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            Dedicated to the Tree Hugger, without whose strange telephone call back in July 1986, I would most likely never have played cricket again. And without whose early enthusiasm, the White Hunter Cricket Club would certainly never have happened.
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         HAROLD Pinter once said, ‘I tend to think that cricket is the greatest thing that God ever created on earth – certainly better than sex,’ a sentiment with which two of the heroes of this book (no spoilers) demonstrably agree. But it’s not the elite-level cricket that forms the staple diet of my day job as a radio commentator to which they refer. It’s not marvelling at Ben Stokes cracking 258 at Cape Town, or purring as Virat Kohli creams effortless cover drives off 90-miles-per-hour Australian bowlers. It’s not passive. It’s active.

         Broadcasters and writers tend to fixate exclusively on cricket in England through the prism of the professional game, in which around five hundred men and women ply their trade. Occasionally there is concern expressed about decreasing participation in the amateur game, but the solutions seldom involve existing cricket players and fans; instead we are told by administrators that initiatives must appeal to people who currently don’t like cricket. People who think that rather than being better than sex, it might, at a pinch, be better than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.

         In a former life, I was captain of an amateur team for twenty years. It was the hardest and most rewarding thing I’ve ever done. Maintaining equanimity in the face of a tornado of Friday night and Saturday morning cry-offs is the least of it. Among many other things, you must be an impresario, counsellor, caterer and event organiser. The least of your jobs is actually to be a cricketer.

         This book is for all those admirable and patient souls who remain calm when their opening bowler tells them on Saturday morning that his hand is stuck in the car door and he won’t be able to make it. For the captain who must sound delighted when his leading batsman tells him in February that his wife is expecting a baby in May, so he won’t be around for the cricket season. For the captain who must mask his joy at the unexpected return of his star all-rounder, who has been missing for three years but is now back after the acrimonious breakdown of his marriage. But it’s also about the 750,000 dedicated amateurs that play the game and the millions more who used to play it, but simply can’t anymore. The men and women who believe that this will be the week they score that hundred, or perfect that unplayable doosra. It’s for people who, after a week of under-appreciation and endless demands from their (probably cricket-averse) bosses, whether in an office or factory, shop or building site, have the sanctuary of cricket where the only demands are the ones they place on themselves. Demands for a fifty, a couple of wickets, or the occasional spectacular catch. Demands that are almost always thwarted by their own and their teammates enduring shortcomings. But come what may, they’ll get to blame the umpires for being sawn off just as they were getting their eye in, and take the piss out of the skipper for being too old and slow to saunter in the four yards required to take the bloody catch. They will stagger home with a hot, tanned face, a grazed knee from their sliding stop, and a comforting stiffness of the muscles that makes no sense, because they haven’t really done anything today. At the end of the season, they’ve got a mountain of those memories. They’ve got that fifty. They’ve got that perfectly timed lofted thwack over mid-off for their only six. They’ve got an instinctive one-handed wonder catch. They’ve got the odd wicket as well. They’ve got the occasional victory. But most importantly, they’ve got their friendships.

         This book is for the people that make cricket both possible and the most magical game on earth, and yes, very possibly better than sex.

         Dan Norcross
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         THREE-QUARTERS of a million people play cricket in Britain in thousands of different clubs. This is a story of one of those clubs, in only one season.

         Any sport club that survives more than a handful of years will have something more than the sport itself that binds it together, something else that defines it. It might be excellence, region, occupation, disability or even religion: once we had a match ‘cancelled through the effects of Ramadan’. Most often, though, it is simply plain friendship. It is the excuse for people to enjoy the company of others through the prism of a shared enthusiasm. We all think our club is special and the irony is, we are all right. When a club stops being special to its members, it quickly folds. So, by a process of logic, these are stories of friendships long before they are stories of cricket.

         The White Hunter Cricket Club was born on 19 July 1986. We formed up because a team called the Rhinos had asked whether anyone in the Winchester area wanted a match, and two or three of us rather fancied the idea. We came together for just that one match and called ourselves the White Hunters, because we had the childish notion that the name would irritate a team called the Rhinos, which it didn’t; they thought it was rather charming. We went on to lose, and only four of us turned out again when the match was reprised the following year.

         We lost again, but something about it all appealed to a small group of us, and we set up six fixtures for the following year, then eight, then ten, and so on. After that it was a logo, and the club sweaters and caps that inevitably followed. We ventured out of Hampshire and in 1990, did our first ‘overseas’ tour. It was a long weekend in Yorkshire and, in those pre-internet days, we were unable to discover before it was too late that our Sunday opposition were actually second in the Tetleys Yorkshire League and had members who could bowl at eighty miles per hour. Rain helped us to scrape a draw, and we felt invincible.

         France followed a while later, where our notion that we were going to meet incompetent players called Guillaume, with bunches of onions strung across their bike frames, evaporated in the cruelty of an utter drubbing at the hands of expat Australian and Caribbean cricketers, on a field by the bend in the Loire River at Saumur.

         Over the next thirty-three seasons, we have played exactly 100 oppositions, on eighty-five grounds, in 386 separate games, and with the services of 342 players. We have won 135 of those games, lost 189, drawn 53, tied seven, and death has stopped one. And yes, we are aware that the maths doesn’t work. Somewhere out there is a match that none of us have the faintest recollection of being involved in, and yet we know that we played it.

         During those years we grew from being young men, possibly with girlfriends, to being married, and then having young children, then getting those teenage children to play. My oldest son is now only three years younger than I was when we set up the club. Cricket has an odd habit of being dynastic, so this story is about time as well, time as measured equally in drop scones and dropped catches, and time as a commodity that goes only one way. As much as anything, the story of the club is also the story of defiance: of age, injury and, often enough, common sense.

         When you are not very good at something – as I am, and we are at cricket – people mistakenly assume that we are content with this, that we are happy to be the joker out there. They could not be more wrong. Everyone who goes out there for those seventy sunlit weekend overs, does so in the shadow of a reckless dream that this might be their day, and a determination to amount to more than the sum of their parts.

         Most of the time, it doesn’t happen, but just occasionally, often enough to make us react to the bugle call of the following season, some tiny act of near brilliance happens to us, or gets associated with us, that brings us a yard or two closer to our heaven. It is what makes us go on, and the reason why we paint the corners of our lives with cricket.

         Friendship, dynasty, defiance and hope. That is why we do it.

         And those teas.
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         September

         ONLY one of them wasn’t a librarian, and even he was a library assistant.

         The sole game plan we had for our fixture against the Bodleian Librarians was for the entire team to shout ‘Shhhhh!’ very loudly at the moment of their first appeal, and then to congratulate ourselves for our spectacular wit, even if it turned out they didn’t share the joke. It wasn’t much of a plan, to be sure, but we were sustained and encouraged by the fact that this was one more than we normally managed.

         Plans and the White Hunter Cricket Club are like ships passing at a distance on a foggy night. We normally make plans only in reaction to the unexpected things that happen along the way, such as someone forgetting to switch on the urn for tea, or a car alarm going off because a stray sheep was rubbing its backside against the vehicle concerned. In those kinds of situations, we are masters of strategy; anything to do with cricket is far more complicated, and we tend to avoid interfering with it.

         By tradition, I like to stand at mid on when I captain a team, and it was from there that I scanned the players around me, as the Graduate prepared to bowl the opening ball of the 35-over-a-side game, the last of our English season. We had never played this side before, so the air was pregnant with possibilities, ranging from their being very much better than us, to their being even worse than us, with both of us being roughly the same somewhere in the middle.

         The jury was still out, but we could already tell from the way that the opener had walked out from the pavilion, acknowledged our polite applause, and then readied himself for the first over, that he had the air of a seasoned cricketer. He did that kind of stuff you do when you’re quite good, like swinging his bat around his shoulder in a lethal arc, and executing complex groundworks in the marking out of his crease. I’d been working hard on that aspect of my game during the past season, and so understood it well.

         The Graduate, who doubled as my twenty-three-year-old son, Tom, was excited about this fixture, as the opposition came from the city in which he had so recently been a student. The city was Oxford and, whilst the librarians came from the distinguished end of town serving the ancient university that gave us M.J.K. Smith, C.B. Fry and Imran Khan, the Graduate had been at the bit in the north end of town that used to be a polytechnic, but now calls itself Brookes, and therefore cheerfully charges its students the same fees as its more illustrious neighbour.

         He hadn’t been remotely interested in cricket until he was about sixteen, but since then he had worked hard on his game, and these days no one on earth could theorise more about it than him: bat grips, seam positions and fielding strategies all queued up to be commented on. It didn’t matter whether you were Joe Bloggs or Virat Kohli, the Graduate would have advice for you as skipper, whether you had asked for it or not. Particularly if you hadn’t. And he would have theories as to why things were happening the way they were.

         Under the Dewey Decimal System of book classification – as we are temporarily in the company of librarians – you might dual file him under 822 (English Drama and Suspense) and 123 (Indeterminism), on the basis that his cricketing outcomes are related more to chance than anything else.

         ‘Play!’ said the genial umpire, and a pause ensued, during which a small issue manifested itself: we didn’t have a ball. Whilst one was being shipped out to the middle, the Graduate told me that he had a particular plan for the first ball, which he then duly bowled off a shortened run-up. It turned out that the batsman had a particular plan for it as well, which was to deposit it into an adjacent allotment.

         Fine leg, in the form of the Breeder (636 Animal Husbandry), trotted off to retrieve it. Despite being our fastest and most reliable bowler, a trot was as quick as he ever got, and he tended only to go that fast in emergencies. Having recovered the ball, he walked back and lobbed it by relay via square leg and back to the bowler. I knew that the Breeder had two things on his mind at that moment – the livestock that he was taking to the Usk Agricultural Show the following morning, and the fact that he was bowling the second over.

         ‘Bad luck, Tom,’ he said, as if the batsman had got away with a ridiculously lucky shot, rather than dispatched a rank long hop. And that is the essential problem with the Breeder, he can’t help himself being polite and positive. Even when he appeals for an lbw or a catch behind, he does so in quiet tones to the umpire, as if picking up on a previous philosophical conversation, and giving a decision in his favour might be only one of the things occupying his busy mind.

         The Graduate went back to the mark of his longer run-up and bowled a straight and respectable ball on the off stump, which the batsman prodded out in the direction of the Tree Hugger at short mid off.

         The dictionary tells us that dreams are ‘a succession of images occurring involuntarily’, which rather neatly describes the Tree Hugger’s bowling, so we shall allocate him 135 (Dreams and Mysteries) in our club library. He and I were jointly responsible for setting up this club, and we have spent exactly a third of a century organising, chasing, cajoling, comforting, persuading, pleading, scolding, lying and apologising on its behalf ever since.

         That our relationship has survived the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune over the years that the club has been going is almost entirely down to our practice of alternating captaining duties, and of spending inordinate numbers of winter evenings in the Harrow Inn at Steep wishing we were better cricketers. We are the glue that holds the club together, in the sense that glue is the by-product of the meat-rendering business, and all that is left once the animals have gone.

         His is the pedantic yin to my attention-deficit yang, a bachelor, the accumulator of statistics and the monitor of the club’s behaviour. He runs a hedging business, and had once informed us, unwisely in strict confidence, that he had gone on a dating site with the alias ‘Tree Hugger’, and he has never quite shaken off the name.

         He lobbed the ball back to the Graduate, who then repeated the same delivery, only this time on the leg stump. The batsman pushed it respectfully square in the direction of the Gun Runner, who collected it and shouted ‘Shabash!’ at the bowler.

         No one really knew what the Gun Runner did, but his air of prosperous bonhomie and the fact that he lived in a large and exquisite house in the centre of a very desirable village suggested that it was not without its rewards. And whatever it was, it seemed to entail many short-notice visits to parts of the world that weren’t only not at peace, but normally involved in some form of ill-suppressed conflict.

         Gingerly, when he got back from one of these trips, we would ask him ‘how it had all gone’, and he would respond with a twinkle that he really couldn’t grumble, and then regale us with unlikely tales of gunfights at dawn on the edge of North African goldfields, and of seedy evenings spent in downtown Mogadishu in the company of men called Abdul, who knew rather too much about piracy for comfort. It all made our parochial existences in the valleys of West Sussex and East Hampshire seem tedious in the extreme.

         Once, when he and I were being bombarded with short bowling by a team of Afghan refugees from a camp near Bergerac, he had listened to about twenty minutes of excited inter-team chatter before announcing in flawless Pashtun that, if they really wanted to knock his block off as they said they did, they would have to bowl both a good deal straighter, and faster, than they were currently. The effect on them was electric, and when the match was over, it was clear that he had made new friends for life. (753 Symbolism, Allegory, Myth and Legend).

         The Gun Runner threw the ball back at the Graduate, who proceeded to bowl his fourth ball. For once, whatever the theory was, it came off. The ball swung in the air and then cut back off the seam, taking a thin edge on its way through to the Human Sieve (127 The Unconscious and the Subconscious) behind the stumps. Someone usefully shouted, ‘Catch it!’ and, to be fair, that thought probably presented itself to the Sieve among various others at some stage in the half second or two that it took the ball to get to him.

         But then different counsels prevailed and, in snatching at it with the tip of his gloved right finger, he sent the ball scudding along the ground to third man. Few fielders, and almost no keepers, have the fundamental porosity of the Human Sieve; that unique ability to wave a ball through towards its ultimate destiny on the boundary rope. However, he seems condemned forever to be the club’s first-choice wicket-keeper. He doesn’t know why, and neither do we. We just turn up at a ground and he puts the pads on.

         ‘Ooops. Sorry, Tom,’ said the Sieve.

         ‘Oh, bad luck!’ said the Breeder.

         The Graduate looked to the heavens, and thought better of the acidic something he was about to say.

         The run conceded had brought the other opener to face his first ball, and he duly took his guard. The Graduate theatrically asked square leg to go deep, and the batsman, equally theatrically, practised a hook shot, to make the point that he didn’t really care where the fielders were, or what the potential trap was, and he would play whatever shot he would play. With the batsman not caring, and the bowler not really knowing what the next delivery was, it satisfied everyone that it ended up as a full ball on middle and off, which was duly patted back to the bowler.

         ‘Shabash!’ said the Gun Runner.

         ‘Well done!’ said the Breeder.

         ‘Join the dots,’ said the Sieve, oblivious to the fact that the over had gone for seven runs already, and there weren’t really any dots to join.

         The sixth ball, when it came, was by far the worst of the over. It was a long hop, two foot outside the off stump. If it could speak, it would have been saying provocatively, ‘Hit me! Hit me!’ As it was, the ball was an unspoken invitation that the batsman couldn’t ignore. He pivoted back onto his right leg, much like Gordon Greenidge used to do in that prolific West Indian summer of 1976, and duly cracked the ball off the bottom edge of his bat straight down onto his off stump. Seven for one after one over, which, in our world, counts as a cracking start.

         Once the Graduate had accepted the plaudits of his teammates, he caught my eye and winked at me, in a manner that meant to say: ‘I told you I had a plan.’
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         IT is for days such as these that we live our summer lives.

         We wake up on the previous Monday morning and know instinctively that the coming week won’t be all that bad, because there is a cricket match at the end of it. And one in a pretty village against a new opposition, which makes it all the better. From then on, we think about it more than is healthy for us.

         We drop off to sleep on Tuesday night with the dream of our left foot taking a step forward towards the pitch of the ball, to caress it through the packed offside field to the cover boundary. The commentators call this ‘threading the needle’; the left side of our brains call it ‘utter fiction’.

         We check our emails on Friday morning to make sure that no one has dropped out, and we are still on eleven. And that is after the thirty-four times we have checked the ten, five, two and then one-day forecasts for the postcode that we are due to play in. ‘Unbroken sunshine’, it says, and our hearts leap a little. Even if it said ‘showers’, we would check every other weather app or site until we found one that promised fine conditions.

         On the day of the match, we wake to the quiet thrill of anticipation. We get our kit bag ready and leave it by the front door for everyone to trip over. We rush through our morning tasks – the mowing, the compost, the dog walk – and we make ourselves sandwiches out of last night’s remains. And, before we hop lightly into our cars, we reinforce our marriages by promising endless joyful winter afternoons at B&Q, or the garden centre, for we know that it is a price worth paying. Solitary confinement would be worth doing for a sunny weekend cricket match.

         For a short time when we arrive at the ground, there is potential in every blade of grass, and every fold in the landscape. If you could stop the clock of life, you would do it here and now.
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         IN his autobiography, Donald Bradman devoted half a page to the Breeder’s father’s bowling. It had come to his attention in the summer of 1948, when the latter had dismissed the Don, caught Compton, for six in a match at Lords, achieving the alluring front-page headline in The Times, ‘Bradman goes cheaply’, in the process. He had then gone on to trap Len Hutton twice in a day in Oxford University’s match against Yorkshire, before injuries blighted his career. He died never knowing that his own son could have reprised that headline hundreds of times over the next thirty years or so: ‘Breeder goes cheaply’. It could be one of our straplines.

         However, in terms of bowling pedigree, I mused, as the Breeder went to his mark to deliver the first ball of the second over, you could filter the bloodline no purer than this. Whereas the Graduate was an intoxicating and explosive mix of sheer effort and brute force, the Breeder represented quiet, genetic perfection.

         The church clock was striking the quarter hour when he bowled his first ball, a full and straight one that moved slightly away and which the batsman patted quietly to point, where it was collected by the Ginger. The politics and philosophy undergraduate from Exeter has a strong air of Jesus about him, with a long mane of ginger hair and beard to match, to the point where it is quite easy to imagine him clearing the money lenders out of the temple once he has dealt with the small matter of fielding the ball. He is the Graduate’s younger brother, Al, and exudes a surprising, quiet competence given that he generally only plays a couple of times a year. He lobbed the ball back to the Breeder, who walked pensively back to his mark.

         The next delivery was equally full, but wider, and the batsman carved it out towards the point boundary, where the Young Farmer was prowling. He is as close as we ever get to excellence, and does things with bat, ball and arm that leave the older players sighing with a mixture of inadequacy and respect. In our club, the youth field deep, as it is only they who can hurl the ball back into the keeper in the full, without needing half of the villagers of South Oxfordshire to relay it in for them.

         Decades of breeding and guile went into the next ball, which moved away viciously from the right-hander when it pitched, and caught a thick outside edge in the direction of the Engineer at second slip. Maybe she was mulling over her day job of fixing submarines at the time, but her clutching hands got no closer to the ball than a foot, and it sped past her without having its progress interrupted in the slightest. It would be difficult for the average player to get their hands further away from the ball than she managed if they were trying to avoid it, let alone catch it.

         It is a strange feature of our club that we seem to hide our most inept fielders in the cordon behind the bat, where the ring of steel metamorphoses into a ring of black holes. Commentary on cricket such as this, we have always felt, would be more appropriate if it were provided by someone with knowledge of quantum physics, such as Professor Brian Cox, rather than by Test Match Special.

         The Engineer was our latest recruit, having heard about us and determined that we would be a more genial bunch than the women’s cricket league side she currently played for. We thought momentarily of calling her the Human Colander, to go alongside her fellow kitchen implement in the form of the Sieve, but felt on reflection that it lacked originality, and that she had been put on this earth to do more than drain peas.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ she called out.

         ‘Don’t worry. Well tried,’ said the Breeder, dreaming of the sheep pens of the Usk Agricultural Show, whilst the Sieve quietly shared with her some of the more advanced techniques of dropping catches that he had uncovered along the way. Meanwhile, the Tree Hugger had thought of three more librarian puns involving the words ‘volume’, ‘archive’ and ‘shelf’, and was frantically signalling to me like a man who needs the toilet, or wants to be given a bowl.

         The following two balls were exquisitely crafted by the Breeder, and treated with respect by the reprieved librarian. The sixth and final ball of the over was a horror, slow and short-pitched somewhere outside the leg stump, and the batsman did what anyone would do, even the Sieve, and brutalised it in the direction of the dreaming spires of Oxford a few miles away. If ever a ball deserved to go for eight, or ten, rather than a mere six, it was this one, and we had to admit that he had done it full justice.

         However, Newton’s first law states that ‘every object will remain at rest or in uniform motion unless compelled to change its state by the action of an external force’, and in-between the librarian’s bat and those spires was the external force required in the bearded presence of the Beekeeper. Having seemed to all the world as being asleep on his feet (after all, the man worked nights in a fruit and veg business in Covent Garden, so this was two in the morning for him), he plucked it out of the air like a flycatcher takes an insect on the wing, and the Bodleian Library XI were eleven for two, after two overs.

         How we had got to that point says much about our cricket. Eight respectable deliveries, two dropped catches and two wickets off comfortably the worst balls that had been bowled. The only thing that was missing was the eleventh player, who had written the fixture in his diary for the wrong day, and was even now belting up the A34 as fast as his car could go, his mind churning with the apologies he had been required to dish out to his wife and family when the call had come in from us at five to two, and with the excuses he would subsequently make to us on his arrival.

         The Wealth Manager was no doubt highly competent at running the minutiae of the finances of ultra-high-net-worth individuals, but for his own part, he couldn’t even run a bath. We knew for a fact that he was on first-name terms with the manager of the Lost and Found Office at Waterloo Station, but he was also one of the nicest people on earth, and ‘nice’ is the finest currency with which to settle apologies. Somewhere in the middle of the fifth over of the librarians’ innings, he arrived at the ground, smiling and waving apologetically, but still comfortably the earliest he had arrived at a match all season.

         Halfway through their innings, the Bodleian Librarians were struggling to make a competitive total, but then the young Library Assistant came in at number six, and things started to accelerate.

         He was younger, thicker set and less studious than his colleagues, as if endless days spent rehoming heavy volumes of Descartes’ Passions of the Soul from the lower to the upper reading rooms had bulked him out. He had the air of someone who might be a special constable at weekends, keeping the students of the town in order, and knowing what to do about it if that order was broken.

         He smiled genially at the surrounding fielders, announced that he was ‘crap’ and that he would not detain us long, before launching the first ball he received from the Ginger clean over a neighbouring chestnut tree.

         ‘Bugger me!’ he announced cheerfully. ‘How did that happen?’

         The librarian at the other end frowned at the vocabulary, but applauded the shot.

         We couldn’t help him with how it had happened, but it was a shot that he repeated more than a handful of times against the inswingers of the Young Farmer, the outswingers of the Breeder, and the slow half-trackers that the Tree Hugger had made all his own over the years. Almost before we noticed, he was on 41, and his side had advanced to 160 for five, with a few overs in hand to give us a tricky chase in what would soon be the gathering autumnal gloom.

         ‘Bowl yourself!’ shouted the Graduate, and a chorus of voices joined in the clamour. Possibly the Library Assistant thought that this popular demand denoted some extraordinary skill on my part rather than the prosaic truth, which was that I was the worst bowler on earth, possibly further afield even, and they quite enjoyed watching me trying to complete any given over. I hadn’t bowled for four years, but something about the ground, the company and the match situation persuaded me that now was the time.

         I would like to say that I arranged the field, but I can’t; the field arranged itself. They scattered to the furthest regions of the ground like the seed heads of a dandelion in the wind, and it was only by pathetic pleading that I managed eventually to persuade two of them to come in close enough to stop quick singles, not that the Library Assistant looked to be the quick-single type. The Graduate announced that deep mid on was where the catch would inevitably go, and he placed himself there in readiness for it.

         Nearly 1,500 days had passed since I last turned my arm over, and muscle memory alone only barely managed to deliver a slow, high lob in the direction of the batsman. His eyes lit up, as he pondered momentarily into which of the three surrounding counties he should dispatch it. There was a ripe sound of leather on the sweet spot of willow, and the ball towered high above the ground, high enough and long enough for the Graduate to run a full thirty yards to cling onto it with the tips of his fingers just inside the boundary’s edge.

         One ball, one wicket, one event that defied the laws of reason. The eighteenth-century mathematician, Thomas Bayes, would have called it an example of marginal probability; everyone else called it pure bloody luck.

         ‘Well bowled,’ said the Breeder.

         When all was said and done, it signalled the start of a mini collapse, and we were soon eating tea and cracking the odd book joke, knowing that we had the small matter of 171 runs to make to win the match.

         I sent the Tree Hugger and the Graduate in first. This was partly because they formed a cunning mixture of defence and attack, and partly because we were running a book at the time on run-outs, and I knew that this partnership produced by far the best chance of that happening, and therefore me getting my tenner stake back. After that, everyone contributed, but not at the rate that we needed to get comfortably over the line.

         The Wealth Manager hit a cultured and elegant fifty, at which point we retired him and sent in the Beekeeper, then the Gun Runner, then the Engineer. With eight wickets down, and two overs left, we needed twenty-one runs to win the match, and not to lose more than one wicket to draw it, and there were the Ginger and I out there, with the Human Sieve ready to come in if a wicket fell in the interim.

         As I waited for my first ball, I reflected on how close to perfection this situation was for a social cricketer like me. The asking rate was high enough to require one of us to be a hero, if we were to achieve it. There was one batsman to come and, even granting that it was the Sieve, this meant that the first one of us to get out wouldn’t have actually lost the match.

         Best of all, the skipper had lost count of which bowlers had used their allocation of overs, and all he could come up with now was an elderly bookish sort, who looked as if he would be more at home among the cartography and maps of the Weston library than bowling the penultimate over of a competitive cricket match.

         The field spread and he bowled a nice, full-length ball, which I pulled behind square for four. Seventeen needed off eleven balls. I walked down the pitch like they do in proper cricket, hoping to meet the Ginger for an important-looking, midwicket conference; however, his mind was elsewhere, chatting to the bowler, and I wandered back alone, feeling ever so slightly diminished.

         Of the two versions of me available to play the situation, I am sad to say that it was the delinquent holding the bat, whose concept of shot selection consisted of horrible leg-side heaves whatever the delivery, rather than strokes that were appropriate to the occasion. However, with one ball left, the Ginger and I had eked out enough ugly runs to need six off the final ball, and it was me facing.

         Mythology requires the ball to have been smote high into the Oxfordshire sky and into a nearby garden before the victory celebrations. Mythology would be wrong. Instead, I bullied it to long on, and trotted through for the single to leave the match deservedly drawn.

         As the last match of our long, hot English summer, it had contained just about everything. Competitiveness, brilliance, incompetence, suspense, hospitality and humour. Ahead of us was a French tour, and then the long dark nights of a northern winter, but for now, we were blessed to be here with each other, and with the librarians.

         But it had not been like this more than six months ago. Not by a long chalk.

         Privately, I had come a long way.
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