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Prologue
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Some battles are fought in stadiums.

Some are fought in silence.

Dev Sharma did not know the day he was picked last that it would change him.

He did not know that one day, under a burning afternoon sky, thousands of eyes would follow a ball spinning high above a boundary rope, and that his hands would decide everything.

But that day was still far away.

For now, he was just a boy in a migrant family in Australia.

A boy whose father worked long shifts behind a petrol station counter, watching cars come and go like dreams that never stopped moving.

A boy whose mother believed books were safer than bats, and marks were stronger than muscles.

They had come to build something steady.

Something safe.

Something lasting.

They did not come to chase trophies.

But Dev had another dream.

And dreams are not always loud.

Sometimes they begin with embarrassment.

With laughter.

With being chosen last.

His father had one word for days like that.

Stay.

Stay when they doubt you.
Stay when you fall.
Stay when you are invisible.
Because the real game is not always on the field.

Sometimes, it is inside you.

This is the story of a boy who was never the first choice.

This is the story of the last pick.

And the battle to stay.
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CHAPTER 1 - The First Day
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Dev Sharma was twelve when his father signed him up for cricket.

He didn’t ask if Dev wanted to.

He didn’t make a big announcement.

He simply came home one evening, placed a folded registration form on the dining table, and said, “Training starts Sunday.”

Dev looked up from his homework.

“Training for what?”

“Cricket club.”

Dev blinked.

“I’ve never played properly.”

Kush shrugged. “Everyone starts somewhere.”

Meera paused mid-chop in the kitchen.

“He has tutoring on Sundays,” she reminded.

Kush nodded calmly. “He will manage both.”

Dev stared at the form.

He didn’t hate cricket.

He just didn’t love it either.

At school, he was the kid teachers smiled at.

The one who solved maths problems quickly.

The one who remembered dates in history.

He was comfortable there.

Cricket was different.

Cricket meant people watching.

Cricket meant being judged.

Sunday arrived colder than expected.

The local Melbourne club ground smelled like wet grass and sunscreen.

Boys his age were already throwing balls at each other confidently.

Dev held his brand-new bat like it didn’t belong to him.

Kush stood beside him, arms folded.

“You’ll be fine,” he said.

Dev wasn’t so sure.

When they split into groups for drills, Dev found himself standing awkwardly in a catching circle.

“Hands like this,” the coach demonstrated.

The first ball came.

Dev misjudged it.

It smacked against his chest and dropped.

The boys laughed lightly.

Not cruelly.

But enough.

Second ball.

He reached too late.

Third ball.

It slipped through his fingers again.

“Relax,” the coach said kindly.

Dev wanted to disappear.

When it was time to bat in the nets, it got worse.

The bowling machine fired the ball quicker than he expected.

He swung late.

Missed.

Swung again.

Edge.

Rattle of the net.

Someone behind him whispered, “He’s new.”

Dev heard it.

He hated that word.

New meant weak.

New meant behind.

New meant last.

When training finished, Kush walked beside him toward the car.

“Well?” Kush asked.

Dev shrugged.

“I’m not good.”

Kush opened the car door.

“Not yet,” he corrected.

Dev stared at the ground.

He didn’t know the difference.

That night, Dev lay awake longer than usual.

He replayed the laughter.

The missed catches.

The awkward swings.

He wasn’t angry at his father.

He was embarrassed.

At school, he knew who he was.

At cricket, he didn’t.

And somewhere deep inside him 

A small fear started forming.

What if this was something he would always be bad at?
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CHAPTER 2 - First Match
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Dev’s first match came two weeks later.

He had practiced every Sunday.

He had improved slightly.

Slightly meant he caught three out of ten instead of one.

Slightly meant he hit the ball once cleanly in the nets.

Slightly meant he wasn’t the worst in drills.

But match day felt different.

White uniform.
Parents on folding chairs.
Scoreboard numbers changing in real time.
Kush sat near the boundary with a thermos of tea.

He looked proud just being there.

Dev wished he felt the same.

The team gathered for the toss.

Dev stood at the back.

He didn’t know where to stand.

He didn’t know where he belonged yet.

When the batting order was announced, Dev listened carefully.

One.
Two.
Three.
Four.
Five.
Six.
Seven.
Eight.
Nine.
Ten.
His name wasn’t called.

He looked up.

“Dev, you’re twelfth today,” the coach said kindly. “You’ll field.”

Twelfth.

Dev nodded quickly as if it didn’t matter.

But it did.

It meant he wasn’t trusted to bat.

It meant he was backup.

It meant last.

During the first innings, he stood at fine leg.

The ball barely came his way.

He almost felt invisible.

When a chance finally came, a slow ground ball rolling toward him, he bent too early.

The ball bounced awkwardly and slipped past his hands.

The batsmen ran two.

Nothing dramatic.

But enough for someone to mutter, “C’mon, mate.”

Dev picked up the ball and threw it back hard.

Harder than needed.

When the innings ended, his team was chasing a modest score.

He sat beside Kush on the grass.

“You’ll bat next week,” Kush said.

“How do you know?” Dev asked.

Kush smiled slightly.

“Because you’ll keep coming.”

Dev didn’t answer.

He wasn’t sure if that was a promise or a warning.

That afternoon, they lost.

On the drive home, Kush asked only one question.

“Did you enjoy it?”

Dev thought about it honestly.

“No.”

Kush didn’t look disappointed.

He nodded slowly.

“Good.”

Dev frowned. “Good?”

“If it was easy, you would not learn.”

Dev stared out the window.

He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to learn from feeling small.

But he knew one thing.

He didn’t like being twelfth.

And he didn’t like being the last option.

He didn’t know yet 

That the feeling of being last would follow him for years.
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CHAPTER 3 - First Ball
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Dev waited three matches before his name was called.

It happened quietly.

“Dev, you’re in at eight today,” Coach Martin said during warm-ups.

Dev nodded, pretending it wasn’t a big deal.

Inside, his stomach flipped.

Kush sat near the boundary again, thermos beside him.

He gave Dev a small thumbs-up.

Dev didn’t smile back.

He didn’t trust his face.

The match moved slowly.

Wickets fell.

Soon, the coach looked toward the bench.

“Pads on.”

Dev’s hands trembled slightly as he tightened the straps.

This was it.

Not twelfth man.

Not just fielding.

Batting.

He walked to the crease carefully.

The pitch looked longer than usual.

The fielders felt closer.

First ball.

The bowler ran in fast.

Full delivery.

Dev swung early.

Edge.

The ball flew straight to slip.

Caught.

Silence.

Not even disappointment.

Just quick acceptance.

He had lasted one ball.

Dev stood frozen.

Then he turned to walk back.

But as he stepped, his foot caught the edge of the crease mat.

He stumbled forward.

The bat slipped.

His foot twisted awkwardly beneath him.

A sharp crack.

Then pain.

Immediate. Bright. Blinding.

He collapsed near the stumps.

The field went quiet.

“Dev!” someone shouted.

Kush was already running from the boundary.

Dev tried to stand.

He couldn’t.

Tears filled his eyes, not from the pain alone.

But from the humiliation.

Out first ball.

Then falling.

Carried off.

At the hospital, the doctor spoke calmly.

“Small fracture. He’ll need a cast for six
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