. What were
         those views, Nguyen?’
      

      
      Views on women? What did that mean? He hazarded a guess. ‘Um, he was in favour of them?’

      
      The class roared. Mr Thistleton rapped on his desk. ‘Aristotle held that females were inferior to males, but if he was in
         this classroom now, Nguyen, I think he might revise that view. In ancient Greece, however, women were indeed considered inferior
         to men in all areas of life.’
      

      
      
      Lisa Huynh’s hand shot up. ‘Not in having babies, sir! Women were pretty superior in that.’

      
      ‘Big deal,’ jeered Ryan West, but Mr Thistleton conceded the point. ‘But socially, politically and intellectually, women were
         considered inferior. Greece was a warrior culture, and women’s lack of physical strength prevented their participation in
         war. Nor were they considered intelligent enough to govern.’
      

      
      ‘Right on!’ crowed Ryan West, raising his fist in the air.

      
      Lisa scowled at him. ‘What did women do, sir? Besides have babies?’

      
      ‘Their work was largely domestic. They cooked, kept the house in order, looked after children, fetched water. Decorated pots
         and vases of the period show women spinning and weaving.’
      

      
      Things hadn’t changed much, Lan reflected. His mother still did all those things, although she had a sewing machine. He was
         glad he was a boy. The only spinning he was interested in was on the cricket pitch.
      

      
      ‘Of course, there were exceptions,’ Mr Thistleton went on, seeing Lisa’s expression. ‘A woman called Agnodice disguised herself
         as a man in order to practise medicine. She was so good that patients flocked to her, and other doctors became jealous and
         suspicious. They took her to court where the truth was revealed, and she was prosecuted. But her patients protested and she was later acquitted.’
      

      
      ‘So women have to be better than men to succeed?’ Lisa said. ‘They can’t just be as good, or average?’

      
      ‘Well …’ said Mr Thistleton.

      
      Lan’s thoughts were still running on cricket. He raised his hand. ‘Did women in ancient Greece play sport, sir?’

      
      Mr Thistleton felt on safer ground here. ‘Definitely not. It would have been unthinkable. And even if a woman did want to
         run or throw a discus, athletes usually performed naked, so disguise was out of the question.’
      

      
      Ryan West and Adam Morris sniggered. Ryan picked up his pencil and flipped open his exercise pad.

      
      ‘I don’t think an illustration will be necessary, thank you, West,’ Mr Thistleton said, fixing him with a steely glance. Ryan
         dropped his pencil.
      

      
      ‘That’s enough about what women didn’t do,’ the teacher said firmly. ‘Let’s move on to what they did do. I have some overheads
         here of glazed pots which illustrate aspects of women’s life. The first shows an Athenian wedding procession about 440 BC
         …’
      

      
      The overhead was upside down and Lan’s mind switched off again. He wasn’t interested in weddings, and especially not when a capacity crowd at the MCG was holding its collective breath for the start of his next
         over. What sort of ball should he bowl? The batsman would be expecting another flipper, so maybe a standard leg break? Maybe
         two or three leg breaks, and then another flipper?
      

      
      The wedding procession disappeared, to be replaced by a fuzzy picture of women mourning at a funeral. Mr Thistleton fiddled
         with the knob while the class fidgeted and weeping Athenian matrons came in and out of focus. There was a knock on the door
         and a junior student came in, clutching a note.
      

      
      ‘Message from Mr Drummond, sir.’

      
      ‘Thank you. Leave it on my desk,’ said Mr Thistleton.

      
      ‘He said it was urgent, sir.’

      
      ‘Oh very well, bring it here.’

      
      The student delivered the note and scuttled out of the classroom. Mr Thistleton unfolded the paper and read it, frowning.
         ‘I must say I don’t see what the particular urgency is, but the principal wants to see you in his office, Nguyen.’
      

      
      At yet another mention of his name, Lan’s mind was once more jerked back from the MCG. What was Old Thistleton asking him
         now? What had he been talking about? He frowned with deep concentration at the screen as if fascinated by ancient Greek burial
         customs.
      

      
      
      ‘Well, get along,’ said Mr Thistleton briskly. ‘If the principal says it’s urgent, he wants to see you now, not this time
         next week.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’ Lan got to his feet, grateful his knowledge of ancient history wasn’t to be publicly tested again but nervous
         about what the summons might mean. His mind raced over more recent history. Had he done anything to attract the attention
         of Mr Drummond?
      

      
      His best friend, Izram Hussein, screwed his face into what was obviously meant to be an expression of sympathy and solidarity,
         but looked instead as if he’d just bitten into a hot chilli. Ryan West grinned maliciously and muttered, ‘You’re in for it,’
         as Lan passed his desk.
      

      
      Lisa Huynh, who’d been looking to pay Ryan back, said loudly and indignantly, ‘Why should Lan have done something bad? If
         it’s urgent, someone in his family could be ill or had an accident, couldn’t they, sir?’
      

      
      Lan stopped in his tracks. Mr Thistleton had now managed to adjust the projector’s focus knob and the overhead of the Athenian
         funeral suddenly sprang into sharp relief on the screen. Lan stared aghast at the tomb and the wagon carrying the body.
      

      
      Mr Thistleton was about to tell Lisa not to be so silly, of course nothing like that had happened, but he paused. How did he know? It was possible, wasn’t it?
      

      
      He whipped off the overhead of the funeral and replaced it with one of women with urns around a fountain. ‘Get along, Lan,’
         he said kindly. ‘I’m sure it’s nothing of the sort.’
      

      
      Lan didn’t miss the change of tone and it convinced him that some terrible accident had indeed happened. Perhaps crates of
         coconuts had fallen on his father’s head as he was unloading at the shop and he was now in a coma in hospital. Perhaps his
         mother had been electrocuted at her sewing machine; she always overloaded the power board in the garage. Perhaps one of the
         twins had chased a ball into Dunrobin Street and been mowed down by a speeding car. By the time he’d raced, panting, into
         the administration block he’d run through a dozen fatal scenarios.
      

      
      In the front office Mrs Moody looked up from her computer and greeted him with a smile. ‘Hello, Lan, you’re in a hurry. How’s
         the bowling going?’
      

      
      Lan’s mood lightened. Mrs Moody would hardly smile and enquire about his bowling if the principal was about to inform him
         that unfortunately he was now an orphan. And Mr Drummond would have warned her: ‘Have a glass of water standing by in case
         he collapses,’ he would have said. ‘I have to tell Nguyen that his parents have been killed by a crazed gunman and his brother and sister kidnapped.’ Lan looked at her desk. He couldn’t see a glass of water and Mrs
         Moody was still smiling at him.
      

      
      ‘Getting better,’ he said, trying to slow his breathing. ‘Um, Mr Drummond wants to see me. D’you know what it’s about?’

      
      Mrs Moody looked mysterious. ‘I’ll let him tell you.’

      
      She got up and Lan followed her down the corridor. She knocked lightly on the principal’s door and stuck her head into his
         office. ‘Lan Nguyen’s here to see you, Mr Drummond.’ She nodded to Lan that he should go in and then closed the door behind
         him.
      

      
      The principal, seated behind his desk and seemingly occupied with scrawling his signature on various documents, barely looked
         up but indicated with a wave of his hand that Lan should seat himself. Lan sat and waited, certain now that nothing terrible
         had happened to any member of his family. Surely not even Mr Drummond would go on signing papers and let him sit there in
         ignorance if it had.
      

      
      The principal eventually capped his pen, shuffled the papers together, and looked up. ‘Ah, Lan,’ he said, as if surprised
         to see him sitting there. ‘How’s the cricket going?’
      

      
      ‘All right, sir.’

      
      
      ‘Keeping up the … er, practice, are you? You and the team?’

      
      ‘The Nips, sir? Yes, sir.’

      
      A flicker of distaste registered on the principal’s face. He still didn’t like the name but he could hardly complain when
         it was formed from the initials of North Illaba Primary School. Nothing to do, apparently, with the fact that the team was
         almost exclusively made up of students from Asian backgrounds. Well, they wouldn’t be his concern much longer. The last days
         of the final term were approaching and next year most of them would be going to North Illaba High School (the NIHS?) and he’d
         be able to forget about cricket and the embarrassment of that unfortunate name. In the meantime …
      

      
      He removed a document from the pile in front of him and scanned it again, even though he’d read it through twice already.
         ‘I’ve received this letter,’ he said.
      

      
      Lan’s anxiety rose a few degrees. Obviously his family had suffered no terrible accident — the news was unlikely to be conveyed
         by letter — although he supposed it could be a ransom note. But why send it to Mr Drummond? More likely to be a complaint
         of some sort, perhaps from one of the property owners whose yard backed onto the eastern boundary of the oval. Balls were
         always being whacked or kicked over the fences. There was a school rule against trespass but everybody ignored it: balls were too valuable
         to abandon. A little frown was drawing Mr Drummond’s caterpillar eyebrows together so probably somebody’s plants had been
         flattened.
      

      
      In fact, the principal was frowning because he was perplexed. When he’d first sighted the letter, he’d quickly taken in the
         thick cream paper and the green and gold embossed letterhead of a kangaroo and emu holding a shield and assumed in some excitement
         that the prime minister was writing to him. A closer look had proved this not to be the case, but he had still been impressed,
         despite himself. Few letters of such magnificence landed on his desk.
      

      
      ‘… this letter from the Australian Cricket Board,’ he continued. ‘From the General Manager, Game Development.’

      
      Lan’s mouth fell open.

      
      ‘He’s interested in your team, for some reason.’

      
      Lan nearly fell off his chair.

      
      ‘I’m surprised he heard about our little game,’ Mr Drummond said, stroking his chin and narrowing his eyes at Lan. ‘Did you
         send a report to the Australian Cricket Board?’
      

      
      ‘Gosh, no,’ said Lan. As if! The idea had never occurred to him. Why would the ACB be interested in a school cricket match?
         Although in his eyes and the eyes of the other Nips, it certainly hadn’t been a ‘little’ game. ‘It was probably all the publicity we got, sir. You
         know, the TV crews that came to the school and the stories about Spinner — Mr McGinty — in the papers.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, yes.’ In the week or so since the match the principal had all but forgotten about the old chap everybody had made such
         a fuss about. What was he, some former Test player? The boys had discovered him sleeping in a corner of the local library
         and somehow persuaded him to be their coach. The level of media interest had been amazing. Typical, of course. Nobody wanted
         to know about deteriorating buildings, large class sizes and widening gaps in primary school education, but resurrect some
         old forgotten sporting has-been and the media beat a path to your door.
      

      
      He scanned the letter again. And obviously there was money to burn, as long as you used the magic words ‘cultural diversity’.
         He looked up at Lan, who could hardly contain his curiosity. ‘Apparently there’s a federal program called “Living in Harmony”.
         The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs have got together with the Australian Cricket Board to —’ he consulted
         the letter again — ‘use sport in multicultural communities to promote greater understanding and harmony between cultures. Ms Trad will know all about that. The point is, they’re running some interstate cricket carnival and have invited selected teams from around the country, including
         yours, to compete for something called the Harmony Cup. Interested?’
      

      
      Was the Pope Catholic? Of course he was interested! Lan nodded vigorously. ‘It’s a great honour, sir.’

      
      ‘Hmmm. I suppose it is.’ Privately the principal considered the whole thing rather discriminatory if, as the letter implied,
         only indigenous and culturally diverse teams were involved. What did that say about the so-called level playing field?
      

      
      ‘Would we have to go to Canberra, sir?’ Lan asked.

      
      ‘Canberra? No, no. Melbourne.’

      
      Lan’s eyes widened. Hadn’t he, just fifteen minutes ago, been dreaming of cricketing glory at the MCG? It was a sign, it had
         to be. ‘Wow!’ he breathed. ‘Imagine the Nips at the MCG. Spinner will be rapt!’
      

      
      ‘I think it’s highly unlikely that schoolboy teams will get anywhere near the MCG,’ Mr Drummond said. ‘You might have to set
         your sights a little lower.’
      

      
      ‘Does it say in the letter, sir?’

      
      ‘No, the letter merely asks for a registration of interest and says details will then be forwarded. The event will be held
         over three days in mid-January, during the summer holidays.’
      

      
      That was only about a month away. Oh definitely, the Nips had to go. He could hardly wait to tell them, and to tell his parents.
         They’d be so proud. Except … He knew the first question his mother would ask.
      

      
      ‘It’ll cost a lot of money, won’t it, sir?’ Lan asked anxiously. ‘Melbourne’s a long way and we’d have to stay at a hotel,
         and pay for food and stuff.’
      

      
      ‘That seems to have been taken care of.’ Mr Drummond consulted the letter. ‘Interstate teams will be accommodated in the boarding
         house of St Paul’s Grammar School; meals, transport, and all equipment will be provided, although players are free to bring
         their own. It seems that your only expense will be getting to Melbourne, and there’s even subsidies available for that if
         needed.’
      

      
      ‘Wow! The government’s being really generous.’

      
      ‘Indeed. Amazing how there’s always money for this sort of thing. Anyway, the point is, by next January you and the other
         boys will no longer be members of this school. Your days at North Illaba Primary will officially end next week. Which means
         that the school cannot be responsible for you should you decide to accept this invitation. Do you understand?’
      

      
      Lan frowned. ‘Not really, sir.’

      
      
      ‘This can’t be regarded as an official school excursion, nor can I assign a teacher to accompany the team. You’ll need at
         least one responsible adult to go with you, perhaps two. That will be for you to arrange. Possibly a parent?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Spinner — Mr McGinty, that is — will come with us for sure, sir. He’s our coach. He won’t want to miss out on this.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s for you to decide,’ the principal said. Old McGinty certainly wasn’t his idea of a suitable supervisor for a
         group of boisterous boys, some of whom could barely speak English — God knows what problems lay ahead or what mischief they’d
         get up to — but it was hardly his concern.
      

      
      He passed the letter across the desk to Lan. ‘You might as well have this. I suggest you talk it over with the other boys
         and with your parents and then inform Mrs Moody of your decision. She can then reply on your behalf. From then on, it’s between
         you and them.’ And the school can get back to normal and forget all this fuss about one of the most boring sports ever invented,
         he added silently.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, sir.’ Lan took the letter as if it were a sacred object, which irritated Mr Drummond even more.

      
      ‘You may return to class.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      As he was passing the front office Mrs Moody, looking as pleased as if she’d been invited to Melbourne too, said, ‘Congratulations, Lan! Aren’t you thrilled?’
      

      
      ‘You bet! I thought it was going to be bad news. Why did Mr Drummond say it was urgent?’

      
      ‘Urgent?’

      
      ‘He sent a message saying he had to see me urgently.’

      
      ‘And you thought the worst?’ Mrs Moody gave a sympathetic shake of her head. ‘He has a Rotary lunch, that’s all. I guess he
         wants to get away quickly.’
      

      
      Lan was too happy to feel annoyed.

   


   
      
      Two

      [image: image]

      
      It was impossible to keep such thrilling news to himself. Lan briefly considered waiting until he could get all the Nips together
         in order to tell them first, then decided that he couldn’t possibly wait that long. Besides, several of them were back in
         Mr Thistleton’s class, no doubt bored witless by all the upside-down and unfocused overheads of ancient Greek women. He owed
         it to them to provide an exciting diversion.
      

      
      He entered the room bearing the letter in front of him, with its impressive green and gold shield for all to see. Had it been
         a message from the gods he could not have looked more awed or reverential. And just in case they missed the significance of the letterhead, he pretended
         to fumble it just as he passed Ryan West’s desk.
      

      
      ‘Oops!’ he said loudly. ‘Nearly dropped this official invitation from the Australian Cricket Board.’
      

      
      There was a stir of interest from everyone in the class except Ryan, who was determined not to be impressed. ‘An invitation
         to what? A beginners’ coaching clinic?’ he sneered. Which was more or less exactly what Lan had hoped he’d say. Now he had
         an excuse for telling his news without sounding like a bighead.
      

      
      He told them.

      
      The biggest grins came from his team mates, Izram, Andy Chen, Hiroki Yoshida and Akram Rajavi, but their collective excitement
         was nearly eclipsed by Mr Thistleton’s enthusiastic reaction. ‘My goodness, boys, what an honour! The Australian Cricket Board!
         Well, I never! Congratulations are certainly in order! Class, all together, “Congratulations, Nips XI.”’ He stared very hard
         at Ryan West.
      

      
      ‘Congratulations Nips XI!’ they chanted. Even Ryan.

      
      Lan grinned. This was shaping up to be one of the best days of his life.

      
      
      ‘May I see the letter?’ Mr Thistleton read it, exclaiming to himself as he did. ‘Harmony Cup, how interesting … indigenous
         teams too, I see … St Paul’s Grammar, very prestigious …’
      

      
      Behind him, and at the back of the class, Andy Chen took the opportunity to reach down and disconnect the power to the overhead
         projector. They’d had quite enough of that for one day.
      

      
      ‘Well, Lan, this will certainly help to put cricket back on the school agenda,’ Mr Thistleton said, returning the letter to
         him. ‘I trust the principal was suitably impressed?’
      

      
      Lan considered. It was hard to figure out precisely what Mr Drummond’s reaction had been but he didn’t think impressed was the right word. ‘He said he supposed it was an honour but it didn’t have anything to do with the school.’
      

      
      Mr Thistleton looked surprised. ‘Whatever did he mean?’

      
      ‘The carnival’s next January and we’ll have left here by then, sir.’

      
      ‘So?’

      
      ‘So he said we could go if we wanted but it had nothing to do with the school.’

      
      ‘Extraordinary. The principal has a very individual way of looking at things sometimes.’ Mr Thistleton shook his head and
         slid another transparency onto the overhead projector. Really, it was easier to understand the mindset of an ancient Athenian than of someone like Mr Drummond. ‘All right, class, back to work.
         Here we have a vase, circa 550BC … No, we don’t. Complete darkness. Dear, dear, what’s wrong with this thing now?’
      

      
      Andy spoke up. ‘Sir, it’s nearly lunch time, sir. Can we go please?’

      
      Mr Thistleton jiggled the on-off switch and sighed in frustration. ‘Oh, very well. I’ll have to take this machine to the workshop
         and see if someone can fix it.’
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      The news flew around the school faster than a Brett Lee delivery. So many people wanted to see the famous letter that Lan
         slipped it into a plastic sleeve to protect it. Ms Trad was especially thrilled. ‘It doesn’t matter whether you win the Cup
         or not,’ she said. ‘What matters is that by taking part you and the other teams are helping to build an inclusive and harmonious
         nation.’
      

      
      Well yeah, thought Lan, but we want to win, too.

      
      Tomas Nuñez could hardly contain his excitement, even though Lan wasn’t certain he’d grasped all the details. His English
         had improved a lot since he’d arrived at North Illaba from El Salvador last term, but it was difficult to convey the concept of community harmony and the prestige of the Australian Cricket Board
         in words that he would understand. Lan decided to leave that to Ms Trad.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Onya. The Nips are going to Melbourne to play cricket, what d’you think of that?’

      
      Tomas beamed and gave him the thumbs up. ‘Cricket. Melbourne. Yes please. I think we win. Onya, Lan!’

      
      Lan grinned and returned the gesture. ‘Onya’ had been one of the first Australian expressions Tomas had learnt and it had
         become his nickname in the team. Of course, ever since Spinner had been their coach, all of them had picked up a lot of Australian
         expressions. His own vocabulary had been very usefully increased.
      

      
      ‘We have to tell Spinner,’ Lan said to Izram. ‘What about after school? He ought to be home then.’

      
      Izram agreed. ‘And don’t forget David.’

      
      David Ho, their best player, attended another school. They had met him at the season try-outs at the Illaba Cricket Club where,
         much to their surprise, he’d decided to join their newly-formed Nips XI rather than either of the club teams. It had been
         a lucky break for the rookie team and Lan in particular. Not only was David a strong batsman with his own bat (the only one they had in those early days) but Mr Ho’s generosity had helped to provide their team uniforms,
         and his enthusiasm for sport had helped persuade Lan’s parents that there was more to life than work and study.
      

      
      ‘I’ll ring David tonight,’ Lan promised. ‘And we have to tell Grace, too.’

      
      There were so many people they had to tell but Grace, the librarian at the Illaba Library, came very near the top of the list.
         If it hadn’t been for Grace, Lan would never have known about the cricket club tryouts and then he’d never have met David
         and even more importantly, he and Izram would never have met the famous Clarence McGinty. Lan could still hear her voice as
         she tapped the scruffy old man, seemingly asleep in the corner of the library, on the shoulder. Spinner, there’s a couple of young cricketers I’d like you to meet. How shocked he and Izzie had been.
      

      
      Which only went to prove how deceptive appearances could be. Spinner’s glory days might be behind him but he knew how to inspire
         and he knew how to coach. The Nips could never have come all this way without him.
      

      
      ‘We might have time to go to the library after we see Spinner,’ Lan said.

      
      But when they got to Spinner’s house, which wasn’t far from the Denby Reserve where they had cricket practice, Grace was there. The two of them were having a cup of tea in the kitchen: Lan could see them from the side
         window. He tapped on it and the little black and white fox terrier under the table pricked up his ears. Spinner rose and went
         to the back door to let them in.
      

      
      ‘Yer ears must be burnin’,’ he said.

      
      ‘No,’ Lan said, puzzled. ‘That’s why we have to wear a school hat.’ Couldn’t Spinner see he was? No, maybe not. He wasn’t wearing his glasses. There they were on the top of his head.
      

      
      ‘We were just talkin’ about you,’ Spinner said. ‘Come in.’

      
      ‘Talking about me? Why? Did you get a letter too?’ Lan asked.

      
      ‘A letter?’

      
      The boys followed him into the kitchen and exchanged greetings with Grace. Larri wagged his tail, eager for attention. Lan
         spotted a letter and envelope among the tea things on the table. ‘You did get a letter!’ he exclaimed. He was disappointed.
         So much for breaking the big news.
      

      
      Spinner looked taken aback. He glanced across at Grace, who gave a puzzled little shake of her head.

      
      ‘An old friend saw something in the paper about the King’s match and wrote to me, that’s all.’ Spinner picked up the letter, folded it into its envelope and slipped it into his pocket.
      

      
      Lan, relieved, said, ‘Now I can see it’s not a bit like the one I got.’

      
      ‘You got a letter too?’ Grace asked.

      
      ‘Yeah.’ Why were the two of them so surprised? Millions of people got millions of letters every day, it was hardly a big coincidence.
         He pulled it out of his school bag and removed it from the plastic sleeve. OK, not many of them got letters as impressive
         as this one.
      

      
      ‘From the Australian Cricket Board,’ he announced proudly.

      
      ‘We’re invited to Melbourne,’ Izram said.

      
      ‘To play cricket,’ Lan added.

      
      ‘Next January.’

      
      ‘For a Cup.’

      
      ‘All expenses paid. Well, most of them.’

      
      ‘Well, strike me pink!’ Spinner’s head was swivelling back and forth between them like a spectator watching a rapid tennis
         volley. ‘Give us a look at this invite. Where are me specs?’
      

      
      ‘On your head,’ Grace said, smiling at the boys. ‘Well done! You’re going to go, of course?’

      
      ‘You bet,’ Lan said. ‘And Spinner too.’

      
      ‘I dunno about that.’ He ran his eyes over the letter and then passed it to Grace. ‘Seems to me the invitation’s for the team, and probably a teacher. It’s addressed to the school.’
      

      
      ‘Only ’cos they didn’t know any other address,’ Izram said.

      
      ‘And this is our last week at North Illaba,’ Lan added. He told them of his conversation with Mr Drummond. ‘So you gotta come,
         Spinner. Even if a teacher came with us, we’d still want you along. I don’t reckon we could win a match without you there.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, get away.’

      
      Izram nodded his head in agreement. ‘Teams that go on tour always take the coach along.’

      
      ‘Not old crocks like me.’

      
      ‘Yes they do,’ Izram confirmed.

      
      Spinner looked across the table at Grace. ‘Melbourne,’ he said.

      
      Grace reached across and squeezed his hand. ‘Go for it.’

      
      ‘Who’d look after Larri?’

      
      ‘I would, of course. It’s only for four days.’

      
      ‘I dunno. It’s been a long time.’

      
      ‘All the more reason to go.’

      
      Spinner looked at the boys. ‘I’ll give it some serious consideration.’

      
      ‘Does that mean you’ll come?’ Lan asked.

      
      ‘It means I’ll think it over, orright?’

      
      What was there to think over, Lan wondered. It wasn’t as if Spinner had a family to consider or a barnyard of animals to take care of or a job to go to every day. It
         must be his age, he decided. When people got as old as Spinner, travelling sometimes became a problem. That’s why there were
         special seats for the aged on public transport and wheelchairs at airports.
      

      
      ‘We could get you a wheelchair,’ he offered.

      
      ‘A wheelchair! Gawd, why don’t you get me an ambulance, too, while you’re about it?’ Spinner spluttered. ‘And drive me straight
         to the cemetery to save time.’
      

      
      Grace laughed. ‘Go and cut the boys some of your Christmas cake,’ she said. When he’d departed, grumbling, she leant across
         the table and lowered her voice. ‘You get the rest of the team organised and leave Spinner to me. I’ll persuade him.’
      

      
      ‘Why doesn’t he want to go?’ Lan whispered back.

      
      ‘He does, really. It’s just something … personal. Leave it to me.’

      
      ‘You boys want something to drink?’ Spinner stood at the open door of the fridge.

      
      Lan looked up. ‘No, thanks. Cake’ll be fine.’

      
      Spinner cut them thick slabs of rich dark fruit cake. ‘Get stuck into this. WG bakes me a cake every Christmas and it’s always
         a ripper. She oughta be a cook, not a librarian.’
      

      
      
      Grace blushed. The boys each took a slice. ‘It’s very good,’ Lan said, even though the cake was slightly sticky and stuck
         to the top of his mouth.
      

      
      ‘The icing’s nice,’ Izram said.

      
      ‘Is it a special Christmas food? You know, like roast turkey?’ Lan asked. Not that he’d ever eaten turkey. Being Vietnamese,
         the Nguyen family paid only scant regard to the traditions of Christmas, and his mother was as likely to put a roast turkey
         on the dinner table as a baked and stuffed football.
      

      
      ‘It’s traditional to have a fruit cake,’ Grace said. ‘It’s an old custom from the northern hemisphere where December is very
         cold and there’s no fresh fruit. So dried fruit is baked in a cake.’
      

      
      ‘And the white icing on the cake is like snow on the ground,’ said Izram, inspecting his slice.

      
      ‘Probably. I never thought of that.’

      
      ‘We oughta go,’ Lan said. ‘We haven’t told our parents yet. Or David.’

      
      ‘Take some cake home with you,’ Spinner offered.

      
      Lan could see that Izram was about to accept, so he kicked him under the table and said quickly, ‘Oh, that’s OK, Spinner,
         we’ve got plenty of cake at home. Thanks anyway.’
      

      
      They said their goodbyes and Grace repeated her congratulations.

      
      ‘Christmas or no Christmas, you’ll have to get off your backsides and put in some serious practice,’ Spinner warned.
      

      
      ‘You bet!’ Lan could think of no better way to spend his summer.

      
      When they were out on the street, Izram turned on him. ‘Why’d you kick me like that?’

      
      ‘’Cos you were going to take his cake.’

      
      ‘So? He offered it. Oh no, Spinner, we’ve got plenty of cake at home. What was all that about? I haven’t got any cake at home.’
      

      
      ‘First of all, he’s an old man who’s hardly got any food. Didn’t you see how empty his fridge was? Second, Grace made that
         cake for him, not us. It might be the only thing he’ll have to eat all Christmas.’
      

      
      Izram looked suitably chastened. ‘I didn’t think of that. He can come round to the Bukhara. We’re closed on Christmas Day
         but he can still eat with us. I’ll ask him.’
      

      
      ‘Do you eat turkey?’

      
      ‘Nah. Curries and stuff. Just more of them.’

      
      Lan nodded. Spinner loved Mr Hussein’s vindaloo. They walked on to the corner of Denby Street and stopped to watch the club
         teams at net practice.
      

      
      ‘Spinner doesn’t seem very keen to come with us to Melbourne, does he?’ Lan said. ‘I thought he’d be rapt.’

      
      
      ‘It’s probably because of Grace,’ Izram said.

      
      ‘What d’you mean?’

      
      ‘I reckon she’s his girlfriend. That’s why he doesn’t want to leave her and go to Melbourne.’

      
      Lan stared at him. ‘His girlfriend? He’s too old for Grace.’
      

      
      ‘Plenty of women go for old guys. You see pictures of them in the magazines all the time. Look at that wrinkly Michael Douglas.’

      
      Lan was unconvinced. Spinner was no film star. ‘What makes you think she’s his girlfriend?’

      
      ‘She baked him a cake, didn’t she? And she’s been doing that for a long time, he said so. And she brought it round to him.
         They were sitting there together when we arrived. And they sat together at our Supporters’ Dinner, remember. And he calls
         her WG.’
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