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author’s note


Willowman is a novel, a work of fiction. It is set around the time that T20 cricket emerged at the international level: 2006–2009. To serve the story, however, I have taken many liberties with recent cricket history, including the timing of the Sheffield Shield, international series, and the make-up of contemporary teams. Longer cricket history, and the spirit of the game, remain intact.









The elements are cricket’s presiding geniuses.


∼ NEVILLE CARDUS


For all its apparent artificiality,
cricket is a sport in nature.


∼ JOSEPH O’NEILL, NETHERLAND
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Who ever hoped like a cricketer?


∼ R.C. ROBERTSON-GLASGOW
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white willow


Cricket has a willow heart. Batmakers around the world have crafted bats from birch, maple, ash, bamboo, even poplars – but nothing else measures up. I’ve tried Australian timbers, too: huon pine, red cedar, bunya. You can shape a bat, sure, and it will hit the ball, but it doesn’t have the right sound, the right qualities. Despite what administrators, sponsors, broadcasters, even the players would have us believe, without the tree, there’d be no game. After two hundred years, cricket batmaking is still beholden to a single species: Salix alba caerulea or white willow.


Willow grown in Kashmir – that long-contested high ground – is the best alternative, but the bats are heavy and yellow, good enough for some. Those who don’t believe in magic.


It’s no coincidence that white willow and cricket come from the same place: the south-east of England. While ever white willow has water, it grows fast. For the best cricket bat willow, you need plenty of rain. A consistent water supply means consistent growth, which produces an even grain. And even grain is more likely to produce a good cricket bat.


Now, with the twenty-first century underway, I’m growing white willow here. It began as a bit of an experiment, after my year working with the willowmen in Essex. Thanks to a government grant, back when I was still young, when people thought I was someone, going somewhere.


Australian farmers and environmentalists call willows the rabbits of the rivers, clogging up our waterways – just another feral colonial fuck-up. But white willows do not weep. Their trunks are tall and straight, their leaves upward-facing. They prefer fertile river flats to stream banks. Their roots run deep, travelling far and wide to feed the network of tubes pumping water up to the tree’s crown.


Australia might beat England more often than not these days, but the Poms still have the wood on us. Every high-grade bat in the world is made from white willow, grown in England. The top players want English willow for their bats, and for good reason. It’s the best. All that rain has to be good for something.


It’s frustrating, to say the least, having to import willow from the old enemy. They’re still making us pay for that first Ashes win in 1882, and every win since. Two big companies have the market stitched up. The best clefts go to local English makers and, these days, to big buyers in India. With its exponentially expanding population and cashed-up passion for the game – especially this new twenty-over version – India will soon be the superpower of cricket. I’m lucky enough to have a contact, from my summer with the willowmen. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be able to get my hands on English willow, not in such small quantities.


That’s why I started growing my own little willow republic. My grandfather, one of the last traditional batmakers back in the old country – as hallowed as Lord’s and the Ashes themselves – said it couldn’t be done. Plenty of others have said it, too. But here I am all the same, growing white willow and making bats. England may have given cricket to the world, but it’s a world game now.


The collective noun for willows is a prayer. And reverence is warranted. Walking these rows, surrounded by uniform trunks, morning sun filtering through the canopy, the leaves shimmering silvery-blue, it’s as picturesque as any landscape.


Frank and I surrounded our little Gippsland grove with blue gums. You won’t see that back in England. They’re good companions, protecting the willows from the wind and shading them while they grow. But the willows have already caught up. White willows – like many of us who have been transported or transplanted – grow quicker in the Antipodes, as if anxious to get somewhere, prove something, or make up for a dubious start.


Most people wouldn’t recognise white willows from the road. If they notice them at all, they probably assume they’re poplars. That’s just as well, given what the timber is worth. Some mornings I wake up in a sweat from a dream that someone has come in overnight and cut them all down, carted them away. So far, it hasn’t happened. Touch willow.


Every single one of my trees is female, not a rooster among them. Cricket bat willow only comes from female trees. And, at sixteen years, these are just reaching maturity. That’s why I’ve come, hat in hand, to bring one down – to see if the timber is any good for making bats.


As with any farming, growing willow is subject to the vagaries of weather and chance. It’s a fool’s game, like cricket itself. But cricket is more than just a game. It’s a lot like life, and it all begins here.









blue note


Frank’s battered hat appears from behind the hill, followed by a raised arm, as if to distinguish his lanky frame from the tree trunks. In my own plantation, we fell willows in February, when there’s still enough heat to get the moisture out of the timber. But this is Frank’s first. He’s anxious to see what we’ve grown, and today is the only day we managed to align our schedules ahead of summer.


‘Morning, Allan.’ His cheeks are the colour of the cool-climate shiraz he’s so fond of drinking.


‘Frank.’


‘This is the one, then?’


I manage a nod. My guts are churning worse than on Katie’s first day at school. I’ve taken my time picking out the tree but we’ll have to see inside first. She’ll be a good indicator for the grove. There’s no use cutting a heap down if they can’t make top-quality bats.


I put on the earmuffs and fire up the chainsaw. Frank stands back, gauging the height, second-guessing whether there’s room to bring the tree down inside his fence, rather than on it. Farmers always seem to think that owning land means they’re the only ones who can operate machines or manage anything practical outdoors.


In the old days, they felled willows with big cross-cut saws, two men on each end. There was none of this cutting a notch first; that would waste precious timber. They just drove a wedge in behind the saw. Even back in Essex they use chainsaws now, felling twenty-five or thirty trees a day and trucking them back to the yard. The scale of production would have Grandfather turning in his grave.


I offer my thanks, for what I’m taking. It’s not quite a prayer, but I ask that the timber will allow me to create good cricket bats and, maybe, even one or two that are really special.


Those remarkable bits of willow are what I live for, making the work not work, more like delivering something into the world, peeling away the layers to reveal what’s already there inside, waiting. On those days, I think it’s what I was put on this good earth to do.


It was calm earlier, a nip in the air. But there’s a breeze now, which I’ll need to allow for. I make the cut low to the base, so as not to lose any more timber than necessary. Having already calculated exactly how many bats are in the tree – forty-four in this case – any less would be a failing. I cut the usual narrow wedge, to control the direction of the fall. The extra-long saw blade allows me to work my away around without switching sides. I just keep on going right through. Even after all these years, it’s nerve-racking. There’s an element of chance: how she’ll fall, the whim of the wind. And, no matter how I school myself, I’m bringing down a living thing. It costs me something, and so it should.


She starts to give, and the weight of her crown pulls at the last line of fibres holding her trunk together. And then she’s cracking, tipping, and gravity, momentum, pull her down, whoomphing into the soft ground, sending up a golden cloud of wood dust.


Once cut, the bark separates from the timber, coming away in a fashion human skin isn’t inclined to – thank goodness. I tap Frank’s arm, and point. When the smooth willow is first exposed, it has a blueish tinge. It fades as we watch, oxidising and turning brown, as if the spirit of the tree is slipping away, into the soil. Or burrowing deep into the fibres of the timber.


Examining the stump, the growth rings, is always a revelatory moment, the tree’s story laid out, the first insights into her character. This one isn’t as symmetrical as she first appeared, slight ridges and furrows are exaggerated in the timber, appearing to flow in, like waves, from the edge. That’s the way the human eye works, the brain, but of course the tree’s movement is from the centre out, the way she grew.


Frank lets his cattle in among the willows to control the grass. Maybe they gave this tree a little nudge, early on. They’ve damaged one or two over the years, even ripping off the bark one hot day, chewing it to cool themselves down. There’s a compound in the cambium, salicin, the basis of aspirin. In medieval times, people used willow bark to relieve headache and toothache. How cattle know to chew the bark is another marvel, evidence that other creatures are a whole lot smarter than we give them credit for.


‘What do you think?’ Frank says. He peers at the grain through his frameless glasses.


‘Pretty good.’ Good but not great, is what I’m thinking, but best to reserve judgement.


The tree’s growth rings are relatively even, considering the drought years, but there are a couple of compacted bands, ridges and variations. There’s a lot of sapwood on a willow, more than a third on this one, though not quite centred. Heartwood has more colour, and is more brittle, so the less of it, the better for bats.


Willow grown back in England is creamy white, like the Royals. Australian-grown willow is more of a pinky-brown, as if darkened by the sun even beneath the bark. I used to bleach it but gave that away. There are enough chemicals in the workshop to worry about, and colour doesn’t make a spot of difference to performance.


We measure out twenty-eight inches, the maximum length for the blade of a bat, and start cutting the trunk into sections. Chainsawing is a whole lot easier once the trunk is horizontal. I used to allow more margin for error, but these days I don’t make many mistakes – and there’s less and less room for margins.


Pale sawdust streams out, over my jeans and boots, raw and sappy, as if from the earth itself. I tell myself I’m not really killing the tree. Not quite. When I work the willow, back at the bench, it’s still living tissue; I’m just changing her form.


‘Give me a hand?’ I say.


We manoeuvre the first round onto the ground and level it. I cleave it along the grain with the block splitter, into eight three-sided billets or wedges. If the timber splits easily, and feels light, as if it wants to come apart, it’s good. If it’s hard to split, and heavy – then not so good. The first round is somewhere in between.


The next few rounds go a little easier, but perhaps it’s just that I’m warmed up, getting my swing right. The last two, approaching the top of the tree, are smaller, enough to split into only six billets.


The upper trunk and crown are a lichen forest. One variety is flat and vivid green, a bit like young willow leaves, with orangey spots, its flowers perhaps. The other is grey-green and shaggy, with all sorts of branchlets and leaves.


‘Quite the ecosystem, isn’t it,’ says Frank.


‘Every tree is a whole world, my grandfather used to say.’


We stack the blocks onto the back of the ute. Not as rough as I would firewood, but not as delicately as I handled willow when I first went off to Essex, either. They’re heavy to lift, still rough and full of moisture, still blocks of wood.


While Frank has his back turned, I lean on the side of the ute to catch my breath. The work knocks me up more than it used to. I should have gone easy on the red wine last night – and the nights before that.


Frank tests the weight of a good-looking piece with his long fingers, nails clean and neatly clipped. ‘Decent grain on this one.’


I nod. The lines aren’t too far apart, and aligning nicely with what will be the hitting surface of the bat, but grain isn’t everything. Sometimes it’s the imperfections that a batter will fall in love with.


Frank is a dentist, in the city. He grew up on a big property, but this one – at five hundred acres – is just a hobby farm: Belted Galloways, or Belties, as he calls them. Cricket is another one of his passions. He only plays socially, but watches every game on television and reads every book going. He’s built up quite the library, and not just on his shelves. He has volumes of cricket trivia stored away in his archive of a mind. He’s always the first asked to quiz nights. Frank collects information the same way he collects books, ephemera, furniture, and weird antique dentistry contraptions. Instruments for torture I call them, not having been blessed with the best teeth.


When the last of the lengths are on board the ute, I raise and latch the sides of the tray, sucking in big breaths as quiet as I can.


‘Did you know that Bradman numbered his bats?’ Frank says.


‘You think he knew they’d be worth something?’


‘He was a smart fellow.’ Frank is hovering. He’s a man used to being in control and I’m not giving him what he wants. ‘What’s next?’


‘I’ll stack it away back at the workshop. And then we wait.’


Frank nods. ‘You travelling all right, Allan?’


‘I’m doing okay.’


‘I’m glad.’ He shakes my hand. ‘I’ll call in to the workshop sometime.’


‘Look forward to it.’
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I turn up the radio in the ute. They’re playing Mendelssohn’s overture, The Hebrides, featuring not one but two oboes. The tones, and cascading notes, are somehow sympathetic with the sugar gums and dry-stone walls criss-crossing the paddocks. It was Scots immigrants who built them, hauling the greystone by hand and using their stonemason traditions to reshape the landscape. People carry their music with them.


It’s drier than it should be; summer has come early. There’s a lot of traffic on the highway for a Thursday, too. More and more folks commuting. More and more tourists heading down to Mornington and the Otways, the Great Ocean Road. Council is widening another stretch of road, great tracts of bare earth and a mountain of trees turned to mulch. I shake my head. In Europe they grow white willows on the verges, as a buffer along highways and factory zones to scrub the air clean. Even in those murky settings, the timber remains pale, unscarred by the poisons of human industry. Only the red leather of a cricket ball leaves a mark.


Willow is, though – like many of us hailing genetically from the north – prone to sunburn. And, like all trees, white willow has its share of pests to contend with: sally sawfly, borers, giant willow aphids and, these days, a warming world. Anyone can see nature’s balances are out of whack. It would only take one disease, one tiny predator. Like those bark beetles in the northern hemisphere turning spruce and pine forests to rust.
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It’s well past lunch by the time I back the ute down the lane, and my stomach is telling me about it. When I get out to open the gates, the tray is low over the axles, weighed down with willow. The ground in front of the shed, between the workshop and the house, is soft and the tyres leave two deep trenches. Marlene would have something to say about that if she was still here.


I ferry the billets, three at a time, to the drying shed. As I lift each one, my feeling is that they’re too heavy. There are maybe a couple, all sapwood, that have a bit of potential. My arms are blocks of wood, too, tired from all the sawing, lifting, carrying.


I make a cup of tea and put together a sandwich from what’s left in the fridge, which isn’t much, but it’s fuel, and head back out. I pull an old brush from the jar and paint the ends of each block with resin to prevent them splitting while they dry. Batmakers used to dip each end in wax, like a maturing cheese. The resin is easier to work with. As a one-man show, I’ve had to adapt, to minimise labour and costs, energy expenditure. So far, the willow keeps on giving.


The drying process will take between three and twelve months, depending on the whims of weather and willow. Last winter it was so cold I brought the best of them inside, to be near the fire. They weren’t bad company, actually, didn’t complain or criticise, just went about their quiet transformation. These billets will become clefts, the raw blades I shape into bats. As the blocks release moisture, they shrink and lighten, taking on a fibrous quality. That’s when the alchemy begins.









field of dreams


Mid-morning, I down tools and wander across the paddock and over the hill to the local ground. It’s a walk I find myself taking more often than I can really afford during summer. It costs nothing to sit in the tiny stand or on the grass up the back, in the shade of the sugar gums, but I should be shaping, pressing, sanding – not watching the game. There are customers waiting, and the season is short enough as it is.


I could sit there for hours, days. And I have. It would add up to years of my life. Her life was how Marlene liked to put it, as if it had been misspent. I never played seriously or had aspirations, just turned up for club games. Until I was married. It’s something about the close-cropped green turf, the pitch out in the middle rolled flat, the neatly chalked white lines, the peeling corrugated iron roof of the clubhouse, the black and white letters of the old scoreboard, and the Maribyrnong snaking away behind. It’s the orchestra of leather meeting willow, the whoop and huddle of players when a wicket falls, and the generous applause each time a player hits a boundary, takes a wicket or reaches a milestone, no matter which side they’re on. With the backing hum of cicadas, the weight of eucalyptus in the warming air, it all adds up to a kind of meditation.


There’s something about the start of the season, too: the lengthening days, the mounting expectation. The echoes of summers past, games won and lost, greats come and gone. The hope twitching in the still-growing bones of the young players that this will be their breakthrough season. Or, among the more hardened, who have long let go of that dream, the gratitude at being back with their mates, hoping they can contribute, that this will be the year their club holds up the trophy, and that they will be there on the podium, spraying beer over their mates and belting out the team song in the sheds afterwards.


In many ways, I prefer grade games to the Sheffield Shield. I enjoy picking the batters on the rise, those who will go on to play for their state and, perhaps, represent their country. I like to think I’ve developed an eye for it, seeing in them what they cannot yet see themselves: that particular combination of natural talent and technical skills. There’s a purity to their game before pride, entitlement and anxiety set in – before they become conscious of the selectors on the boundary fence. They’re raw product, all possibility; how their story will play out is yet to be told.


It’s not unlike the process for crafting a bat. Picking out the best pieces of willow from their sound and feel, bringing all my knowledge and experience to bear. And still, the best bats just have something about them that I can’t predict or explain. It’s the same in great batters: a lightness of touch, the unquenchable desire to score runs, a fierceness of spirit – something inside that needs to be expressed. Technique is important but batting is an art.


My brother had the gift. He was a talented all-rounder, needing to be constantly involved in the game. For a time, we both worked the willow, our inheritance, just from different sides of the fence. Natey had a taste of playing for the national team – only four Tests, one season. His performances were solid but unremarkable. ‘Never thought I’d choke,’ he said. After he was dropped, and then did his Achilles, he never was able to fight his way back. It’s a particular pain, to know the game at that level; to play, train and travel with legends, only to feel it slip away – destined never to be one yourself. The game made him – and broke him. Sometimes I think it would’ve been kinder not to have played those Tests at all.
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Club and grade cricket are where I sell most of my bats. Only a few are good enough for the top-level players, and these days they’re all sponsored by the big companies anyway. But I’m not at the ground for sales. Melbourne is hosting the Under-19s National Championships – a one-day competition – with a few of the games to be held at Footscray Oval. It’s a rare chance for a close look at the nation’s emerging talent pool – the next generation of Test players. There’s a crowd of a couple of hundred compared to the usual couple of dozen, so I’m not the only one. Everyone has been talking about a young batter from Queensland and I want to see him for myself.


I’m still waiting at the bar when that particular crack makes me turn – as pure a sound as I’ve heard for years. The boy, fresh off the plane from Brisbane, found the bat’s sweet spot first ball. The next shot is a front-foot drive through the covers, so beautifully executed, holding his shape even as he watches the ball run down to the fence for FOUR, that it brings tears to my eyes. Oh. Just when I’d been feeling jaded, with cricket, with life, along comes this gift.


I wander down to the fence, thinking I’ll stay for half an hour. He’s small for a Queenslander, and far from imposing as an opener. But he backs himself and isn’t afraid to play the hook and pull shot, which you don’t see so much these days. When Harrow drops to one knee, slashing the ball through the covers, the crowd groans with pleasure. The power and ease in the young man’s body is a kind of grace. The grace everyone wishes they had.


After he reaches fifty, he begins to pull and cut anything short and wide, his horizontal bat shots finding the fence either side of the wicket. And the way he cuts. His wrists seem to swivel on the finest mechanism, caressing the ball. He sees the ball early and plays it late, never seems caught in two minds. He and fellow opener, Reid, are grinding Victoria’s young pacemen into the turf.


When Harrow is just two boundaries short of a century, the crowd spills from the bar and out of their cars down to the fence. He drops his knees and runs the ball down to third man for two. A simple, low-scoring shot, but there’s something about the way he plays the ball, as if he had all the time in the world. A sign of a mature head on such young shoulders. When I look around, men, women and children are applauding, smiling, shaking their heads, murmuring to each other. The sparkle in their eyes is a question: Is this the one?


My gut, my heart, tell me he is. That once-in-a-generation player. After losing the Ashes over there, in England, Australian cricket could do with the boost, a promising young batter on the rise, a name on everyone’s lips. Someone to carry the country’s hopes, to lift the team back to greatness. Someone who can live up to their promise, fulfil their potential. The potential we all like to believe we have inside us. To deliver us our dreams.


Harrow’s bat is a decent piece of willow. With timing like that, he doesn’t need to strike the ball hard. But the bat I would make him would have a larger centre, less weight and more air. With a little help, he could work magic with those hands, play for his country, be the best in the world. Maybe there’s something of Natey about him, with his curls and open, smiling face. I want so much for him to succeed.


As if sensing the possibility, Harrow dances down the pitch and strikes the ball back over the Victorian spinner’s head and beyond the white picket fence for SIX.


It’s the perfect way to bring up a hundred. When he raises his bat, the crowd, almost all Victorians, are on their feet to applaud him. Harrow grins, with the pride, joy and embarrassment of a young man whose whole life is ahead of him, the future his for the taking.









Under-19s championships


Harrow hadn’t even been sure he’d play, with four openers in the squad so, given the opportunity, he was never going to waste it. His hundred, in front of an appreciative Footscray crowd, was the backbone of a good total, but they’d have to bowl well, too. Victoria was one of the fittest teams, training with the AFL players in the off-season, and a tight unit. But Queensland had William Walker. He’d moved down from a big property up north to play cricket, living in a caravan out the back of his aunt’s place at Eumundi. He practically had to fold himself in half to fit inside. The boys warmed to him from the start. He was funny, and your typical gentle giant. Off the field, anyway. Once he had the ball in his hand, you didn’t want to get in his way. Talk about white line fever.


They called him Skywalker, because his head was so high up, in the clouds. He also had a tendency to drift off while fielding down on the boundary. The boys had to yell and point to the ball heading his way. But far out, could he bowl. It was like he mesmerised the batters with the idea of speed, coming down from such a great height.


Harrow watched from second slip as Skywalker ran in to bowl, all limbs in motion, a blur at the point of delivery. It was quick, hurrying the Victorian batter, who fended at the ball. The nick came hard and fast. Harrow didn’t so much see the trajectory of the ball as sense it. His body, his weight, moving in line, watching the ball all the way into his hands, scooping it up and closing his fingers around it. OUT.


Skywalker roared, arms raised. The whole team ran in and mobbed him, like boys clamouring over a giant.


From there, the Victorian boys caved. Sky ended up taking six for thirty-nine to bring home the first Queensland win. The perfect way to start the competition.


‘The Force is with us,’ Harrow said. And it became their motto, pulling them together as a group.


Sky’s parents and three brothers were all there in the stands, rugged up, the tallest family by far. It was one of those moments when Harrow felt the world shifting, propelling him forward. And he found himself missing Mum, Dad and even Liv, wishing they were there, too. With the gum trees all around and the river flowing by, Footscray Oval reminded him a lot of his home ground, back at Landsborough, where it all began.
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When Mum pulled into Bill Morris Field that Saturday morning, the freshly mown green grass shimmering before them, something settled in Harrow’s blood. With its white picket fence and rainforest backdrop, it was the most beautiful ground on the Sunshine Coast. The fence was hand-painted every winter by club volunteers to keep it perfectly white in a sub-tropical climate. The pickets only actually made it two-thirds of the way around the ground. Beyond that, south-east Queensland burst through any pastoral dreams. Rose gums dwarfed fences, stumps and bats. Remnant rainforest crowded along the creek line, as if trying to retake the ground.


There was even a tree in the ground. A big old fig near the main gates. The gentlemen who built those four pillars and wrought-iron gates, like the entrance to some grand county ground back home, just didn’t understand how big that tree would grow with a hundred inches of rain a year and the ground warm through all four seasons. Its buttressed roots had spread and risen, almost blocking the entrance. Vehicles could no longer pass in or out, and spectators had to enter and exit single file.


If he hit the trunk on the full, it was SIX. But if the ball went up into the crown, bouncing down through the branches and leaves, it was still in play. And, if a fielder was fast enough to get there, anticipate its fall, and take the catch, it was OUT. It brought a random element to the game, and always made for a good story afterwards. Somewhere along the way, a kurrajong and feijoa had got into the act, on the other side of the gates, and no one had discouraged them. Now they were established trees, too.


If he hit the ball into the creek, it was SIX. No one even tried looking in that tangle of trunks, vines, lantana and brush-turkey nests anymore. Not since Bob Giscock cut his shin to the bone on a piece of rusted corrugated iron, staining his whites red. The club went through a shitload of extra balls, a hundred and fifty a season, but it saved a lot of time.


Hitting the Landsborough Loggers president’s car, a blue-and-white striped limited-edition Ford Falcon Cobra, was a two-week suspension, effective immediately. A whole generation of cricketers was scared of slogging it to cow corner, where he parked. He liked to say it was thanks to him that young Landsborough players learned to work the ball right around the field, developing a full range of shots.


The stand wasn’t much, just a green shed with room for the members and a dozen volunteers (the old boys) but a crowd would gather on three sides of the ground. Covered benches went first, bagsed by devoted dads and mums hours before the toss. Families parked their cars on the fence line, or backed up the ute, wagon, van or truck, staging their own picnics in the back. Kids clambered all over the playground and, when things got started, found a spot on top of the swings or the slide, even in the branches of the old rose gums. Plenty just wandered up and leaned on the fence for an hour or two; it was the right height for that.


The pitch itself was the low point: cement with synthetic grass laid over the top. It was a long way from Lord’s or the Sydney Cricket Ground. The upside was that bounce and spin were consistent; those variables hadn’t yet come into his game. It was a batter’s paradise.


Ever since he’d started in the Under-12s, Harrow had wanted to smash the ball into the tennis courts. It was on the short side of the ground, but often into the afternoon sea breeze; there was an element of risk. But the satisfaction, of his game dropping in on theirs, would be worth it. For one month the tennis and cricket seasons overlapped, and there were four matches going on every Saturday morning. Parking spots were in short supply and, for some parents, a tough choice to be made about which child to watch.


Harrow was already playing for the Under-15s but, at thirteen, was yet to put on any muscle. He’d been earmarked as a prodigy, whatever that meant, but was still learning how to bring his skills together on game day. Coach had moved him up the order to open the batting, thinking that, lacking the power of the bigger boys, he could use the pace of the new ball to score.


The Loggers hadn’t had the greatest start to the season; they needed to win the game to have any chance of making the finals. And Sally Newman, who’d asked him out after school the day before, would be there for her tennis match. He spat out his gum, swallowed a couple of mouthfuls of water, and walked out behind Breddo, swinging his arms like Ricky Ponting. He didn’t have words for it yet, but he was learning to carve out a little space around himself to play within, a kind of bubble.


Woombye, the team everyone loved to hate, had one really good fast bowler, Gazza Keen. The rest were ordinary. Breddo didn’t get off strike until the fourth ball of the opening over, with a single down to fine leg. Keen had two balls left; Harrow only had to see them out. Breddo walked down from the other end. ‘Watch out for the fuller one. His arm comes over higher.’


Harrow nodded and walked back to take strike. The ball was on a fifth stump line, trying to tempt him into a shot. He let it go through to the keeper. Gazza gave him a bit of an eyeful, trying to intimidate with height and age. Harrow just smiled, and went for a walk towards square leg, staring into the forest, where the cicadas were working up to full throttle.


The next one was a beauty, and nearly snuck through him, but he managed to get his bat down in time. Breddo was right, you could see the extra extension of Gazza’s arm.


Breddo made easy work of Woombye’s medium pacer, Abbey, flicking one off his pads. They ran three, putting Harrow back on strike. Abbey dug one in, trying to bounce him, but it was wide, giving Harrow room to top edge it into the old metal scoreboard, just above his name. Streaky, but the clang of it got the crowd up and his blood pumping.


Abbey’s next ball was overpitched. Harrow spanked it back past the bowler on the up, into the fence of the tennis courts. SIX. The crack of bat on ball, hitting it right out of the middle, and seeing it land just where he wanted, had him grinning.


Abbey was not smiling. ‘Let’s see if your head goes the same distance, kid.’


The bowler ran in hard but put the next ball in exactly the same spot. This time, Harrow stepped into it, cleared his hip to get a bit more elevation, and dropped the ball right in the middle of the court where Sally was playing. There were squeals, and then cheers, and a car horn sounding. That would be Liv, his little sister, watching from the ute.


Breddo started to come down for a chat, but Harrow took his three-step walk out towards the forest, sucking in big breaths through his nose. He was keeping them busy at the scoreboard, changing the big white numbers.


The crowd was really watching now, watching him in the middle. The whole district would know his name. Those that followed cricket anyway. He gave the last ball of Abbey’s over the same treatment, timing it perfectly to land on the other side of the net. No one was hit, but the girls ran from the court covering their heads. All tennis matches were halted, and Sally joined her friends on the boundary line to watch. For that Saturday, cricket trumped tennis. Seeing the ball so well, finally executing the shot he’d been practising with his family and friends (plus his girlfriend) watching, his team cheering him on, had to be the best feeling in the world.


Breddo punched Harrow’s new gloves with his worn old mitts. ‘Let’s take it deep, eh?’


Harrow brought up his fifty with a pull shot, timing it so well he could scarcely believe it, watching the ball fly away to the fence. He grinned and raised his bat to applause and honking car horns. The innings, the game, the ground – it was the whole universe, with him at its centre.


Eventually Breddo mis-hit one, sending the ball high in the sky. Gazza ran around to get under it and held the catch. That brought Landsborough’s captain, Russ, to the crease. His father owned the local IGA, the Loggers’ main sponsor, making everyone even more eager to please him. He and Harrow got through to lunch and then set about building a big total, finding the gaps in the field, running hard between wickets. Their season wasn’t done yet.


The train came through every hour, the alarms on the level crossing flashing orange. Weekend traffic churned up and down the Blackall Range, cars slowing as they passed. The sun dropped lower, allowing the heat and humidity to ease.


Wickets fell at the other end, but Harrow batted on. And on. Just before tea, he hit another SIX, into the fig tree this time, to bring up his hundred. Mum and Dad were standing on the back of the ute, arms raised, fists clenched. Liv honked the horn in a three-note tune, which began a procession of honks all around the ground.


Russ called them in, clapping Harrow on the back as he ran past. ‘Well played, kid,’ he said.


He finished on a hundred and four not out. It was ‘raining cricket balls’, the Range News would report. It was his best innings ever, and his first century. But it was more than that. It was the feeling of finally hitting the ball out of the ground, of tapping into something larger when the team needed it. He’d turned a corner and found what was there all along. He would play cricket. And one day, he would play cricket for Australia.









cleft


I walk the rows with Harrow in mind, between the willow clefts stacked high on timber pallets, their rough-cut ends with two walls, a floor and a roof. Each one is unique, its qualities dependent on the original character of tree, soil, weather, the rate of growth, the culmination of seasons. I do a quick grading as I cut them from the billets, looking for those that are light and furry off the saw. First, second, third and fourth grade.


The English clefts I buy in are all firsts or seconds. All the finest prospects are up the back, in row X, including a few of mine that just have something about them. Like my wine cellar, I need to make the good stuff harder to reach, to save them for that special occasion. There is no W or Y. X is for X-factor, all those things that can’t be fully explained.


I used to dry the clefts in the kiln at the old sawmill, but the mill is long gone now. In theory, all clefts are dried to about fifteen per cent of their original weight. But two initially identical clefts can end up varying in weight by a pound or more. In a bat weighing five pounds, that’s a lot. It isn’t really about moisture, but the density of wood that remains. A good bat is light and dry, a bit like balsa wood. All those fine water tubes running through the willow are the secret, filling the timber with air.


It’s the widest grain I’m after, the sign of younger, more resilient timber. I scan for the fuzziest clefts, as if they have kept on growing after being cut, like human nails and hair after death, taking one last gasp of life – or undergoing a transformation.


I tap each one with two fingers, listening for the low note, an indication that the timber will give the rebound I need. Back and forth, playing a willow tune, until I’m sure. Each blade needs to be expressed in the right shape, matched to the right player. Even then, it’s one-part mystery. But get the right combination, the perfect bat for a great player, and something mythic can happen. That’s the possibility that keeps me going. I see it in timber, and it’s there in music, art, literature and sport – those rare moments of transcendence. It’s the story everyone wants to be part of.


For the clefts, it’s all about how they’ll respond to a cricket ball. In a player, talent is easy to spot. How they’ll respond to coaching, opportunity, pressure and setbacks is harder to predict.


It’s a kind of gambling, not that I ever put any money down. Perhaps I should, I certainly invest enough time following particular players. Living their career, their life, with them. Through them, Marlene used to say.


Sometimes I wonder if willow has a will. If some trees are just more aware than others, more determined to shine. It’s as if some clefts want to be made, need a particular player to carry them out onto a cricket field. As if they have a way of finding their perfect match. Even people who really live and love the game – cricket nuffies – don’t realise that it’s white willow that has enchanted them.


Of the tens of thousands playing, only a few have what it takes to make it at the top level. Add to that the element of luck: selection, injury, conditions, team composition, the umpiring decisions that can make the difference between scoring zero and a hundred, finding form and losing it. ‘It’s a bloody casino,’ Nate used to say. Only the crazy and the brave would embark on a journey so unlikely to succeed.


Better to play for the love of the game than ambition, because disappointment is guaranteed in cricket, as it is in life. Or for the team, to be part of something larger. I wipe my cheeks. Nothing gets me emotional quite like our great game.


The sun drops below the tree line, the tangle of old casuarinas at the end of the lane casting a pinkish glow over the rough-cut ends. One in particular lights up, its furred surface swollen with warmth. From the first harvest from my original plantation, out at Shepherds Flat. When I lift it from the rack to feel its weight, the hair on my forearms prickles. For a moment, the timber appears blue again, and butterflies start up in my belly. This is the one.
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Marlene didn’t start out hating cricket. She came to a few games early on and used to watch the big ones with me on television. The Boxing Day Test, any series decider and, later, every one-dayer Michael Bevan played in. Fair enough, too; he was a good-looking bloke who won plenty of matches for Australia. He should probably have played more Tests.


It was my devotion to the game she came to resent. All that time I spent down at the ground, watching the up-and-coming instead of watching my own daughter growing up. The time I put into shaping bats was time I should have spent shaping our own family. I threw balls to Katie in the nets in the afternoons and we had the occasional family backyard game. But once she hit her teens, she lost interest in cricket.


I don’t know what she did. Studied, I guess. Her last few years of school she was always in her room or at the library, or out with friends. We just ran out of things to talk about.


Katie never got into any trouble, did well at school, finished intact. She’s an accountant now. Good and safe, already independent and living with a fella. A sensible girl – woman; I should be thankful, I know.


Somehow, by the time Katie left home, Marlene had stopped watching the game or asking about the Test in progress. She even stopped coming down to the workshop. In the early days she baked a cake every week, and brought me a slice with a mug of steaming tea every morning. Chocolate or lemon and poppyseed, a Bundt cake for special occasions. When I was away, or down at a game, she would pack me sandwiches and a thermos, and leave little piles of willow shavings on the bench, in the shape of a tree or animal, sometimes a heart.


To be fair, I didn’t try hard enough to support her passion: painting. Not that I didn’t recognise her talent. But even when we were in the same room, at the breakfast table or in bed, I wasn’t always listening properly. My mind was on the game.


Marlene was a promising visual artist, big landscapes – experimenting with pastels. When we met, making signs for a student protest, she was just finishing art school. Her first exhibition was a sell-out and got a little write-up in The Age. I was at the Conservatorium up the road: oboe, of all the instruments. Our courtship unfolded in concert halls and gallery openings. Second-hand suits and dresses, too many glasses of champagne. What a pair of dreamers!


Once we got pregnant, we had to face facts: we probably weren’t quite good enough to make it at the elite level. And there wasn’t much money in it even if we did. How would we manage the travel with a baby? It would be hard. Too hard. That’s what we told ourselves. Looking back, that was my father talking. And when had I ever listened to him? It was an excuse not to try, not to risk failure.


In those lean years, when Marlene’s art teaching kept us afloat, I did thank her. But I was more than a little ashamed, not being able to provide for my family. A real husband would have supported her art, was always the subtext. She actually said it out loud once, in an argument, forgetting that batmaking was not my first choice, either. It was all wrong from the start, letting marriage limit our dreams rather than enable them.









doubling up


Queensland Under-19s flogged Northern Territory in the second round and then edged out Tasmania in a thriller. Harrow contributed eighty and sixty, plus a couple of catches. He sent all the results home, in detail. Liv said his scores, and Queensland’s progress through the competition, were updated on his school noticeboard when she and Mum drove past every morning. That was pretty funny, seeing as they weren’t even going to let him come.


His Year 12 patron, Miss Meadow, had turned him down initially, saying he needed to spend the time studying. ‘Your English essay is overdue. And final exams are only a few weeks away.’


He was passing all his subjects, but everyone knew playing on the University of Queensland oval was as close as he was going to get to a higher education.


‘With respect, exams and essays aren’t much use to me. I’m going to play cricket for Australia.’


‘That’s a nice dream, Todd. But I think you need a backup plan.’


He flopped back in his chair and raised his hands, palms open. ‘Have you seen me bat, Miss?’


In the end, Mum rang the principal for ‘a conversation’. And he was going after all.
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Queensland Under-19s’ next game was against New South Wales, where he’d be facing his nemesis, Robert Hilton. It was only the moment he’d been imagining every night since he’d read the team lists. And just about every night since he’d first come up against Hilton, when they were still boys, at the regional schools comp at Port Macquarie. He’d been the stand-out fast bowler for the locals, Hastings Valley, and probably the tournament. There was already talk back then of him playing for New South Wales.


Oxley Oval’s picket fence was yellow instead of white, and right next to the sea. Lorikeets and cockatoos screeched from the Norfolk Island pines. The human crowd, such as it was, sat on the stone wall cut into the grassed hill or the benches beneath the pines. The only thing that reminded Harrow of home was the proximity of the tennis courts. He set his sights on a SIX or two, something to stir up the crowd.


Hilton was a tree of a boy, and a handful. His first ball rose steeply and struck Harrow flush on the chest, knocking all the air out of him. He wasn’t sure his heart was still beating. He walked away, head up, refusing to rub it, channelling Justin Langer (perhaps not the best opener ever, but the toughest). When the pain crept in, he just grinned back at Hilton. He wasn’t going to be hit twice.


He took position again, shutting everything out: the birds, the sea, the breeze in the pines, the home crowd clapping the bowler in. Everything but the ball. It was a narrowing of focus, but an expansion of consciousness, awareness. He sighted the ball out of Hilton’s hand, off the pitch, coming for his head, but this time he was ready, and hooked it over deep square for FOUR.


Wittling gave him a nod from the other end, raised his gloved hand in a fist. Respect, and a measure of the work they had to do. Together they took the shine off the ball, and then started smashing Hilton around the ground. Hilton was muttering under his breath, shaking his head. Eventually Wittling lost his off stump. Others came and went. Harrow carried his bat right through the innings. Even the locals applauded when he launched a half-volley into the tennis courts to reach his hundred.


When he called home that night, it was Liv who answered. ‘A century already,’ she said. ‘What are you going to pull out for the final?’


‘Shut up,’ he said.


His mother was more worried about whether his helmet was up to the older boys’ fast bowling. ‘This Robert Hilton, they say he can already bowl a hundred and forty kilometres an hour!’


‘He’s not that quick, Mum.’


A narrow win over Northern Rivers saw Sunshine Coast into the semis, where Harrow took a wicket and scored fifty, part of their best team performance yet, to edge out Central Coast. Vickers, their bowling all-rounder and captain, hit fifteen off the last over, including a SIX off the final ball, earning him the moniker Iceman. The local paper labelled Sunshine Coast ‘the new Invincibles’. Meanwhile, Hastings Valley had beaten Coffs Coast in a thriller of their own. Harrow would face off with Hilton again in the final.


At dinner that night, the teams started mingling. Harrow chatted to Reid, the stocky Gold Coast batter who was about to move to Brisbane for a contract with the Queensland Bulls. They were both openers, competing with each other, in theory, for higher honours, but it didn’t feel like that. Not yet. He caught Hilton looking over from the rear of the wood-panelled bowling club function room. He gathered from the honour board that Hiltons were town royalty: football, golf and cricket achievements in gold letters going back three generations. No one from Sunshine Coast had that sort of pedigree. And the name Harrow didn’t exactly strike fear into any bowler’s heart. But one day it would.


He’d psyched himself up for the final down at Main Beach with his headphones in, listening to Powderfinger and watching the gromms carving it up on one side, the skaters on the other. All the off-field movement gave him room to rest, clear his mind. They had it pretty good in Port; no wonder not many played cricket. The nasty bruise flowering on his chest was a badge of honour, seeing him go without a shirt at any opportunity.


On game day, Sunshine Coast won the toss and batted. He got off the mark first ball, playing positively and turning over the strike. When Hilton came on to bowl, Harrow prepared himself for the bouncer. He had to take him on early, show him who was boss. Instead, the ball came for his stumps. And fast. He just managed to get his bat down but overbalanced, nearly falling flat on his face. When he took guard again, his breathing was all over the place. He barely saw the next ball, played at it anyway, and missed. He shrugged and replayed the shot, suggesting it had moved off the pitch, but it had beaten him for pace. Hilton knew it, too. His smirk said everything.


For the next three balls, he was stuck on the crease. Wittling kept backing up aggressively, trying to sneak through for a single and get him off strike, but Harrow couldn’t hit the ball off the square. The following over, Wittling smashed a loose ball back past their seamer’s head for FOUR, which kept the scoreboard ticking but meant Harrow would face Hilton again next over.


Two more dot balls, tight in at his pads, and he was feeling the pressure. He needed to get in the game, score. And sure enough, when a wider one came through, he slashed at it. The ball found the outside edge of his bat and was easily pouched by first slip. OUT. He’d fallen right into Hilton’s trap.


The game went down to the final overs. And it looked like Hilton was going to bring Hastings Valley home with the bat. He didn’t have many shots, but with levers like that he only had to connect with the ball. He hit a massive SIX into the car park, setting off all the alarms.


Blaxland and Redman, their big quicks from Caloundra, practically had steam coming out their ears. But Blax got him in the end, with a cross-seam ball, and Red came running in to take the catch off the top-edge off Hilton’s bat. It all came down to a very simple equation: one wicket to win, seven runs to lose. Six balls remaining.


It was all on Red in that last over, sweat pouring out of him. Hastings’ number eleven was a real bunny, coming out with a shoelace trailing, so they rated their chances, especially after a big swing and miss first ball he faced. But then he got off strike with a bunt ball. Six runs; one wicket; four balls. The win was within their reach. And they wanted it. They all wanted it so very much. And Red knew it. He stood at the top of his mark, wiped his forehead with his wristband, and glanced around the field. They were attuned to each other’s every move, pushing in as the ball was bowled, trying to force an error. The boys clapped two dot balls like they were wickets.


Hastings’ tubby spinner swatted one that could just as easily have been caught but landed safe between two fielders and bounced off the running track into the boundary. FOUR. The crowd was on their feet, yelling and screaming for the home win. One ball; one wicket; two runs.


Red ran in, and the boys were all with him, behind him, willing him to bowl the ball of the tournament, to get a nick, hit the player’s pads, knock over his stumps, break his jaw. They didn’t care how. And Red really bent his back. It was his fastest ball of the day for sure: straight and full, cannoning into the batter’s pads, right in front of the stumps. Red turned and appealed, running backwards, both arms raised in glorious certainty. They were all leaping, hands to the sky. It was plumb. Even the local umpire couldn’t deny it.


But he did. He refused to raise that finger. Just stood there, shaking his thick head. Meanwhile, the batters had scampered through for a single. Scores were tied. The boys stood around with their mouths open, hands on heads. No one had thought to field the ball.


Red was getting stuck into the umpire. ‘Were your fucking eyes even open?’


Ice and Harrow had to hold Red back. And then Coach ran on to the field clapping his hands. ‘C’mon boys, you played out of your skins. This is a great result. A tied final!’


As they trudged off, muttering about the injustice, Harrow couldn’t help thinking of his own dismissal, the difference a few runs could have made.


In the sheds it didn’t seem so bad, after hot showers and food and drink on tap. The boys gathered around Red, trying to comfort him. No one could help it if the umpire was biased. A tied game was a result so rare it would be legend. Like the two tied Tests. Maybe they didn’t quite play with the grace of the West Indians, or scrap like Allan Border’s Australians, but they believed that one day they could.


They cleaned themselves up for the presentations, finding fresh shirts and pants. Ice spent twenty minutes polishing his shoes and Coach turned up in a jacket and tie, which was a first. With the most runs and highest strike rate, Harrow was awarded best batter, Hilton best bowler. They’d matched themselves up, out of some sort of primal instinct. But sitting at those long tables, the hollow feeling he was nursing, of not delivering when it mattered, was in the way of fully enjoying the occasion. It was a lesson he wouldn’t forget.


Hilton came over to shake his hand afterwards. ‘That’s some pull shot you’ve got there.’


Harrow grinned. ‘It was that or let you take my head off.’









Under-19s finals


Hilton was a man now, four inches taller and all bulked up. Harrow was watching him train, in the Footscray nets, now sporting a sharp haircut and an armful of tatts. Not that he needed any help looking mean; he’d picked up a few yards of pace, too. Harrow had been standing there for half an hour, cap down over his eyes, as Hilton peppered the New South Wales batters with bouncers, before the quick even acknowledged him. Harrow nodded. There weren’t words for what he was feeling; a little fear, sure, but that was part of the challenge.


Queensland won the toss and batted first. Harrow ran out ahead of Reid, swinging his arms, bouncing on his toes, to take his mark. He knew Hilton would be expecting his pull and hook shots, so he put those away for now. He didn’t play the bouncer at all, just swayed out the way and smiled. He wasn’t going to be drawn into any big shots early or lose his head. Not this time. He got off strike with a flick off his pads and called Reid through for a single.


The other opening bowler was fast but wayward. Harrow tucked one down to fine leg for FOUR and pushed an easy single through mid-wicket. Reid hit a straight drive down the ground and they ran four on a misfield and poor throw. Harrow should’ve been out next over, caught at first slip. But the fielder put it down. Harrow shook his head and took strike again. It was the lucky break he needed.


New South Wales were getting frustrated. The pitch was an absolute road, the ball didn’t seem to be swinging or seaming. The third delivery of Hilton’s next over gave Harrow room to cut, running the ball away for another boundary.


They put on forty-nine before Reid lost his middle stump. Hilton gave him a big send off and Reid had plenty to say in return, forcing the umpire to step in. Harrow turned his back, determined not to get caught up in the emotion. Instead, he watched the low clouds scudding in over the ground. Melbourne’s weather never did seem to be able to make up its mind.


Once he posted his century, Harrow accelerated, taking Queensland past three hundred, and his own score within four runs of a double century. Hilton came on to bowl the last over. Of course. Harrow got the first ball away and ran three, which was looking like a mistake, with one of the Gold Coast twins Harry Dean swinging and missing, nearly turning himself full circle.


Next ball was wide, beating Dean and the keeper, running away for four byes. Harrow was starting to wonder if he would ever get back on strike, but just grinned and shrugged. More pressure wasn’t going to help Dean. At least Hilton had to bowl the ball again. This time Dean clubbed it out to mid-wicket, and they jogged through for a single.


Final ball of the innings, Harrow had his eye on the short boundary at deep square leg. There were two fielders out there but if he got any width at all, he reckoned he could send it over their heads. The ball was overpitched; it was Hilton feeling the pressure now. Harrow stepped into the shot and lofted the ball down the ground, over long on. It landed on the roof of the clubhouse, lodging in a gutter.


He leapt high in the air and pumped his gloved fist. He’d joined the double hundred club, which only nine batters had managed in the competition before him. And most of them had gone on to play for their country. Even Hilton came over to shake his hand as they ran from the field.


Then Sky found something in the pitch that had eluded the New South Wales bowlers, reducing them to five for forty-two. They never recovered, all out in the thirty-fifth over. It was a massive win for Queensland. They’d surprised everyone, even themselves.


When Liv rang, he already knew what she was going to say.


‘A double, Toddy!! Hope you’ve left something in the tank.’


Western Australia was going to be tough to beat, armed with the usual battalion of fast bowlers. Coach took a gamble and played two spinners, thinking the Footscray pitch, well-worn now, might turn, and Western Australia wouldn’t play them as well as the pacers.


McCain, their number three and captain, from Toowoomba, lost the toss, but Western Australia sent them in when they would have batted anyway. Harrow raced to fifty, and then pulled himself back, determined to be there at the end. He was on seventy-nine when he chopped an inside edge onto his stumps. The most disappointing sound in cricket.


He trudged from the field and stood under the showers until the hot water ran out. When he joined the others, to watch the rest of the boys do the work, Coach said, ‘Bad luck, mate.’


He nodded. But it wasn’t luck. He’d gotten ahead of himself and checked his shot, rather than just playing his natural game. The rest of the batters chipped in, Reid top-scoring with ninety-one. And then Sky was an absolute legend, taking three wickets and fluking a diving catch in the outfield. It was like watching a skyscraper fall, but in the end, he held up the ball. OUT.


The spinners cleaned up the rest, with Harrow chiming in to take his first wicket (a skied ball off a half-tracker), and Western Australia was all out in the forty-eighth over, well short of the required total. Their gamble had worked. Or, as Liv put it, Queensland was on a roll.


Meanwhile, Victoria had lost the other semi. Queensland would play New South Wales in the final. They’d only won the championship four times to New South Wales’ fifteen, but it was a challenge the boys were ready for.
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They spent their rest day at St Kilda, chilling out with a game of touch footy in the park, amid picnickers and buskers, and a swim afterwards. The water was so cold their lips turned blue, and McCain reckoned his balls had shrunk permanently. After that they took to calling Victoria the Arctic instead of Mexico, as in south of the border, and McCain Captain Frozz, as in frozen peas.


Harrow had never seen so many cake shops in his life, let alone on one street. He couldn’t decide between a poppyseed roll and the layered chocolate torte, so ordered both, and a cappuccino so big even he couldn’t finish it. When he sent Liv a picture of the cake shop window, she warned him not to pig out. But it was too late.


Whether it was all the caffeine and sugar or visualising how he was going to bat the following day, he didn’t really sleep that night. He couldn’t wait to get back out to the middle and score more runs.
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The big game was at Punt Road, in the shadow of the mighty Melbourne Cricket Ground. Frozz lost the toss again; they would field first, which meant waiting – and chasing. But at least they’d know exactly what they had to score to win.


The bowlers didn’t start well; their lengths were off, bowling too short or too full. New South Wales got away early and they couldn’t peg them back. Their openers both passed fifty and were starting to smash the ball around when Sky finally got the breakthrough: an edge that Harrow had to dive for and take with his left hand.


Sky plonked one of his great mitts on the back of Harrow’s head and pulled him towards his chest in a half-embrace. ‘Nice, Hars.’


It was a big moment in the game. Sky took two wickets in his next over, and they were back in the battle. Some big-hitting from the tailenders in the final overs took New South Wales to two hundred and ninety-nine. Queensland had a lot to do, under pressure. Pressure not helped by the media showing up with their long lenses and two old blokes in sunglasses, leaning on the fence, who could only be selectors.


Harrow and Reid ran from the field ahead of the others to go through their respective routines amid the chaos of gear, clothes, towels and half-dressed men and boys: fresh shirt, socks, thigh guard, box, rib protector, forearm guard, pads, inners and gloves laid out, bat leaning against the locker. Deep breaths all the while. Reid went right side to left, Harrow left to right. Reid was always ready first but waited, without impatience, by the door, eyes closed, visualising what he wanted to do out in the middle. Harrow, on the other hand, could not be still for a moment. Not until he was facing that first ball.


Frozz called everyone together in a huddle, arms around one another. ‘Boys, we’re here, in the final. No one expects us to win. But we can! Let’s show them how we play cricket in Queensland.’


Reid went early, losing his leg stump to a Hilton yorker, but Harrow and Frozz dug in. Harrow was feeling good, hitting them clean, building his innings to pass fifty. He raised his bat, but he wasn’t done. There was the next ball, and the one after that. Frozz got a beauty that squared him up, hitting him flush on the pads. Harrow was pretty sure it was going down leg, but he knew the umpire was going to give it out. Frozz had left himself wide open. Sure enough, the umpire raised his finger. Harrow went on the attack, building another partnership with Harry Dean. But he fell, and then his brother, Gill. They were still in touch with the required run rate but kept losing wickets.


There was too much left to do in the final over: sixteen from six balls. And Hilton to bowl it. But Harrow was still there, and on strike. He walked down to bump fists with Sky. ‘I’ve got this,’ Harrow said, squinting up at him.


‘And I’ve got your back.’


He swung hard at the first ball, only managing a top-edge but it flew over slip and away to the boundary for FOUR. Hilton shook his head and walked back to his mark. The next one was meant to be a yorker but ended up a waist-high full toss, which Harrow pulled for SIX.


‘Shot, Hars,’ Sky said.


New South Wales pushed a fielder out. The next one would be at his head, for sure. He was ready, but again, didn’t get hold of it. There was a single there, but Harrow called NO. He managed to flick the next ball off his pads, and they scampered through for two, Sky only just grounding his bat as the keeper removed the bails.


Four runs, two balls.


The next ball was too good, spearing in at his toes. Harrow could only defend. He took a breath and walked out towards square leg, focusing on the breeze in the treetops, the crowd gone quiet. Hilton and his captain were still strategising, placing their field.


It was Dad’s voice he heard in his head, quiet and steady. Back yourself.


He took his mark, tapped his bat three times, looked up at Hilton running in hard, jaw set. He read it on length – and swung. The ball flew above the leaping fielder’s hands, bounced once, and ran over the boundary rope for FOUR. Right in front of the selectors. Queensland WIN!


Sky was down the pitch in two strides, lifting Harrow high in the air. Harrow was unable to speak, only grin. National Champions!


[image: image]


He was the tournament’s leading run scorer and Sky leading wicket-taker, edging out Hilton by two wickets. All three were named in the team of the championship. Looking back through past lists, there were plenty of names he recognised. It was the seeding ground for national players. Now his name was there, too.


They celebrated with a few VBs in the change rooms, not a XXXX to be found. Frozz and Reid were the only ones over eighteen but that didn’t slow the party. There was the usual half-dressed carry-on in front of the lockers, and more than one beer poured over Harrow’s head. Sky’s skinny white legs took up half the narrow space, as the boys gathered in to hear him call the final over, beer bottle as microphone, as seen from the non-striker’s end. He really hammed it up, how stressful it was just standing there, and the miracle of the final four. The boys fell around laughing, a loose-limbed contentment settling in.


They gathered in a stumbling circle, arms around each other’s shoulders, the floor awash. Reid sang the team song, off-key but full of heart. The boys’ eyes were glassy, and not just from the beers. Harrow had to work hard not to let a tear escape. It all meant so much.


Once he was cleaned up, and buttoning his shirt for the final dinner and presentations, Coach clapped his hand on Harrow’s shoulder. ‘Selectors came asking about you.’


‘What did you tell them?’


‘That you’re the real deal,’ he said. ‘That you’ll play a hundred Tests for Australia.’
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