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PART ONE

HINDSIGHT




CHAPTER 1

THE NEW NORMAL

Sunday, 8 March 2020 – ICC T20 Women’s World Cup Final I’m standing behind the boundary rope at the Melbourne Cricket Ground on International Women’s Day 2020 and my face hurts from smiling. The noise is deafening as the record-breaking crowd of 86,174 roars in time to international superstar Katy Perry. The explosion of colour on the stage is juxtaposed against the familiar sight and smell of freshly cut grass on a perfect Melbourne afternoon. It’s an assault on all my senses in the best possible way. I feel like I’ve been transported to the Super Bowl, but I haven’t. This, I hope, is the new normal for women’s cricket. After decades of standing in the shadows, a huge spotlight has been turned on and I can’t believe I’m here to witness it.

Sitting just below the surface are constant waves of fatigue. I have pushed myself so hard to get to this point. I’ve recently started a new role as a genetic counsellor at the Sydney Children’s Hospital and as much as I wish I could spend three weeks completely immersed in a home T20 World Cup, I have new responsibilities and it wouldn’t be fair to my new team to take so much time off. My job at the hospital is important to me, so I throw myself into doing it all and I rearrange my schedule so I can travel to games to work as a commentator for Fox Cricket and ABC Grandstand. I recognise that there are very few of us who are in a position to effectively promote the World Cup, so I appear at a lot of events, sometimes walking in, delivering a keynote speech and then leaving immediately to go to work or commentate on a match.

My life is frantic and exhausting, but in the back of my mind I keep reflecting on something my former captain Belinda Clark said to me when I retired. She called to check in on me, as she often did, and said, ‘Alex, we are all quickly forgotten, so be prepared for that.’ That’s just the way it is with the trajectory of the Australian women’s cricket team. One minute you’re a part of the best Australian team ever, the next you’ve moved on and the new team is the best ever. So while I’m genuine in wanting to promote the T20 tournament and do a great job in commentary, I also know some of the motivation to be involved is not wanting to be forgotten yet. I represented my country for 15 years and just missed being a part of this tournament as a player. I know it’s going to be a landmark moment for Australian sport and there’s no way I want to miss out on that.

Towards the end of my career I had this home T20 World Cup as a bit of a stretch goal. In those final three years, I was under extreme pressure to maintain high levels of performance and my T20 game was, quite rightly, under scrutiny. I was asked to get better as a T20 batter and I did. After identifying a new batting coach I believed could help take my game to a new level, I managed to find another gear and, knowing this tournament was going to be special, I thought I could push my career out. But in reality I wasn’t ever in the planning for it. Even though my performances improved exponentially, I wasn’t crucial enough to the team to hold on to my place.

I hadn’t been sure how I would feel approaching the World Cup as an outsider when not so long ago I’d been part of the team. But standing here in the MCG, I realise I am exactly where I’m supposed to be. No part of me wants to step past that boundary rope to be out there playing.

I see my friend Rachael Haynes coming out to do her warm-up. She’s walking across the outfield with pace and purpose – there is no time to dawdle on match days. The coaches don’t want the players spending too long in the venue getting nervous, so it can feel like you’re cutting it fine to get everything done before the first ball is bowled. She has her bat under one arm, gloves under the other, spikes on and she’s biting into a salad roll the size of her head. It’s a good sign. Despite all the madness going on around them, for the team this is just another warm-up to get through, just another game of cricket to be played as they’ve done hundreds of times before. The lights, music and spectators don’t change the task that’s in front of them.

The tournament to this point couldn’t have been better scripted. Australia, the favourites, suffered a shock loss in the opening game to India, followed by a series of victories that weren’t quite emphatic enough to really stamp their dominance on the tournament. Then there was the deluge of rain at the SCG that almost took away the opportunity for a game. Who would have thought they’d get enough cricket in that day to be able to make the final? All the pressure was about making the final – the bold ambition from T20 tournament directors to sell out the MCG relied on Australia playing here today. Once they were in, that pressure melted away and they could just play cricket. I know they would have been embarrassed about that loss to India and I was confident that would give the Australian team the motivation to go on to win the whole thing. With all that time to think about how they could have done it better, I’m sure they won’t make the same mistakes again.

The loss of Ellyse Perry, who suffered a torn hamstring in Australia’s final pool game against New Zealand, has been a huge talking point and for good reason. Pez is possibly the best cricketer we’ve ever had. She’s an outstanding one-day player and an even better Test player. We should play more Tests just for her sake; she’s amazing in that format. But her position in the T20 side had been under pressure for some time and she’d had to work hard to maintain her spot in that team. She’d found herself batting at number seven because her strike rates hadn’t been high enough. Her bowling had been under scrutiny because, at her pace, a little error in line or length and you get punished. While she worked hard on both of those areas and rightly held on to her place in the team, I don’t think her absence is too concerning for Australia. But I feel for her. If anyone deserves this moment through sheer hard work, it’s Ellyse Perry.

My only real worry is if the match comes down to a tight last over, or even a Super Over. I’d asked Ellyse to bowl the final over back in the 2010 T20 World Cup, when we’d won by three runs defending 106. Those pressure situations are her specialty and I hope Meg Lanning has someone she can count on if a similar situation arises here today.

Meg’s captaincy is something I’ve been watching closely throughout the tournament. When she took on the role at 21, having never captained a team before, I thought she was too young and inexperienced. She had huge potential – she scored a century in her second ever game for Australia and had never dropped out of the XI after being selected, had never been asked to carry the drinks. But it was a bit of a gamble to make her captain at that time and she learnt some hard lessons, especially during the 2017 World Cup. I think the shoulder reconstruction she went through has been the making of her as a captain. For the first time, she had to experience being outside of the playing group and she learnt a lot from that.

So far in this tournament I’ve seen things in Meg that I’ve never seen before. I can see how much it means to her, every wicket, every game. For a long time, she had a bit of a ‘business as usual’ approach to winning – because winning is what the Australian team does. But to see her pump her fist in elation when they beat Sri Lanka – who they have never lost to – I know how much it matters to her. If I can see that, as an outsider, I can only imagine the great impact that attitude will have on those she’s leading on the field.

The start of the match draws nearer and my co-commentator Isa Guha and I have to tear ourselves away from Katy Perry’s enthralling performance and the sea of cricket fans joining her in chorus to rush to position and go live into the lounge rooms of people all around the world. Isa asks me a question but the feed through my earpiece is too quiet against the roar of the crowd. She’s standing right next to me, but it’s so loud in here I can’t hear a word she’s saying. The noise is just unbelievable, I’ve never experienced anything like it. Eventually I’m able to lip-read enough to figure out she’s asking me about the pitch and we make it through, live on air.

Finally the match begins and Alyssa Healy and Beth Mooney stride out to bat. Weeks ago, before it all began, I predicted Beth would be player of the tournament. She has been strong so far and I expect no less from her today. Alyssa, or Midge as she’s known, hasn’t been in her most sparkling form, but I’m not worried. I watch her walk out there, full of confidence, and think, She was born for this. She loves the big stage and this is the biggest stage she’s ever had. Midge has this carefree style of play and is very happy to throw caution to the wind. She’s a team-first player and she understands the role that Meg and coach Matthew Mott want her to play. Midge will take the game on from ball one. Even if she gets out first ball, she will already have had an impact, by putting fear into the bowlers’ hearts, setting the stage. She has been under pressure because her fearless style hasn’t been paying off, but I know she won’t go into her shell, she will keep going.

Deepti Sharma bowls the first ball. Midge sizes it up and hits it wide of long on for four. I was right: today is her day. Her bat swing, the sound of the ball off the bat – she’s just flying. She’s enjoying herself, playing without fear, and it’s amazing to watch. To be able to play that way under these circumstances is quite remarkable and I think she’s uniquely positioned to be able to dominate this moment.

The game rolls on into India’s batting innings and Australia are in total control. It’s a perfect day for them. Megan Schutt has been bluffing in the media about Shafali Verma having her measure, but she gets her on the third ball for just two runs and things don’t improve for India from there. As far as excitement goes, the final doesn’t quite live up to the last-ball victory we got in 2010 – maybe I would slightly tweak the script if I could – but it’s a brilliant display of skill and dominance from the Australians and there’s utter jubilation when Ash Gardner takes the final catch to seal the win.

After the match I’m invited to go into the Australian change room. It’s a nice gesture, but I decide not to take it. Instead I move on to the next venue to meet up with my wife, Lynsey, my sister, Kate, and her partner, Ros, as well as Lynsey’s best friend, Lydia. It’s a lovely moment with a posse of old players; all of us have represented our countries in cricket and it’s wonderful to reflect on this huge day in our sport with some of my closest people. I also feel like I don’t want to be in that change room – this is the new team; this is their victory. I want to give them the opportunity to celebrate and be together. We meet up with them later when they finally leave the MCG and it’s great. I’m glad I waited because now I can talk more privately and naturally to them and it doesn’t feel so overwhelming. The exhaustion is starting to set in and I’m ready for life to return to normal.

* * *

Soon after, I’m back at the hospital and enjoying the slower pace of life now that the tournament is over. Everyone has seen the game and it’s lovely to talk to colleagues about it. I feel happy and satisfied that I got to be part of it, as draining as it was.

As much as I’m content with where I am, every now and then I find my thoughts drifting, wondering what the girls are up to. They’re probably still celebrating. That’s really the only time I feel any sadness at not being part of the team. I remember the feeling of winning a World Cup, the absolute elation of the moment and the glow that lasts for weeks afterwards. There’s something in that experience that really bonds a team together and there’s a bit of lingering heartache that I’m not part of it now. Just the tiniest touch, but it’s there.

But what is really playing on my mind is the future for our sport. The World Cup was a landmark moment, so where do we go from there? I think back to when I saw Rachael eating her huge sandwich while thousands of people cheered and danced all around her and I realise the change that has caused the explosion in popularity hasn’t come from inside the team. They were doing what we’ve always done, it’s just that now people are watching.

What has changed are the attitudes towards women’s cricket and the high expectations that those in charge are willing to set so we can take our rightful place in the spotlight. These players deserve to be on prime-time television, to be cheered on by a packed MCG, to take home the same prize money as their male counterparts. But it couldn’t happen until people started believing in it.

The long-term planning, vision, money and respect that went into the T20 World Cup made it a success. The five seasons of the Women’s Big Bash League (WBBL) that preceded it set the stage and proved that the appetite for women’s cricket is out there. If Cricket Australia hadn’t taken that risk and put the money in to get the WBBL on television, they never would have known that people wanted to watch it. To me it appears that the people in power running our great game now genuinely believe that women and girls have as much right to aspire to success in a sporting career as men and boys do. Great inroads have already been made in correcting the disparities that have existed for such a long time.

As we look to the future and start to imagine what might be possible for women’s cricket in the next 20 years, it is motivating to know there are still some barriers to inclusion and equal opportunity that remain unconquered. We know what is possible when we aim high and it’s more vital than ever that we continue to raise the bar so that cricket can truly lay claim to our bold vision to be a sport for all Australians.
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