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Mewteth Seconds are one
player short for the game that could decide which team goes up and which team
goes down from Cornish League Seven East. Mewteth’s captain has found a
substitute player, but only if Trevor, the captain of Ramswell Seconds, agrees.
The guy has an unusual name, but what does it matter? He’s never played cricket
before…


 


The Substitute is a
story about village cricket, albeit one with an unusual twist! As a result it’s
packed full of cricket terminology. If you don’t know much about cricket then
this story might not be for you. However, if you enjoy tales of simple heroism,
you may find it worth a read.
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The
Substitute


 


I was pretty pumped by
the time I arrived at the ground with my kids, Phillip and Samantha, in tow. I
parked the car next to Neville’s old Ford and we all climbed out.


‘Are you going to get a
hundred today, Daddy?’ Phillip asked.


‘Yeah, of course,’ I
lied, flashing a grin. I was a specialist number eleven. I’d only scored forty
runs all season, but there was no need to let the kids know their Daddy was
rubbish. I’d once taken a hit on the helmet from a visiting West Indian quick
that had flown away for six, and the guys at the club had sportingly let
Phillip believe I’d got bat on it. My duties beyond
captaincy were as a brisk swing bowler, but unfortunately wickets had stopped
exciting kids since Twenty20 took over the world. It was sixes or nothing.


As the kids ran off to
play with some of the other kids, I pulled my kit out of the boot and headed
over to the pavilion. Colin, our wicketkeeper, greeted me with a big handshake.


‘Let’s close the deal
today, eh Trev. Get that champions trophy in the bag.’


It was a sure thing.
Ramswell Seconds were just a couple of points short of taking the Cornwall
League Seven East title for the first time in the club’s history. Our opponents
– and bitter rivals – Mewteth Seconds, would be relegated if we won today. It
was an especially sweet prospect for me, because the Mewteth captain, Gerry
Wilson, was an old … acquaintance of mine. “Friends” would be going too
far, but we tolerated each other. A roofer by trade, he’d once replaced some
tiles my house had lost in a storm, and I still remember the rush of blood I’d
felt when he’d handed me the invoice. Needless to say, on the field we were
fierce rivals.


I found him standing
outside the Away Side changing room. ‘Hey Ger, good to see you. Best of luck
today and all, but I guess I should say good luck in Eight East next year. I
imagine your boys’ll be among the favorites.’


‘Always a pleasure,
Trevor,’ he said with a tight smile. ‘We’ll give you a run today. I’m sure
we’ll go down fighting.’


‘’Course you will,
‘course you will.’


‘One small thing
though. We’ve got a new guy today filling in for Mike Berwith. Mikey slipped
over outside Tesco’s on Wednesday and dislocated his shoulder. We haven’t
registered the new lad yet for this season and the umpires told me we have to
okay it with the opposition captain first.’


I grinned. ‘That old
one. Not an ex-county pro is he? Come to relive his glory days?’


Gerry smiled. ‘Nothing
like that. He’s never played before.’


‘Well, in that case, do
you want to let us bat first, just to make sure the game lasts beyond an hour?’


‘You cheeky old sod.
I’ll see you out there for the toss.’


I got lucky with the
coin and opted to bat anyway, aiming to demoralize them with a big total, watch
them crumble under scoreboard pressure. We gave our openers, Neville and Dave,
a hearty clap and a few shouts of encouragement as they headed out on to the
field.


As I had expected,
Mewteth’s opening bowlers kept it tight for the first few overs of our
allotment of fifty. Neville and Dave played it watchfully at first but once
they realised there were no demons in the pitch they started to attack. When
Neville was finally out in the 22nd over for a decent 65, we already had 120 on
the board.


Mewteth, to their
credit, staged a bit of a fightback in the middle overs, but it wasn’t enough
to contain some lower order slogging. We closed on 280 for 6, a total we could
probably have defended against anyone in Five or Six East. The kids were
disappointed not to see me bat, but I was pretty happy. Mewteth, in short, had
no chance.


While our boys had been
knocking Mewteth around I’d tried to get a look at their new player. Gerry had
kept him out on the fence at deep extra cover for most of the innings, and I’d
been so impressed with his fielding that I’d actually started to worry that
maybe Gerry had pulled one over on me after all. The guy, who looked no more
than twenty, was far quicker over the turf than anyone else on their team and
possessed a throw like a homing missile. Our number three, Ron Hayes, was run
out by a couple of yards attempting what should have been an easy two. After
that I had advised our boys to go safe against his arm.


I was relieved when
Gerry didn’t bring him on to bowl, but that just meant I expected him to come
out at the top of the order. But, as Mewteth collapsed in domino fashion to 47
for 5, still with no sign of the newcomer coming out to bat, my fears began to
ease. Perhaps he just had an uncanny skill in the field. Maybe he was into
baseball, in which case it would be no problem to clean him up with a couple of
yorkers when he came out.


My opening spell
yielded 3 wickets for just 16 runs, but feeling a little guilty about how easy
it all was I took myself and the other opening bowler, Barry Jenkins, off, and
gave the steppers a turn. Wendall Penruth, an ancient fisherman with a
Jesus-beard claimed to spin it, but no one in living memory could remember one
turning. Still, he usually got a hatful of wickets as batsmen holed out trying
to club his step-and-fetch-its into the clouds. At the other end, Ricky Boothe
was only sixteen, but looked set to step into Wendall’s crusty old boots by
being content to lob up inviting half-volleys outside off stump, many of which ended
up in the hands of our cover fielders.


And so it proved today.
Despite a stand of 80-odd for the sixth wicket and a few lusty blows by the
lower order, Wendall and Ricky picked up a couple each to leave Mewteth staring
defeat in the face at a 172 for 9, with less than 10 overs left.


Finally it was time for
the entrance of the new boy. The first thing that struck me as strange as he
walked to the wicket was that he wasn’t wearing any pads. None. I’d seen rabbit
number elevens walk out without leg pads before and one or two fools go out
without a box on, mostly in Evening League when they’d had a few beers before
the game, but never once could I remember seeing someone without batting
gloves.


The guy got to the
wicket and stood there looking awkward, staring back towards the bowler waiting
at his mark. Gerry who was not out on two at the other end, hadn’t been joking
about the guy not having played before.


‘Would you like to take
a guard?’ the umpire enquired.


The guy just shook his
head. Perhaps he was a foreigner. ‘What’s your guy’s name?’ I asked Gerry, who
was leaning on his bat at the non-striker’s end.


‘Wantentwoar,’ he
replied.


‘Christ, not a Cornish
boy, then.’


The umpire cleared his
throat. ‘Um, captains … we have a game to play.’


Wendall jogged in and
dropped the ball down on a length. Wantentwoar took a wild swipe at it,
connected, and the ball sailed far, far away towards deep extra cover, bouncing
over the boundary for four.


A couple of our boys
gave a little clap. ‘Beginner’s luck,’ I muttered in Gerry’s direction, but I
noticed he now wore a smug grin on his rosy, suntanned face.


‘Yeah, looks like it,’
he said.
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