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PROLOGUE


All the Right Notes, But Not Necessarily in the Right Order


It gets in there. It gets in there in ways I tell it to, and it gets in there in ways I do not. I might be crossing the street blurry-eyed in the morning and – stopping for a bus to pass just in front of me – I experience myself not as a pedestrian waiting at an intersection, but as a brave opening bat, swerving inside a bouncer amid a barrage of high-quality fast bowling. Later the same day I am idling in the aisles of a supermarket and pick up a banana but, before dropping it into the basket among the rest of the groceries, I find I am using it as an imaginary bat, flicking an imaginary ball through imaginary mid-wicket for an imaginary quick single.


As I walk home, I am watching my own feet over the pavement slabs and, stepping slightly beyond a crack that separates one from the other, I curse myself for breaching the line and bowling a no ball. Unforgivable at this level, I tell myself, looking up at the sky and noticing London is its unmistakable grey under low-hanging clouds. The ball might swing this morning, I duly note. When I’m home, a glass falls from a shelf and I react with inspired instinct to catch it, juggling it for a second before safely snaffling it at the second attempt. There is a pause as I look at it in my hands, for a second braced for the impact of my celebrating teammates as they run to imaginarily submerge me. Then, as the evening draws in, I find myself batting again, playing more expansive shots now with a tube of toothpaste – by this point I am well set and batting fluidly – and have introduced the sound of a leather ball hitting a bat to the fantasy, articulating a “cluck” at the precise moment the imaginary ball would have hit the imaginary bat and imaginarily sailed for an imaginary four. As my head hits the pillow, another day in the world of the banal navigated, I reel through some looming to-do list for the next morning but find I am not imagining it as a list at all, but as the vital second morning of an imaginary Test match. If I can get through that, I say to myself, it will get easier throughout the day. It always does.


Cricket can be in anything and anything can be in cricket. It plunges into the subconscious; a deep, complex map of evolving ritual, strange beauty, Darwinian projections, the completely pointless and the wildly meaningful: sudden action bookended by lengthy nothingness, ready to surface and explain my world back at me – even if the explanation, on occasion, is simply that everything is absolutely fucked.


Satisfying answer or otherwise, it has been my roadmap for growing up. There were untold other things that could have latched themselves into my psyche and acted as an accompaniment to the series of joys, successes, complications and losses one must attempt to process in life. Indeed, there often have been. For me, it’s just that the enduring one has happened to be cricket. It was only in eventually unpacking it all, in the pages of this book, that I had to finally concede to myself that maybe all those feelings weren’t really about cricket after all. 





PART 1



1


Why Cricket?


[image: illustration]


Buried inside a family album, among old school books and discarded teddy bears, there is a picture of me as a six-year-old. I’m perched on the front of a sofa (so reminiscent that I can smell and feel it just by the rug thrown over it), with my legs at full stretch yet not quite reaching the floor. I’m focusing on something with a curious half-daze. If you squint to dwell on the photograph, giving your eyes a second to acclimatise to the faded black-and-white image, you can make out the title of the book, held tightly in my hands. It simply says, in very big letters: CRICKET. 


Being now in the slipstream of life where friends and family are bringing up children, I recognise the handing of a book to a child as an exercise in forging a brief respite from the duck-like existence (kicking manically underwater, totally calm above) that is young parenthood. I don’t imagine that giving me a book about cricket was inspired by anything other than the same motivation, me being the eldest of three boys. In this case, however, I’m taking the bait as something far more serious than a distraction tactic. This wasn’t a cricket book at all. It was a hard sell into another dimension and, consequently, a decision for me to make. It’s my blue pill/red pill crossroads. I am inside the wardrobe about to push through the winter coats and into Narnia. I’m looking into the NeverEnding Story, as yet unaware that it is my own tale I am about to read. I have come to think of that image, captured among mounds of less momentous familial photography of the time, as a sliding-doors moment in my life. The decision must have been made there and then. Cricket it was going to be.


Typically for cricket, the odds were not stacked in its favour. My dad, Andrew, from the Isle of Wight and of no cricketing disposition, was aged 36 at the time, my age as I write. From a Christian and working-class background, the middle of five siblings, he was in the vortex of the most chaotic and productive spell in his life, juggling his three children – me, Hugo and Will – with what he would describe as a left-field career in construction, architecture and urban design. A speculative move across the water to London, against the traditions of his surroundings, was now many years behind him. Being the sole family archivist, he is the odds-on favourite to have taken the photo. Importantly in this case, too, six years previously he had privately wished for me to be a girl. He was not enamoured at the prospect of having to engage in the sideline shouting activities at sporting events that having a son cuts the odds on so dramatically. That context adds a small yet vital tension to the photo, as if he is whispering, “Red pill, red pill, red pill” as he clicks the Minolta Hi-Matic which now sits on the shelf at mine.


My mother, Lana, was born in Lebanon – her Palestinian mother, Abla, and English father, Harry, meeting when work took him to design and install telecom lines there – before she was moved to England for a childhood in convent boarding schools, feeding carrots to photos of Jeff Astle and David Cassidy under her desk. She met my father in a social circle of unattached and disparate souls in their twenties that London tends to produce. She was a book editor by then. Her younger brother, Paul, was so bruised by his own boarding-school cricketing experience of being bowled first ball following a record highest opening partnership that he would mention it well into his forties. It didn’t do anything special off the pitch, he would say, he just missed it. It was a genuine source of curiosity for me that, every Christmas, he would find a moment to shoehorn this dismissal into conversation. It was as if he was attempting to exorcise a humiliation he could never rid himself of, one year trying it on for size as slapstick, the next with an earnestness worthy of empathic ears. If it did indeed land on such, there was a deeper, more pointed memory that would follow – dropping a catch as the school wicketkeeper. It was shin height and he caught it, but as the slip cordon went up to celebrate, it fell out of his gloves. As he went to retrieve the ball, he overheard his teammate spit, “Oh, fucking hell, Odell.” He could never unhear it. I had never heard it in the first place and yet, somehow, I felt as if I couldn’t unhear it either.


In any case, my parents continued chasing an endless thread of noticing what piqued an interest in me, gauging whether it was healthy and/or appropriate and then, where possible, encouraging it. More books arrived, each as potent as the last in their own cricket-themed silencing techniques. I can still read them page by page in my mind’s eye. The first was a literary sledgehammer, casting an incision in anything I had known up until then: Postman Pat Plays for Greendale.


The cover, ominously, pictured Pat looking obviously distressed and mid-flight underneath a ball circling him from great height. Losing the toss and fielding, the opposition, Pencaster, scored 250 first up (I am not proud to admit that I fact-checked this against my memory and, distressingly, I was right). Assuming it was an overcast English summer, I reckon that was roughly par. Exactly par it proved to be, as Greendale, during an innings in which every single documented ball ended up either smashing glass, in a river, lost or in manure, won with a wicket to spare in an absolute nail-biter.


The illustrated book (there were about 50 words in the entire thing) presented oddly cheery images of batsmen ducking for cover as Pat aimed for their throats. He had already taken wickets earlier in the day with completely unnecessary and frankly narcissistic sledges like “Here comes another special delivery” before running in to bowl. It was pretty hostile stuff. The last man in to bat, too, Pat won the game, for some reason batting without gloves but with a helmet. Already a hero of mine for his conscientious community-based work, this being long before I knew of Botham’s Ashes in 1981, it solidified him in my mind as the first true great of the game. Soon you could add to that list Brian Brain, whose far more grown-up book than what I could fathom, Another Day, Another Match, featured a cover image of four old men looking over a county cricket game. It was a view, deeply foreign then, that in time I would become overfamiliar with myself. The book gave me the sole takeaway, via the occasional rapid flick-through for fear of the grave information inside, that cricket happened a lot, went on forever and mainly everybody involved was bored by it. Still, warning signs aside, the wormhole was open and these instruction manuals propelled me – cautiously, but undeniably – further down it.


Ensuring my two bibles were glued to my side from this moment forward, I was yet to really see a game of cricket at all. There was every chance that the sport could have been slowly dispensed with among the fire engines, dinosaurs and rubber hammers with which it then competed. That summer, though, the fates conspired to drag me further towards the inevitable. For a child burdened with a more sensitive disposition than usual, acutely aware of imbalance at every juncture and striving to police playtime equilibrium before going home to gender-neutral toys, I was already knowingly – if quietly – contradicted, struggling with a part of myself that still wanted to seek out some sort of battle.


It’s still laser-sharp in my recall. The shop window of Arding & Hobbs, in Clapham Junction, that early summer of 1990. The proudly dressed-up batter in all its gladiatorial glory. En route to the big Asda, ten minutes down the road, for the fortnightly shop, I turned my head slowly 180 degrees to fixate on the display as we marched past, and I immediately began to formulate how I might be one day dressed exactly like that mannequin. Clocking that we would be returning the same way we had come in order to get home from the supermarket, I resolved to buy some more time with the display later that afternoon. I ensured it became non-negotiable when we did return, simply turning and stopping mid-High Street, letting my hand go limp in Lana’s until she released it, and staring back through the window. She must have waited for me, because I wasn’t ushered through the general chaos of moving pedestrian traffic.


*


As far as I am aware, in that imperceptible moment, it is me, aged six, and the kit in the window. With time taking on a strangely elongated format, I look up from eye level, noticing each facet and how each is more cartoonish than even my books have led me to believe. Clunky, spiked sports shoes. Tick. Pads bizarrely reminiscent of astronaut get-up. Tick. I tilt my head back further, each accessory confirming an instinct that minutes before had been far less nameable. Thigh pad. Makes sense. Chest guard. Bit odd, but fine. Arm guard. Brilliant. Bat held aloft. Sword. Gloves. Tick, tick, tick. Slowly, now really arching my head as far as it can go, staring almost totally skywards to view the top third of the already elevated mannequin’s attire, I view the last piece. A grille-less helmet. It isn’t exactly clear where it offers any protection – as if you might have to deliberately go to ram the ball with your cranium, like a cow, in order for the hard lid to do its job. Most importantly, though, for the target audience of one in this impromptu sales pitch, it simply presents itself as a more palatable piece of streetwear than a Roman centurion’s helmet. Cricketers were going onto a metaphorical battlefield, I understood this from Pat’s sledging, and yet I still required an extenuating circumstance to indulge this reluctant urge of being involved in some sort of combat, without actually being shot at. With an urge for competition pushing its way through my body in the hope of finding some air, the mannequin resembles, for a moment before I am finally ushered on, gloriously attainable and acceptable army surplus.


*


Armed with this vision of a (static polystyrene) cricketer to aid my literary references, very gently acquiring cricket gear deemed generally wearable in public, the perfect storm unfolding within me began to find some hospitable conditions. Every other week, we were driven to our grandparents, on my mother’s side, in Purley to spend our Sundays. The journey to the outskirts of London took roughly an hour – enough time for an album and a half. These were important musical field trips. Once we were squeezed into the back of the car, the tape would go on. There were three permanently in there, loose in the glove box. Nudging each other back and forth to acquire half an inch more space as the proprietor of the back of the seat (the loser would have to slightly lean forward for the duration), me and the brothers sat and listened.


Firstly, there was The Best of Van Morrison. Without any visual aid, we were forced to hear this at once wild and slick voice and conjure up a face and shape. I imagined one that was years later to strike me as exactly that of Rick Astley. In “Here Comes the Night”, recorded by his first band Them but compiled onto the collection, Van was experiencing such epic feelings of hurt at seeing his ex-girlfriend in the arms of someone else that he was driven to publicly offload the unthinkable scenario inside a visceral beast of rhythm and blues. As he wailed the song’s title, strung out and desperate, I would lean forwards, losing the comfier place on the seat, and sigh. It sounded so terrible that, to a child thirsty for life experience of any description, it was acutely desirable. I could only dream of being able to go through something as terrible as that one day myself.


After earth-shattering heartbreak and aspirational pain, the allure of the gang was piqued through The Beatles’ Live at the BBC sessions. In it, racing through a collection of standards, an early incarnation of The Beatles experiencing the thrill of Beatlemania, yet nowhere near the ad nauseum that forced them to retreat from it, you could hear them giggle between songs. John Lennon, dripping with the dismissive charm with which he would navigate much of his public life, when asked to introduce himself by a palpably older, Queen’s English host, cracked, “Hi, I’m John. I play the guitar and I sometimes play the fool.” The infectious appeal, somehow preserved on that tape and transmitted straight into my pores 30 years later, was that we were listening to a group for whom a set of rules applied to them alone. An impenetrable force ensured that however coldly they were interrogated, admittedly not particularly during this session, the unit never broke their schtick, their flippant take on anything forever unharmed. The idea that packs of people could protect each other from the pressures of the outside world by simply not taking anything seriously at all nestled itself, gently if unflinchingly, into my impressionable if uncomfortable soul, leaning forward in the seats so far I could feel the seatbelt squeeze. The between-songs interviews on the tape did not reveal that John and Paul McCartney had both lost their mothers at a young age and had found each other just in time, prioritising their days since with determined resolve to make music of their own.


When the live sessions ended, side B grinding to its click in the car – which would momentarily jolt awake one of the sleeping passengers – I’d usually ask for more Beatles. The only “more Beatles” option landed us five years later to the bruised White Album. It being a studio album and not a recorded radio session, there was no chat, of course; instead there were songs so adjacent that they pulled each other apart, scrapping for ground across a double album where it was hard to work out where you were within it and how long was left at any one time. There were songs that sounded like nursery rhymes, disturbingly dark ones, and other rock’n’roll numbers like the standards of years previously but with life’s twisted experience stitched into them. “Revolution 9”, the penultimate song, was an endless loop of deranged noise amid chatter and a man, not unlike the one interviewing them all those years earlier, repeating “Number nine” again and again. A scream lasted uncomfortably long enough for it to become applause. Random words in conversation were panned chaotically either side of the speakers. A nightwatchman was talked about. I felt as if I were being tuned in and out of a station that refused to come into discernible being, a trip that threatened never to end and yet when it did Ringo suddenly turned up to sing us all goodnight in lullaby form to conclude the record. It was like being filled with a month’s worth of sweets and sat in front of The Shining, then told to go to sleep immediately. Was this what happened to units when they were pulled apart over the unavoidable path of collective effort and time? In any case, with nothing but a tape and the back of my parents’ heads for company as these thrilling, terrifying other worlds were beamed through, Van and The Beatles had planted a seed which needed a view in which to flourish.


When we arrived, minds sufficiently scrambled by the music we’d ingested, the house of my grandparents, an unusual couple in their cultural blend of Arabic Palestinian and English, was always a source of hysterical excitement. An old suburban detached house, it was removed from London as we knew it and dimly enough lit inside to make it feel like a journey back in time. The garden heightened this sense of adventure, sprawling out to points where it was unclear whether it had ended and the wilderness had begun. A fallen tree from a storm in the early 1980s, for example, lay slain and abused as a climbing frame for its afterlife. Our grandpa, Harry, would answer the door without exception by saying, “No, no, no milk today, thank you” and closing the door back on us. Despite knowing the gag as if watching a rerun, we would never find it anything but uncontrollably funny. We knew that in a couple of hours he would pronounce roast potatoes “roast pa-too-tees” and we would find that, too, uncontrollably funny. He had found a reinvigorated purpose in the latter stages of his life in finding ways to say yes and yes alone to his grandchildren and then actioning the premise even if it seemed impossible. He was our king of invention, our mad professor of economic childlike fantasy and our practitioner of play.


The garden was a walking exhibit of this. A tyre from a tractor was hung from a tree, suspended vertically, undoubtedly with extreme danger, by ever-thinning rope to make “the twirly whirly”. The concept of the twirly whirly was quite simple. You sat on the tyre and Harry spun you round until you either felt sick or actually were sick. It was fairly route-one thrill-seeking. There was a tree house, too, with actual floors, boarded up with nails popping out at child’s eye level and real electric light switches patched in at high voltage. He had somehow, also probably at great danger, managed to drag electricity across the soaked grass from the main house to the new one, fast becoming an example of why you shouldn’t follow a child’s every request. It was ravaged in a raid one evening when the police used it to leverage a view of a local burglar vaulting through the back gardens of Purley. The boards had unsurprisingly failed to take their weight and, in the wake of the brief viewing experiment, the temporary benefactors of the vantage point failed to do anything but vacate the broken tree house they’d made no use of. Undoubtedly disguising some frustration at years of amateur DIY being destroyed, Harry ploughed on to the next invention. It was no bother: he always had another project to deliver. Sensing the cricketing enthusiasm building in me, evident in the incremental amassing of books I was bringing and the cricket gear I was being given permission to wear in daily life, he embarked on his biggest test yet and appointed himself my personal cricket coach.
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Me and my coach.





If he was going to be a cricket coach, he was going to need a cricket pitch. My grandma, Abla, was a proud Palestinian, of Christian faith and staunchly non-cricket. Her interest had ended in the younger days of romance, when they had tried to blend their interests into one another and she had agreed to play in a game with Harry. She had been told, romantically, that she was going to be the wicketkeeper. A ball – I’m using my imagination here, as this was not her exact explanation – reared up from a length on a pitch starting to produce variable bounce and smashed her in the face. She walked around with a black eye for two weeks and, safe to say, that was where they left it. I don’t think it was related to this specific incident, more a general accumulation between the 50 years that had passed and whatever the falling-out happened to be that day, but the most common place to find her was inside the house rolling her eyes at her husband, muttering something in Arabic. When she’d had enough, she would lean out of the kitchen window, overlooking the garden, shout “Yala! Yala!” and usher us in. Peppering my days with peripheral conversations with other adults on the plight of the Palestinians, she was the kind of woman who would look me square in the eyes, a six-year-old child, and pledge that we had an “understanding” together. I wasn’t sure what this understanding meant or was, but it was nonetheless reassuring to have one; plus I knew if I nodded to indicate I was on the exact same wavelength, I’d be allowed free rein of the freezer, a horizontal slab the size of a bath, where you had to wrench yourself up and into it, feet dangling and arms reaching into the frozen paradise, to find one of the never-ending supplies of choc ices. She had the grace to notice the cricket mission and – no doubt mindful that I had taken the blue pill, was through Narnia and couldn’t go back even if I tried – she fielded our canvassing for a pitch to be “built”.


The building of the cricket pitch required two things: a lawnmower, to differentiate the pitch from the grass where the wild looked to be encroaching, and stumps. I wasn’t in the board meeting when Harry pitched this to Abla; I only heard latterly, to a swell of memorable relief, that a favourable compromise had been reached. The pitch was approved as long as the grass remained relatively long and, most importantly, the stumps were painted green. This was a garden, not a cricket pitch, and the theory was that if they were green, they would blend into the background and not present an eyesore for Abla when she gazed out onto her garden, already encroached upon by tyres and slides and broken climbing frames. Green stumps it was. If anything, that made their presence feel even more bizarre. They looked like green stumps in a post-apocalyptic assault course.


With a pitch laid out and the beginning stages of building my technique underway (a series of “drills” that often required me to throw tennis balls underarm at Harry, him blocking them, re-marking his guard, then instructing me to repeat), the ever-rising passion was finally enforced, and at last sealed, with some now vital contextual help. Cricket was on terrestrial television then as a matter of course, like a net cast out and waiting for a niche pocket of obsessives to swim towards it; all I had to do was turn it on and it was there waiting for me. Test match cricket. And there they were waiting for me, too. The England cricket team right at the beginning of the 1990s. A group of men looking serious about what seemed to be very little going on. Visibly overweight men. Slight, strangely gaunt men. Gigantic men with little towels tucked into their trousers, and shoes with the ends cut out so their white-socked big toes poked through. Flawed, scruffy, each in their own way charismatic men who were given eight hours a day of prime-time television for standing around in ill-fitting white clothes. What’s more, these men of every conceivable shape of young manhood, looking perennially concerned, were technically athletes. It was a source of gargantuan comfort. I could feel my expression, the curious half-daze, return. This time it concealed something slightly more tangible and memorable: giddy excitement first and, as a subtle aftertaste, belonging. “You can leave me here from now on,” I said in an imaginary conversation with the world. “I’m going to be OK one foot away from this screen where they keep promising me the next passage of play is going to be the really important one.”


I had found some bizarre Venn diagram where the music I had heard somehow correlated to the cricketers I saw. When I turned on the television to find cricket, and saw in the top left-hand corner of the screen, as the bowler ran in, a line of four people crouching on delivery, then relaxing, kicking divots into the ground, inspecting the back of their hands and whispering in-jokes, before repeating, as far as I was concerned I was watching The Beatles. What were they giggling about together? What was the source of this suspended youth? I had found the Fab Four. They were Graham Thorpe, Graeme Hick, Nasser Hussain and Jack Russell: The Beatles live at the BBC. There, personified, were the faces to that sound, the gang I wanted to be in but had no access route to. I felt as if there was no place more worth belonging to than a slip cordon.
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The Fab Four.
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Thorpe, Hick, Hussain, Russell.





The thing about this England team, which was infinitely clear and permeated through everything they did, was that they lost a lot. They were starting pretty much a decade of losing. Like a perfect tragedy, it was as if, on some undetected level beneath the surface, they already knew it too. It was written on all of their faces and forced itself into their body language, forever worried and arched. I thought of Van Morrison singing “Here Comes the Night”. The aspirational pain that I searched for was here, on this screen, in the sleepless torment they were all so obviously going through. Australia would close a day 400 without loss having lost the toss (this is an exaggeration, if slight) and as the bowed players left, I’d imagine them turning in the night, singing in Van’s tortured tones before the sun, cruelly rising again, forced them to show their faces for another public whipping. It wasn’t a version of Rick Astley that song belonged to at all, it was the Fab Four at slip plus Phil DeFreitas, Chris Lewis, Mark Ramprakash et al. The pain and the injustice seeped through the television and into me – I didn’t even get a chance to recognise it happening. Before I knew it, there they were: a touchpoint for hurt, betrayal, harsh fate, catastrophe and disaster. There were handfuls of flashpoint images, now seared into my mind in quick roll-call succession. Michael Atherton knocking a bin over with his bat when he thought he was out of view of the cameras. Alan Mullally catching the ball the wrong side of the stumps and interrupting a certain match-changing run-out in Australia. Adam Hollioake being bowled leaving a ball from Shane Warne that pitched on middle stump and continued on to hit middle stump. Graham Thorpe dropping the ball at slip and then kicking it, out of anger, for more runs. Music’s beautiful pain visualised. My commitment was to be here, to this obviously doomed cause, because that’s where life’s juice obviously was. It combined to produce something new rising in me. It was a feeling that was to become familiar over time, one I would silently be able to re-access again and again.


When we left the house in Purley, Harry would walk to the end of the bushy driveway and, left arm aloft, wave us into the distance. We would sit contorted in our seats, waving back, until all we could see was a tiny flicker on the horizon, arms still waving us home. Occasionally he would forget that his right hand was holding his trousers tight to his waist and, just as we began to disappear, he’d throw it up to the air too. We’d be left with the faint vision of his trousers falling down to his ankles as he continued waving us into the distance regardless, looking forward to the no milk and the roast pa-too-tees and the cricket drills that would be there in two weeks’ time.


One Easter, many years before it became my cricket-coaching spiritual home, my parents were halfway through the same drive home from the grandparents when Lana’s vision began to blur. She had grown tired with regularity over a gentle period of time; a foggy, unnatural tiredness that had been explained away until then as a consequence of having three young children. It was uncommon for her to complain about anything at all. Yet still, while we slept in the back, she remarked, somewhat heavily, “I really can’t see very well.” It caused a small pool of worry in Andrew. We were dropped at home, left with a neighbour to sleep and they headed to St George’s hospital. Sent promptly to the optical department, she was handed an eye chart; it became clear, very quickly, that she could hardly see at all. It was optic neuritis, the neurologist said. And with that came the first mention of the two letters, unknown and abstract then, obstinate and immovable since: “It’s a classic sign of MS.”


Her eyesight recovered and relapsed that summer while she waited to be sent to the neurologists some months later. On her return, in a mesh of unremembered words and strangely formal information, she was diagnosed officially with multiple sclerosis. It was an illness that could vary wildly from one person to another, they were told. There was no cure, they were told next. There were some other bits about the science. They walked out of the room, back into a world that looked exactly the same, but felt suddenly like one that merely resembled the one they had known before walking in. Their shared hope was that she would maybe have poor eyesight and be tired from time to time. That would be hard, but it would be fine. She was still a perfectly capable mother, looking after her three children throughout the days, encouraging drawing on walls and improvisational dancing to Prince records and freeform reinterpretations of the haka. For a moment, it felt like something that might just leave, a mere inconvenience. Then, she began to feel inexplicably cold. The tiredness returned. It left, then returned again. She needed more frequent help in the house. More of the statements like the first, small admission in the car would begin to litter day-to-day conversation. Her ankle didn’t work. She couldn’t use her foot properly. And then, most damagingly, came the liberties that society began to take. The optic neuritis was causing strobing in her eyes so, while she was driving, the road that she was looking at would sometimes move up and down and momentarily disappear. She went to a disability driving instructor, who told her she could never drive again and took her licence from her.


Walking us to school still, Lana’s leg, very subtly, had started to drag behind her as she went. Unnoticeable at first, it became pronounced enough that she came accompanied with a walking stick. It was an issue, the walking stick. She didn’t want one. She didn’t need one. At first, she walked with it tucked under her arm, serving no purpose, as her leg lightly dragged behind her. Slowly, through another fog of denial then reluctant acceptance, it lowered until it propped her up, serving its primary function. In these early days of protracted illness, as we grew up alongside it, my parents threw themselves into the research. How could there be no cure anywhere? There must be a cure somewhere. There were a lot of suggestions and a lot of theories. Holistic. Medicinal. Cerebral. They gathered information, scattered hope in the form of all these speculative therapies and, armed with a list of bullet-pointed questions, Lana booked herself into endless doctors’ consultations. She would return more confused and more frustrated than she had left.


After a few visits, she asked Andrew to come with her. She wasn’t getting anywhere, she said, she couldn’t penetrate the language the doctors used and needed someone else to help her pick apart what was being said. He came. The consultant, to Andrew’s shock, was simply, repeatedly, saying, “I’m sorry, but there’s nothing that can be done.” Lana would hear it and immediately put her head back to her list to ask another question gathered from that week’s field trip of wishful thinking. He would respond to the next question with the same answer. She’d ask another. The same answer. The entire consultation followed this shape and so, it turned out, had the previous visits. Her list again reaching its conclusion, the neurologist left them finally with something that Andrew could hear for Lana, “Look, there is no cure. If we thought there was a cure, we’d be doing it, even if it meant rubbing tea leaves. There’s nothing.” And with that, him absorbing the information that she could not, they made a decision between them. Rather than be unable to give their children the time they needed and continue searching for a cure that did not exist, they would instead spend their lives living each moment, being parents first and hoping that the incremental invasion they were promised but not guaranteed would be kinder than it had been to some.




[image: illustration]


Young parenthood.





As a child dreaming up versions of fanatical suffering through music and visions of adult responsibility via cricket, I haven’t noticed that her handwriting in the phone diary has started to become illegible. The warning signs have just eventually, without any specific moment of arrival, phased into reality. One day, being driven home by a nanny, more inconspicuously consistent in their presence but culturally nourishing enough that we can all now do the dance to “Boom! Shake the Room” by DJ Jazzy Jeff and The Fresh Prince, we come to a sudden halt. She is there, by the side of the road, inexplicably collapsed on the ground, her legs bent underneath her in a sort of V-shape. She smiles as the nanny jumps out of the car, scoops down to lift her and drop her into the passenger’s seat. Her legs, she doesn’t explain then, still laughing as if to present the (slightly confusing) storyline of “Silly me, I fell over”, have given way and won’t move. Police, she doesn’t explain to us then either, have walked past and assumed her to either be begging or drunk and left her, despite her asking for help, on the floor in the background. She smiled still. It was nothing to worry about.


It was true. There was no cure for MS. It’s hard to recollect any surge of desperation that must have run through her as her body slowly failed her. I remember nothing. I don’t even remember numbness. It did get worse all the time. But I already knew this from cricket. The game had by then communicated to me in no uncertain terms that everything, after all the effort and the worry and the stress, was absolutely not going to be all right in the end. On some level, I think I respected being told the truth.





2


Lovely, Loopy Stuff


Wednesday finally came. I sheepishly looked across and surveyed the shapes and sizes queued up alongside me in the school assembly hall. We were herded up like a bunch of missing parts.


I was new at Honeywell Primary, as Lana’s declining health, still not particularly noticeable to me, had meant moving to a more manageable house on the same road as the school. Number 12 Honeywell Road had initially been an upstairs and downstairs flat. Earlier that year I’d watched Andrew take to the boarded-up division between the two with a hammer, knocking it through in a wake of fog and dust to leave one set of stairs. In a couple of years, the same set of stairs would have a chairlift built into it.


I was still finding my place inside the seemingly rigid societal structures of my new school, which covered a catchment area of Wandsworth that ranged wildly from the kids in council houses and estates to the detached, double-glazed middle-class homes (almost literally) next door, when cricket was reeled off as an option for a “free time” midweek activity. It sprung an optimistic comfort in me. I had waited a week for it to come round. Cool was not yet currency, but still it was unerringly plain as I glanced inconspicuously across this line that those applying were not a collection even the most imaginative could consider the most popular in school. A handful, mostly with double-barrelled surnames, were in full gear including sunglasses which, they told the teachers, were definitely necessary inside “because they were prescription”. Others, and this made for the majority, looked as if they just assumed that whatever they were about to do would be less taxing than the other two options offered for a Wednesday afternoon. Cricket, as voiced unilaterally by my new accomplice and best friend Billy Hunt, dressed in a vest to fashion some kind of likeness for whites, “was just standing around, right?” Billy also claimed that The Jam’s song of his name was written about him, despite having been released six years before his birth. I hadn’t yet done this groundwork. I was just struck by how not green the stumps were. They were blue. The balls were orange. “Kwik cricket” was to be my initiation to the communal game.


Cricket had so many options. I really wasn’t sure what part of it I was going to attempt to be when I wasn’t sitting watching it on a screen. I certainly didn’t imagine myself as one of the lineage of fast bowlers propelling themselves up to the crease and bowling at people’s heads (the West Indies tour in progress at the time had given me Devon Malcolm, Angus Fraser, Courtney Walsh and Curtly Ambrose to join Postman Pat). The moment of reckoning, though, was fast approaching. Bernard, a parent who had volunteered his time to rustle up some cricket interest at the South London primary, took to his task by lobbing squidgy orange balls around in a thinly veiled guise of order – yet plainly at random – asking the recipient to bowl at batters at the other end. Eventually, he threw me one. “Felix, you know how to bowl?” I thought I did. I mean, Harry said I did, but he wasn’t much of a gauge of anything, to be honest. His blind commitment to generous praise had by now turned all his positive enforcement into suspicious white noise. My face suddenly flushed. A blockage was thrust into my throat, as if two invisible hands had been placed around my neck from the inside. For the first time I sensed the burden of being watched. This, I thought, must be the unquantifiable pressure the commentators described on the television that separated Test cricket from the domestic form.


*


I run in towards the stumps. Executing an action as close as possible to what I remember having seen, while trying to not simply throw the ball (as a few before me undeniably had), I let go. The best way to describe the ball’s flight is, well, exactly that. It takes flight. It goes airborne. Its path is very high and very slow. It comes down like a paper aeroplane, so uncertain of its destination and so detached from my vague intentions that I watch it as if in awe of some ungodly creation. Demoralised, it lands a few feet away from my opponent at the other end, who does the customary thing for a seven-year-old in a game of Kwik cricket: he chases after the ball as it comes limping to a standstill, swats at it a couple of times, missing each, before trapping it with his foot and smashing it again. The third time, he connects. The ball bounces off the walls of the school hall while the double-barrelled brigade and their “what are those things in the ground for?” counterparts become an indefinable heaving mass, swarming to collect it as the batter runs loops around the plastic blue stumps. I stand, disconnected from the chaos and totally motionless, staring into my upturned palms. The thing I had control of in those very hands just moments ago is suddenly careering around the assembly hall like an orange balloon, causing the early stages of a primal riot. I haven’t dared imagine my first competitive contribution, but if I had, it wouldn’t have been like this. I arrive home that evening deducing that maybe cricket divides its inhabitants into two different houses: some people live to play and others live to watch. The kids in the indoor sunglasses definitely seem to be the former, and I definitely feel like the latter.


*


Up until that evening, the telephone had not intersected with my life with any real purpose. It would ring occasionally, and sometimes one of my brothers would stealthily pick up the receiver in the other room to listen in secretly on a conversation (though that would only really gather popularity some years later when we started getting girlfriends or multiple detentions that warranted calls home), but that would be it. On this evening in 1991, though, Andrew put the phone down and walked into the other room while I was still in the process of airbrushing the orange ball I’d just launched from my memory. “I’ve just had a phone call from a man called Bernard,” he said. I nodded. I knew a Bernard. “He asked me whether I knew my son was a talented left-arm spinner?” A left-arm spinner? What was a left-arm spinner? It didn’t really matter. If Bernard thought that was what I was, that’s what I was, and a talented one too.


The last part of the phone call was an invitation for a practice at his club the same weekend. So, collecting all the war clothes he had bought me, and no doubt quietly smarting that this was exactly the reason he had silently wished for a girl all those years ago, Andrew drove me down and I joined in my first proper net session in South London. The silence en route was two-pronged. I was full of nervous anticipation. He was no doubt stewing on the fact that if he was attached to me, and I was attached to cricket, he might forever be attached to it too.


It was awful, the noise. The sound of cricket balls being hit and reverberating around a hall. The metallic clang of the stumps being struck and then pinging back. They congealed to form an abrasive sonic boom that made me feel as if I’d walked into some kind of boxing gym meets firing range. Maybe cricket was like being shot at? None of the industrial clattering felt as if it had a tangible incident attached to it, either, each clang reaching you a second after the ball was hit, the sound bouncing back around off the walls. It was enough to make you instinctively duck for cover. I curtailed the desire to for long enough to be herded into another line, this time with slightly less familiar counterparts (Billy hadn’t shown enough enthusiasm to receive the same phone call), and for Bernard to throw me a ball again. This time it was red, very hard, with a soft frayed seam and rough marks all over it. It was the first time I’d held one.


*


Bernard, whose relatively fleeting contribution to my life is beginning to gather oddly seismic worth, takes me to one side. “Go on, Felix, bowl me some of that lovely, loopy stuff,” he says. I feel an immense gushing of pride within me. God, that really makes sense. That is who I am. I bowl lovely, loopy stuff. Without any frame of reference for this lovely, loopy stuff, and in order not to fragment this portal of his opinion on my bowling (based on one ball in Kwik cricket), I run in again. Loopy is easy, that is self-explanatory. Lovely is a more complex idea to action. It must be in the run-up. I attempt a kind of unmenacing gallop. The loveliest gallop I can muster. Lovely must mean the opposite of all the other kids who are running in from the very back of the sports hall, a few feet to my left, sweating and loose-limbed. Trotting in like some young boy’s depiction of a graceful calf, I launch the ball, as loopy as I can, of course, into the air. The ball lands in a similar place to where it had ended up last week in the sports hall, only this time the batter, probably due to the fact the nets don’t allow it, does not run after it. He lets it hit the net. I turn around and Bernard is smiling. It isn’t clear whether the smile says, “Jesus Christ, this child is gifted” or (with hindsight the undoubted truth) that he is smirking about the dedication with which I’ve taken to his instruction. Either way, I am a lovely, loopy spinner. It feels totally fantastic.


*


The problem with cricket, you will find, is that if one aspect of it does indeed feel totally fantastic to you, no matter how lovely or loopy, there are another couple of disciplines that probably don’t. Firstly, fielding is terrible. The ball is hard and the ball hurts. Billy had been right in part: you absolutely are expected to stand around doing nothing for large chunks of the time. It’s just that, with no real warning, occasionally someone will hit that thing very hard at you while everyone turns to stare. Everything in my sensitive disposition told me to get out of the way and to do so immediately. So, when the nets were cleared for fielding drills and I was beginning to feel deeply sold short that cricket definitely was about getting lined up to be shot, get out of the way I did. There was no game worth participating in, let alone winning, for this.


That wasn’t even half of it. The batting. Ugh. Batting. I’d done some dreaming since my Kwik cricket debut regarding, if I was a talented left-arm spinner, what my batting might entail. Even my imagination wasn’t asking for much. In my head, I was the player I’d seen on TV who would watch the ball kiss the surface, see it beat the outside of my bat, purse my lips before wryly laughing to myself and nodding back at the bowler. I might even say something like “Too good for me, mate” and chuckle before dismissing it from my mind for the next delivery. That was where I hoped to find myself, as the obsolete partner who glued the story together while the gunslinger harvested the strike at the other end. In reality, told to pad up with the communal kit (nothing like the mannequin’s attire), when anyone at all ran in to bowl, no matter how fast I knew them to be or not, I felt my heart rate increase alarmingly. Both of my legs, without instruction from my brain, began walking me backwards (towards where square leg would be), leaving me having to lunge miles back in the direction of the ball that would be comparatively straight when it did eventually get there. This was not just traumatic and humiliating but quite a serious technical issue. Feeling the squeeze of embarrassment as the ball thudded into the nets at the back, I would salvage the situation by lunging back into roughly the right area and effecting a leave, like I’d seen on TV, holding my bat aloft in a picture of zen-like judgement.


Some years later I’d find the same trait betraying me in football. If the ball was launched into the air, I would make sure I wasn’t anywhere near close enough to head it as it circled us, very gently backing further and further away as everyone looked up into the sky. Then, when the ball had begun its descent to land and I was certain it was out of plausible reach, I’d begin my gallant sprint back towards it as if I were Tony Adams on a mission to nut the ball at all costs. I fell heroically short every time. I squared it with my conscience that, in the face of my very rational fear of the ball, the illusion of bravery was enough. The simultaneous desire to be good at the game I loved more than anything alongside the lack of courage to even participate meant that almost every second of cricket, in reality, was a complete living nightmare.


That summer of 1991 had nearly passed and while England had admirably kept one of the great West Indian sides roughly at bay for the duration of a Test series, there had been little to lodge itself in my memory until the final game. All summer, there had been a lot of conversation about England’s new left-arm spinner, yet he’d been nowhere to be seen. Phil Tufnell, an apparently prodigious talent with a reputation for being hard to handle, had made his debut in Melbourne’s famous Boxing Day Test in front of 90,000 people the previous winter. While I slept unawares, the swashbuckling Australian Dean Jones had charged down the MCG pitch and hit Tufnell’s second ball back at him and into his ankle. If it didn’t wake me, it did wake him. Making a decent (on-field at least) account of himself in the exchanges that followed and taking his first Test wicket in the next Test in Sydney, he was finally to make his home debut at The Oval.


England, to salvage the series, were embarking on the oft futile task of bowling at Richie Richardson et al., all cricketers who had such a trademark gait at the crease that you felt as if you were watching a boxer. The West Indies batted for two hours unharmed as I watched and waited. There was still no Tufnell. The commentators had observed that he “wasn’t afraid to give the ball some air” and that he “beat players in the flight more than anything”. This sounded thrillingly familiar. As the camera cut back and forth to the man in question on the boundary, looking stranded in a mindset exactly between mischievous and concerned, I was hoping that I would soon be dealt some clues about what life as a left-arm spinner entailed. When he was eventually summoned to bowl and handed the ball, his graphic came up on the screen as he marked his run-up.


Phil Tufnell. Age 25. Slow Left Arm.


The colour of the font of the time, a pastel light blue, offsets a boyish focus from his wispy short blond hair, which makes him look as if he might have been borrowed from the set of Grange Hill. Ripping the ball between his fingers as the umpire holds his left arm aloft, he waits. I wait some more. He then conceals the ball, like a jester giving the impression that what he is about to bowl can be magically transformed into any shape whatsoever before he arrives at the crease. He begins his run-up from behind the umpire, too, as if the batter’s first sight of him will be out of a puff of smoke. It starts with a skip, before he veers acutely to his left, pumping his knees as if in imitation of the Ministry of Silly Walks, then leaping totally side on, arms wound, and releasing the ball back at an arched angle to his right. Once the ball is in flight, he pivots his whole body through and summons a kind of a click and a stamp as if the final and most important part of the trick is after the fact entirely. It is spellbinding magic. The ball – well, it is loopy. It lands in a rough patch of the pitch, spitting a bit and straightening. The left-handed Clayton Lambert, a less household-name part of the mythical West Indian batting order, yet still rattling along on 39 not out, lights up and spoons it straight into the air. Mark Ramprakash is underneath it. Momentarily the screen feels as if it has frozen, “Ramps” waiting for the ball to fall just as Postman Pat had been. He catches it. Tufnell has a wicket with the first ball I have ever seen him bowl.


Tufnell, who enjoyed plenty of airtime that day, when not bowling could be found boundary bound, trying to conceal himself giggling under his cap. England won. It was the first time they had held the West Indies to a series draw since 1973.


My mind was made up. From this moment on there could only be one reference point. Lovely and loopy was Tuffers manifest. He wasn’t like everybody else. He spent his time either devilishly concocting something out of nothing or being banished to field on the boundary. If slip cordons were The Beatles, he was like a pre-breaking point Syd Barrett with a subtle Nick Drake-ish melancholy layered among the mischief. A befuddled and underused genius, he was a strange lone presence, an odd anomaly whom teammates and opponents alike were unsure whether to treat with mystical awe or alien suspicion. Regardless, there was an angle for me, a pathway open for purveyors of the lovely, loopy stuff, and it was one I intended to chase down.


The news, in terms of associational comforts, was to get better still. Even for a seven-year-old with no body-language training, Tufnell looked to share my absolute distaste for fielding. He spent his off-duty time in the field noticeably kicking his feet around at fine leg. The problem with that position in particular is, as I was to find a few years later, it comes at a risk. You are spared the jeopardy of the regular dog work of fielding, but for that respite, occasionally a pull shot will fly in your direction. The issue with that shot, a batsman negotiating a short ball to try and smash it out of the ground, is that when it’s heading towards you, it has usually been hit quite hard. There is a moment in which everyone can pause, notice you are underneath it, brace themselves for the humiliation you are about to bring on yourself and wait for the disaster to unfold. This happened to Tuffers a lot. It was almost as if batting teams located where he was fielding and found him at will. The camera would pan back and forth as he palpably willed the ball not to appear in his vicinity. When the ball, still often travelling skywards, had set its course, watching Tufnell settle underneath it was like watching someone move through the stages of grief. There was denial. There was anger. There was bargaining. There was depression. Then, finally, acceptance. The only issue was, he seemed to reach acceptance far later than the rest of England. It wasn’t that he wouldn’t get there. He would usually reach the ball. It was just that he never looked like catching it. He rarely did. A second empathic light bulb went off in my head. Tufnell not only couldn’t catch or throw but showed absolutely no signs of wanting to.


Then there was his batting. Tufnell batted as if it was an existential affliction. As whichever terrifying fast bowler of that time, and there were many, ran in, you could detect the urge of his back legs to move him out of the way of the ball. I felt the tingling as if it was my own, desperate to run away towards square leg. When the ball had passed his stumps, he would lunge back towards it as if to make out that hadn’t been his instinct. Bowled often, usually without score, the fielding team acknowledged it as a matter of course, without emotion. Caught on the unfortunate end of a short-ball barrage by Australian quick Craig McDermott in the same recent series, Tufnell had a ball whizz past his flailing bat at head height. Without it touching anything, he made a judgement call, considering his contribution done, and feigned a huge blow on his thumb. “I think you’ve broken my thumb,” he shouted, before walking off. Graham Gooch, his captain, needless to say, wasn’t particularly impressed when he arrived back in the dressing room to replays of a ball missing his bat (and thumb) by yards and the umpire not moving. Tufnell had made an executive decision and given himself out. In a Test match. I thought of myself, too, slowly backing away from the ball in the air, and considered Tufnell to clearly be nothing but sound of mind.


In all these three parts of his game, Tuffers somehow succinctly communicated the everyday struggle of having a body at all. My affinity with him would gently spiral over the next decade of my free-falling affection for the game he played. He’d be kicked out of Test teams for smoking weed in toilets. He’d bowl out Australia. He’d drop many more balls.


He’d bottle many more fast-bowling inspections. Tufnell smoked, drank, was scared of a cricket ball and still, on occasion, single-handedly won Test matches for England. Despite it all, his skills were required when all else had failed. Fear and unbelonging: the traits I was beginning to find uncomfortable and burdensome in myself were filed into some purposeful, aspirational order through him. Plus, there was more. His nickname was The Cat. I was Felix. Felix the Cat. There were too many parallels here to be mere coincidence. Tufnell was paving the way. I had set my path as the next slow left-arm spinner for England. One day I would receive my cap and thank Bernard, then The Cat, formally. After all, I really couldn’t have done it without them.




[image: illustration]


Tufnell in waiting.
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Phil Tufnell and the Hop, Skip, Jump


Phil Tufnell is in his garden during a mid-April when England is bathed in a perplexed, still heat. It being morning, the birds have primary occupancy of the outside and, singing not so much as if released as relieved, I can hear them faintly down the line while, more overtly, Tuffers lights up and sucks on a cigarette. Discussing his first Test match and bowling left-arm spin is not the “passing of the torch” moment that I had envisaged all those years ago. There is no cap or official handover or press conference in which I can thank him for the inspiration as I move on to discuss my own achievements as an England international.


“Most spinners are a bit strange. We’re a little bit fruity and a little bit funky.” He’s not referring to “we” as in myself and him, sadly, but a wider “we”: a kind of subgenre tied together by oddity. “We get hit for four and have to look back at the batter and go, ‘Right, you’re gonna get it now, I’m going to bowl it eeeeven slower.’” Though it’s close to 29 years later, it’s not difficult to imagine him as the same young man hiding the ball at the top of his mark, caught between mischief and apprehension, masquerading as a magician. It’s almost as if, to this day, he’s surviving by the same means. “You’ve got to get that aggression through somehow. Otherwise the bloke will go, ‘Hold on, he’s just bowling fucking slow.’ Most spinners are survivors. You’ve got to have that instinct. No-one taught me it. It was just a hop, a skip and a jump to get myself going and I was away. I’m doing it now as we speak.”


Suddenly struck that I could have been imitating him while missing the most important and vital hidden aspect of bowling slowly – aggression – I take him back to his English debut. He doesn’t have to reach for the memory. “I remember it vividly. 2-1 down. Beautiful day at The Oval. Lovely sunny day.” I imagine him looking up at the sky in his garden, exactly the same brightness as the one he is remembering. “It’s always been one of my favourite spots. The crowd is fantastic there. You know, it’s more…” – he pauses as if he’s rubbing his hands together now, searching for a physical memory of the feeling – “…raucous.” I don’t need to jog his memory for his first ball that day either. “Clayton Lambert,” he laughs, trying the name out again a second time, like stepping back into an elasticated time warp he’s created for himself. “Cllaaayttoooonnn Laaammberrt.” As I and the rest of the nation settled on Tufnell through our television screens, taking his hat off, marking his run-up, it turns out that a key subplot to his introduction was undetectable to anyone who wasn’t physically there.


“The thing with Clayton was, he’d sing while he batted.” This being before the time of stump mics, thus only music to the ears of the close fielders, Tufnell continues to pull back the curtain on the psychedelia of the happenings in the middle. Lambert had taken one look at him and was gleefully rehearsing his intentions. “I’m trying to talk all seriously to Goochy and he’s stood over there practising the biggest mow over cow corner you will ever see. He was really going for it.” Tufnell was more acclimatised to county batsmen silently rehearsing a block, the kind that I had watched Harry play to me on repeat, as he walked up. He gulps as if about to bowl the ball again. “I’ve sort of gone, crikey, you know, let’s just try and get this down the other end then, shall we?” The rest of the story plays out in his mind’s eye, faithful to the televised document. “Clayton didn’t stop singing, he’s just gone (Tufnell sings) ‘Underneath the coconut tr...’ and when I’ve bowled, he plays exactly the shot he’s been practising, first up!” He cackles again, still in a kind of stunned respect for Clayton’s ambitions. “Thankfully he didn’t connect with it, we’d have still been looking for that. I think Ramps caught it, didn’t he?” I confirm it to have been Mark Ramprakash. Clearly buoyed that time has not weakened the recollection of his first wicket in Test cricket on home soil, he rolls on. “I took 6-3 or something after that, didn’t I?” The 29 years have made the magic spell just one run more economical, which compared with most cricketing folkloric exaggerations is an extremely forgivable one.
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