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For Vini, who I never want to do life without

And for Logan – I can’t wait for you to read this someday






Foreword Pat Cummins


I remember the exact moment Glenn Maxwell came into my life. He was on a television screen, batting for Victoria in a one-day match. He hit a massive six one ball, and smacked a catch high in the air the next. ‘Classic Maxi,’ laughed Sean Abbott, sitting next to me. They had just been at the Academy in Brisbane together, and Sean told me this fella wanted to hit every ball he faced onto the moon. He sounded like somebody I should be keeping an eye on.

We would be in the same Australian squad not long after, touring the UAE when Maxi made his international debut. We were all worried about Saeed Ajmal in the Pakistan attack, dominating with his ability to spin the ball both ways. Maxi rolled up to our analyst to ask for a replay of a delivery we’d just been shown. Next time we were all waiting to bat, he declared, ‘All good, I can pick his doosra no worries!’ When it was his turn, he reversed Ajmal first ball – he’d picked the doosra, no worries.

That’s an encapsulation of the next 12 years we’ve spent playing for Australia. His endless confidence in doing things his way is something to behold.

In those early T20 days, you rarely saw batters risk getting out in ways that might be criticised as stupid. Even more so playing for their countries. Maxi was never saddled with that baggage, turning risk into his signature. Sometimes that made him hard to watch, especially when I was next in. But his way was never without calculation. He worked out half a decade before almost anyone how to be the ultimate matchwinner.

By the time I was leading Aussie teams, Maxi’s career had proved there was no gain in trying to curtail him. In a way, it’s easy to captain Maxi: you just get out of the way. Give space to his potential, put him into a position to shine. Remove inhibitions. He’s the player we are happy to shift the whole team around, placing him as perfectly as we can in a game. Because more than anyone, he can win games by himself.

Our conversations seldom go further than encouraging him to trust his instincts, because those instincts create chaos for fielding teams while boosting our guys. Maxi getting off the leash in white-ball cricket is like Steve Smith grinding a Test team into the dirt. The opposition reaction is the same – frustration turning to despair, and soon there’s no way back.

Of course, it doesn’t always work. Any approach has rough edges. But as a team, plenty of us are picked to play percentages and aim for consistency. Eyes wide open, we ask the opposite of Maxi.

There will never be a better example than his 2023 World Cup. I had the best view of the 40-ball ton against the Dutch, but the next time I was at the non-striker’s end was so different. Against Afghanistan, at 7 for 91, batting was as difficult as I’ve experienced in one-day cricket. The ball was swinging then turning square. I was hanging in there like day five of a Test. Down the other end, his body shutting down one limb at a time, he was hitting some of the most absurd shots imaginable.

Our personalities were well balanced for that partnership. As he will tell you, we laughed a lot and tried to live in each moment. There were so many of them: reviews, drops, half chances, beaten edges, nicks, boundaries, maidens, Maxi lying flat on the turf.

He leaves nothing in reserve, and didn’t that night. On the line between crazy and genius, I know which side he falls on. At the end of one over, a long way from the target, he said, ‘You just block out maidens, I’ll get all the runs.’ From anyone else, that sounds mad. But out of his mouth, it sounded plausible. It gave me the confidence that I could do my bit.

When history assesses his 201 not out, I firmly believe it deserves even more credit. It’s undoubtedly the best one-day innings I’ve ever seen, and has to be the best ever played. It was the night his greatness had the space it needed to flourish to its fullest, and it was there for the world to see and respect.

That win gave the last burst of confidence our group needed that we could do whatever was necessary to win that World Cup. I already thought that Maxi’s ceiling was higher than any player I’ve taken the field with. That innings had us all believing it was higher again. It was fitting that he would go on to hit the winning runs in the final.

Maxi will say he’s changed a lot from the brash young bloke I described. It’s been special to become fathers around the same time, and to see what a great dad he is to Logan and the team he makes with Vini. All the parents in the Aussie side share that. But he’s still the guy who insists he can pick any bowler and hit them anywhere he wants. The bravado has never dimmed. And when his plans don’t come off, instead of regrets, his first thought is always that he can’t fathom how he didn’t nail it, and that he definitely will the next time. That’s a wonderful trait, in our game or in life.

After that World Cup, there was naturally a point of wondering what’s next for a guy who has done all one can in a gold Australian shirt. I know his appetite is vast and he will continue to push for selection in every national team, and I assure you that his name comes up in every one of those discussions. I suspect it will continue to well after he’s retired. That’s because he will always be the guy capable of anything, with his belief that he can win any game, from anywhere, at any time.






Foreword Virat Kohli


Sit down for an interview with Glenn Maxwell? During an Indian tour to Australia in 2016, it was an interesting request. My management passed on the information, and it sounded unusual, but I cautiously agreed.

Of course, I was familiar with his work. Maxi arrived in the IPL in 2012 and there had been a lot of cricket between Australia and India since. His talent was obvious: a guy who had every shot that existed and invented some that didn’t. I would see flashes of this ridiculous ability. But we didn’t know each other beyond the back and forth on the field.

This video interview was part of a series he was doing with Cricket Australia, and our chat had the questions you might expect: my enjoyment of being anonymous in Australia, playing alongside Sachin Tendulkar, my fiery streak on the field. We were done in ten minutes.

After filming, though, when he was less nervous, we moved on to what he really wanted to speak about. It was the first time we’d spoken properly, and my impression was of a guy who wanted to take his game to the next level, and was soaking up everything he could from my experience. He asked loads of questions about my preparation and dealing with a public profile. You know when someone is really listening, wanting to learn, and Maxi was.

I marked it off as a nice experience, wished him well, and left knowing we would see each other on the field. As it turned out, in one of those games, the occasion got the better of us. I’m sure that story features in this book, and the result was a distance between us. I had a rapport with some Aussies like Steve Smith, with a rivalry underpinned by respect, but Maxi and I were competitors only. We were both at our most intense, struggling to find balance.

Deeper into my career, I realised that our world view as younger men wasn’t the only way to succeed. Forever combative, always on the edge, can lend you energy for a time but can ultimately be exhausting. Maxi and I have spoken since about feeling this way, where offence was easily taken and tempers frayed. He had a smile on his face more than I did, always a joker, but we were both part of a wider culture.

In time, the IPL can help sort out this balance for some players, and the timing of reaching this understanding helped me and Maxi. Our interview returned to mind, helping reorient my thinking towards what he might be able to do at Bangalore in 2021. Watching him play made me think he would enjoy our environment. I put this to AB de Villiers, my trusted offsider in that dressing room, and he immediately agreed.

Not only did we think that Maxi would be a great fit in our middle order, we also thought he would be grateful for the chance to stop being the centre of attention, given there was already a spotlight on me and AB. We thought that might get out the best out of him. Since his Kings XI campaign in 2014 he had been searching for his best, and we all knew he was too good not to find it eventually.

It was a thrill seeing that come to pass, and at the same time having his huge cricket intelligence engaged for us. He was a dream recruit. It lives as a frustration for both of us that we weren’t able to win the trophy in that first season.

It didn’t take long for us to develop a closeness beyond the dressing room, as it became obvious that Maxi is about genuine care and connection. There’s so much more than meets the eye. He’s an easy person to be open with, and that goes both ways. I never knew how sensitive he is as a person, and I mean that in a positive way. Our friendship expanded to our families, as we navigate our journey as fathers. We text constantly, silly things that will make the other laugh. It’s natural, like we’ve been mates forever.

When he had the night of his life in Mumbai against Afghanistan, I was thrilled for him on a personal level. I knew it would also make life more difficult for my Indian team, with Australia believing they could win from anywhere, but I was able to keep those thoughts separate while watching from Bangalore.

I missed some of the innings after Australia went four down. The game was moving so quickly in Afghanistan’s direction, and knowing their spinners, it would get no easier. Checking in as he and Pat Cummins rebuilt, I said half seriously that with Maxi there, anything could happen.

By the time he reached his century, I genuinely thought he was going to win it. I’ve seen what it’s like when Maxi gets hold of a team, and it felt like this was one of those nights. Yet to think he would end up with a double century was another layer of unbelievable.

The whole cricket world was glued to those final stages, as he kept bombing sixes on one leg, without a helmet too. Going down time and again with cramp, limping for singles – it was compelling drama, and so Maxi.

When it was over, I texted him along those lines: that he is a freak and a madman. In my view, he is the only player in the world capable of doing what he did. Concluding with such a milestone was perfect, capping an unparalleled knock.

Twelve days later, in the final, when Maxi threw a ball back in, I instinctively stuck up a hand and blocked it. Earlier in our careers, with so much on the line, you can guarantee there would have been an altercation. But now? We pretended to fight for a second, before both starting to laugh.

That’s exactly as it should be – competitive but respectful. When someone can make friends along the way, from unexpected beginnings like Maxi and me, we’re all the better for it. That’s special, and a bond I know will be lifelong.






Co-author’s note Adam Collins


The bloke remembers everything.

Of all the cricketers I’ve interviewed, none have enjoyed powers of recall like Maxi. It’s because of this that we realised early on, years before getting our act together to write a book, that any project on his life could be much more than a bog-standard tour diary.

When his leg snapped in late 2022, it felt like that was the end of the story. There might not be any more career to document. Little did anyone know what Glenn’s 2023 would morph into when he made it back for the World Cup.

In reading this, think of us as charting time in two directions, x-axis and y-axis. One path goes through the most dramatic year of his life. The other ranges further, weaving in relevance from all the years before it. This means some chapters bounce around wildly, but then, so can Maxi. Like all things with him, it’s about holding on and going for the ride.

In many ways, he has lived his career as an outlier, but he’s also someone who has helped shape the modern game so that his way is more the norm. Behind the image of the cricketer, the person is vulnerable, sincere, and so much fun. Enjoy a guy who is happy to share all of this with you in such an unguarded way. He’s worth it.






Prologue

There are 34 steps from the field of Wankhede Stadium to the dressing room. I stood at the bottom of them without a clue how I was going to get to the top. I had cramps stabbing through both hamstrings, with exhaustion having set in long before.

Still in my pads, with my bat in one hand and my cap on backwards, I stood still in the Mumbai night and took it in. The scoreboard still showed my name next to 201 not out. It still read ‘Australia wins by three wickets’. Even so soon, I understood what this innings meant, and I knew it was ridiculous.

From where we were a couple of hours earlier to where we were now – it was a lot.

I knew that this would be big when Australia woke up. Not to the extent that I could predict there would be a pub in Melbourne where the chef would decorate his meals with ‘Maxi 201’ on every plate. But I’ve been around long enough to expect some response.

Yet what came back to me most strongly right at that moment was how close this came to never actually happening. How near I was to losing cricket altogether. It was not quite a year since November the 12th, 2022, when my left leg snapped in two – a gruesome injury from a terrible accident.

When I finally drew a breath and tackled those stairs from the field, each step was a symbol for every step I had taken in the previous 360 days, both as a cricketer and a human being. On both fronts, I’d never been prouder.



There have been opportunities for me to write a book across the 12 years I’ve been playing international cricket and the Indian Premier League, but I resisted. I always thought that it could wait, that I would rather reflect on things at the end of my career.

But this story, from that broken leg to hitting the winning runs in the 2023 World Cup, and becoming a father along the way, finally felt like one that deserved telling.

What follows in these pages is the tale of those months in depth – a year of my life, on the page.

But I also knew that just banging together a retrospective diary wouldn’t be the right book, because my whole life to that point, in and out of cricket, had shaped what happened in that year and the way I was able to make it back on the field.

To know me is to understand how far away I was from having a professional career at all, and how close I was to leaving the game behind before I’d turned 20 years old.

It’s to know my want to be a father, and why the obstacles along the way hurt so much. It’s to know how integral being a family man is to me, and how that stems from how I was raised.

It’s to recognise in these pages the grown-up I’ve become (at least most of the time) and to see how far I had to go before getting my act together with my wife Vini.

It’s to understand that dealing with mental health is a part of who I am.

This is the journey you are about to go on with me, one that takes all this in. It’s daunting, but when I decide to do something, I’ve always been the type to throw myself into it. So that’s my attitude to sharing my story with you.

Ideally, I want you to feel like I’m sitting opposite you at the pub, telling these stories on a long afternoon. Because of that, they will bounce around into the corners of my unusual, lucky existence. But the diversions will get back to the centre, the tale of a year more eventful and volatile than any I’ve had. I hope you enjoy the ups, the downs, and the place we end up.

This is something I couldn’t have committed to before. I’m glad I have now.






1 Snap


Snap. Typically, that’s a word with great connotations for me: people talk about the way my wrists snap through the cricket ball when I send it through cover or over the leg side. But on the night of November the 12th, 2022, it meant something very different as my left leg slipped from underneath me, and a hundred kegs of former fast bowler fell squarely onto it.

Try to imagine grabbing a fistful of Paddle Pop sticks and bending them to breaking point – when I think back to that night, it’s this visceral sound that haunts me. I had broken bones before, it’s an occupational hazard as a sportsman, but this one was different. It was the most painful experience of my life. My screams were loud and desperate. My leg was in bits, my ankle destroyed, bad enough that doctors were quietly bracing my wife for the even more traumatic possibility that my left foot would need to be amputated.



The funny thing is, I can’t begin to tell you what a wonderful day and night it had been.

It was only a week after we had been knocked out of our home T20 World Cup at the group stage on the basis of net run rate. In our final game in Adelaide, I won player of the match for a quick half-century before we held off Afghanistan with the ball. But the win wasn’t enough – we were too far behind on run rate after New Zealand had thrashed us in our opening match.

I was as angry as anyone at not being able to defend our title, one that a congested calendar only gave us a year to enjoy after winning in Dubai in 2021. Speaking to the media, I tried to explain that as a modern professional, you couldn’t afford to lie around licking your wounds. The comments were misrepresented by people who wanted to say that I didn’t care, but the simple fact is that in cricket at this level, there’s always something else around the corner that demands diligence and focus. This time we had a one-day series against England. It didn’t have much riding on it, sure, but an international is an international, and I was preparing the right way on that fateful Saturday.

Because we hadn’t made it to the business end of the World Cup, I was able to get a rare bit of downtime. And because I’m a cricket nut at heart, that included taking myself off to the Junction Oval to watch the Melbourne Stars play their Women’s Big Bash match that afternoon. Having played for the men’s team for so long, I’ve done a fair bit of coaching some of the women behind the scenes, and the longer I hang around the game, the more pride I take in seeing people I’ve worked with making their own way. Tess Flintoff is one of them, who barely a week earlier had smashed the fastest WBBL fifty off 16 balls, so it was a great time to catch up with her parents.

I had a chat on TV with an old teammate, Brad Hodge, and otherwise kicked back to watch the game. It was a gorgeous late spring afternoon, and it finally felt like all was coming good in my world as we entered the last months of 2022. It had been a capricious cricketing year, which is par for the course when your role is as heavily reliant on risk and reward as mine, and it had been a tough year personally, which I’ll tell you more about later in the book.

So it was balm for the soul to know that I was going to be able to attend Chris Reidy’s 50th birthday party that night at his home in Bayswater. When so much of life is spent in the playing bubble, I savour the rare opportunities that arise to be at home with the people who knew me before the world did. These are the friends who make a point of keeping my feet on the ground, usually by ripping the shit out of me, but always with love. It’s such a relief to really be ourselves, picking up conversations from where they left off no matter how long it has been since we last had the chance.

The birthday boy had a big hand in my cricket as a teenager, as did a number of the dozen or so people at this gathering of tight friends. Chris had helped enable my first trip to England as a teenager from club cricket, and had also taught me in my first year of TAFE.

Out of school, far from sure that I was going to be a professional player, I was an inaugural member of Cricket Victoria’s Sports Development course – 16 guinea pigs who just wanted to find a way to combine sport and further education. Chris understood me, we got on really well, and it just so happened that he coached Fitzroy-Doncaster.

It wasn’t clear what sort of player I was going to be. I was on Victoria’s radar through age-group cricket, and they liked me as a middle order batter who bowled off-spin. My club, Richmond, thought I was going to be an opener who bowled medium pace. I could see this tension costing me opportunities to advance to the next stage, and Chris, in a canny play, saw a chance to recruit me from the classroom to his club. I remain a proud member of the Lions more than 15 years later.

On an occasion like his birthday, I’d normally have a few beers, but with the England one-dayers starting that Thursday I decided to drive instead. The night played out as so many others have – a handful of pals, wives and partners, a couple of kids floating around. Chris’s son Lachy had bought him a beer pong set as a gift, so we were throwing table tennis balls around and generally talking a lot of shit.

I’m stressing this family-friendly vibe when introducing Ben Waterman to the story. For a long while I’ve been reluctant to put his name into print, but if we’re telling the story then we have to do it properly. I had known Ben nearly as long as I had Chris – Ben was also a teacher of mine in my second year of TAFE. And he was also a teammate; a big fast bowler at Fitzroy-Doncaster who I played alongside plenty of times. On the subject of keeping me humble, nobody does it better. I’m sure to Ben I’ll always be an annoying 19-year-old, so I can’t help setting out to play the role, and he fires right back.

Truthfully, I can’t even remember the details of our volley of barbs this Saturday night, but whatever was said I decided to chase after him. It wasn’t a thought-out plan but it probably would have ended in a wrestle and some foolishness. Ben took off, I was in hot pursuit, and as I reached him he turned back to track my progress and slipped.

We weren’t sprinting on a tennis court, as per some reports, we’d just stepped onto some synthetic grass. Because I was so close to him and running, my foot skidded out as well. His tumble took him across my left leg. Fast bowlers can end up as big lads after giving the game away, and this is the case for Ben. Any pleasure I ever took in telling him so, karma paid it back in spades.

Under his frame, my leg snapped. I shrieked. ‘I’ve broken my leg!’ I said, and knew without a doubt that it was true. ‘Please tell me you’re taking the piss?’ said Ben, my poor friend already full of panic as he found his feet. If only. I’m glad Vini was around the other side of the house with everybody else and didn’t see the first moments, but she certainly heard the aftermath and came straight over. I asked for an ambulance; it was panic stations.

Clearly, everyone at that party knew that as much as this would have been awful for anyone, it carried the added weight that my body in perfect shape was my living. There were a lot of tears. Ben was devastated; he could barely look at me. I was laid out on the ground with my foot propped up. From then, things came to a standstill.

It turns out that 9:30pm on a Saturday is not a good time to get yourself injured, because that tends to be when everyone else is doing it too. There wasn’t going to be an ambulance swinging by to rescue me in the outer eastern suburbs of Melbourne – the 000 operator said it could be 90 minutes away. Rain had arrived, every cricketer’s nemesis – my friends had to put up a small marquee on top of me. It was grim. My trouser leg was tighter by the second as the ankle and foot swelled in a way I’d never seen before.

In no state to do it myself, I asked Vini to start calling around. We couldn’t reach the Australian team doctor, not unreasonably on a Saturday night, but we did get onto Trefor James, the former team doctor at Victoria. After explaining that we had no bead on an ambulance and that by now my foot had practically exploded out of the shoe, he was keen for us to take charge of matters ourselves. He arranged for us to be taken in at the Epworth in Richmond, about 45 minutes from Bayswater, and said that Vini should drive me there.

In the meantime she had to call my mum, Joy. She’s my biggest fan and rides the bumps with me, and still keeps a scrapbook of news clippings from my good days. We were able to reassure her that I was being taken care of, would be at hospital soon, and it was going to be fine. Except I didn’t have much faith in that myself.

Somehow my mates carried me to the car and manoeuvred me into the back seat. We got to hospital far earlier than we would have otherwise, but the trade-off was acute pain flashing through the break with every bump and turn. Three quarters of an hour felt an eternity with my foot dangling from the leg.

We’re able to laugh about it now, but Vini was mortified when the full extent of the damage became known. That’s because she spent most of the trip calling me a sook and suggesting that I probably just had a sprain. I can’t blame her for thinking that I was a diva given how pampered we are on the playing circuit.

At the hospital I didn’t jump the queue because I’m a cricketer, but the level of pain got me seen right away. It wasn’t long before we had a look at an X-ray that confirmed what I knew, even if Vini didn’t. I had done a good job of destroying my lower leg, not just snapping one bone but shattering pieces of it in the process, while chipping the other. As for my foot, well, it was a circus, busting all the ligaments plus the syndesmosis joint that keeps the whole show together down there.

As the doctor was explaining this, the penny truly dropped. I remember as a teenager when Nathan Brown broke his leg playing footy for Richmond – it was sickening at the time, but even worse later as it kept him away from the game for so long and led to his premature retirement. He was never the same player. I now had an overnight wait to think about this before an operation.

Funnily enough, faced with possible disaster, my brain went into overdrive in the other direction, trying to locate any positive I could find. Blame it on the painkillers that had finally been pumped into me. I switched to thinking about footballers who made it back inside a couple of months, and how that would be me after they popped in the pins and got me into rehab. In this dream sequence, I’d get back for the second half of the Big Bash League, demonstrate that I was good to go, get picked for the Indian Test tour, and never think about the leg again. All after a nice little mental health hiatus – maybe this was the best thing that could have happened!

Of course, this was wildly wrong and ridiculous. With that Test opportunity, the idea was that the summer of 2022–23 would lay the foundation for getting me back into the team. There was an Australia A outing against the South Africans in the offing, and more Shield cricket than was usually possible. Nothing was certain, but after the profound disappointment of not quite getting to use my baggy green earlier that year, this was where a lot of my attention was. I didn’t accept that any chance I had of turning out in those Tests against India was scuppered the moment my leg broke.

It had been in Sri Lanka in July 2022 where my dream became close again, after so much false hope. During the one-day series before the Tests, I was at a function with Aaron Finch, my former housemate and current captain for Australia’s white-ball teams. I wasn’t in the Test squad but there was open-ended language in the announcement that gave them flexibility to expand the group using limited-overs players, and I had started the trip with 80 not out from 51 balls to get the job done in an exciting chase.

As I wondered aloud to Finchy, he kept it simple, as he has throughout our friendship. Gesturing to our coach, Andrew McDonald, he said, ‘Ronnie’s over there. Why don’t you go and ask him?’

So I did. I framed it by asking what the chance was that I would be one of those additions to the Test squad. He replied, ‘Probably 98 per cent.’ I couldn’t believe it, and before I knew it I was breaking down in tears. He asked whether they were happy tears, and they were. It had been a long time coming. I had accepted that my Test dreams might be done. To have that revived meant the world to me, and it showed our team’s evolution that they could see a way for me to contribute despite so few recent chances to play red-ball cricket.

I’ll never forget those first few days back at Test training. It was my first time since 2018, and I loved every second of it with the wickets spinning and rolling at Galle. At no stage did I have to think about power hitting, instead working on problem solving and survival, finding a way to score. This is why I’ve never considered myself a white-ball specialist – the challenge of red-ball cricket is just too compelling. Even getting under the lid for bat-pad catching practice was a thrill. I would have given anything to play that fortnight.

The day before each Test in Sri Lanka, I looked a decent chance. The day of both, the chance disappeared. It was painful to get so close, a pain I mostly took out on the golf simulator in the team room. But it did give me belief that it was within touching distance for our next overseas assignment in India, the cricketing landscape I know better than anywhere in the world. That pathway back to Test cricket was so important to me that, in the middle of this traumatic episode, I just couldn’t imagine that it was closed.

I didn’t sleep a wink that night. By the time I got into a hospital bed it was 1am, and it would be past lunchtime the next day before I was put under for surgery. My mind was wandering between that outlandish positive thinking and the throbbing pain in my foot. It was getting bigger by the minute, and there is only so much that painkillers can do. Those hours on my own, sitting and enduring, were the longest imaginable, and I was no chance of sleep.

When morning came, it was time to make use of the waiting with a few phone calls. I’ve been around long enough to know how breaking a leg on a Saturday night can look, especially given I had a not unreasonable reputation as someone who has enjoyed a few evenings out across the journey. First call was to Australia’s chief selector, George Bailey. We’ve enjoyed a terrific relationship since playing for our country together, especially under his leadership. Bails trusts me and treats me like an adult. After the inevitable prognosis, I pretended to be blasé to lighten the mood: ‘So mate, you might need to find a replacement for me for these one-dayers.’

George was as collected as ever. It was a similar conversation with Ronnie, another former teammate. He was a fixture for Victoria across formats when I started in 2010, and we batted together in his last Shield match for the Vics in 2014. He went on to coach me in that side before getting the national job. He was someone else with a lot of trust in our relationship, and it was important to me that they knew the full story, especially the fact that alcohol wasn’t involved. Cricket Australia would soon release a public statement that was carefully written to make the same point.

When the time finally came to get the leg sorted out, I convinced myself that it had been done. Initial feedback was that the operation had gone well, and that after a few days I could be released to get home and take care of myself. Getting this done ended up being ridiculous, with my manager, Ben Tippett, having to sneak me out the back door of the hospital to avoid the chance of media attention.

So the world knew. My circle of friends is a big one, and the flood of messages coming in made it clear people were upset. I know how many are on this ride with me, and my positive thinking in that initial 24 hours had been as much about convincing myself that I’d be okay for them. But it was never likely to work that smoothly.

In the days following surgery, there’s meant to be a natural improvement with the leg in a cast. But the existing swelling meant that didn’t happen. I couldn’t get comfortable no matter what I tried. It turned out the swelling hadn’t stopped and was pushing against the confines of the cast, so the pain was out of control. They had to go back in and cut the cast to shove ice packs down both sides. My daydreams of getting back on my feet within a couple of weeks, wandering around the house to work on my putting and my short game, disappeared.

This was when Vini was told to start preparing for all eventualities. The doctors thankfully didn’t share this with me yet, as I would have freaked out. But the swelling was at risk of escalating into compartment syndrome. This means that intense pressure on the muscles can lead to infection and necrosis. If they couldn’t get it under control in the very short term, the risks for the limb were existential. I might never walk properly again. I might never play cricket again. I might, if everything went wrong, lose the foot entirely.






2 Back to Reality


Spoiler alert: the doctors didn’t cut my foot off. But, fuck me, there were moments – irrational, crazed, middle-of-the-night moments – when I thought we may as well be done with it. A tip for anyone unlucky enough to shatter a limb at some stage in their lives: do not mistake the comfortable numbness of a cocktail of painkillers in hospital as proof that you’re ready to go home.

Of course, that’s exactly what I did – discharged five days after going under the knife. To that point the doctors had been giving me the maximum acceptable amount of prescription opioids and I was also on a ketamine drip. In simple terms, I was out of it, which helped them manage the situation of getting the swelling down. Stuck in a bed with a conveyer-belt of icepacks being applied, the treatment eventually made sure that we avoided the drastic result they had been worried about in the first 24 hours.

In a situation like that, getting all the care in the world, it made my desire to get home as soon as possible all the sillier, but it gives another insight to my altered mindset. My outlook went in waves, but there was a prevailing positivity with my questions geared around when I’d be able to start walking, begin rehab, and get back on the field. It turned out I was way off the mark.

So I convinced them to send me home on the Friday because, let’s be honest, I was bored. What the hell was I thinking? This proved a horrific idea, which became apparent across that weekend. So much had happened in the short time since the accident, but I wasn’t prepared for the next round of pain to be just as severe.

On crutches with a moon boot, which had replaced the cast to allow for swelling, the name of the game is to keep all weight off the foot. But for a bloke who makes his living being physically coordinated, do you think I could successfully follow such instructions? Every tiny slip, every glancing knock to any part of my leg, and the searing agony returned, even from areas a long way from the damage. It turns out the song is right, everything in the body is connected. I was a total mess, constant tears, the works.

Thankfully Vini is a pharmacist, so there was nobody better to have on hand. One of the issues was that outside the hospital walls, the doses of my painkillers were lowered dramatically, so they weren’t touching the sides and couldn’t make me drowsy enough to sleep. I was knackered, always awake, and often panicking. There’s no way back to hospital at that point, and clearly I should never have left.

A privilege of being a professional athlete is having medical support on hand, and I was not too proud to call on Cricket Australia. It was an important turning point, as the drugs were restored to a level where they had some effect, and I could finally get some sleep before getting back into the anti-swelling cycle with both sides of my foot draped in plastic bags full of ice packs. Talk about sophisticated.

As a classic extrovert, I’m fuelled by other people. By this point I was missing that stimulation. I was fielding plenty of texts and calls, but there is a difference between that and talking shit with my teammates. The doctors were checking in regularly and I was peppering them with questions about what my short-term goals could be. At that stage I just needed something.

A big moment came nearly three weeks later, when I was able to prop myself up on an exercise bike to very gently go through the motions. Physically, this was next to nothing, but psychologically it was huge: the forward momentum of the pedals was a tangible symbol that the process of recovery was finally under way.

I’ve always tried to be an open book with the media. Honestly, what’s the point in any other approach? The people who write about the game have a job to do like anyone else in the community. Getting annoyed by stories that don’t break your way is natural, but getting fixated on it achieves nothing. With this in mind, I knew it was important to sit down for an interview to give some detail about what had happened on that night and a sense of how I was going.

That was recorded for Cricket Australia’s platform, and I felt a lot better once it was all said and done. Giving a detailed account was always going to lead to further stories about it, but better my words being quoted than online conspiracy theories. That’s another part of life in the public eye that I’ve had to condition myself to over the years and not get emotionally involved in.

Rehab also meant that inside a month of the break, I was back to work at the Junction Oval. Not the work I wanted to be doing, but it was time to begin the really hard yards as I prepared to get out of the moon boot. Patiently overseen by Nick Adcock and Adrian Mott from Cricket Victoria and Andrew Oppy, who took over my case, the early stages involved pool work to control the weight I was putting onto the foot. Even something as basic as completing a set of calf raises gave me more confidence in everyday life, which improved again getting into the gym.

I appreciate that none of this is riveting, but it’s an experience shared by almost anyone in sport. Being ruled out by long-term injury, it’s easy to lose your sense of self, so having a plan was satisfying, even if it had to evolve and adapt to my ongoing pain. Being at my home ground was important too, able to catch up with teammates and be part of off-field conversations and planning.

Between phone calls with Cricket Australia to check on my progress, there was plenty of alone time and that was well spent. There are so many moving parts to a career like mine that it isn’t often that you get a chance to reflect. In patches, Covid had been like that for all of us, but this was different as the pause was mine alone.

I remember drifting off thinking about my childhood and how dominated by sport it was. Playing with my brother, Daniel, with a set of lego for stumps – how we would roll around laughing every time one of us was bowled before building it back up again. In that same living room when we were a bit older, constantly flicking a cricket ball when the other least expected it – right over the top of a glass table, of course. Mum would often be stuck sitting between us for this. Resigned to the fact that she couldn’t stop us, she would lament that we were going to break the table one day. But we never did – it’s a point of pride even now.

Outside, everywhere was a cricket ground. South Belgrave, where my parents still live, is about 45 kilometres from the middle of Melbourne, so it means plenty of space. Our backyard had a slope back towards the house, which might, if studied, suggest something about the unusual areas where I still hit the ball. My strongest recollections involve a tennis racquet rather than a cricket bat, as a bratty 10-year-old me collected plums from our tree and thumped them as far as I could over the house towards the road. That was my first T20 range hitting.

The toughest battles in childhood were saved for my best mate, Rob Cockerell. Mum would drop me at his house every morning before school, and get me much later in the afternoon when she finished work. At any available time when the sun was out, we were going at each other in his backyard.

It was a steep downhill run to the bowling crease along a thin brick path, at the end of which we would try to knock each other’s block off. This wasn’t hard with that angle, which would continue down the pitch until a flat section where we would bat, so even on a good length, you were often sniffing the ball. But it was important to get something in the way, because the kitchen window was directly behind the stumps. It was fast and furious, influencing how I went about things when playing on a Saturday.

Rob was a skilled sportsman, and it was of some satisfaction to him that in our final year as juniors at South Belgrave Cricket Club he was named the team’s best all-round performer. I got one back on him in winter, though – despite him being the better footy player, I snaffled the Best and Fairest in our Under 18 year, the final season where I was able to combine playing both sports. Sure enough, he was best man at my wedding and I was best man at his. Some bonds last forever.

Those who know me from South Belgrave days still use my nickname – Aussie. It has nothing to do with ambitions to play for Australia and everything to do with my childhood idol Austinn ‘Aussie’ Jones, the lightning-fast wingman for my beloved St Kilda Football Club, who would have won the Norm Smith Medal in the 1997 Grand Final if not for Darren Jarman.

My sporting obsession was baked in by the fact that we lived literally across the road from the cricket and footy clubs. The nets were no more than 150 metres from my front door via a bike track, and I gave them a serious workout. So much so that when the club built a fence around the ground when I was a teenager, my dad Neil negotiated that they put the gate directly in our route.

I was such a lucky kid. And in my low moments through the rehab process, of which there were plenty, I was able to connect to that and remind myself that I’ve been blessed since the very beginning.

Nevertheless, it was tough watching Australia take the field that summer, especially the Test team. Sure, I wasn’t going to be playing on Boxing Day – it’s one of my great disappointments that I’ve never had the chance to play a Test at home. But the fact that there had been such a clear path back to wearing my baggy green in India, and the increasingly obvious fact that it had closed, hit hard.

There was, however, another segment of the Indian tour: a one-day series directly after the Test matches. Given the 50-over World Cup would be played in India some six months later, Bails and Ronnie saw this earlier series as effectively the start of our campaign. In the ordinary run of things, staying on the safe side by missing a bilateral trip would probably be the course, but in a World Cup year? I had a new goal: India in March.

It was pushing that bit harder than I might have otherwise that gave me a reality check. Bails never said explicitly that I would need to play a state game before being considered for India, but reading between the lines it was only fair. Our training is so closely monitored that they have access to everything, and by early February I was making quick progress with my running. The Big Bash had been and gone but there were Shield games coming.

The frustration of having never played a Test at home extends to how little I’ve been able to turn out for the Vics in four-day cricket as my career has gone on. Look at my first-class stats in late 2024, and it was only 10 games ago that I hit 278 against New South Wales at the Junction Oval. But my problem is that 10 games takes us all the way back to November 2017. Being on duty for every Australian white-ball game that I’m fit to play means they routinely clash with the Shield, which is played at the shoulders of cricket season thanks to the Big Bash in the middle.

So the fact that I was going to make my comeback in a first-class game was so unlikely that I was able to have a quiet chuckle to myself. I had been in touch with the coach, Chris Rogers, throughout my recovery and he knew there was this window to play back-to-back games, with South Australia in the final week of February followed by New South Wales at Albury. I got the news that I was picked. It was on.

It was a tantalising prospect, not just returning to the field, but having the chance to turn it on in my first red-ball game for nearly four years. How different the world, and my life, had been back in October 2019 when turning out at the WACA. The current game was also a crucial one, with the Vics needing to win to stay in the hunt for a final berth.

As you climb up the sporting pyramid, the difference between levels becomes more distinct. I had played a game for Fitzroy-Doncaster on the way back to this Shield fixture, but I was so far within myself that I can barely remember it. Imagine saying that to the teenager who, in his second game of District Cricket, was up against Shane Warne, who naturally enough rattled off a ton and got me out. That is to say, this wasn’t my first game of cricket back, but it was the first where my body would be under full duress. And didn’t it show.

Walking back into that dressing room, it struck me how fortunate I was that this was happening now and not when I first rocked up as a 20-year-old. Under the guidance of Bucky Rogers, and the on-field leadership of Pete Handscomb and Will Sutherland, the Victorian team is a work in progress but the dressing room is an emotionally healthy place. There’s an understanding that people are different, and a will to embrace and nurture that. It’s a nice place to be.

I wouldn’t change much about the exhilarating time I’ve had in the game, but I wouldn’t want to relive my earliest days as a Victorian player. Despite being a juggernaut, with a current or former Australian player in practically every seat, it was rugged. Riven by internal rivalries and worse over many years, I was totally out of my depth as a kid who just wanted to play well and do it with a smile.

I was well looked after by people like Ronnie, Bobby Quiney, Clint McKay, Brad Hodge, and David Hussey – senior players who’d seen plenty – but it took me years to feel at ease. Way too long, now I’m thinking back to it. It wasn’t a place where I could be myself and love the game. I’m so pleased with how it has improved.

I was also very grateful to have the chance to give something back. Spending so much time around the state team in recent years but not actually playing is a strange dynamic at times. With Sutherland in charge that week, a young captain, I was excited and nervous, just as I had been as a rookie finding my way.

That was until the game started. I know that getting a close leg-before decision is part of the game, as I did early when we batted. I’m far less comfortable with feeling like an old-age pensioner in the field, which was how it played out when we bowled. There was nothing wrong with how the game was going, well ahead and rolling through them, but the experience of being in the middle was so different to the straight line and agility drills that had been my bread and butter over the last couple of months.

Reacting to live in-play moments, in a mix of jerkiness and impulse, is second nature when your body is right. It was a different story here. I take pride in people saying that I’m one of the best fielders of my generation, because I’ve worked so bloody hard on it. Over these few days, instead of being a chance to show everyone I was fit and firing, it only served to demonstrate how far away I was.

So deflated from that run-around in the field, I was on a hiding to nothing the second time I batted. I wasn’t in the right mindset to go out and find the rhythm I craved, let alone to follow my way of putting pressure on the fielding team. Getting knocked over second ball felt about right.

Conditioned to the T20 circuit, I’ve learned how to respond with balance to poor performances. The positive was that we had won the game comfortably, and the bigger picture was that I hadn’t reinjured myself. I’d be better for it next week in Albury.
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