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Silhouettedeagainsteacbrightecrispewintereafternooneskyea
solitaryefigureewenteaboutehiselabourseineaevasteunending
fieldeofesugarebeetowithenooetrees,ehedgeeorebuildingein
sight.eHiserustyeoldebikeelayoagainstotheofastodecaying
remnantseofeaefivesssbarredegateewhichestrangelyehadeno
fencingetoeaccompanyeiteandestoodeisolatedebyetheesideent
theemuddyefenetrackeaseifelefteaseaereminderenfewhateused
toebe.oTalketoeanyeoldefenefarmhandeandeheewouldesee
nothingeouteofetheeordinaryewithethisegateenorewithethe
wilddlaténhospitabledandscapeexit’salwaysdeendikedhis
sincedimedegansoewhydrydoachangedt?

@A selewaseaboutetoemoveeoneineaneattemptetoedefrostemy
bodyenyeyeewasaliverteddackdodhedabourer,alresseddn
grubbye overcoate tiede togethere withe twine,e ande now
strugglingeacrossetheeofieldeinethesteetheofeasbitterlyecold
wind.dHiseapproachewasepainfullyslowdutd¢hedirstevords
heaittereddneadroaddenaccentaasheavalkeddyeame,aasafd
didn’teexist,ewereanotaimnexpected.

adW’ereal' yewaomedrom?’
af_onversationewithefenefolkesenothingeifenoteblunt,eshort
andetoetheepoint.€Oncessatisfieddewasedromethessameetown
heestaredeintoctheedistanceeawayeacrossethecefieldeinewhich
heehadebeeneworkingealledayeandeconsideredehiseposition
withesomeedeliberation.eTheenextequestionowasejustoas
bluntendebvious.

@ Thenewhoteyewaloin’dere?”’

@ hesstraightnessenfehisaquestionetookemeeabackalthough
Iehadenoeexcuseeconsideringemyerequenteencountersewith



theeoldegentlemenethatespentemosteofetheiredayechewing
theecudeunderethedbutterecrosseinetheetown.etewaseaevalid
enquiryebutestilleveryedifficultotoeanswereadequatelyeto
theseewilyeandestubborneoldefenman.eHavingespunehimea
plausibleeyarneaboutemyedeepeinteresteinesugarebeeteand
it's¢endingdefored¢hedasteapproachingeharvestshesseemed
reasonablyesatisfiedeandeateeaseeand shuffledeacrossetochis
oldebike.o Liftinge a® massivee armye greatcoate frome the
intrepidemachinesheeproducedeaogreaseproofewrapped
packetetiedeawkwardlyetogetherewithefrayingestringeand
promptlyeloweredehimselfetoetheegroundetoeconsumeshis
‘docky’ainderdheshelterfd¢heaoat.
adowatched,edumbstruck,einecompleteosilence.oNothing
wasesaideandenothingehappenedeexcepteforetheenccasional
moan@fd¢heawvindenddheaustlingofdheaeedsandhealyke
byeheezate.dDocky’dinishedehearaisedehimself, eplacingehe
crumpledegreaseproofepaperewrappingeandestringeintoea
cavernouse pocket,o pickede upe hise welle usede wooden
handledéhoe,emountedetheerustingesteedeandssqueakedenff
downehedrack.dNoteaewordewasaittered.depinchedemyself
outeofetheetrancecthatechadefalleneoveremeeandegazedeback
towardsetheotowneandetheodirectioneinewhichetheoold
farmhandehadetravelled.dHeowasdbuteaeblackespeckeonethe
horizoneheadingeforohomeeandeaewelcomingefireeinto
whicheheewouldemostelikelyestareelongeandesilentlyeeshis
routineeshadecomeewithelongepracticeveveresincesheohad
automaticallyebecomeeaelabourereonetheelocalefarmesince
leavingschoolasadeenager.

@V enturinge backe toe thee town,o stille rappede deepe in
thought,dédheadeddordheemarketsquareeanddheolddutter
cross.el hessunedbyenowewasetallingerapidlydnetheewesteand
althoughetheefensehaveenoshillsetoeobliterateeit’sewarmth



ande welcomingoe presenceo St.o Mary’se Church,e theo fine
Georgianduildingehousingehed’osteDfficeeandedhedseorge
Pubice Housee borderinge thee Marketo Placeo casto deep
shadowse acrosse thee squaree causinge ae deepe chille to
descend.elheemarketdradersalthoughewelleprotecteddrom
thednsidiousaolddydayersofalothingeandd¢heaibiquitous
fingerlessoglovesebeganetoeseriouslyeconsiderecallingeitea
day.eUnderetheefineepyramidaleroofeofetheebutterecrossesat
aogroupoofehardyeoldetimersedrawingeonetheiroweather
beatenepipeseandeexchangingstoriesfedaysagonedyemnd
noe doubte today’se problems.e Somee ofe theme I'me sure
rememberede ase childrene thee infamouse Pentecostal
preacherowhoespatefireoandebrimstoneeatebemusedofen
workersefromeaefarmecartepurloinedeforethespurposeefrom
thedackyardefeaepubdringingetheanarketeplace.Protected
byethickewoollyescarveseandeglovesetheeoldemenerecalled
pastedayse ofoeworkinge theelandeineunbelievablyebitter
wintersewhenetheeWhittleseyoWasheseofetheeNeneeseteas
hard@sdronasd¢hedharsheweatherarontinueddoreweekefter
week.@Oneeldegentleman,eproppingehisearchedebodyeone
rusticowoodenestickejokedeandereminiscedeofetheealmost
festiveo skatinge competitionse helde one thee deepe frozen
waters.eAsssnowesettledeonethedfieldseandesevereefrostseset
inethousandseofelandeworkerseouteofeworkeoneaccounteof
theearcticeconditionsetooketoetheeiceealongowithestrange
Heathe e Robinsonishe contraptionse whiche spewede and
belchedegreateblackecloudseofesmokesthrougheactallestove
pipeoelikeechimneyeandeyetoproduced,eweoareotold,othe
finestefisheandechipseinethedland!eHowetheseecauldronseot
heateandsteamenanagedeotdosinkedhroughdhedcedsestill
aomystery;epresumablyetheireintrepideownersehadesome
intimateeknowledgeeasetoewhenetheyehadetoemakeotheir



escapeotoeterraefirma.eForemanyeyearseatetheeturneofethe
20th.centuryecompetitivespeedskatingdnetheeFens,ewhere
manyaereputationewasewoneanddost,ewasehechighlightenf
theeyear.eMemorieseobviouslyestillelingeredeoneinetheeold
gentlemeneewnamesosucheaseTurkeyoSmarteandeCharlie
Tebbutteoulddedearddndheiraconversation.

@] alkingdsethirstyeworkeandeasdfeonetheeclickenfeasswitch
theye allo raisede theire wearye bodiese ande headede on
automaticepilotestraightdoreonewfdhegpubs.Asalrawndya
magnetelefollowedeeveremoreeeageretocheareofepastebrave
deedsebyetheirecolleaguesesomeeofewhomenoedoubtehad
alreadyebeenecalledetoead betterelife’sabove.oWithebeerein
theire belliese theyo begane too argueo overe thee awesome
reputationéhelddbydhedown.

asWithouteeword@fadie’ @nesaiddthereewaseadayovhen
thereewaseaadifferentepubdforeeacheweekeandethat’seasetrue
asdatandehere’.
aat]isefriendsedidenoteseemeateallesurprisedeatehiseforceful
andeapparentlyeaccurateestatementeandeinefactecontinued
inethessameeveineeulogisingeonehoweyouecouldestayeinethe
bareofeagpubeforenewholeeweeketochaveeadgoodedrink’eand
ofedhedtimeewhenepubseeganetodbesnamedenfterethedetters
ofetheealphabetesincestheyowereesoeshorteofenames!ePlied
withecopiouseamountseofealcoholeheyehendeganeoerecall
timese whene theye ore ae friende attemptede toe overcome
notoriouse’18e pinteaenighte characters’o whoo frequently
finishedaipereturningehomedneadborrowed’ ewheelbarrow!
Almoste unbelievableo storiese ofe mene who,o having
consumedeasemucheaseegallonseofebeer,ewereestilleablecto
hitetheebullseyeeofetheedartboardetimeeafteretime,ebegan
permeatinge theojoviale discourse.o Somee digressede onto
storieseofeghostseandeapparitionseseenewanderingetheefen



villageestreetselateeatenight.eOneehauntingeineparticular
seemedetoenttracteasgreatadealenfeattentionefromealleclosely
gatheredearoundetheebar.elteseemedethateaewhiteshooded
figuredhaddeen@bserveddeadingaeghostlyegreydhorseaand
cartdfestoonedewithdlickeringdightsesmostdikelyetheenight
soileart!
ablovasdrit'raleath’@xclaimed¢heenarratorevisiblyshaking
ahedhad@bviouslydeenaleeplyenoved!
a$Nothingemoreethunethatdoleruffianédl ommyeOnyetteinea
whitesheet’@etorted@gyoungeraman.

@A tethisetheegroupeeruptedeintoeraucousdaughtereandethe
glassesalankedeandgangled@ndhedaratdheanoise. A tehis
junctureeasetheelaughterereachedeaecrescendoeandeseveral
ofemydfriends’eappearededecidedlyeunsteadyelediscreetly
steppedeouteofetheepubeintoewhatewasenoweaebrighteand
crispewintereevening.eLightsewereealreadyeoneinetheestreet
andenearbyeshopseandelookingeupwardseatetheoancient
hostelryolocastemyeeyesoonetheepubesigneevlohadebeen
drinkingeatetheeLettereB!eSuddenlyetheetaleseofethoseeold
fenmenalidenotseemesodardetchedeanddncredulous.
aafeelingedecidedlyounsteadyosorewasetheefootpathethat
uneveneaseiteappearedetoebeorisingeupeotoomeetomeoel
cautiouslyeheadeddhomeaewiseraman.
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