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      Introduction

      
      August 1994. Another beautiful summer morning. Loads of work to do. Important not to let the day dribble away. But first I
         check Ceefax to confirm that Graham Gooch will be fit for tomorrow’s Test match. I ring a couple of regulars who play for
         my own team to confirm that they are still on for Saturday’s game, only to find that one isn’t back from holiday yet and the
         other is in a meeting until lunchtime. I practise my pull shot in front of the drawing-room mirror with a ruler. I read the
         cricket reports in two newspapers. I check Ceefax again.
      

      
      There are many of us, and we are all the same. At some cathartic moment in our stunted childhoods, this ridiculous sport inveigled
         itself into our consciousnesses like a virus, and never left. Now we stumble cheerfully through life, performing normal tasks and living relatively normal
         lives, while at the back of our minds a small but insistent question lurks. What’s the Test score? You can see it in the faces
         of men everywhere, whether coerced into purchasing DIY equipment on Saturday afternoons by unforgiving spouses, or rushing
         home at the end of a hard day’s toil to catch the last seven minutes of play on BBC2. What’s the Test score? And that’s just
         the beginning of it. Find out the Test score, and you have to know more. Who got the wickets? Does this radio pick up long
         wave? Are England all out yet?
      

      
      There are many of us. I suppose it’s some consolation. We are everywhere, and we speak freely of our obsession, as long as
         our wives and girlfriends aren’t in the room. But it was not always like this. When we were younger, we had to be altogether
         more circumspect about our feelings. At my school, football was pre-eminent. It was the national sport. To be obsessed by
         football was considered natural, even wholesome. Football was a man’s game, involving mud, cold, random violence and, if you
         were really lucky, serious injury. For the British boy on the threshold of man’s estate, football supplied every rite of accession
         that anyone might reasonably need.
      

      
      Cricket never had the same cachet. Cricket was played during the summer, itself a girly time of year, and the shortage of
         mud and homoerotic physical contact did not exactly enhance its appeal to the more dedicated sportsmen. Besides, cricket relied
         too much on fripperies like the weather and the state of the pitch. Footballers didn’t give a stuff about the weather, and the nastier the state of the pitch, the happier they were.
      

      
      In youth, the urge to conform is all but irresistible. Each of us grew up convinced that he was the only person who felt this
         way. We turned first to the cricket scores, but only when no one was looking. This strange urge to wear long white trousers
         and a multi-coloured cap … well, it’s not natural, is it? So we kept quiet about our true devotions, and adopted the ingenious
         camouflage of the football fanatic. When I was at school, I accepted willingly that Ted Hemsley was a gritty central defender,
         and stalwart of the Sheffield United side of the early 1970s. But when I was at home, clutching my secret copy of Wisden, I acknowledged what I knew to be true: that E.J.O. Hemsley was a gritty middle-order batsman for Worcestershire, and occasional
         medium-pace bowler.
      

      
      Only as we approached adulthood did we realise that we were not in fact alone; that out there, in the footballing wastelands,
         small pockets of cricketing resistance thrived. In the late 1970s, when I was in my teens, we identified each other by means
         of certain codewords dropped artlessly into the conversation. Sitting in pubs with fellow undergraduates, trying to work out
         whether these would be the friends for life we had heard about, or merely passing acquaintances whose company we would forever
         avoid after this evening, we would chat around all the usual subjects, expressing a learned opinion on the latest single by
         The Dooleys, perhaps, or the new series of Bless This House – and then, while no one was really paying attention, we would slip in our codewords (‘Little Harry Pilling’) and wait to
         see if anyone took notice. Often these hallowed syllables would fall on stony ground; but occasionally someone would look up from
         his drink with a start, unable to believe what he thought he had just heard. Did someone say ‘Little Harry Pilling’? Could
         there be someone else in the world who knew that J.W.H.T. Douglas was the only England captain ever to have four initials?
         By dropping into the general chat an equally ingenious set of coded responses (‘That was four from the moment it left the
         bat’), your new friend could indicate that he too was of the cricketing persuasion. Thus were formed bonds that have lasted
         to this day.
      

      
      Over the months, many more of us ‘emerged from the cupboard’, as we liked to put it, as our cupboards were where we hid our
         secret hoards of The Cricketer and linseed oil. Soon we were all meeting in covert groups to exchange Colin Dredge anecdotes or discuss the strange inability
         of Trevor Jesty to get into the England team. The football boys thought we were out of our minds, reluctant as we were to
         wear brightly coloured scarves and kick each other to death all winter long. What they thought we got up to in our meetings
         doesn’t bear thinking about. But as anyone who has tried it knows, real games of Howzat take hours to play.
      

      
      In adulthood, you somehow expect to recover from all this. You assume that, as youthful zeal fades, the grim drudgery of daily
         life will supersede all such nonsense. But it doesn’t happen. Your obsession remains as vivid as ever. For once cricket has
         claimed you, it never lets you go. Sooner or later you simply have to accept that England’s results matter, whether or not
         you want them to. The day after England were out for 46 in the West Indies, I sat in a pub with a friend and seriously discussed selling my flat, giving up
         all my freelance work and going abroad for a couple of years to write unpublishable novels about the artist’s inner struggle.
         A week later England won and I decided that it would be more fun just to have a party. There is no logic behind any of this.
         Nowadays I can remember little of what I learned at school and absolutely nothing of what I read at university, but I do know,
         off the top of my head, that Sir Donald Bradman scored 6,996 Test runs, and was out second ball for 0 in his final innings
         (bowled Hollies), thus losing the opportunity to end his Test career with an average of 100. One old friend of mine, who for
         security reasons cannot be identified, used to have terrible problems remembering the PIN numbers for his various bank cards,
         and was always having them forcibly reclaimed by machines, until he was given the opportunity to set his own PIN number and
         chose the only number he knew he would always remember – Clive Lloyd’s Test aggregate of 7,515. Having regularly removed large
         amounts of money from his account, I can confirm that he keeps the number to this day.
      

      
      This book is for all such obsessives. It’s for anyone who has sat hour after hour in front of Ceefax while BBC2 shows Wimbledon.
         It’s for the weekend player who happily gives up his valuable afternoon to be given out for 0 by an umpire who can’t quite
         remember the lbw law; for the couch potato who bought cable or satellite purely because BSkyB had the rights to Tests overseas;
         for the sensualist who, in the middle of winter, goes to sports shops to try out bats without the remotest intention of buying one. It’s for the motorway driver who listens to Test Match Special and narrowly avoids crashing whenever someone takes a wicket. It’s for anyone who has ever blubbed at a video of Botham’s
         Ashes. There are many of us, and we are all the same.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      A Matter of Faith

      
      The great question is: why? Why cricket? Why not tenpin bowling or darts? A year or so ago I was at a children’s party, surreptitiously
         watching the Test match in the spare bedroom on a portable black-and-white TV, far away from the blancmange-spattered mêlée.
         Not quite far enough, however, for just as the match was getting exciting, a four-year-old walked in and asked me what I was
         doing. I was watching the cricket, I explained.
      

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Because I like it.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      Precocious little bastard. A moment later my then girlfriend walked in. ‘Yes, why do you like cricket?’ she said, scenting blood. ‘I think it’s boring,’ said the repellent infant. ‘So do I,’ said my soon-to-be-ex-girlfriend. I was cornered.
         Why? Why? Why?
      

      
      It is a question that arises time and time again. Non-believers cannot understand how anyone could allow themselves to fall
         under the spell of a mere game, and such an intrinsically silly one at that. Their sneers and contempt, not to mention their
         endless satirical use of the phrase ‘bowling a maiden over’, can undermine the most robust of personalities. What they don’t
         understand is that we know it’s stupid, but England are 82 for 4, for Christ’s sake. Which, needless to say, answers all their
         questions in full.
      

      
      If really pushed for a response, I talk of cricket’s grace, its physical bravery, its psychological and intellectual dimensions,
         its emotional resonances, of the confrontation between batsman and bowler, of the struggle for power, the endless possibilities,
         the unpredictable flux. After four hours’ detailed (some might say definitive) advocacy, sometimes with the use of audio-visual
         aids and always with a complete description of the various grips a leg-spinner might use, I tiptoe out of the room before
         my unwitting audience wakes up.
      

      
      But how can you hope to justify it? Cricket is a matter of faith. Either you believe, or you don’t believe. There is no rational
         explanation. In discussing our hopeless enslavement to the sport, we have to talk in abstract, even devotional terms if we
         are to make any sense of it at all. Perhaps cricket is more than a sport. Perhaps fundamentalist religion would be a more
         accurate description.
      

      
      Dead though he may be, I think the Ayatollah Khomeini would know where we were coming from. He would think we were wrong, but he would admire the style of our wrongness. Cricket
         leaves no room for doubt. Its superiority as a sport is manifest. If the heathens cannot accept this, they cannot really argue
         if we have them horribly put to death. The problem is that British cricket fans are such a meek lot. There we are, always
         having to justify ourselves to cynical girlfriends and four-year-olds possessed by Satan. We smile politely as idiots pull
         out those teatowels that purport to explain the laws of cricket by endless satirical repetition of the words ‘in’ and ‘out’.
         The Mujaheddin would not stand for this. Just a glimpse of a teatowel parodying the Koran and the death squads would be let
         loose. We could learn from this.
      

      
      The more you think about it, the more attractive the idea of Cricket As Religion becomes. After all, we already have all the
         trappings. We have the devilishly complex theology, whose baroque byways confuse even the most dedicated adherents. We have
         the curious vestments, for white is a holy colour in many religions. We have our holy book, published each April in both hardback
         and paperback editions. We have our priestly caste, the self-styled ‘first-class’ cricketers who sacrifice all for their chosen
         vocation, bar the odd sponsored car. For matters of doctrinal policy, we can consult God’s own representative on earth, the
         chairman of selectors. God even turns up in person from time to time, pronouncing from on high (BBC2) that his grandmother
         could have caught that in her pinny. Good grief, we even play the game on Sundays.
      

      
      And like all the most entertaining religions, there’s none of this wishy-washy liberal nonsense to cloud the minds of the faithful. Shi’ite Muslims could take a few tips from the laws
         of cricket, which allow for no interpretation, no leeway. A true believer knows, more utterly than he know the names of his
         wife and three children, that if the ball pitches outside leg, he cannot be lbw. There can be no appeal against this ruling.
         The laws are fixed forever, or at least until the next meeting of the ICC.
      

      
      Faith in such absolutes is not easily mocked. You don’t mess with the fundamental laws of nature. No man may venture into
         the corridor of uncertainty, for, as the prophets say, hang your bat out to dry and you will probably be caught behind. We
         understand that. We draw strength from our understanding. Unlike a few lily-livered religions I could name, we have no room
         in cricket for doubt or equivocation. Anglicans may believe that Christ was resurrected after death, but we know that David Gower should have gone to India in 1992–3.
      

      
      We proselytise. We don’t necessarily mean to, but we can’t help it. We get married, we have sons, we teach them to hold a
         bat before they can walk. On their fourth birthdays, we lead them into the garden where a makeshift net has been erected,
         and we bowl inswinging leg-cutters at them until they pass out with tiredness. They take up tennis or shot-putting and we
         disinherit them.
      

      
      We have moments of revelation. Perhaps once, when we were children, we did not believe at all. Perhaps we were too busy with
         our homework, or just engaging in the random cruelty and violence that customarily dominates the lives of small boys. Then
         one day we were playing tip-and-run in the playground, or maybe even watching a one-day match on television, when a blinding light suddenly enveloped the land, and a
         male voice did speak, and it was pregnant with authority, and it was probably Richie Benaud, and he said ‘Morning, everyone,’
         and life was never the same again. Don’t think you are special: it happens to us all.
      

      
      Anyone who really seeks an answer to the Great Question, of course, need go no further than London NW8. Eventually every believer
         must make his own pilgrimage to Lord’s. For centuries cricketing theologians have debated the significance of this mythic
         rectangle. Once again, though, it is the language that gives it away. Lord’s is the ‘cradle’ of cricket. No other ground could
         be said to have a ‘nursery’ end. Or, if you prefer a more exotic parallel, Lord’s has also long been known as cricket’s Mecca.
         Many times I have felt an overwhelming desire to heed the call of the muezzin and kneel down in the direction of St John’s
         Wood. It is a holy place, where the faithful foregather. When another England batsman is out for 0, the hush around the ground
         has an almost spiritual intensity. Barging through the angry crowd at teatime, queuing for a watery beer, perhaps even slipping
         up on an escaped hot dog, you can never quite overcome your sheer relief that you are there, at the centre of it all. I myself
         am happiest when the ground is completely deserted, such as on the final day of a very exciting County Championship match.
         In empty stands, gaggles of pensioners nibble on curled sandwiches. Sad men in parkas score every ball in rapt silence. In
         the pavilion, men in MCC ties eat huge lunches, unaware that any cricket is being played at all. And yet the dignity and splendour of Lord’s remain intact. William Blake was never terribly precise about his assertion
         that Jerusalem was built here in England’s green and pleasant land, but if he had had an A–Z to hand, I think he might have
         discovered it a brisk walk from Baker Street tube station.
      

      
      Yes, cricket would make a fine religion (I particularly look forward to the holy wars against golf). What cricket has to offer
         is the full gamut of emotional and intellectual experience, adding pain to pleasure and having much to say on the concept
         of Triumph Through Adversity. It may actually do us good to watch England fail over and over again. And yet we never stop
         believing that, against all the evidence, one day they might succeed. For in cricket, absolute faith is compatible with absolute
         cynicism. God is the ultimate umpire, and He’s waiting to saw you off.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Captain Scott

      
      From watching cricket, thinking about cricket, talking about cricket and reading about cricket, it’s but a short step to the
         ultimate of time-wasters, playing cricket. In 1979 I couldn’t get a game with my college side at university, on the (I thought)
         spurious grounds that I was not good enough. Not good enough? I wasn’t even that good, having only twice played outside my
         back garden. At school only those who showed a natural aptitude for the game were allowed anywhere near a cricket pitch. Tuition
         was deemed necessary only for those who didn’t need it. The rest of us were sent on cross-country runs across the scenic mud
         swamps of Hampstead Heath, which usually claimed at least two lives per term. To be fat, short or unconscionably weedy at my school (I qualified under the second and third categories) was to renounce all claim to human rights,
         which included officially sanctioned access to cricket. It was heartbreaking. Every Wednesday afternoon, as we were led screaming
         to our weekly brush with death, we would pass the First XI as they prepared for another leisurely 40-over friendly on the
         billiard-table perfection of Senior Field, watched by admiring long-limbed lovelies from the locals girls’ school. How vividly
         are the cruel inequalities of adolescence illustrated. Later on, most of these rangy athletes would grow fat and become estate
         agents, advertising their sad little companies in the school’s old boys’ magazine. At the time, however, such sublime twists
         of fate seemed beyond hope. A quick end in the quagmire near Kenwood House was as much as we could hope for.
      

      
      I survived. Unfortunately, just as the victims of failed relationships always seem to pursue exactly the same sort of person
         who let them down before, so I ended up at an Oxford college full of natural athletes bristling with a well-developed contempt
         for sporting incompetents. Most of the First XI seemed to be challenging for Blues, while the traditional ‘joke’ cricket team
         was the province of overmuscled rowers with huge jaws and inconceivably blonde girlfriends. In the bar, people drank testosterone
         by the pint. Even the girls seemed to be on steroids. There was no place for me here.
      

      
      So, in a fit of pique, I and three like-minded friends started our own team. The worms had turned. Who were these firm-thighed
         mesomorphs to tell us whether we could play cricket or not? Surely there was a role for the athletically challenged, for the thin and the unco-ordinated,
         for the partially sighted, the overweight and the inert? The folly of our ambition had an almost heroic quality, so we christened
         our team the Captain Scott Invitation XI, in honour of the intrepid polar explorer. In later years, some of us have come to
         regret this whimsical undergraduate gesture, especially those who have sought to turn us into a ‘real’ cricket team, whatever
         that is. Even so, I think we chose our role model well. No one could ever fault Scott for his extraordinary courage. His ideas
         were big; it was just his brain that was small. Even in 1910, when he embarked on his final doomed expedition to the South
         Pole, it was established practice to use huskies to transport equipment. Scott therefore chose to use horses, which all died.
         He was history’s greatest runner-up, a leader of men who, tragically, led them to their death. Reading his journals in the
         library, I was greatly moved by the fearless rigidity of his upper lip, a condition that the weather in the Antarctic can
         only have augmented. In the end he failed pitifully, but at least he failed in the right spirit. ‘Had we lived,’ he wrote,
         ‘I should have had a tale to tell of the hardihood, endurance and courage of my companions which would have stirred the heart
         of every Englishman. These rough notes and our dead bodies must tell the tale.’ It was much as we felt in our first season,
         as we lost game after game after game.
      

      
      Anyone who starts a cricket team does so in a spirit of hope, dreaming of glory and heroic feats. Then you lose your first
         umpteen matches. Those early days saw us destroyed by a succession of sides ranging from the mediocre to the barely competent. We were hopeless. Our kit, bought on the cheap, began to fall apart within weeks, while
         our personnel proved if anything even less sturdy. We tried out players from all over the university. Many played once, and
         then left messages to say that they had contracted rare tropical diseases, or had been called out of the country on urgent
         family business. Early team photos show several players with beards whom no one can now identify. Most have that look of dulled
         terror you see on the faces of laboratory beagles who smoke forty cigarettes a day. Our gravest loss was someone called Tim,
         who owned a Range Rover. One day he just disappeared, and we all had to take the bus.
      

      
      But as this first traumatic season continued, a few regulars did emerge. My old schoolfriend Harry, who ran the team with
         me, was an all-rounder of little obvious ability but frightening determination. My college friends Terence and Richard also
         filled vital roles: Terence owned a Mini, and Richard was the only person in the team who had ever played properly before.
         We therefore made him captain, which was a mistake. His deep knowledge of cricket did not extend to an ability to inspire
         and instruct a team of novices. In our first game Terence and Richard opened the batting, and both reached double figures.
         Marvellous, we thought, an established opening partnership. This was mistake number two: Terence’s 13 turned out to be his
         highest score for six years. He now bats at number 11, and even that sometimes seems a little high.
      

      
      That first game, against the Oxfordshire village of Bladon, was almost a blueprint for the future, as it saw a number of Captain Scott traditions unwittingly initiated. Having managed to rustle up a mere ten players, we borrowed a sub from
         the other side, a Mr Owen Gritt, who dropped three dolly catches and was out first ball. Bladon scored 250 for 4, their opener
         making 127 not out, having been out for 0 in all his previous innings that season. Our bowling was magnanimous. Opening with
         Harry was a worryingly hip medical student called Tom Cairns, who had said at our first team meeting that he could ‘bowl a
         bit’. Mistake number three. Never listen to anyone who says he can ‘bowl a bit’. It either means that he has recently bowled
         out a State side in Australia, or that he will bowl an average of 7 wides an over. Tom Cairns had a plausible manner and a
         sharp haircut, so we took him at his word, and in that first season his bowling average was 102.
      

      
      Our batting, despite that encouraging first-wicket partnership, proved fragile. After Terence was out, swishing frantically
         across the line, he came back to umpire, and gave Richard out lbw to a ball that pitched six inches outside leg stump. As
         Terence disappeared into the trees, chased by the irate batsman, Scott collapsed from 53 for 2 to 63 all out. Five batsmen
         were out for 0, while I began a historic sequence of strokeless 0 not outs that, occasionally interrupted by a real 0, continues
         to this day.
      

      
      Over the next three summers we played an average of a dozen games a season against college teams and nearby villages. Most
         of those we lost. As Harry later wrote of a typical game against Balliol Erratics, ‘The Scott batting crumbled like a wholemeal
         biscuit under a ton of concrete.’ More regulars emerged: a mysterious Balkan physicist from Yorkshire, who became the first in a long string of official best players; Chris Moore, whose endless moaning and frantic
         self-justification quickly endeared him to his new team-mates; his old schoolfriend Neal Ransome, then in the midst of growing
         a horrible student beard; and Matthew Greenburgh, whose gargantuan self-confidence very nearly concealed a striking shortage
         of talent. Of these only Neal still plays. Tom Cairns was one of the first to disappear, seduced by the glory of student theatre
         and also, we suspected, embarrassed by the fact that none of us had haircuts quite as sharp as his. But his name lives on.
         Each year at our dinner the Tom Cairns Award is presented to the bowler who has recorded the worst bowling average throughout
         the season. In sixteen years, no one has ever managed to beat that 102.
      

      
      When we left university, we took the team with us, and now play thirty-five or so games a season, all ‘friendlies’, in various
         cricketing outposts in the south of England. We remain a mixed-ability side, not least because otherwise I would never get
         a game. Harry, whose dedication remains absolute, has transformed himself into a reliable medium-pace bowler and an obdurate
         opening batsman. Terence now has a company Ford Sierra. Richard has not captained for years, and now concentrates on playing
         innings of peerless elegance in which he never seems to score more than 8. Harry captains on Saturday and I captain on Sunday.
         We still just play for the fun of it, and we still often come humiliatingly second.
      

      
      The miracle is that it has lasted so long. What began as merely a gesture of defiance has become an important part of our lives. Over the years, new stalwarts have emerged: Francis, our high-flying merchant banker, whose fascination with
         death and torture is translated into a violent batting style somewhat at odds with his otherwise placid appearance; Arvind,
         our lubricious solicitor from Delhi, well practised in the ancient art of running out team-mates without a flicker of self-reproach;
         and Tim, our perennially angry fast bowler. Tim is a tabloid reporter whose wife is a psychologist, which may eventually make
         him one of the longest and most detailed case studies in psychological history. He is always convinced that the other team
         is cheating, especially when he’s been bowled first ball for the fourth match in succession. Last season, when one opposing
         team was fifteen minutes late, he suggested, without irony, that we go round to their houses and ‘do them over’.
      

      
      Other players have long since disappeared. The mysterious Balkan left when his status as official best player was undermined
         by a catastrophic loss of form. Matthew Greenburgh decreed that to play cricket over the age of thirty was absurdly undignified,
         which, considering how bad he was, was probably true. Chris Moore lasted longest, whingeing in the outfield, complaining on
         his way to the crease, at the crease, on his way back from the crease. It was as though he saw the endless fruitless games
         of cricket we played as some sort of metaphor for the inescapable meaninglessness of modern existence, although some players
         thought he was just a pain in the arse. Eventually he married an Italian woman in his usual truculent manner, and gloomily
         moved to Milan. A few years ago I spotted him there in a café, and he gave me a look so unambiguously hostile that I felt compelled to wander up and say hello. Age, I discovered,
         had not withered his ill temper, nor custom staled his infinite ennui.
      

      
      So we flourish, and our batting still collapses, and Terence still gives people out when the ball has pitched outside leg
         stump ‘because it was going to hit the wicket’. Captain Scott now occupies about half of my cricketing life. One side of my
         brain concentrates on the first-class game, or the way cricket should be played. The other deals with the way cricket really
         is played. Through a combination of the two, you can spend virtually your whole life in a haze of cricket. Everything else
         passes in a flash. Cricketing agnostics habitually accuse us of using the game to blot out the more painful and difficult
         aspects of life. But what can be more painful and difficult than a cricket season? The knuckle on my left hand has never been
         the same since that dropped catch last August. It’s not that cricket is a substitute for real life. It is real life. It’s realer than real life. Psychosis, Tim’s wife calls it.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      March

      
      It is a glorious day, the first truly beautiful day of spring. Bright sunlight pours through your window while outside, on
         budding trees, photogenic songbirds warble joyous tunes. You can feel the adrenaline surging through your veins. For, as Tennyson
         so sagely wrote (and was subsequently so misquoted), in the spring a young man’s fancy turns lightly to thoughts of cricket.
         The world is waking up after the long winter, and so are you. You stare out of the window, dreaming of battling half-centuries
         and instinctive diving catches at deep gully.
      

      
      Self-delusion starts early in the cricket season. Bright sunny March days are one of God’s cruellest tricks, for they promise
         so much and deliver so little. From within it all looks so inviting. But, should you make the mistake of venturing outside without thermal long johns and four pairs
         of socks, you will surely suffer the consequences, as local authority workmen have to be called out to chip you from the pavement.
      

      
      Any thoughts of playing cricket are therefore out of the question, unless you fancy a new career as an ice sculpture. Fortunately
         there’s nothing to stop you thinking about cricket, so you think about it all day long. March is the month of hope and dreams,
         of optimism and anticipation, of long-term memory loss. By the time March rolls along you have completely forgotten how disastrous
         last season was. Every batting failure and dropped catch have been eradicated by five months of cricket-free complacency.
         Some scientists blame central heating. Nor should you underestimate the mind-addling effects of all those cosy cricket books
         you got for Christmas. Now, watching the TV highlights of England’s overseas tour, you begin to think that perhaps cricket
         isn’t such a hard game after all. If Alec Stewart can do it, why can’t you? They say that cricket is played in the mind, but
         never more so than this.
      

      
      And so, befuddled by the deceitful gleam of the chilly March sun, you grab your trusty ruler and play the first of thousands
         of forward defensives in front of your bedroom mirror. All things considered, it’s remarkably easy to time the ball with a
         ruler. Suddenly you hear a distant rumble and you’re at the crease, padded, helmeted, ruler in hand, as Curtly Ambrose storms
         in from the horizon and the Sabina Park crowd bay for Anglo-Saxon blood. Typical that the sightscreen should be too low at
         that end. How are you supposed to see the ball coming out of his hand? But then you can only blame yourself if he’s a little fired up. You
         really shouldn’t have hit his last ball for 4. Three slips and 2 gullys await as he roars in towards the crease. He bowls.
         You can barely see it, it’s viciously swift, but hang on, it’s a little short … and wide … and luckily the pitch has eased
         a little this morning, and you’re seeing the ball like a basketball, so you rock back, watching it all the way to the sweet
         spot, and you don’t feel a thing, and it rockets away to the point boundary. A huge cheer from the crowd – they love a good
         contest. The man down there didn’t have a chance. You glance round. Richie Richardson at first slip is shaking his head in
         despair. They had the match virtually won before you came in. You almost feel sorry for him. But don’t get cocky. Your 50
         may be on the board, but the team needs a big 100 from you. Concentrate. Don’t relax for a moment. Do that silly eye exercise
         Robin Smith showed you. But Ambrose is back, and this time he overpitches, and you lean effortlessly into the ball – ping.
         Lots of red marks on the centre of your bat today. Whoosh through extra cover, past the fielder’s outstretched right hand,
         and straight into the advertising hoarding before you finish your first run. And all this after you dismissed Brian Lara for
         0 with your first ball of the day. Man of the match? Man of the series, more like …
      

      
      Then you wake up, and it’s March again. Richie Benaud is always droning on about light bats, but perhaps someone should tell
         him how potent a well-balanced ruler can be in the right hands. It’s just a shame you are not so fluent when holding a real
         bat. Mirror cricket has these advantages and more over the normal game. There’s little chance of injury, although I did bang my head on the door last winter while expertly
         hooking Wasim Akram for 6. And it takes up so much less time: I have found that I can fantasise a complete Test match in a
         little over twenty minutes. Cricket may be realer than real life, but never underestimate the power of the imagination. In
         real life I am a deeply pedestrian right-handed batsman, slow of reaction, limited of shot (forward defensive) and liable
         to get out for 1. In the mirror I am a dashing left-hander, not unlike David Gower, elegant and unflappable. Once the real
         cricket season starts, the unstoppable momentum of real-life failure renders all such fantasies impossible. Only in March
         can you enjoy so vivid and productive a cricketing career. Only in March can you dream that you have taken 6 for 34 on the
         final morning of a Test against Australia, and then wake deliriously happy at four o’clock in the morning, convinced for five
         or even six seconds that it actually happened.
      

      
      And so you potter cheerfully about, digging up rank-smelling old kit from wherever you buried it for environmental reasons
         last September, playing mirror cricket, ringing up friends and discussing which of the teams you played last year have told
         you they never want to see you again, all that sort of thing. I think this is where we can most accurately sort the cricket-mad
         sheep from the half-hearted sporting goats. While the goats are still playing football, the sheep will spend hours fondling battered old cricket balls and hand-washing
         cricket sweaters that shrank in a thunderstorm last year and so can’t be worn anyway. The sheep wash and iron all their cricket
         shirts weeks in advance, while the work shirts they have to wear tomorrow languish in the dirty washing basket. It’s a matter of keeping things in
         proportion. The season begins in five weeks and six days, and we want to be ready.
      

      
      My own favourite ritual is the cleaning of the box, which has almost certainly lain untouched for months at the bottom of
         the miniature ecosystem otherwise known as my cricket bag. This small and undistinguished implement is going to protect my
         reproductive organs for the next five months, so it seems only fair to keep it in good nick. Lovingly I soap it and rinse
         it, perhaps adding a layer of Pledge for that all-weather gonad-guarding shine. You can overdo it, of course: one year I used
         so many different detergents and fluids on it that the damn thing started to melt.
      

      
      More prosperously proportioned players can also play the Great Trouser Game, for a decision about last year’s whites must
         be made sooner or later. Option 1: Sooner. Try them on now. If they are too small, at least there is still a chance of buying
         a replacement pair at a reasonable cost, before the full-season prices have taken hold. Option 2: Later. This choice, while
         less practical, gives you another month of fooling yourself that you are the same weight you were last year. If you haven’t
         tried them on, they can’t yet be too small. Besides, if you tried them on now and just managed to squeeze into them, what
         is the guarantee that you will be quite as svelte in six weeks’ time, when you actually have to play? Far easier to delay
         the decision and keep your pride intact.
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