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For Ness




PROLOGUE


‘I don’t consider myself a pessimist. I think of a pessimist as someone who is waiting for it to rain. And I feel soaked to the skin.’


Leonard Cohen




Friday 2.15 p.m.






	 


	Australia


	348 all out (119 overs)







	 


	England


	20 for 2 (6.3 overs)








 


 


He plays.


He misses.


My heart stops.


From my angle, you can’t tell a miss from an edge. So for the beat after the ball passes the bat, my heart waits. Waits for the keeper and slips to erupt.


They don’t.


Heads and hands go up as one, the keeper skips sideways, the crowd gasps. But no appeal follows, just the collective in-breath of a play and miss. My heart starts to beat again.


I glance up at the screen and watch the replay. The ball has jagged sharply away from the bat. Too good. Too good for anyone.


If the fast bowler gets it right, the ball hits the ground four metres from you, ricochets off the turf at over 30 metres per second, and thuds into you or your bat one-eighth of a second later. If the ball deviates on pitching, you don’t have time to react. If it moves enough, you will miss it, regardless of how good you are. If it moves the wrong amount you will nick it, and that’s your day over.


I’m sitting on the balcony, trying not to fidget. I’m trying to not adjust my pads, to not fiddle with my bat handle, to not get up and pace the dressing-room floor. The effort of just sitting still is wearing me out.


I look back up at the TV, and now the cameras have cut to me, leaning back in my chair, feet up on the balcony rail in front of me. Thankfully, I look more relaxed than I feel.


There are good watchers and bad watchers. At the best of times I am in the latter category, and we are in a real hole here: well over 300 runs behind, and two wickets down already. The clouds have rolled in, and the new ball is snaking around venomously on a pitch that looked bland and unthreatening an hour ago when we were bowling on it.


I was getting showered and changed when the wickets fell, so I ask Grub, our wicketkeeper, to fill me in on what I’ve missed. There are coaches around, good ones, but they sometimes watch differently. Pay a man to watch a lion and he will do it. Tell a man he is about to go into the cage with the lion, and he will watch it in a very different way.


‘The left-armer’s going mainly across us. Nothing’s shaped back in that I’ve seen. Good gas, mind.’ The tension has thickened his Geordie accent.


‘Right-armer’s gone away mostly, mixing in his wobble-seam. They’ve bowled well like; need to see these two off. Get through this next half-hour.’


I nod.


Easier said than done at the moment.




Tuesday morning


‘Mac, congratulations on your appointment. How does it feel to captain England?’


It still sounds odd, ridiculous in fact, to my ear.


‘Look . . . it’s a very exciting opportunity. The series is beautifully poised and, obviously, to walk out at Lord’s in charge of England for the decider in an Ashes series will be a great moment. It’s a boyhood dream.’


‘Is this a long-held ambition? And would you like the role to become permanent?’


‘Rob is the England captain. I’m just keeping his seat warm until he’s well again.’


‘Your personal form has been poor of late. Do you think that will have a negative effect on your ability to lead the team?’


The questions keep coming, probing, needling. I’m letting as many go as I can, and trying to dead-bat the rest. This is not just about cricket at the moment. The series has arrived at the sort of climax that attracts attention outside of the usual fans and journalists. We are, briefly, on the front of the newspapers rather than the back. So the room is packed, and for every familiar face in front of me, there are another couple I don’t know.


‘The Australians have been critical of England’s tactics so far in the series. Will there be a change now that you are in charge?’


‘No, I’m pretty sure they’ll still be critical.’ There are a few laughs round the room.


As it has got tighter, the series has become increasingly acrimonious.


‘I meant, will there be a change of tactics?’


‘Certainly not at the request of the opposition.’


‘Do you think the fact that you were the only real option as replacement captain saved you from being dropped?’


Ouch! ‘Michael, I don’t know what would or wouldn’t have been in the selectors’ minds if Rob wasn’t in hospital. I’ve been picked to play, so I’ll do everything I can as captain and player to make sure we win the Ashes.’


‘You’ve brought Casey Thomas into the squad. Will he be a like-for-like replacement for Rob?’


‘Look, we’re not ready to tell you the final eleven yet. We are still considering the option of playing an extra bowler. But, clearly, if we don’t, then Casey will play. He’s a very exciting [reckless], young [immature] player [ego], and if he does play I’m sure he will do a great job for us.’ I’m absolutely not sure of anything of the sort.


‘Thomas is a very stylish batsman. Does his selection represent a desire for the team to play a more attractive “brand” of cricket?’


It’s not fucking dressage.


‘No, Casey’s been picked to score runs.’


A volley of microphones are ranged on me, waiting for any slip, any unguarded comment. You don’t even have to say anything controversial to get into trouble. I was once too vague answering a banal question about contract negotiations, and this was splashed across the back pages the following day as, ‘McCall refuses to rule out player strike over pay!’


I don’t like these public occasions. I feel a sort of vertigo, as if I’m standing next to a cliff edge. Ever since I was a kid in school chapel services, I’ve been scared of suddenly doing the worst thing I can imagine. Of shouting out an obscenity during prayers, or laughing loudly during a funeral. My mind plucks at it, can’t resist imagining what would happen in toe-curling detail. It’s not that I feel in genuine danger of carrying through on it. It’s not tempting; just the opposite. It’s the sheer proximity of the cliff edge, of being a second’s whim away from disaster, which tugs and appals the imagination.


Under the table my knuckles whiten.


‘You haven’t scored a hundred in nearly eighteen months now. Do you think that puts you under pressure for your place in the side?’


What do you think?


‘Like I say, I’m a batsman. My job is to score runs. I haven’t been doing that and I need to start soon. Not to keep my place in the side, but to help win games of cricket for England.’


I glance over at the corner of the room to the large, lugubrious form of our team media manager. Jabba takes the hint and lumbers forward. ‘OK, gentlemen, I think we’ll leave it there.’ Additional questions keep coming from the packed room, but with his battered briefcase and even more battered face, he gestures me towards the door and, eyes down, I head through it, as quickly as I can without looking as if I’m fleeing.





 


 


 


 


‘Why do you let all those balls go past, Daddy?’


‘What do you mean, Sam?’


‘Why do you let all those balls go past without hitting them?’ His earnest little voice winds out of the telephone. The line makes him sound even smaller than he is. ‘Mummy says it’s because you’re waiting for the ball to go soft, but I think you should hit them for four instead, that would make it go soft quicker, wouldn’t it?’


‘That’s not a bad idea. Maybe I’ll try that. How are you doing Sam? How was school today?’


I know what the answer’s going to be before I ask the question. All I can ever get out of him.


‘Good.’


My eyes are screwed shut to catch every sound, the phone jammed hard against my ear, as if I can burrow down the wire to get closer to him. ‘How was the party on Saturday?’


‘Good.’


‘Did you have fun?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. I’m glad. Can you put your mum on, Sam?’


‘OK.’


I hear him calling ‘Mummy! Mummy!’ in the background, then it goes quiet for a few seconds. He comes back panting. ‘She doesn’t want to talk to you . . . Gotta go, Daddy.’


‘Bye, Sam . . .’ But the line is already dead. ‘. . . love you.’


Love you, Sam.





 


 


 


 


Jabba and I wander back across the outfield from the press conference.


The ground is having one of its mythically perfect moments.


The clear, untroubled light picks out the leaves on the trees behind the Nursery End.


Lord’s is beautiful in the sunshine.


Great white sails on a lush, unblemished sea.


Ahead of us, though, a familiar figure stands like a storm cloud in the middle of the square, glowering down at the pitch.


‘Hail to the chief!’ The sight of his natural foe causes Jabba to chunter belligerently as he shambles forward.


‘I’m sure there are people who like Yorkshiremen,’ he mutters irascibly. ‘I’m sure there are people who enjoy their company . . . people who don’t find them a race of smug, joyless vulgarians—’


‘Jabba!’ I warn gently.


‘I’m sure these people exist and that there are plenty of them.’ He pauses, stopping to readjust his bulk. ‘I’m just not sure there are that many of them outside Yorkshire,’ he concludes acidly.


‘You’re even more misanthropic than usual this morning, Jabba. Now look out, he’s coming over.’


The chief exec marches up to us. ‘Morning, Mac,’ he says curtly, shaking my hand. He nods coldly at Jabba, no hand offered. Jabba, barely acknowledging the nod, turns away to study the Lord’s skyline. The pair’s mutual animosity is no secret.


‘Big day on Thursday . . . hope you’re up to it?’


‘We’ll do our best.’


‘Not good, losing Rob like that. Massive blow for us.’


You don’t need to tell me. Rob has been an immense presence all series, a sporting icon at the height of his powers.


‘Can’t tell you how important this is for all of us . . .’ he continues.


‘Well . . .’


‘. . . for the game, for the country even.’


‘Like I say we’ll—’


‘What’s the side going to be? You decided yet?’


‘We’re probably leaning towards Thomas. He’s—’


‘Really! Didn’t expect that.’ He stares at me dubiously. ‘You sure? Big match to throw him into . . .’


Jesus, at some point I’m going to get to finish a sentence.


‘We think—’


‘Other options, you know? More experience.’


‘Like I say, we think—’


‘Sure you know best. Have you checked that with Rob, though?’


‘Yes, he’s on board with it.’


‘Well . . . OK . . . I see.’ He still looks dubious. He opens his mouth to say something, but I’ve already grabbed the opportunity offered by his momentary hiatus to nod, break away, and head off in the direction of the pavilion. Jabba drops into stride alongside me in silence. I feel like a tugboat escorting a battered old warship.


‘You can always tell a Yorkshireman . . .’ he says. ‘You just can’t tell him much.’


I drop into my best Barnsley accent. ‘They say what they like, and they like what they bloody well say!’ I turn to look at our media manager. ‘He really doesn’t like you, though, does he?’


‘Odi et amo.’


‘No . . . I reckon just hate.’


‘Well, you can judge a man by his enemies. So that’s a tick in that box for me.’


We start to climb the steps to the pavilion.


‘You know one thing I’ve noticed, Mac,’ he rumbles. ‘The easiest way to determine your standing in someone’s eyes is to observe to what degree they accurately attribute your ideas to you.


‘There’s a sliding scale that runs all the way from them giving your ideas to someone else, through appropriating your ideas for themselves, right up to falsely attributing other people’s ideas to you. If they hold you in high enough regard, they will tag your name to a thought they want to promote, in the belief that your halo can add a sheen of quality.’


‘So where do you fall on our friend’s scale, do you think?’


‘Ha! I reckon he’d rather credit a fortune cookie than me.’ He shrugs. ‘Like they say, you can achieve anything if you don’t care who gets the credit.’




Tuesday evening


Four of us sit in the bar. Head coach, chief selector, me, Grub. I’ve asked Grub along so I can’t be outvoted. Three beers and a water sit in front of us. I don’t waver often these days, but at the moment I would dearly love to swap my water for something stronger.


‘So, just to be clear. How are the two of you? Is that issue settled?’


I shrug. I played in a match for Middlesex up at Old Trafford last year. Casey and I had a bit of a run-in.


‘I can’t speak for him. There’s no issue at my end.’


‘What happened exactly?’


‘I was batting with Clarkey. He and Thomas got into it over a bat-pad appeal. Things started to get out of hand; they were nose to nose and screaming at each other in the middle of the pitch. I went over to try and calm things down and Thomas threw a punch at me.’ I shrug again.


‘I still had my lid on. I think he did himself more damage than me. His own captain sent him off the field and we didn’t see him again. He got a six-week ban in the end. As far as I’m concerned, that’s all done and forgotten.’


‘So you’re happy to have him in the team?’


‘Yep.’


If Rob were here, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation, would we?


‘And you’re happy that you two aren’t going to cause any issues. It’s a big match.’


‘Look. I can handle Thomas. If it’s the right team, it’s the right team. Let’s put our strongest eleven on the pitch.’


‘An’ it’s not like he’s got a history of hittin’ ’is own team,’ Grub interjects with mock sincerity, ‘so you should be fine.’




Tuesday night


I am in bed, reading. Trying to calm my mind. Trying to let the tension slide out of me enough to go to sleep. The pill from the doc sits on the bedside table next to me. I’ll use it if I have to, but as a last resort.


My mind is whirling, jumping from one unfinished thought to another.


I watched him signing autographs today. Strutting around in his new England kit. Tall and athletic, with boy-band looks and immaculately fashionable hair. He walked past a group of teenage girls and their eyes followed him, entranced. After he’d gone they turned and mouthed ‘Oh my God!’ to each other.


I can’t shake the feeling that he is the wrong call. But nor can I tell whether my distrust of him is a result of our history. Casey Thomas would never have been my choice. But others have made the decision. I am just going to have to trust them.


I check the time on my phone, and feel the usual impulse to call Beth. I want to hear her voice, want to tell her, It will be OK, it won’t always be like this. But it never works out; I can never find the words. We can talk about the kids now, but little else.


I force myself to focus on the book in my hands, flick through the pages, looking for the one I want. It’s a collection I know well. I find the right one, read it from the page, even though I know it by heart.




Bright clasp of her whole hand around my finger,


My daughter, as we walk together now.


All my life I’ll feel a ring invisibly


Circle this bone with shining: when she is grown


Far from today as her eyes are far already.





Ten minutes later, my eyelids droop, the book slides from my hand. I flick off the light and turn over. Darkness swallows the room.


And there they are.


I often find them here. Just as I start to let go. As my mind makes that first sideways slide out of full consciousness.


They wait for me in the shadowlands, on the borders of sleep. Not as they are now, but as I remember them best, two years younger. Faces, smiling one moment, then impossibly earnest.


As from the start, their smallest movements open my chest to the elements, my flawed heart bruised by each glance and gesture.


‘Come, Daddy. Come,’ arms outstretched. I reach for them. Hands, tinier than rain on my skin, pluck at my fingers. Then, turning, they lead me, baby-stepped, down into the dark.




Friday 2.23 p.m.






	 


	Australia


	348 all out (119 overs)







	 


	England


	24 for 2 (7.5 overs)








 


 


The rest of them are chuckling, looking past me to the silent TV screen in the corner of the room. I follow their eyes and groan.


A couple of years ago I was out of shape, and considerably heavier than I am now. On the screen is some old footage of me scoring runs. It is from my ‘fat phase’. I’m playing well – I remember the innings, I get a hundred – but I look decidedly chunky and, as I take my helmet off and lift my arms aloft, the difference between my face and the younger, chubbier one on the screen is comical.


‘Wow,’ Grub drawls in his thick Geordie, ‘lookin’ a tad low in the water there, mate.’


‘Sell that diet, Mac,’ comes a voice from the back of the room. ‘You’ll make millions!’


‘The camera adds ten pounds, remember,’ I say smiling.


‘That right, is it?’ Grub asks ingenuously. ‘So, just how many cameras are on you there, Mac?’


We are still laughing when it happens – the bowler runs in and bowls; the batsman plays what looks like a firm push back down the pitch, but behind him the wicket explodes. The fielders erupt, instantly followed by every Aussie in the ground.


I flick to the replay on the screen. Good ball. Nice length, and it’s just nipped back up the slope into the top of middle-and-off.


Right then, Mac.


I slip on helmet and gloves, hop out of the chair, and spend a few seconds trying to get my feet moving.


‘Go well, Mac.’


‘Dig in, mate.’


‘Good luck, Jimbo.’


I am out of the dressing-room door and down the stairs. Paintings of the game’s Greats stare down at me; my spikes clash on the hard stairs; down into the Long Room, lines of faces turning to look. Voices bounce around me, wishing me well, urging me on.


As usual, on the way to the crease my heart is properly ticking. It never goes away this; never gets much less than it was the first time. Pulse racing, blood pounding.


My mind gets quieter. From the moment the helmet goes on, it switches to the job at hand, becomes stiller. Released from the torture of waiting, it gets calmer.


But my body doesn’t. It gears up for the first ball like it’s a fight to the death, gives it the kitchen sink during the walk to the middle. Adrenaline, testosterone – you name it, it’s flowing. I’m shivering slightly from the force of it as I take guard. My hands trembling a little as I settle the bat into my grip. Not nerves, excitement, I tell myself.


I take a deep breath . . . long and slow . . . and then I look round. And, just for a moment, I can pause to take in where I am.


God, I love this!


The full crowd is buzzing. The ground hums like a living thing. Every pair of eyes is on the middle. Thirty thousand people. And for each and every person there, a hundred more are at home glued to the screen. And for every viewer in England, there’s another one sitting in the dark of an Australian night, not to mention the millions of neutrals in dozens of other countries. At this moment, I feel like I’m standing at the centre of the world.


We are in a real hole. We are scrapping to survive in the game and the series. We are in danger of surrendering the Ashes here and now.


But this is who I am, and this is what I do. Time to go to work.


Now the routine kicks in. I get my feet moving, bend, flex, check the fielders’ positions, my movements crisp, business-like.


I recheck my guard with the umpire, prod a few marks on the wicket, walk away a few steps, then return to the crease.


I take one last look round at the fielders and drop into my stance. Fifty yards away, the bowler settles the ball in his hand, starts walking, then running, accelerates towards me. The hum of the crowd turns into a mounting roar as the Aussies in the stands cheer him into the wicket.


Right, come on Mac. Let’s do this. Come on . . . See ball, hit ball.


The noise crescendoes as the bowler reaches the crease, and then explodes upwards as the fielders appeal. The ball has pitched just outside off-stump, jagged back up the hill and hit me on the knee-roll. The fielders are howling as one man at the umpire, their arms outstretched, eyes bulging, and their roar is echoed by their supporters in the stands. For a second, I think I’m safe. Then the umpire nods fractionally, and his arm slowly swings forward and upwards.


Out, LBW, first ball.


The Australians charge inwards, feral in their joy, leaping all over each other. Their sections of the stands are going crazy. My stomach has fallen away, dropped through the pitch and kept going.





 


 


 


 


For a batsman, getting out is a sudden and violent thing. Unlike most losses in sport, which are more gradual, it happens in an instant. You are in, and then, the next moment, you are out. Evicted from the scene, your meaningful role in the match is over.


It could be your first ball or your four-hundredth. Few sporting failures come so fast, and with no advance warning. Breaking down in a grand prix, a runner pulling a hamstring, conceding a last-gasp winning try in a rugby match – these are parallels, but they are rare and extreme occurrences rather than typical.


I play one part. I am a batsman.


I have one real job, one role to perform of any substance.


Yet, it is perfectly possible that in a Test match that lasts five days, my opportunities to perform that job could be limited to one ball. Confined to the four-tenths of a second it takes for a delivery to travel from hand to stumps.


Or, I could be on the pitch for almost the whole five days, in an exhausting, mind-sapping trial of stamina, concentration and skill.


Or more likely, more often, somewhere in between.




Wednesday afternoon


‘Hi Jabba.’


‘Mac.’ I stop. There’s an off-note there. The pause slightly too long, the reply overly casual. I retrace my steps to his open door. He clicks his mouse hurriedly, clearing his screen, and looks up.


Hmmm. ‘What are you writing there, Jabba?’


He tries to look insouciant. It’s not an expression his walrus face is particularly good at.


‘Oh, you know . . . words,’ he says.


I wait, letting the pause lengthen into a silence.


He adjusts his twenty-stone bulk. The chair creaks underneath him. ‘Moving them around, putting them in order.’


I wait.


‘Then rearranging them.’


I stare at him. I’m not going anywhere, Jabba.


‘Then going back to the first arrangement,’ he drawls, ‘because although it’s far from perfect, it’s a damn sight better than the shitty second version,’ he chuckles.


I’ve never seen him look uncomfortable before, ever. The reason can’t be good news.


‘What sort of words?’


‘Nouns, verbs . . . mostly. The odd unnecessary adjective.’


‘What is it, Jabba?’


‘Nothing you need to worry about, Mac.’


‘Jabba!’


He sighs heavily, ‘Sorry, Mac. The MD wants a media plan in place in case we lose. I was just scribbling some notes.’


‘Jesus! We haven’t bowled a ball yet.’


‘I know, I know. Well, you know what they’re like, professional arse-coverers. They didn’t get where they are today by not diving for cover at the first sign of trouble.’


‘Be nice if they showed a little faith.’


‘Not sure they know the meaning of the word.’


‘Well then, put it in there.’ I turn to leave. ‘The substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.’




Friday 2.31 p.m.


It felt like it might have done too much. I’d got a decent stride in. The ball still had a fair distance to travel to get to the stumps. I walk down the pitch to the tall figure of Casey Thomas at the other end.


‘Was that sliding down, do you think?’


He shrugs. ‘Dunno.’


‘Worth a review?’


He shrugs again, says nothing.


Thanks Casey, big help.


The seconds are ticking by.


It didn’t feel out, but it’s hard to overturn decisions once they’re given. Reviews are precious, don’t want to waste one.


Gotta decide, gotta decide.


The umpire is looking at me, wanting a decision.


Time’s up, now or never.


I bring my arms up into the T-shape for a referral; the umpire presses his earpiece and starts talking to the third umpire upstairs. The twelfth men arrive with drinks. I take a sip, out of reflex rather than thirst – I’ve only been out here for a single ball, after all. On the big screen the Hawk-Eye replay is unfolding: RED, pitched outside off, RED, hitting in line, GREEN, sliding down and missing the leg stump by the tiniest of margins.


I breathe again. Put my lid on and go back to the crease.


‘Lucky bastard,’ MacKenzie mutters at me from short leg.


I shrug back at him and grin.




DAY TWO





 


 


 


 


Like a tremor in an earthquake region, a wicket runs as a shiver through a batting team’s dressing room. There can’t be no reaction; someone has to pick up their helmet, be wished well, and walk out into the sunshine. But nor do you want too much response. Gasps and swearing help no one, and unsettle the already nervous. In general, conversations pause, observe a moment’s silence, then continue, a little subdued.


Any wicket carries the threat of more. You’re at your most vulnerable at the start of an innings, as your reflexes adjust to the conditions. So wickets have a natural tendency to fall in clumps. And once they start to fall, there is never a guarantee that they’ll stop. If three or more go quickly, suddenly you can find yourself in the middle of a genuine collapse.


When you are batting, you win the game slowly, by inches. It takes hours of diligence and skill to wrest supremacy from the opposition. But you can lose it fast. A strong position, battled for and built over two or three days, can be swept away in forty minutes of mayhem.


Collapses have their own momentum. And it feels unstoppable to a team in its grip. The room becomes hushed. The atmosphere moves from relaxed and convivial, the knockabout fun of a happy dressing room, through stages of nervous hope, then edgy chatter, to quiet desperation. The seven stages of the grieving process played out in miniature as a side collapses. It gets quieter and quieter, as the room slowly fills up with guys who’ve just failed in front of millions, and those who are facing the imminent prospect of doing so.


Walking to the middle as the wickets are clattering, and the crowd is buzzing, is one of the great tests the game has to offer. Mental resilience, sound technique, the ability to trust yourself, your skills, your instincts: these are your only protection, your walls against the raging tide that would swamp you.


If in doubt, simplify. Peel it all back . . .


See ball, hit ball, switch off.


See ball, hit ball, switch off.


One ball at a time.


Just get to the end of the over.


It will get easier.


This too shall pass.


And then . . . slowly at first . . . the pressure eases a fraction. The two batsmen in the middle have managed to staunch the bleeding.


The panic ebbs, the conversations start up again. The bowlers who were doing the damage have tired and had to be changed and, as they settle, the batters are able to counterattack.


The ball starts to hit the middle of the bat, and slowly the pressure is tilted back on to the fielding side.




Friday 2.51 p.m.






	 


	Australia


	348 all out (119 overs)







	 


	England


	38 for 4 (12 overs)








 


 


There is silence when I walk back in through the dressing-room door.


I lasted another ten balls, and then nicked one to the keeper. There wasn’t much I could do. Just one of those balls you need to be lucky enough to miss. I wasn’t.


I take off my pads, grab a bottle of water from the fridge, and head out on to the balcony to see if the next pair can stop the rot. Casey has barely managed to put bat on ball, and is looking completely out of his depth.


I overhear two of the bowlers whispering behind me.


‘Fuck’s sake.’


‘I know.’


‘We could be bowling again tonight, here.’


As I sit down, the tall Lancastrian drives at a wide one. The ball flashes away at head height through the vacant cover region, two bounces and it thuds into the boundary boards. The crowd roars, pleased to have something to cheer about, but it’s a poor shot in the circumstances. He’s flayed at it on the up, with no control over the stroke. He could easily have nicked it to the waiting slips, or found a fielder in the ring.


‘Easy, Casey lad,’ Grub mutters to himself next to me.


The next ball is similar, and Casey flails at this one as well, missing entirely. The slips leap in anticipation of an edge, and then drop their hands to their heads as a man. The fielders in the ring have crowded in to within a few yards of the figure at the crease. You can’t hear them from here, but it’s clear they are chattering away. Making sure Casey knows all about the play and miss.


There are hard times to bat, and easy times. Conditions fluctuate during a Test. At the moment, the ball is still fairly new, and swinging around under heavy clouds. Their best bowlers are bowling, and have their tails up because of the wickets we’ve lost. But they can’t bowl for ever: eventually they’ll have to be replaced; the ball will get older and easier to play. Conditions will swing in favour of the batsmen. But only if we can weather this storm. We desperately need the pair at the crease to rein themselves in and see off the opening bowlers. Tighten their defence, only play when they have to; protect their wickets and the batsmen still left in the pavilion at all costs. The whole match may hinge on it.


If the forecast is right, tomorrow will be sunny. If we can get to the close of play with wickets in hand then we’ll be able to make the most of what are likely to be perfect batting conditions on Saturday. Get ourselves back level in the match, or close to it.


Grub curses under his breath as Casey pushes hard at another wide one. The ball slides off the face of his bat and looks as if it’s going to be caught by the fielder at point, but it just dips a little at the last moment and bounces in front of him, safe by a matter of inches.


The fielders are almost beside themselves with excitement and frustration. They know the match, and the Ashes, are here for the taking: a couple more wickets exposes our tail.


There’s one ball to go in the over.


Grub looks up at the screen. Casey’s various false shots are being shown one after the other. The replays, in excruciating slow motion, make his batting look pretty ugly. Grub shakes his head.


‘Poor lad. Slow motion doesn’t half make you look like a wanker.’


It does if you go in and swing like a rusty gate.


‘Come on, lad. Just get out of the over,’ Grub mutters imploringly. ‘Couple more overs and these two’ll be off.’


The ball is dug in short. Leave it, Case. But he hooks at it, tries to smash it away square of the wicket. The ball flies off the top edge of his bat and sails upwards towards fine leg. Down ball! Down! I’m desperately urging the red leather in my head, but fine leg is racing in and covers the ground easily to pouch the catch. The Aussies race across the outfield to him, engulfing him in hugs and high-fives.


I’m holding my face expressionless; the cameras are on me waiting for a reaction, my face huge on the big screen. It looks calm, shows nothing. But my heart has dropped away into an abyss. If I’m honest, I don’t really see a way out of this for us now.


But the umpires are holding Casey in the middle. They want to check the bowler’s front foot for a no-ball. They talk into their radios. Up on the screen, we see the magnified shot of the popping crease and the bowler’s foot inching down towards it, agonisingly slowly. Jesus, this is going to be tight, you know. The foot lands and it’s right on the line; you can’t see anything behind. And since the line belongs to the umpire . . .


‘No-ball,’ says someone behind me. ‘Definitely no-ball!’


The giant foot toggles backwards and forwards, lifting off and on, off and on. The crowd are making their feelings clear. They are cheering like it’s a foregone conclusion. ‘No-ball!’ voices are shouting from the stands. Casey has made his mind up as well. He’s put his helmet back on and walked back to re-mark his guard.


‘Definitely a no-ball,’ someone says again behind me.
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