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      ‘Berkmann’s acute powers of observation, especially of the ageing male of the species, are cutting but accurate … The Ashes
         series has been putting a smile on the faces of English cricket fans; this [book] will do the same for all levels of the game’
         David Llewellyn, Independent

      
      ‘Berkmann has achieved something quite remarkable in this … dazzlingly entertaining volume. He has told the truth about this
         benign addiction that holds him and me, and a multitude of other decent souls in its grip … I rather suspect that, were Marcus
         Berkmann (career batting average 4.2) to be offered a swap – a portion of his verbal dexterity and comic timing in return
         for the reliable ability to clip a leg-stump half-volley through midwicket for four – he would seriously consider the deal.
         But the rest of us should be glad he’s the way he is, for this is by far the funniest book about cricket that I have ever
         read (and I, like Berkmann, have read a few)’ Tom Fort, Sunday Telegraph

      
      ‘Thanks to Berkmann’s sharp eye and droll turn of phrase, this rollicking good read will produce many a belly laugh among
         weekend sportsmen and their mystified partners … Berkmann’s self-deprecating style makes this a perfect, lazy, summer read’
         Simon Rose, Mail on Sunday

      
      ‘It is ten years since he gave us his cult book Rain Men about the splendours and miseries of cricket on the village green … and here he is back again to tell us how it feels now
         middle age has set in … Berkmann brings a lively and innovative mind to the great game’ Godfrey Smith, Sunday Times

      
      ‘His wit sparkles as mischievously as ever. There is an effortless ring to his prose which has never translated into his batting,
         but which makes the act of reading him a real pleasure … This is the kind of book everyone would love to write: self-indulgent
         yet self-deprecating, funny and, unexpectedly perhaps, touching’ Wisden

      
      ‘If you believe the only thing funnier than a member of the opposition being run out without facing a ball is one of your
         own team suffering the same fate, then village cricket is for you … Berkmann’s average is pitifully low – double figures are
         but a distant landmark for him. But, then again, this is the norm in his team: Zimmer Men is a lament for nonexistent rather than fading talent’ Nick Greenslade, Observer

      
      ‘Fellow [cricket] addicts will recognise themselves. Non-addicts will also laugh, because the book is both truthful and crazed’
         P. J. Kavanagh, Spectator

      
      ‘Berkmann’s skill as a writer is in inverse proportion to his ability at cricket … He engages the reader continuously with
         a rat-tat-tat of pithy tales and amusing asides that ensures the book coasts along in a way that poor Berkmann never does
         when batting’ Christian Wolmar, Oldie

      
      ‘There’s plenty of sad old gits who will buy it. I would’ Peter Wilby, New Statesman

      
      ‘During the course of the last decade, Berkmann has witnessed all manner of change to the game at its most junior level and
         he gives each amendment, trend and innovation the same wonderfully observant, immensely funny treatment … Zimmer Men is as funny as Rain Men, the type of book that makes you periodically burst into laughter which, let’s face it, is a much-needed commodity in any
         sport’ Birmingham Post

      
      ‘The funniest cricket book of the year. Marcus Berkmann’s unmissable Zimmer Men charts the unsteady progress of his Sunday cricket team into middle age’ Simon O’Hagan, Independent
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      It is a glorious sunny day in July. In north London, where I live, the air smells faintly of exhaust and sweat. A plague of
         genetically modified mosquitoes has recently been wafted over the Channel by a freak gust, and I have weals and welts on every
         limb. The shop up the road has run out of ice cream, and one of my windows seems to be rotting away and could easily fall
         on someone (such as me, should I happen to be walking under it at the time). What’s more, I am skint and hungover and my hair
         has reached that stage in the growing cycle when it looks suspiciously like a wig. Life is far from sweet, but, even so, I
         am in a terrifically good mood. For today is Sunday, and we are playing our annual game against Charlton-on-Otmoor. And this
         year, I believe, we might have a chance of beating them.
      

      
      This is a village we have been playing for many years. For a while we played them in May, and if their football team was having
         a good run in the cup, their cricket team would be denuded of all the talent. In those years we had a chance. Sometimes we took that chance. A couple of our bowlers have
         recorded their best figures there. Others have recorded their worst. For at full strength Charlton-on-Otmoor can be a handful.
         Their opening batsman Barry, who says very little, has two scores against us, 0 and lots. And they have always had a couple
         of those batters who come in at five and six, look as though they could get out any second, and suddenly take the game away
         from you, biff bash bosh. The bowlers, several generations of Coopers and Launchburys, don’t mess about either. But the fixture
         endures. We like them, they seem to like us, and their teas are sublime. Indeed, the cakes and sandwiches very nearly make
         up for the pitch, upon which sheep must surely graze between matches. Either they creep in at night when no one is watching
         or they are bused in especially. Normally you would pray for a little rain before the Charlton-on-Otmoor game. Rain takes
         a bit of the sting out. During a hot spell you fear for your teeth, among other useful body parts. How the pitch plays today
         will depend to some extent on how much grass they have left, and, to a greater extent, on how much managed to grow in the
         first place.
      

      
      It rained yesterday, rather heavily I’m told, which is good news. What you need at Charlton-on-Otmoor is what we don’t usually
         have: lots of good bowlers. This week we thought we had them. We had two excellent openers: one steady and accurate, the other
         one slightly quicker than he looks, and he looks quite quick. At first change we had one of our most reliable bowlers, in that he loves bowling long spells in which he gives nothing away. Usually we would have to
         open the bowling with him; this week we would be able to save him up, stick him on at one end and unleash our spinners at
         the other. Unleash? Am I really using that word? Our two best spinners, who both give the ball the most fearful tweak, are
         as mercurial and unpredictable as many of their species: one day lethal, the next day rubbish. But both have been taking hatfuls
         of wickets. Their confidence is high, and that’s what matters in this game. This absurd, enthralling, unforgiving game.
      

      
      Yesterday came the phone call. It was the quick bowler. He had just wrenched his back carrying the shopping. He was lying
         down on the floor and he couldn’t move. He was terribly sorry but … I got him off the phone as quickly as I could. There was
         a possible replacement, a batsman not a bowler, who was desperate to play. I rang him. Astoundingly he was still free and
         happy to play. This was a good omen. We may not have our strike bowler, but we still have eleven men and we are not bad.
      

      
      All that stands between us and possible victory today is Phil, the Charlton captain. Phil is a big bloke. He has a robust
         sense of humour. He bowls quickly and hits the ball with Flintoff-like power. He has been playing for the village for three
         years now, and we have yet to get him out. Last year he scored a century and hit successive overs for 21 and 22 runs. It was
         the single at the end of the first over to farm the strike that I admired the most. He is the backbone of Charlton’s team
         and quite a lot of the other bones as well. If he is unwell today, or injured, or has been arrested on trumped-up murder charges
         in a shocking miscarriage of justice, we could yet prevail.
      

      
      At 11.23 a.m. Terence drops by to give me a lift to the game. We blither and drivel all the way up the M40. I am happy because
         I am looking forward to the game. Terence is happy because he is driving his new convertible. Press one button and the roof
         retracts automatically in a series of ergonomically complicated manoeuvres that are explicitly designed to impress men like
         me and Terence. We arrive at the pub in high spirits, and following ancient tradition Terence buys me a drink to avoid having
         to buy a larger round when other people turn up.
      

      
      We order lunch, and our team-mates filter in. As my roast beef arrives, Sam, one of our newest players, bursts through the
         door. Our other opening bowler, Andrew-with-the-ponytail, has texted him to say that he has been out ‘working’ all night and
         is therefore too tired to play. This text was sent at 11.54 a.m.
      

      
      Everyone is distraught. Several yorkshire puddings spontaneously collapse on their plates. Andrew’s name and ponytail are
         now mud. He has shown signs of flakiness in the past, but nothing like this. Sam, who knows him well, assures us that he has
         been working, as opposed to ‘working’. But what difference does it make? An hour before the game starts we have ten men and
         no opening bowlers.
      

      
      As John Cleese says in the film Clockwise, ‘It’s not the despair. I can stand the despair. It’s the hope.’
      

      
      We turn up at the ground. Familiar faces, one year older than last time, say hello. One of them, I swear, is looking at my
         hair and wondering if it’s a wig. Then out of the pavilion’s double doors, bending his head down and pulling in his shoulders
         to squeeze through, comes Phil. Huge smile. Proffers hand. I shake it, although it’s about three times the size of mine. We
         walk out to the wicket. It looks all right, although I have been playing long enough to know that I know absolutely nothing
         about pitches. ‘It should play pretty well,’ says Phil, prodding it lovingly and eyeing the short straight boundaries. The
         cows in the next field have a strange reddish tinge, from all the lost balls they have eaten.
      

      
      Phil wins the toss. Barry and a young lad walk out to open the batting. Barry is concentrating hard. We have been playing
         here for so many years that promising tearaway opening batsman Barry has become weathered, stalwart, pillar-of-the-community
         Barry, and he still scores loads of runs. The young lad quickly runs himself out and Phil walks to the wicket. I gulp.
      

      
      Let’s cut straight to the punchline. There’s no need for you to suffer as well.

      
      In forty-one overs Charlton-on-Otmoor compile 329 for the loss of that one wicket. Barry scores 172 not out, Phil 124 not
         out. Not for a moment does either consider retiring. Most of us do, though. Running off, leaping into our cars and never playing
         this stupid bloody game again. It is carnage. None of our bowlers comes close to taking a wicket. Several balls are lost.
         Numbers four and five in the Charlton batting order sit seething throughout. The wicket, which seems to be saturated, never does a thing, but even so, we feel we
         do quite well to score 91. Phil, I should add, sportingly brings himself on as seventh bowler and takes two for 4 in ten balls.
         We lose by 238 runs. That’s not bad for an afternoon.
      

      
      And there’s only a week to go until the next game.

      
   
      
      1

      
      OLD

      
      Like village cricket, middle age is a cruel business. It creeps up on you when you are not looking, like a bloke with a cosh.
         Even though you know it’s coming, and you keep looking behind you just in case, it arrives so much earlier and more swiftly
         than you had expected that it still takes you completely by surprise. As children would say, it’s not fair. Childhood, after
         all, takes decades. To a six-year-old, even a shortish car journey takes several weeks. Youth drags on interminably, like
         a 78 r.p.m. record slowed down to 33. And then, finally, the glory years of the thirties arrive. For many of us this is the
         first time in our lives when we look OK, if we say so ourselves. And we feel OK, too: confident and comfortable, and able
         to deal with the world on even terms, with shoulders back and chin jutting out. (Don’t try this at home: you may fall over.)
         This golden era, in reality, lasts less than a Durham first innings. Before you have had time to take advantage, it’s gone,
         and you are suddenly past it, a wheezing old wreck, invisible to women once again. As an Australian friend put it to me recently, it’s
         a pisser.
      

      
      The vicious, squealing irony in all this is that, in your head, you’re brighter and funnier and cleverer than you ever were,
         and possibly slightly more mature as well. It’s only your body that is letting you down. Years ago, back in the 1970s, during
         tea intervals in Tests, I remember a little programme on ITV called Looks Familiar, hosted by Denis Norden, who at that time can only have been in his forties. It was a nostalgia quiz – the very first of its
         type, in fact, and I’m sure there are people who would say now that nostalgia quizzes aren’t what they used to be. At the
         beginning of each show Denis would chucklingly attempt to define middle age, mainly in terms of snoek and Gracie Fields and
         other long-forgotten cornerstones of popular culture. Mad that I should be watching such rubbish, although the alternative
         on BBC1 was Peter West filling in time chatting with Tom Graveney on the roof of the pavilion, and the two of them desperately
         trying to think of something interesting to say while 80 m.p.h. winds blew the cameraman over the edge to his death.
      

      
      When you reach middle age yourself, though, you find that it has a very simple definition. Middle age is when you look in
         the mirror and realise that you look and feel as good as you will ever look and feel. That’s not to say that you are at some
         sort of peak; it’s just that from here on in, things are only going to get worse. You can try and resist the march of time, but you do so at boundless risk to your own dignity. Wigs, corsets and Paul McCartney-style mahogany hair colourings
         were invented to make ageing people look even older, especially when placed next to Paul McCartney-style younger wives. Not
         that many of us in the cricket team are quite at that stage. But we will be sooner or later. A few of us have bought midlife-crisis
         convertibles to give us something nicer to think about.
      

      
      Sport can help. Well, some sports can. Not many of our number still play football, and those who do must suffer a string of
         painful and avoidable injuries, as their ageing legs are sliced beneath them by psychotic younger opponents. There’s golf,
         I suppose. (Does that count as a sport?) I went to a friend’s golf-club quiz night recently. He wanted to win because he is
         naturally competitive. But he also wanted not to win because he didn’t want to ‘make a bad impression’ on the tiny-brained
         snobs and dullards who controlled the club. You could see the pinched expressions of disapproval all around as, almost in
         tears, my friend went up to accept third prize. So, not golf then.
      

      
      I would have suggested marathon running had another friend not strained and wrenched virtually every muscle in his body training
         for the London Marathon. He still calls himself a runner, but I can’t remember when he was last fit enough to put on a pair
         of shorts without flinching. No, it has to be cricket, as always. Cricket has nurtured our souls for years. We know where
         we are with it. We are the sort of people who switch on the TV to look up page 341 on Ceefax, then watch the programmes as an afterthought. We are the people who still blub when they watch their now worn and
         irreplaceable tapes of Botham’s Ashes. We practise our cover drives in the mirror with serving spoons and garden implements.
         We have fond memories of Chris Tavaré. We cannot encounter the number 111 in normal daily life without thinking of David Shepherd
         hopping.
      

      
      I first fell under cricket’s spell in the historic summer of 1971, when Pakistan and India were the visiting Test teams. I
         vaguely remember Zaheer Abbas scoring one of his vast double centuries earlier in the summer, although – being eleven and
         extremely well behaved – I may well have been at school at the time. But it was the dibbly-dobbly medium-pace bowling of Abid
         Ali and Solkar that made the more lasting impression on me. I understood, because the commentators had told me, that these
         two were barely worthy of the description ‘bowlers’. That their job was to come on and deliver a few harmless overs with the
         new ball to get rid of the shine and set things up for India’s fearsome three-pronged spin attack. And yet, at Old Trafford,
         Abid Ali rattled through England’s top order – Jameson, Edrich, Fletcher and D’Oliveira – to collect four for 64 and give
         India a faint aroma of victory (until Illingworth and Lever put on 168 for the eighth wicket and restored normality). I was
         mesmerised by this. On some level I think I began to understand the essence of all sport: that none of it makes any sense
         and that anyone who thinks they know for certain what will happen is a fool. Or maybe I just liked the clothes. I don’t know: it was a long time ago. But from that day on I was hooked.
      

      
      It helped, of course, that in those days England were pretty good. Before the India series they had been unbeaten in twenty-five
         Tests. A year later they retained the Ashes and drew 2–2 with a terrifying-looking Australian team (Stackpole, two Chappells,
         K.D. Walters, Marsh, Lillee and Massie). This series also introduced me to the commentary of Richie Benaud, who in those days
         used to come over only for the Australian Tests. In 1973 there occurred one of those pivotal moments in a lifetime that change
         everything. We were on holiday in the Mediterranean somewhere, sitting at a bar. My brother and I, nine and thirteen respectively,
         were bored out of our minds. And then I saw, on the back page of someone’s Daily Express at a neighbouring table, that Frank Hayes of Lancashire, on his Test debut, had scored 106 not out in the second innings.
         A terrible pang hit me. I had not seen this innings on TV. I didn’t know what anybody else had scored or even what the result
         was. And I’d never heard of Frank Hayes of Lancashire. I asked my father for the money to buy a Daily Express. He told me to piss off. This, then, was my first cricketing bereavement. I mourned for the Test match I hadn’t witnessed
         personally. Fancy missing the flowering of an exciting new talent. After we got back, of course, Hayes barely scored another
         run. I wasn’t so egomaniacal to believe that this was my fault. That came later, when like everyone else I developed one of
         those psychopathologies that convinces you that, if you leave the room for a moment to put the kettle on, England will lose a wicket. But it did kickstart a series of
         dreams that continue to this day: that I am on holiday somewhere, and that England are playing a Test match with all sorts
         of players I haven’t heard of, and all I can see of it is the odd snatched headline on someone else’s newspaper and I’m screaming
         and then I wake up. This is the true madness of cricket.
      

      
      There had to be a solution to all this, so at university I and some friends formed a cricket team, which we named the Captain
         Scott Invitation XI. We were inspired by the legendary polar explorer, who, though resolutely stiff of upper lip, had a fairly
         poor record in his core activity of polar exploring. Roald Amundsen, who beat him to the South Pole, had taken huskies, as
         recommended in all the books. Scott eschewed these hardy little dogs and took horses, which all died, as did he and his men
         on the way back home. ‘For God’s sake look after our people,’ he wrote on his deathbed, little realising that sixty-five years
         later some larky students would despoil his reputation in pursuit of their own brand of cricketing mediocrity.
      

      
      The problem was that most of us who wanted to play had not played much cricket before. I had been to a minor public school
         in north London where sporting ability was valued far higher than academic excellence, or indeed anything other than large
         charitable bequests from sentimental old boys. If you had no obvious talent for cricket – and I hadn’t – then they never let
         you within a field’s length of a cricket bat, and sent you off instead to do cross-country runs across the evil child-eating bogs of Hampstead Heath. Some of the finest people
         I have known lost their lives in those quagmires. I and my friend Harry only got into Oxford because our headmaster had told
         us to our faces that we had no chance, and we were determined to prove him wrong. When we turned up in October 1978, the first
         thing we noticed was the glorious profusion of slightly underused cricket pitches. Forming our own cricket team wasn’t just
         an option; it felt more like an obligation.
      

      
      You start out young and naive and fresh-faced, and slightly spotty to be honest, and a bit gawky, and maybe even nerdy, and
         only just aware that it’s uncool to quote Monty Python’s dead-parrot sketch in any circumstances that find you awake. A quarter of a century later you are still playing cricket
         with some of the same people, amazingly, but the intervening years have left their mark. Heads that once boasted luxuriant
         growths of hair are now wholly reflective, and occasionally used to blind incoming batsmen. Stomachs have grown in most directions.
         Legs, though they move just as fast when they run, don’t seem to cover anywhere near as much ground. Everyone has kids or
         a midlife-crisis convertible. Some players have given up, and one or two have vanished from our lives for ever. New players
         have replaced them. We are all ageing together, which at least means we have company.
      

      
      What hasn’t changed is that one day every weekend during the summer we set off in our cars at about 11.23 in the morning to meet at a distant pub, drink more beer than we should (and less than we would like to) and then play cricket
         in scenic surroundings against teams who are usually better than we are. I marvel that we have managed to get away with it
         for so long. Not that we ever acknowledge this to each other, for to mention it at all would be to risk breaking the spell.
         So we pretend that it’s something rather routine that we just happen to do, for we are blokes and that is how we behave. And
         yet, as the years dribble by, we become more and more aware of the fragility of the whole thing. Many of us are in our forties
         now. We know we don’t have much cricketing time left. Twenty-five years, maybe – thirty at the absolute limit. Time enough
         to score that elusive century, or take that elusive wicket. We hope.
      

      
      My previous book about village cricket, Rain Men, was written when we were all in our mid-thirties, hopelessly unaware that the glory years were soon to come to an end. This
         book takes the story on another ten years, into the unexplored territory of middle age, and maybe even beyond. (Its working
         title was Last of the Summer Wides.) It asks whether it is entirely dignified for men of our age to go on playing cricket, and then feigns deafness to avoid hearing
         the answer. It sneers at young people, their useless music, their bad hairstyles and their bullet-like throws from the long
         boundary. It looks back in anger, and looks forward in terror. And on Amazon it spots a new remastered DVD of Botham’s Ashes,
         and buys it with a single click.
      

   
      
      2

      
      SCOTTS

      
      Four of us started the Captain Scott Invitation XI at university, and when we left we took it with us. Terence, Richard and
         I had met on our first day there, and they are still two of my closest friends. Terence had never played cricket before Scotts,
         and after decades behind the stumps still sometimes gives the same impression. For some years he has laboured under the nickname
         The Human Sieve. But Terence was and is no fool. By agreeing always to go number eleven when he keeps wicket, he has made
         the wicketkeeping position his own. Every captain needs a player like Terence: a willing number eleven who, furthermore, usually
         gives him a lift to the match.
      

      
      Richard was the only one of us who had played much cricket before, so we made him captain. This turned out to be a mistake,
         for Richard was too governed by crazed whims to make an effective leader. Uninterested in tactics, he would open the bowling
         with a purveyor of donkey-drops just to see what happened, and would never put any fielders behind square on the leg side because he didn’t think bowlers should bowl
         there. His period as captain was characterised by defeat. All he was trying to do, in his slightly indirect way, was tell
         us that he didn’t want to be captain. After one or two even less successful experiments, Harry and I took on the captaincy
         ourselves. Harry would captain on Saturdays and I would captain on Sundays, for by our fifth or sixth season we usually had
         two fixtures a weekend. Harry was also our fixtures secretary, and a remarkably diligent and assiduous one at that. Every
         weekend in the summer had as many games as it could hold. Bank holiday weekends commonly had three. Only weekends that happened
         to coincide with Harry’s holidays abroad were mysteriously free of fixtures. Pure coincidence, he would say. No one wanted
         to play us on those weekends. We would look at him askance but let him get away with it, as none of us wanted to do the fixtures.
         Every team in the world needs a Harry. Ours just happened to be the Harriest.
      

      
      I have known him now for nearly thirty-five years, since we were nine years old in Mr Walton’s class, 2A. In that time we
         have worked together – he is a writer too, and a highly successful TV producer – bickered non-stop, stolen girlfriends from
         each other and generally behaved as disgracefully towards each other as you do to your oldest friend. We ran Captain Scott
         together for many years, but, as time went on, the two of us realised we had different ideas about what we wanted the team
         to be. Scotts had started out as a team of oddballs, many of whom had never played cricket before. As it developed we gained new oddballs who had played
         cricket before, but maybe hadn’t found the team to suit their talents. Indeed, one or two of these oddballs had actually been
         thrown out of several teams who had failed to appreciate what they had to offer. I think immediately of Arvind, the diminutive
         solicitor from Delhi, who always fielded like a terrier to his own bowling, and like a fat, asthmatic terrier which had had
         all its legs amputated to everyone else’s. Some of these oddballs you grew to like; others, like Arvind, you grew to dislike
         slightly less. We kept him, and one or two others, because they were good, and we needed some good players to counterbalance
         the likes of Terence and me.
      

      
      I was, and remain, a negligible cricketer. A little bit of coaching, and years of ruler practice in the front room, have given
         me a serviceable forward defensive, but sadly little else. My speciality is the dogged 3 not out, low in the order, saving
         a match or, more usually, trying to save a match while watching everybody else get out at the other end. Occasionally I take
         a catch, which I’ll make look harder than it is. I never bowl, for like all non-bowlers I live in fear of the never-ending
         over, in which wide follows wide follows wide until the earth cracks open under your feet and swallows you in shame.
      

      
      So, as you can imagine, I am quite well disposed towards the concept of a mixed-ability side. If Captain Scott had not been
         mixed-ability I would never have got a game, let alone been captain for twenty years. Harry too started out as an out-and-out rabbit with the bat, also bowling a tidy if unthreatening
         medium pace. But Harry is a remarkably dedicated and single-minded individual. In another life he would have made an excellent
         medieval warlord. In the way that people are supposed to, he worked hard at his game, and turned himself into an obdurate
         opening batsman and a rather useful bowler, nagging and rhythmic with a good high action. Harry also discovered that he liked
         to win. Good grief, yes. He liked the team to win and he liked to play as large a part in that win as possible. If that meant
         him staying in for thirty-five overs to score an agonising 42 not out, then that was what it took. And if no one else got
         a bat or a bowl, that too was a price worth paying. Even though, as everyone else constantly pointed out, it wasn’t ever he
         who paid the price.
      

      
      And so the tenor of the team began to change. The less adept players found themselves marginalised when Harry was captaining,
         and some of them stopped playing when Harry was captaining, which suited him fine. I didn’t mind either, as I was much happier
         running a team full of old lags, who after all were my friends. The Saturday and Sunday teams became quite distinct. Saturday
         teams tended to be young, fit and rather good. Sunday teams were older, chubbier and increasingly useless. Harry played both
         games every weekend because he played every game. Indeed, he had never missed a game. Last time I asked, the Captain Scott
         Invitation XI had played around 650 games, and Harry had played them all. Years ago we all felt a bit threatened by this monomania, and tried surprisingly hard to sabotage his record (without much
         success, obviously). But these feelings passed. After a decade or two we even became quite proud of him. No other team we
         encountered had anyone as mad as this. Harry had been injured more times than I could mention, and had been unable to bowl
         for whole seasons. But the obsession went deep, into depths most people may not even have. Whatever the circumstances, whatever
         the weather, Harry would be on the field at the start of a game tossing the coin with the opposing captain, and then putting
         the other team in to give him the option of batting out time for a draw later in the day. Everything would be as it should
         be.
      

      
      When I wrote Rain Men in 1994–5, the situation seemed to have stabilised. We effectively had two different teams, a Saturday team and a Sunday
         team, who didn’t much like each other. But I didn’t worry, as most cricket teams don’t like each other. This, I decided, was
         the essential truth of village cricket: that in friendly games, without anything terribly important to fight for, most teams
         turned inwards. Even in league teams, where possible promotion to Division 8 dominates all conscious thought, everybody
         was slagging off everybody else. To their face or behind their back? It didn’t matter. (Why choose? Why not both?) For cricket,
         as we all know, is not a team game, but a game for highly motivated individuals who pretend it’s a team game. We had quite
         a few highly motivated individuals in our team – on a good day, somewhere approaching eleven.
      

      
      Very slowly, though, it was dawning on me that in my unacknowledged battle with Harry for the heart and soul of the team,
         I was losing. True, I was the signatory on the cheque book, and I still captained most of the Sunday games, but my old friends
         were playing fewer and fewer games. They had all hit their mid-thirties. Many were married with children. They couldn’t play
         cricket every weekend any more, even if they wanted to, and most didn’t. But Harry was still arranging two games a weekend
         throughout the summer. The new regulars were the younger players who had the time to commit to all this. The old regulars
         felt disenfranchised. They would come along to a game every few weeks and barely recognise anyone. They said it wasn’t fun
         any more.
      

      
      In village cricket people don’t really move teams. Some years ago I met a player who, after a series of business disasters,
         had moved to a smaller house three villages away. Fair enough, agreed his old team-mates, who understood the economic pressures
         of rural life as well as anyone. This player happily continued to play for his old team for several years. Then one day, filling
         in at the last moment, doing someone a favour, he played a game for his new village. His old teammates were aghast. Apparently
         there had been some sort of row between the two teams some time in the 1950s, which had never been resolved. No one could
         remember what it was about, as everyone concerned was now dead. Nonetheless, this was a betrayal his old team could not countenance.
         They never selected him again.
      

      
      Once you find your niche, you keep it, even if someone else wants it. Some teams regard enthusiastic newcomers almost as a
         threat. One bloke I know moved to a village (a different village) fifteen years ago and is still waiting for an extended run
         in the team. His son, having grown up there, is more likely to be accepted within the club, but even he can forget about becoming
         captain or wicketkeeper. These, it transpires, are hereditary posts.
      

      
      Touring sides do not have the luxury of such rigidity. In Scott we always had to be on the lookout for new players to replace
         those who had stomped off in a huff after one atrocious lbw decision too many. Touring teams always need new blood; without
         it, they die. But even with all the changes I always felt we had a strong sense of team identity. No other side could lose
         so many balls in a single net session, or stonedrift so purposefully away from their allotted field positions.* This was where I belonged.
      

      
      And then one day you don’t. The realisation comes in a moment, although the process leading up to it may take several years.
         One day you just think, No, this isn’t fun any more. I’d rather be doing something else. Crucially, I started to feel relieved when games were rained off. This was traumatic. You begin to doubt your faith in cricket itself. Has the
         game lost its hold, after all this time? Do you no longer care whether England lose by an innings, or just ten wickets?
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