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As the new young quick from Cosgrove 2nds arched into his delivery stride, John made up his mind to have a go. He lunged his front foot forward down the pitch, lifted his bat and drove hard at the ball he knew would be pushed in at yorker length.

16 runs were needed from 3 overs. Only Phil and Clive were left to come in and neither of them knew which way round to hold a bat. If John could make a boundary first up the rest would be easy, even if he wasn’t the player he had been twenty years ago. Five and change an over was a cinch, especially since Cosgrove 2nds had no real firepower.

John waited for the sound of the ball crunching into the middle of his bat. God, he loved that sound. That time he’d made a century against Liston 1sts in County One–

Already through with his shot, John looked up in disbelief to see the ball drifting through the air, dipping slowly towards him.

The new lad had gone and done him with a slower ball, pressed back into the hand by the look of things, judging by the smooth motion of the seam. John groaned as the ball dipped down towards his pads, avoided his legs and knocked back his middle stump.

John would have looked heavenward but looking towards the dressing room was more important. He couldn’t see Barry’s wry smile but he did see his club captain turn away and head back inside.

Cosgrove’s players celebrated behind him as he trudged back, not risking a glance towards Phil as the incoming batsman passed him. Phil wasn’t in the team for his batting, and, barring a miracle, the game was lost. Barry had put John in at nine as a last line of defense in the event of a good start by Cosgrove’s bowlers, one they had got. John, who had once played a few Second XI games for Nottinghamshire, should have finished the game off, and they should all be heading for the pub right now.

He had only just crossed the boundary rope when he heard the crash of ball on stumps behind him, followed by a cheer from Cosgrove’s players.

‘Jesus Christ, John, I didn’t need this,’ Clive, the No.11, muttered, standing up from his deck chair and picking up his bat.

John trudged past him into the home team dressing room and sat down. Barry was sitting on the bench opposite, smoking a Marlboro. He didn’t look up as John started taking off his pads.

‘Unlucky,’ Barry said. ‘He got you with a good ‘un.’

John grimaced. He waved a hand through the air, indicating the flight of the ball. ‘Just ... dipped at the last second. You know how it is.’

Outside, there came a cheer from Cosgrove and John knew Clive was out. ‘Better go shake hands,’ Barry said, standing up.

John waited a few minutes before following him out. He’d played a bad shot, that was all. He’d been unlucky. However, averaging just 14 with the bat this season meant he’d been unlucky too many times.
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John didn’t go to the pub with the other lads. Instead he went straight home. Marion, his wife, greeted him with a smile as he came in the door and dropped his kit bag down.

‘You win today, love?’

John shook his head. ‘Lost. Three on the bounce now.’

She planted her hands on her hips and gave him a cheerful smile. ‘Never mind, love. Did you score any runs?’

‘Not enough. I got seven batting at number nine. Barry keeps pushing me down the order, says I’m there to protect the rabbits. Says it’s a position of seniority, but I think he’s just trying to phase me out. Look at me, Marion! I’m sixty-one years old. Perhaps I should just quit before I get kicked out.’

Marion smiled again. ‘Why don’t you take a shower? Then we’ll open a bottle of wine.’

John nodded and gave a deep sigh. ‘I shouldn’t get so worked up about it, I suppose. Cricket isn’t everything.’ He sighed again, shrugged, shook his head, and went off towards the bathroom.
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Marion watched him go. She gave a sigh of her own and went back to finish the dinner. She had made steak with Hollandaise sauce, one of John’s favorites. She tried to make what he liked on game days because he so often came home disappointed now. His words had saddened her because she knew they were wrong – cricket was everything to him. In fact, that had been how they met, thirty-eight happy years ago, at Trent Bridge, the Nottinghamshire county ground, where John had been on the groundstaff, with the possibility of a professional contract. She had been working in the Member’s Club kitchens during her high school summers and had met him out by the practice nets while taking out a bag of rubbish. She had found him charming and soft-spoken as well as attractive, and within a week they were courting. Marriage followed two years later, and their first child, David, a year after that.

John had been a fine cricketer, but one of the many who never quite made it. Over three or four years that he was contracted throughout the summer as a member of groundstaff – back in those days the equivalent of being an apprentice – he had played a handful of games for the Seconds but never quite made it into the First Team line up. At twenty-seven, he had finally realised his dream was over and taken up his winter job full time, working for a removal firm. They had moved to Devon, John had played Minor Counties cricket for a few years, then quietly returned to the Saturday leagues where it had all begun for him before he even entered his teens. Their three children, David, Lesley, and Bethany, had grown up, married, moved away. Marion and John, as in love as ever, had enjoyed later life, John cutting back to working part time, Marion also working part time, and taking as many holidays together as they could afford.

And all the while, John’s cricketing talent faded.

It saddened her, of course, but it was inevitable. It was strange, really, she reflected, that he had seemed more disappointed when he had been dropped by Welmsworth Firsts than he had when he quit the Notts groundstaff. Almost as if he knew there wasn’t much further down to go. At fifty-eight it was hardly a surprise, but he’d done well in the Seconds last season. She didn’t know what had happened this year. A run of bad luck and a pulled muscle in his back hadn’t helped, particularly when he’d refused to take a game off earlier in the year only to get a duck and drop an important catch.

‘The trials of league cricket,’ she muttered with a wry grin.

A few minutes later John appeared. He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt and his combed hair was wet. ‘Looks great, love,’ he said, sitting down at the table. ‘More than I deserve.’

Marion gave him a warm smile. ‘Nothing is more than you deserve.’

‘Thanks, love.’

He started to eat. Marion watched him for a few moments before she began. He seemed so much more disappointed than usual. She wondered whether she ought to be really worried about him this time, or whether, like so many other disappointments, in time it would pass.
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The call came the following Thursday.

‘Hello, is that John?’

‘Yeah, who is this?’

‘It’s Mike, Mike Bridger.’

John’s heart sank. A light sweat broke out on his hands. He knew who Mike was. Mike shouldn’t be calling.

‘John, we have a game against Belham 3rds on Saturday and we were hoping you could play. We’re a bit short you see, we only have nine. Would that be okay?’

‘That’s for the Thirds.’ It wasn’t a question. John knew what was going on. He’d suffered this same thing when he had been dropped from the Firsts a couple of seasons ago.

‘Yeah, the Thirds,’ Mike said. ‘I know you’re usually in the Seconds, but we’re really desperate this week and Barry said it would be okay to have you and...’

John let a couple of seconds pass before he replied. ‘I’m afraid I’m a bit busy this week, Mike,’ he said. ‘I’ve got some family stuff on. I was going to call Barry but I hadn’t got around to it, you know? Sorry about that.’

‘No problems, John. You have a good weekend.’ Mike rang off.

John stared at the phone for a long time. With a sigh he put it back in the cradle and went into the living room.

There was a hospital drama on. John stared at it without watching it, seeing only the memories of his great days with bat and ball flickering across the screen, becoming fainter and fainter the longer he tried to recall them.
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John hadn’t been himself for days.

‘Are you sure you’re handling this okay?’ Marion asked him the following week. John was watching a Pro-40 game on Sky. His team, Nottinghamshire, was winning, but he didn’t seem particularly excited about it.

‘You know, it’s playing on my mind a little. Got to get used to it, I suppose.’

‘John ... there’s no harm in playing for the Thirds. They bring a lot of the kids through, you know. You can coach...’

He sighed. ‘I just feel I’ve still got a couple of good knocks in me, you know, love? I still feel like I can contribute.’

Marion stamped her foot. ‘John! You’re sixty-one years old! You’ve had your time. You have to accept it and move on.’

John looked up at her. His eyes glistened as he stood up. ‘I think there’s some stuff to tend to in the garden,’ he said, voice trembling.

Marion put a hand over her mouth to stifle her own sobs as he walked past her.
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She left him for an hour then went out to find him. He was clipping the shrubs in the back garden, a heap of cut branches slowly growing up beside him. She went up behind him and put her arms around his waist.

‘I’m sorry, dear,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to spoke so harshly to you. I just hate to see you in such a gloomy mood.’

John smiled. ‘You’re right, I was moping. I’m sorry. Everything you said was true, I’m just ... I’m just not ready to play for the Thirds.’

‘That’s okay, sweetheart. Just take it one day at a time.’
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The following Wednesday, Marion suggested they take a walk into the village since it was such a nice day. They wandered down through the shops, got an early lunch in a nice tea shop that Marion liked, then bought ice-creams from the van next to the village green. John was talking about going to the pub for a pint but Marion suggested they walk past the cricket ground, partly to exorcise John’s demons and partly because the setting – down by the river and surrounded on all sides by trees – was by some distance the most beautiful view in the area.

‘I’m not sure, love,’ he said.

‘Come on, I’ll buy you a pint on the way home. You can have two if you’re lucky.’

John smiled and squeezed her hand. ‘Well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.’

They had expected the ground to be empty, but when they arrived they found a bus and a handful of cars parked up in the car park, with several people coming in and out of the changing rooms in various states of dress.

‘What’s going on, John?’

He shrugged. ‘I guess they must have had a friendly scheduled. I had no idea.’

‘Do you want to leave?’

John looked uncertain for a moment. Then he shook his head. ‘No, no. Let’s stay and watch. It’s a nice day. We can have a couple of pints in the clubhouse.’

Marion smiled. ‘Okay, then. Lead the way.’

#
[image: ]


The opposition was Mendelcott, a touring side from Surrey. It was common in the summer months to host touring teams and the home side usually put out a side mixing up players from all three club teams. Today, though, John noticed only a couple of second team players, the rest all being from the Firsts. Barry was captaining in the absence of Don Scott, the first team captain, but otherwise they had put out a strong side.

‘What’s with the team?’ he asked Old Joe, a former player who, now in his eighties, was a fixture in the clubhouse bar on game days.

Old Joe took a puff of his pipe. He was probably the only person in England who entirely ignored the government’s ban on smoking in public places.

‘Mendelcott’ve got a Windie quick,’ he said. ‘See that dark lad over there? Eighteen years old, but they reckon he’s a Test shoe-in in three or four years.’

‘Bloody hell,’ John said. He’d played many a quick bowler in his time, but it was rare to see overseas professionals these days, particularly quick bowlers. Most teams went for a former first-class batsmen, as most countries managed their bowlers a lot better than in the past.

‘Bet yer glad ye ain’t out there. Look at those boys,’ Old Joe said, pointing at a couple of first team regulars. ‘They look like they’ve had fire crackers shoved up their buttholes.’

Marion snorted with laughter. John just watched the players through the window, wondering what they must be thinking.
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Mendelcott made 235 off their 40 overs, a pretty solid effort considering all four regular first team bowlers were playing. When they batted, Welmsworth got off to a good start, with the openers putting on 70 in the first 15 overs. The young West Indian hadn’t bowled yet, which surprised John. He turned to Old Joe, who said, ‘He’s a swinger. Apparently he’s got that reverse swing thing going on. You just wait.’

The West Indian, whose name was Carl Lamberson, Joe had said, came on to bowl the next over. Matt Davis, one of Welmsworth Firsts’ openers, played no stroke, and his stumps were shattered. Two balls later, Welmsworth’s No.3 was also walking back, caught at second slip.

By the thirtieth over Welmsworth were 140 for 6, with Lamberson having taken 5 for 17 from 6 overs. Apart from Barry, who was run out, the batsmen came back shaking their heads, wearing wry grins. Marion, who had drank three pints to John’s four, giggled and shook her head. ‘Good, isn’t he, this young lad?’

‘Test player for sure,’ Joe muttered, puffing on his pipe. ‘Hey, I wonder what’s going on out there?’

Old Joe pointed out of the window to where Barry was having a heated conversation with Brian Bates, the first team’s best all-rounder. Brian was grinning and pointing at his phone. A moment later he turned around and poked a finger towards where Marion, John, and Old Joe were sitting inside the clubhouse. Barry smiled and patted Brian on the shoulder. Brian turned and dashed for his car.

A moment later Barry walked into the clubhouse. ‘John,’ he said, ‘Do you fancy stepping up in our hour of greatest need?’

‘Huh?’

‘Brian’s wife’s gone into labour.’

‘Oh, how wonderful,’ Marion said.

‘Which leaves us one short. We can take these boys, I know it. John, I need you. Remember that ton you made a couple of seasons back over at Perrenhill on that minefield of a pitch they’d just relaid? I need that John, John.’

John looked at Marion. ‘I – I ... Barry, I’ve had four pints. I can barely see the pitch.’

Barry laughed. ‘From what the boys have been saying that won’t make any difference. Listen, Steve’s out there on 60 odd, if you can just keep him company we can win this.’

Marion patted John on the shoulder. ‘Go on, love.’

‘I don’t have any kit–’

‘John, this is a cricket club. We’ve got tons of kit. Get yourself out there and help us out. You’re next in, by the way.’

John pursed his lips for a moment, thoughtful. The memory of a hundred great innings flashed through his mind. He stood up, felt shaky on his feet and gripped the table for support. He grinned. ‘Which way to the middle, skipper?’

Barry smiled. ‘That’s the John I remember.’

‘Go on, John!’ Marion shouted.

‘Knock ‘em dead, lad!’ Old Joe chimed in.

‘Thanks, John,’ Barry said. He gave John a wry grin. ‘If you get a duck like I did, make sure it’s against that Windie lad. No one will hold it against you. He’s swinging it like a boomerang. Look out for him on their next Test tour over here.’

John followed him out of the clubhouse. He’d barely got padded up when he heard the sound of the stumps breaking, followed by a cheer. Welmsworth were eight down, with forty-five still needed.

Feeling a little unstable on his feet, John made his way out to the middle. His heart was pounding. He’d not felt so nervous since his apprentice days.

Steve Wilson, the first team’s regular No.4, came over to greet him as he made it out to he square.

‘Just keep the quick out,’ Steve said. ‘He’s bowling it faster than anything we’ve got, and it’s moving. I’m seeing it pretty well so just
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