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  To my dogs




  HECTOR AND DAN




  faithful companions of the daily round




  







  All things bright and beautiful,




  All creatures great and small,




  All things wise and wonderful,




  The Lord God made them all.




  Cecil Frances Alexander 1818–1895




  







  CHAPTER 1




  ‘MOVE!’ BAWLED THE drill corporal. ‘Come on, speed it up!’ He sprinted effortlessly to the rear of the

  gasping, panting column of men and urged us on from there.




  I was somewhere in the middle, jog-trotting laboriously with the rest and wondering how much longer I could keep going. And as my ribs heaved agonizingly and my leg muscles protested I tried to

  work out just how many miles we had run.




  I had suspected nothing when we lined up outside our billets. We weren’t clad in PT kit but in woollen pullovers and regulation slacks and it seemed unlikely that anything violent was

  imminent. The corporal, too, a cheerful little cockney, appeared to regard us as his brothers. He had a kind face.




  ‘Awright, lads,’ he had cried, smiling over the fifty new airmen. ‘We’re just going to trot round to the park, so follow me. Le-eft turn! At the double, qui-ick march!

  ’eft-ight, ’eft-ight, ’eft-ight!’




  That had been a long, long time ago and we were still reeling through the London streets with never a sign of a park anywhere. The thought hammered in my brain that I had been under the

  impression that I was fit. A country vet, especially in the Yorkshire Dales, never had the chance to get out of condition; he was always on the move, wrestling with the big animals, walking for

  miles between the fell-side barns; he was hard and tough. That’s what I thought.




  But now other reflections began to creep in. My few months of married life with Helen had been so much lotus eating. She was too good a cook and I was too faithful a disciple of her art. Just

  lounging by our bed-sitter’s fireside was the sweetest of all occupations. I had tried to ignore the disappearance of my abdominal muscles, the sagging of my pectorals, but it was all coming

  home to me now.




  ‘It’s not far now, lads,’ the corporal chirped from the rear, but he struck no responsive chords in the toiling group. He had said it several times before and we had stopped

  believing him.




  But this time it seemed he really meant it, because as we turned into yet another street I could see iron railings and trees at the far end. The relief was inexpressible. I would just about have

  the strength to make it through the gates – to the rest and smoke which I badly needed because my legs were beginning to seize up.




  We passed under an arch of branches which still bore a few autumn leaves and stopped as one man, but the corporal was waving us on.




  ‘Come on, lads, round the track!’ he shouted and pointed to a broad earthen path which circled the park.




  We stared at him. He couldn’t be serious! A storm of protest broke out.




  ‘Aw no, corp . . .!’ ‘Have a heart, corp . . .!’




  The smile vanished from the little man’s face. ‘Get movin’, I said! Faster, faster . . . one-two, one-two.’




  As I stumbled forward over the black earth, between borders of sooty rhododendrons and tired grass, I just couldn’t believe it. It was all too sudden. Three days ago I was in Darrowby and

  half of me was still back there, back with Helen. And another part was still looking out of the rear window of the taxi at the green hills receding behind the tiled roofs into the morning sunshine;

  still standing in the corner of the train as the flat terrain of southern England slid past and a great weight built up steadily in my chest.




  My first introduction to the RAF was at Lord’s cricket ground. Masses of forms to fill, medicals, then the issue of an enormous pile of kit. I was billeted in a block of flats in St

  John’s Wood – luxurious before the lush fittings had been removed. But they couldn’t take away the heavy bathroom ware and one of our blessings was the unlimited hot water gushing

  at our touch into the expensive surroundings.




  After that first crowded day I retired to one of those green-tiled sanctuaries and lathered myself with a new bar of a famous toilet soap which Helen had put in my bag. I have never been able to

  use that soap since. Scents are too evocative and the merest whiff jerks me back to that first night away from my wife, and to the feeling I had then. It was a dull, empty ache which never really

  went away.




  On the second day we marched endlessly; lectures, meals, inoculations. I was used to syringes but the very sight of them was too much for many of my friends. Especially when the doctor took the

  blood samples; one look at the dark fluid flowing from their veins and the young men toppled quietly from their chairs, often four or five in a row while the orderlies, grinning cheerfully, bore

  them away.




  We ate in the London Zoo and our meals were made interesting by the chatter of monkeys and the roar of lions in the background. But in between it was march, march, march, with our new boots

  giving us hell.




  And on this third day the whole thing was still a blur. We had been awakened as on my first morning by the hideous 6 a.m. clattering of dustbin lids; I hadn’t really expected a bugle but I

  found this noise intolerable. However, at the moment my only concern was that we had completed the circuit of the park. The gates were only a few yards ahead and I staggered up to them and halted

  among my groaning comrades.




  ‘Round again, lads!’ the corporal yelled, and as we stared at him aghast he smiled affectionately. ‘You think this is tough? Wait till they get hold of you at ITW. I’m

  just kinda breakin’ you in gently. You’ll thank me for this later. Right, at the double! One-two, one-two!’




  Bitter thoughts assailed me as I lurched forward once more. Another round of the park would kill me – there was not a shadow of doubt about that. You left a loving wife and a happy home to

  serve king and country and this was how they treated you. It wasn’t fair.




  The night before I had dreamed of Darrowby. I was back in old Mr Dakin’s cow byre. The farmer’s patient eyes in the long, drooping-moustached face looked down at me

  from his stooping height.




  ‘It looks as though it’s over wi’ awd Blossom, then,’ he said, and rested his hand briefly on the old cow’s back. It was an enormous, work-swollen hand. Mr

  Dakin’s gaunt frame carried little flesh but the grossly thickened fingers bore testimony to a life of toil.




  I dried off the needle and dropped it into the metal box where I carried my suture materials, scalpels and blades. ‘Well, it’s up to you of course, Mr Dakin, but this is the third

  time I’ve had to stitch her teats and I’m afraid it’s going to keep on happening.’




  ‘Aye, it’s just the shape she is.’ The farmer bent and examined the row of knots along the four-inch scar. ‘By gaw, you wouldn’t believe it could mek such a mess

  – just another cow standin’ on it.’




  ‘A cow’s hoof is sharp,’ I said. ‘It’s nearly like a knife coming down.’




  That was the worst of very old cows. Their udders dropped and their teats became larger and more pendulous so that when they lay down in their stalls the vital milk-producing organ was pushed

  away to one side into the path of the neighbouring animals. If it wasn’t Mabel on the right standing on it, it was Buttercup on the other side.




  There were only six cows in the little cobbled byre with its low roof and wooden partitions and they all had names. You don’t find cows with names any more and there aren’t any

  farmers like Mr Dakin, who somehow scratched a living from a herd of six milkers plus a few calves, pigs and hens.




  ‘Aye, well,’ he said. ‘Ah reckon t’awd lass doesn’t owe me anythin’. Ah remember the night she was born, twelve years ago. She was out of awd Daisy and ah

  carried her out of this very byre on a sack and the snow was comin’ down hard. Sin’ then ah wouldn’t like to count how many thousand gallons o’ milk she’s turned out

  – she’s still givin’ four a day. Naw, she doesn’t owe me a thing.’




  As if she knew she was the topic of conversation Blossom turned her head and looked at him. She was the classical picture of an ancient bovine; as fleshless as her owner, with jutting pelvic

  bones, splayed, overgrown feet and horns with a multitude of rings along their curving length. Beneath her, the udder, once high and tight, drooped forlornly almost to the floor.




  She resembled her owner, too, in her quiet, patient demeanour. I had infiltrated her teat with a local anaesthetic before stitching but I don’t think she would have moved if I hadn’t

  used any. Stitching teats put a vet in the ideal position to be kicked, with his head low down in front of the hind feet, but there was no danger with Blossom. She had never kicked anybody in her

  life.




  Mr Dakin blew out his cheeks. ‘Well, there’s nowt else for it. She’ll have to go. I’ll tell Jack Dodson to pick ’er up for the fat-stock market on Thursday.

  She’ll be a bit tough for eatin’ but ah reckon she’ll make a few steak pies.’




  He was trying to joke but he was unable to smile as he looked at the old cow. Behind him, beyond the open door, the green hillside ran down to the river and the spring sunshine touched the broad

  sweep of the shallows with a million dancing lights. A beach of bleached stones gleamed bone-white against the long stretch of grassy bank which rolled up to the pastures lining the valley

  floor.




  I had often felt that this smallholding would be an ideal place to live; only a mile outside Darrowby, but secluded, and with this heart-lifting vista of river and fell. I remarked on this once

  to Mr Dakin and the old man turned to me with a wry smile.




  ‘Aye, but the view’s not very sustainin’,’ he said.




  It happened that I was called back to the farm on the following Thursday to ‘cleanse’ a cow and was in the byre when Dodson the drover called to pick up Blossom. He had collected a

  group of fat bullocks and cows from other farms and they stood, watched by one of his men, on the road high above.




  ‘Nah then, Mr Dakin,’ he cried as he bustled in. ‘It’s easy to see which one you want me to tek. It’s that awd screw over there.’




  He pointed at Blossom, and in truth the unkind description seemed to fit the bony creature standing between her sleek neighbours.




  The farmer did not reply for a moment, then he went up between the cows and gently rubbed Blossom’s forehead. ‘Aye, this is the one, Jack.’ He hesitated, then undid the chain

  round her neck. ‘Off ye go, awd lass,’ he murmured, and the old animal turned and made her way placidly from the stall.




  ‘Aye, come on with ye!’ shouted the dealer, poking his stick against the cow’s rump.




  ‘Doan’t hit ’er!’ barked Mr Dakin.




  Dodson looked at him in surprise. ‘Ah never ’it ’em, you know that. Just send ’em on, like.’




  ‘Ah knaw, ah knaw, Jack, but you won’t need your stick for this ’un. She’ll go wherever ye want – allus has done.’




  Blossom confirmed his words as she ambled through the door and, at a gesture from the farmer, turned along the track.




  The old man and I stood watching as the cow made her way unhurriedly up the hill, Jack Dodson in his long khaki smock sauntering behind her. As the path wound behind a clump of sparse trees man

  and beast disappeared but Mr Dakin still gazed after them, listening to the clip-clop of the hooves on the hard ground.




  When the sound died away he turned to me quickly. ‘Right, Mr Herriot, we’ll get on wi’ our job, then. I’ll bring your hot watter.’




  The farmer was silent as I soaped my arm and inserted it into the cow. If there is one thing more disagreeable than removing the bovine afterbirth it is watching somebody else doing it, and I

  always try to maintain a conversation as I grope around inside. But this time it was hard work. Mr Dakin responded to my sallies on the weather, cricket and the price of milk with a series of

  grunts.




  Holding the cow’s tail he leaned on the hairy back and, empty-eyed, blew smoke from the pipe which like most farmers at a cleansing he had prudently lit at the outset. And of course, since

  the going was heavy, it just would happen that the job took much longer than usual. Sometimes a placenta simply lifted out, but I had to peel this one away from the cotyledons one by one, returning

  every few minutes to the hot water and antiseptic to re-soap my aching arms.




  But at last it was finished. I pushed in a couple of pessaries, untied the sack from my middle and pulled my shirt over my head. The conversation had died and the silence was almost oppressive

  as we opened the byre door.




  Mr Dakin paused, his hand on the latch. ‘What’s that?’ he said softly.




  From somewhere on the hillside I could hear the clip-clop of a cow’s feet. There were two ways to the farm and the sound came from a narrow track which joined the main road half a mile

  beyond the other entrance. As we listened a cow rounded a rocky outcrop and came towards us.




  It was Blossom, moving at a brisk trot, great udder swinging, eyes fixed purposefully on the open door behind us.




  ‘What the hangment . . .?’ Mr Dakin burst out, but the old cow brushed past us and marched without hesitation into the stall which she had occupied for all those years. She sniffed

  enquiringly at the empty hay rack and looked round at her owner.




  Mr Dakin stared back at her. The eyes in the weathered face were expressionless but the smoke rose from his pipe in a series of rapid puffs.




  Heavy boots clattered suddenly outside and Jack Dodson panted his way through the door.




  ‘Oh, you’re there, ye awd beggar!’ he gasped. ‘Ah thought I’d lost ye!’




  He turned to the farmer. ‘By gaw, I’m sorry, Mr Dakin. She must ’ave turned off at t’top of your other path. Ah never saw her go.’




  The farmer shrugged. ‘It’s awright, Jack. It’s not your fault, ah should’ve told ye.’




  ‘That’s soon mended anyway.’ The drover grinned and moved towards Blossom. ‘Come on, lass, let’s have ye out o’ there again.’




  But he halted as Mr Dakin held an arm in front of him.




  There was a long silence as Dodson and I looked in surprise at the farmer who continued to gaze fixedly at the cow. There was a pathetic dignity about the old animal as she stood there against

  the mouldering timber of the partition, her eyes patient and undemanding. It was a dignity which triumphed over the unsightliness of the long upturned hooves, the fleshless ribs, the broken-down

  udder almost brushing the cobbles.




  Then, still without speaking, Mr Dakin moved unhurriedly between the cows and a faint chink of metal sounded as he fastened the chain around Blossom’s neck. Then he strolled to the end of

  the byre and returned with a forkful of hay which he tossed expertly into the rack.




  This was what Blossom was waiting for. She jerked a mouthful from between the spars and began to chew with quiet satisfaction.




  ‘What’s to do, Mr Dakin?’ the drover cried in bewilderment. ‘They’re waiting for me at t’mart!’




  The farmer tapped out his pipe on the half door and began to fill it with black shag from a battered tin. ‘Ah’m sorry to waste your time, Jack, but you’ll have to go without

  ’er.’




  ‘Without ’er . . .? But . . .?’




  ‘Aye, ye’ll think I’m daft, but that’s how it is. T’awd lass has come ’ome and she’s stoppin’ ’ome.’ He directed a look of flat

  finality at the drover.




  Dodson nodded a couple of times then shuffled from the byre. Mr Dakin followed and called after him,




  ‘Ah’ll pay ye for your time, Jack. Put it down on ma bill.’




  He returned, applied a match to his pipe and drew deeply.




  ‘Mr Herriot,’ he said as the smoke rose around his ears, ‘do you ever feel when summat happens that it was meant to happen and that it was for t’best?’




  ‘Yes, I do, Mr Dakin. I often feel that.’




  ‘Aye well, that’s how I felt when Blossom came down that hill.’ He reached out and scratched the root of the cow’s tail. ‘She’s allus been a favourite and by

  gaw I’m glad she’s back.’




  ‘But how about those teats? I’m willing to keep stitching them up, but. . . .’




  ‘Nay, lad, ah’ve had an idea. Just came to me when you were tekkin’ away that cleansin’ and I thowt I was ower late.’




  ‘An idea?’




  ‘Aye.’ The old man nodded and tamped down the tobacco with his thumb. ‘I can put two or three calves on to ’er instead of milkin’ ’er. The old stable is empty

  – she can live in there where there’s nobody to stand on ’er awd tits.’




  I laughed. ‘You’re right, Mr Dakin. She’d be safe in the stable and she’d suckle three calves easily. She could pay her way.’




  ‘Well, as ah said, its matterless. After all them years she doesn’t owe me a thing.’ A gentle smile spread over the seamed face. ‘Main thing is, she’s come

  ’ome.’




  My eyes were shut most of the time now as I blundered round the park and when I opened them a red mist swirled. But it is incredible what the human frame will stand and I

  blinked in disbelief as the iron gates appeared once more under their arch of sooty branches.




  I had survived the second lap but an ordinary rest would be inadequate now. This time I would have to lie down. I felt sick.




  ‘Good lads!’ the corporal called out, cheerful as ever. ‘You’re doin’ fine. Now we’re just going to ’ave a little hoppin’ on the spot.’




  Incredulous wails rose from our demoralized band but the corporal was unabashed.




  ‘Feet together now. Up! Up! Up! That’s no good, come on, get some height into it! Up! Up!’




  This was the final absurdity. My chest was a flaming cavern of agony. These people were supposed to be making us fit and instead they were doing irreparable damage to my heart and lungs.




  ‘You’ll thank me for this later, lads. Take my word for it. Get yourselves off the ground. Up! Up!’




  Through my pain I could see the corporal’s laughing face. The man was clearly a sadist. It was no good appealing to him.




  And as, with the last of my strength, I launched myself into the air it came to me suddenly why I had dreamed about Blossom last night.




  I wanted to go home, too.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  THE FOG SWIRLED over the heads of the marching men; a London fog, thick, yellow, metallic on the tongue. I couldn’t see the head of the column,

  only the swinging lantern carried by the leader.




  This 6.30 a.m. walk to breakfast was just about the worst part of the day, when my morale was low and thoughts of home rose painfully.




  We used to have fogs in Darrowby, but they were country fogs, different from this. One morning I drove out on my rounds with the headlights blazing against the grey curtain ahead, seeing nothing

  from my tight-shut box. But I was heading up the Dale, climbing steadily with the engine pulling against the rising ground, then quite suddenly the fog thinned to a shimmering silvery mist and was

  gone.




  And there, above the pall, the sun was dazzling and the long green line of the fells rose before me, thrusting exultantly into a sky of summer blue.




  Spellbound, I drove upwards into the bright splendour, staring through the windscreen as though I had never seen it all before; the bronze of the dead bracken spilling down the grassy flanks of

  the hills, the dark smudges of trees, the grey farmhouses and the endless pattern of walls creeping to the heather above.




  I was in a rush as usual but I had to stop. I pulled up in a gateway, Sam jumped out and we went through into a field; and as the beagle scampered over the glittering turf I stood in the warm

  sunshine amid the melting frost and looked back at the dark damp blanket which blotted out the low country but left this jewelled world above it.




  And, gulping the sweet air, I gazed about me gratefully at the clean green land where I worked and made my living.




  I could have stayed there, wandering round, watching Sam exploring with waving tail, nosing into the shady corners where the sun had not reached and the ground was iron hard and the rime thick

  and crisp on the grass. But I had an appointment to keep, and no ordinary one – it was with a peer of the realm. Reluctantly I got back into the car.




  I was due to start Lord Hulton’s tuberculin test at 9.30 a.m. and as I drove round the back of the Elizabethan mansion to the farm buildings nearby I felt a pang of misgiving; there were

  no animals in sight. There was only a man in tattered blue dungarees hammering busily at a makeshift crush at the exit to the fold yard.




  He turned round when he saw me and waved his hammer. As I approached I looked wonderingly at the slight figure with the soft fairish hair falling over his brow, at the holed cardigan and

  muck-encrusted wellingtons. You would have expected him to say, ‘Nah then, Mr Herriot, how ista this mornin’?’




  But he didn’t, he said, ‘Herriot, my dear chap, I’m most frightfully sorry, but I’m very much afraid we’re not quite ready for you.’ And he began to fumble

  with his tobacco pouch.




  William George Henry Augustus, Eleventh Marquis of Hulton, always had a pipe in his mouth and he was invariably either filling it, cleaning it out with a metal reaming tool or trying to light

  it. I had never seen him actually smoking it. And at times of stress he attempted to do everything at once. He was obviously embarrassed at his lack of preparedness and when he saw me glance

  involuntarily at my watch he grew more agitated, pulling his pipe from his mouth and putting it back in again, tucking the hammer under his arm, rummaging in a large box of matches.




  I gazed across to the rising ground beyond the farm buildings. Far off on the horizon I could make out tiny figures: galloping beasts, scurrying men; and faint sounds came down to me of barking

  dogs, irritated bellowings and shrill cries of ‘Haow, haow!’ ‘Gerraway by!’ ‘Siddown, dog!’




  I sighed. It was the old story. Even the Yorkshire aristocracy seemed to share this carefree attitude to time.




  His lordship clearly sensed my feelings because his discomfort increased.




  ‘It’s too bad of me, old chap,’ he said, spraying a few matchsticks around and dropping flakes of tobacco on the stone flags. ‘I did promise to be ready for nine thirty

  but those blasted animals just won’t cooperate.’




  I managed a smile. ‘Oh never mind, Lord Hulton, they seem to be getting them down the hill now and I’m not in such a panic this morning, anyway.’




  ‘Oh splendid, splendid!’ He attempted to ignite a towering mound of dark flake which spluttered feebly then toppled over the edge of his pipe. ‘And come and see this!

  I’ve been rigging up a crush. We’ll drive them in here and we’ll really have ’em. Remember we had a spot of bother last time, what?’




  I nodded. I did remember. Lord Hulton had only about thirty suckling cows but it had taken a three-hour rodeo to test them. I looked doubtfully at the rickety structure of planks and corrugated

  iron. It would be interesting to see how it coped with the moorland cattle.




  I didn’t mean to rub it in, but again I glanced unthinkingly at my watch and the little man winced as though he had received a blow.




  ‘Dammit!’ he burst out. ‘What are they doing over there? Tell you what, I’ll go and give them a hand!’ Distractedly, he began to change hammer, pouch, pipe and

  matches from hand to hand, dropping them and picking them up, before finally deciding to put the hammer down and stuff the rest into his pockets. He went off at a steady trot and I thought as I had

  done so often that there couldn’t be many noblemen in England like him.




  If I had been a marquis, I felt, I would still have been in bed or perhaps just parting the curtains and peering out to see what kind of day it was. But Lord Hulton worked all the time, just

  about as hard as many of his men. One morning I arrived to find him at the supremely mundane task of ‘plugging muck’, standing on a manure heap, hurling steaming forkfuls on to a cart.

  And he always dressed in rags. I suppose he must have had more orthodox items in his wardrobe but I never saw them. Even his tobacco was the great smoke of the ordinary farmer – Redbreast

  Flake.




  My musings were interrupted by the thunder of hooves and wild cries; the Hulton herd was approaching. Within minutes the fold yard was filled with milling creatures, steam rising in rolling

  clouds from their bodies.




  The marquis appeared round the corner of the building at a gallop.




  ‘Right, Charlie!’ he yelled. ‘Let the first one into the crush!’




  Panting with anticipation he stood by the nailed boards as the men inside opened the yard gate. He didn’t have to wait long. A shaggy red monster catapulted from the interior, appeared

  briefly in the narrow passage then emerged at about fifty miles an hour from the other end with portions of his lordship’s creation dangling from its horns and neck. The rest of the herd

  pounded close behind.




  ‘Stop them! Stop them!’ screamed the little peer, but it was to no avail. A hairy torrent flooded through the opening and in no time at all the herd was legging it back to the high

  land in a wild stampede. The men followed them and within a few moments Lord Hulton and I were standing there just as before watching the tiny figures on the skyline, listening to the distant

  ‘Haow, haow!’ ‘Gerraway by!’




  ‘I say,’ he murmured despondently. ‘It didn’t work terribly well, did it?’




  But he was made of stern stuff. Seizing his hammer he began to bang away with undiminished enthusiasm and by the time the beasts returned the crush was rebuilt and a stout iron bar pushed across

  the front to prevent further breakouts.




  It seemed to solve the problem because the first cow, confronted by the bar, stood quietly and I was able to clip the hair on her neck through an opening between the planks. Lord Hulton, in high

  good humour, settled down on an upturned oil drum with my testing book on his knee.




  ‘I’ll do the writing for you,’ he cried. ‘Fire away, old chap!’




  I poised my callipers. ‘Eight, eight.’ He wrote it down and the next cow came in.




  ‘Eight, eight,’ I said, and he bowed his head again.




  The third cow arrived: ‘Eight, eight.’ And the fourth. ‘Eight, eight.’




  His lordship looked up from the book and passed a weary hand across his forehead.




  ‘Herriot, dear boy, can’t you vary it a bit? I’m beginning to lose interest.’




  All went well until we saw the cow which had originally smashed the crush. She had sustained a slight scratch on her neck.




  ‘I say, look at that!’ cried the peer. ‘Will it be all right?’




  ‘Oh yes, it’s nothing. Superficial.’




  ‘Ah, good, but don’t you think we should have something to put on it? Some of that . . .’




  I waited for it. Lord Hulton was a devotee of May and Baker’s Propamidine Cream and used it for all minor cuts and grazes in his cattle. He loved the stuff. But unfortunately he

  couldn’t say ‘Propamidine’. In fact nobody on the entire establishment could say it except Charlie the farm foreman and he only thought he could say it. He called it

  ‘Propopamide’ but his lordship had the utmost faith in him.




  ‘Charlie!’ he bawled. ‘Are you there, Charlie?’




  The foreman appeared from the pack in the yard and touched his cap. ‘Yes, m’lord.’




  ‘Charlie, that wonderful stuff we get from Mr Herriot – you know, for cut teats and things. Pro . . . Pero . . . what the hell do you call it again?’




  Charlie paused. It was one of his big moments. ‘Propopamide, m’lord.’




  The marquis, intensely gratified, slapped the knee of his dungarees. ‘That’s it, Propopamide! Damned if I can get my tongue round it. Well done, Charlie!’




  Charlie inclined his head modestly.




  The whole test was a vast improvement on last time and we were finished within an hour and a half. There was just one tragedy. About halfway through, one of the cows dropped down dead with an

  attack of hypomagnesaemia, a condition which often plagues sucklers. It was a sudden, painless collapse and I had no chance to do anything.




  Lord Hulton looked down at the animal which had just stopped breathing ‘Do you think we could salvage her for meat if we bled her?’




  ‘Well, it’s typical hypomag. Nothing to harm anybody . . . you could try. It would depend on what the meat inspector says.’




  The cow was bled, pulled into a van and the peer drove off to the abattoir. He came back just as we were finishing the test.




  ‘How did you get on?’ I asked him. ‘Did they accept her?’




  He hesitated. ‘No . . . no, old chap,’ he said sadly. ‘I’m afraid they didn’t.’




  ‘Why? Did the meat inspector condemn the carcass?’




  ‘Well . . . I never got as far as the meat inspector, actually . . . just saw one of the slaughtermen.’




  ‘And what did he say?’




  ‘Just two words, Herriot.’




  ‘Two words . . .?’




  ‘Yes . . . “Bugger off!” ’




  I nodded. ‘I see.’ It was easy to imagine the scene. The tough slaughterman viewing the small, unimpressive figure and deciding that he wasn’t going to be put out of his

  routine by some ragged farm man.




  ‘Well, never mind, sir,’ I said. ‘You can only try.’




  ‘True . . . true, old chap.’ He dropped a few matches as he fumbled disconsolately with his smoking equipment.




  As I was getting into the car I remembered about the Propamidine. ‘Don’t forget to call down for that cream, will you?’




  ‘By Jove, yes! I’ll come down for it after lunch. I have great faith in that Prom . . . Pram . . . Charlie! Damn and blast, what is it?’




  Charlie drew himself up proudly. ‘Propopamide, m’lord.’




  ‘Ah yes, Propopamide!’ The little man laughed, his good humour quite restored. ‘Good lad, Charlie, you’re a marvel!’




  ‘Thank you, m’lord.’ The foreman wore the smug expression of the expert as he drove the cattle back into the field.




  It’s a funny thing, but when you see a client about something you very often see him soon again about something else. It was only a week later, with the district still in

  the iron grip of winter, that my bedside phone jangled me from slumber.




  After that first palpitation of the heart which I feel does vets no good at all I reached a sleepy hand from under the sheets.




  ‘Yes?’ I grunted.




  ‘Herriot . . . I say, Herriot . . . is that you, Herriot?’ The voice was laden with tension.




  ‘Yes, it is, Lord Hulton.’




  ‘Oh good . . . good . . . dash it, I do apologize. Frightfully bad show, waking you up like this . . . but I’ve got something damn peculiar here.’ A soft pattering followed

  which I took to be matches falling around the receiver.




  ‘Really?’ I yawned and my eyes closed involuntarily. ‘In what way, exactly?’




  ‘Well, I’ve been sitting up with one of my best sows. Been farrowing and produced twelve nice piglets, but there’s something very odd.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘Difficult to describe, old chap . . . but you know the . . . er . . . bottom aperture . . . there’s a bloody great long red thing hanging from it.’




  My eyes snapped open and my mouth gaped in a soundless scream. Prolapsed uterus! Hard labour in cows, a pleasant exercise in ewes, impossible in sows.




  ‘Long red . . .! When . . .? How . . .?’ I was stammering pointlessly. I didn’t have to ask.




  ‘Just popped it out, dear boy. I was waiting for another piglet and whoops, there it was. Gave me a nasty turn.’




  My toes curled tightly beneath the blankets. It was no good telling him that I had seen five prolapsed uteri in pigs in my limited experience and had failed in every case. I had come to the

  conclusion that there was no way of putting them back.




  But I had to try. ‘I’ll be right out,’ I muttered.




  I looked at the alarm clock. It was five thirty. A horrible time, truncating the night’s slumber yet eliminating any chance of a soothing return to bed for an hour before the day’s

  work. And I hated turning out even more since my marriage. Helen was lovely to come back to, but by the same token it was a bigger wrench to leave her soft warm presence and venture into the

  inhospitable world outside.




  And the journey to the Hulton farm was not enlivened by my memories of those five other sows. I had tried everything; full anaesthesia, lifting them upside down with pulleys, directing a jet

  from a hose on the everted organ, and all the time pushing, straining, sweating over the great mass of flesh which refused to go back through that absurdly small hole. The result in each case had

  been the conversion of my patient into pork pies and a drastic plummeting of my self-esteem.




  There was no moon and the soft glow from the piggery door made the only light among the black outlines of the buildings. Lord Hulton was waiting at the entrance and I thought I had better warn

  him.




  ‘I have to tell you, sir, that this is a very serious condition. It’s only fair that you should know that the sow very often has to be slaughtered.’




  The little man’s eyes widened and the corners of his mouth drooped.




  ‘Oh, I say! That’s rather a bore . . . one of my best animals. I . . . I’m rather attached to that pig.’ He was wearing a polo-necked sweater of such advanced

  dilapidation that the hem hung in long woollen fronds almost to his knees, and as he tremblingly attempted to light his pipe he looked very vulnerable.




  ‘But I’ll do my very best,’ I added hastily. ‘There’s always a chance.’




  ‘Oh, good man!’ In his relief, he dropped his pouch and as he stooped the open box of matches spilled around his feet. It was some time before we retrieved them and went into the

  piggery.




  The reality was as bad as my imaginings. Under the single weak electric bulb of the pen an unbelievable length of very solid looking red tissue stretched from the rear end of a massive white sow

  lying immobile on her side. The twelve pink piglets fought and worried along the row of teats; they didn’t seem to be getting much.




  As I stripped off and dipped my arms into the steaming bucket I wished with all my heart that the porcine uterus was a little short thing and not this horrible awkward shape. And it was a

  disquieting thought that tonight I had no artificial aids. People used all sorts of tricks and various types of equipment but here in this silent building there was just the pig, Lord Hulton and

  me. His lordship, I knew, was willing and eager, but he had helped me at jobs before and his usefulness was impaired by the fact that his hands were always filled with his smoking items and he kept

  dropping things.




  I got down on my knees behind the animal with the feeling that I was on my own. And as soon as I cradled the mass in my arms the conviction flooded through me that this was going to be the same

  as all the others. The very idea of this lot going back whence it came was ridiculous and the impression was reinforced as I began to push. Nothing happened.




  I had sedated the sow heavily and she wasn’t straining much against me; it was just that the thing was so huge. By a supreme effort I managed to feed a few inches back into the vaginal

  opening but as soon as I relaxed it popped quietly out again. My strongest instinct was to call the whole thing off without delay; the end result would be the same and anyway I wasn’t feeling

  very strong. In fact my whole being was permeated by the leaden-armed pervading weakness one feels when forced to work in the small hours.




  I would try just once more. Lying flat, my naked chest against the cold concrete, I fought with the thing till my eyes popped and my breath gave out, but it had not the slightest effect and it

  made my mind up; I had to tell him.




  Rolling over on my back I looked up at him, panting, waiting till I had the wind to speak. I would say, ‘Lord Hulton, we are really wasting our time here. This is an impossible case. I am

  going back home now and I’ll ring the slaughterhouse first thing in the morning.’ The prospect of escape was beguiling; I might even be able to crawl in beside Helen for an hour. But as

  my mouth framed the words the little man looked down at me appealingly as though he knew what I was going to say. He tried to smile but darted anxious glances at me, at the pig and back again. From

  the other end of the animal a soft uncomplaining grunt reminded me that I wasn’t the only one involved.




  I didn’t say anything. I turned back on to my chest, braced my feet against the wall of the pen and began again. I don’t know how long I lay there, pushing, relaxing, pushing again

  as I gasped and groaned and the sweat ran steadily down my back. The peer was silent but I knew he was following my progress intently because every now and then I had to brush matches from the

  surface of the uterus.




  Then for no particular reason the heap of flesh in my arms felt suddenly smaller. I glared desperately at the thing. There was no doubt about it, it was only half the size. I had to take a

  breather and a hoarse croak escaped me.




  ‘God! I think it’s going back!’




  I must have startled Lord Hulton in mid fill because I heard a stifled ‘What . . . what . . . oh I say, how absolutely splendid!’ and a fragrant shower of tobacco cascaded from

  above.




  This was it, then. Summoning the last of my energy for one big effort I blew half an ounce or so of Redbreast Flake from the uterine mucosa and heaved forward. And, miraculously, there was

  little resistance and I stared in disbelief as the great organ disappeared gloriously and wonderfully from sight. I was right behind it with my arm, probing frantically away up to the shoulder as I

  rotated my wrist again and again till both uterine cornua were fully involuted. When I was certain beyond doubt that everything was back in place I lay there for a few moments, my arm still deep

  inside the sow, my forehead resting on the floor. Dimly, through the mist of exhaustion I heard Lord Hulton’s cries.




  ‘Stout fella! Dash it, how marvellous! Oh stout fella!’ He was almost dancing with joy.




  One last terror assailed me. What if it came out again? Quickly I seized needle and thread and began to insert a few sutures in the vulva.




  ‘Here, hold this!’ I barked, giving him the scissors.




  Stitching with the help of Lord Hulton wasn’t easy. I kept pushing needle or scissors into his hands then demanding them back peremptorily, and it caused a certain amount of panic. Twice

  he passed me his pipe to cut the ends of my suture and on one occasion I found myself trying in the dim light to thread the silk through his reaming tool. His lordship suffered too, in his turn,

  because I heard the occasional stifled oath as he impaled a finger on the needle.




  But at last it was done. I rose wearily to my feet and leaned against the wall, my mouth hanging open, sweat trickling into my eyes. The little man’s eyes were full of concern as they

  roved over my limply hanging arms and the caked blood and filth on my chest.




  ‘Herriot, my dear old chap, you’re all in! And you’ll catch pneumonia or something if you stand around half naked. You need a hot drink. Tell you what – get yourself

  cleaned up and dressed and I’ll run down to the house for something.’ He scurried swiftly away.




  My aching muscles were slow to obey as I soaped and towelled myself and pulled on my shirt. Fastening my watch round my wrist I saw that it was after seven and I could hear the farm men

  clattering in the yard outside as they began their morning tasks.




  I was buttoning my jacket when the little peer returned. He bore a tray with a pint mug of steaming coffee and two thick slices of bread and honey. He placed it on a bale of straw and pulled up

  an upturned bucket as a chair before hopping on to a meal bin where he sat like a pixie on a toadstool with his arms around his knees, regarding me with keen anticipation.




  ‘The servants are still abed, old chap,’ he said. ‘So I made this little bite for you myself.’




  I sank on to the bucket and took a long pull at the coffee. It was black and scalding with a kick like a Galloway bullock and it spread like fire through my tired frame. Then I bit into the

  first slice of bread; home made, plastered thickly with farm butter and topped by a lavish layer of heather honey from the long row of hives I had often seen on the edge of the moor above. I closed

  my eyes in reverence as I chewed, then as I reached for the pint pot again I looked up at the small figure on the bin.




  ‘May I say, sir, that this isn’t a bite, it’s a feast. It is all absolutely delicious.’




  His face lit up with impish glee. ‘Well, dash it . . . do you really think so? I’m so pleased. And you’ve done nobly, dear boy. Can’t tell you how grateful I

  am.’




  As I continued to eat ecstatically, feeling the strength ebbing back, he glanced uneasily into the pen.




  ‘Herriot . . . those stitches. Don’t like the look of them much . . .’




  ‘Oh yes,’ I said. ‘They’re just a precaution. You can nick them out in a couple of days.’




  ‘Splendid! But won’t they leave a wound? We’d better put something on there.’




  I paused in mid chew. Here it was again. He only needed his Propamidine to complete his happiness.




  ‘Yes, old chap, we must apply some of that Prip . . . Prom . . . oh hell and blast, it’s no good!’ He threw back his head and bellowed, ‘Charlie!’




  The foreman appeared in the entrance, touching his cap. ‘Morning, m’lord.’




  ‘Morning, Charlie. See that this sow gets some of that wonderful cream on her. What the blazes d’you call it again?’




  Charlie swallowed and squared his shoulders. ‘Propopamide, m’lord.’




  The little man threw his arms high in delight. ‘Of course, of course! Propopamide! I wonder if I’ll ever be able to get that word out?’ He looked admiringly at his foreman.

  ‘Charlie, you never fail – I don’t know how you do it.’




  Charlie bowed gravely in acknowledgement.




  Lord Hulton turned to me. ‘You’ll let us have some more Propopamide, won’t you, Herriot?’




  ‘Certainly,’ I replied. ‘I think I have some in the car.’




  Sitting there on the bucket amid the mixed aromas of pig and barley meal and coffee I could almost feel the waves of pleasure beating on me. His lordship was clearly enchanted by the whole

  business, Charlie was wearing the superior smile which always accompanied his demonstrations of lingual dexterity, and as for myself I was experiencing a mounting euphoria.




  I could see into the pen and the sight was rewarding. The little pigs who had been sheltered in a large box during the operation were back with their mother, side by side in a long pink row as

  their tiny mouths enclosed the teats. The sow seemed to be letting her milk down, too, because there was no frantic scramble for position, just a rapt concentration.




  She was a fine pedigree pig and instead of lying on the butcher’s slab today she would be starting to bring up her family. As though reading my thoughts she gave a series of contented

  grunts and the old feeling began to bubble in me, the deep sense of fulfilment and satisfaction that comes from even the smallest triumph and makes our lives worth while.




  And there was something else. A new thought stealing into my consciousness with a delicious fresh tingle about it. At this moment, who else in the length and breadth of Britain was eating a

  breakfast personally prepared and served by a marquis?




  







  CHAPTER 3




  I AM AFRAID OF dentists.




  I am particularly afraid of strange dentists, so before I went into the RAF I made sure my teeth were in order. Everybody told me they were very strict about the aircrews’ teeth and I

  didn’t want some unknown prodding around in my mouth. There had to be no holes anywhere or they would start to ache away up there in the sky, so they said.




  So before my call-up I went to old Mr Grover in Darrowby and he painstakingly did all that was necessary. He was good at his job and was always gentle and careful and didn’t strike the

  same terror into me as other dentists. All I felt when I went to his surgery was a dryness of the throat and a quivering at the knees, and providing I kept my eyes tightly shut all the time I

  managed to get through the visit fairly easily.




  My fear of dentists dates back to my earliest experiences in the twenties. As a child I was taken to the dread Hector McDarroch in Glasgow and he did my dental work right up to my teens. Friends

  of my youth tell me that he inspired a similar lasting fear in them, too, and in fact there must be a whole generation of Glaswegians who feel the same.




  Of course you couldn’t blame Hector entirely. The equipment in those days was primitive and a visit to any dental practitioner was an ordeal. But Hector, with his booming laugh, was so

  large and overpowering that he made it worse. Actually he was a very nice man, cheerful and good-natured, but the other side of him blotted it all out.




  The electric drill had not yet been invented or if it had, it hadn’t reached Scotland, and Hector bored holes in teeth with a fearsome foot-operated machine. There was a great wheel driven

  by a leather belt and this powered the drill, and as you lay in the chair two things dominated the outlook; the wheel whirring by your ear and Hector’s huge knee pistoning almost into your

  face as he pedalled furiously.




  He came from the far north and at the Highland games he used to array himself in kilt and sporran and throw cabers around like matchsticks. He was so big and strong that I always felt hopelessly

  trapped in that chair with his bulk over me and the wheel grinding and the pedal thumping. He didn’t exactly put his foot on my chest but he had me all right.




  And it didn’t worry him when he got into the sensitive parts with his drill; my strangled cries were of no avail and he carried on remorselessly to the end. I had the impression that

  Hector thought it was cissy to feel pain, or maybe he was of the opinion that suffering was good for the soul.




  Anyway, since those days I’ve had a marked preference for small frail soft-spoken dentists like Mr Grover. I like to feel that if it came to a stand-up fight I would have a good chance of

  victory and escape. Also, Mr Grover understood that people were afraid, and that helped. I remember him chuckling when he told me about the big farm men who came to have their teeth extracted. Many

  a time, he said, he had gone across the room for his instruments and turned back to find the chair empty.




  I still don’t enjoy going to the dentist but I have to admit that the modern men are wonderful. I hardly see mine when I go. Just a brief glimpse of a white coat then all is done from

  behind. Fingers come round, things go in and out of my mouth but even when I venture to open my eyes I see nothing.




  Hector McDarroch, on the other hand, seemed to take a pleasure in showing off his grisly implements, filling the long-needled syringe right in front of my eyes and squirting the cocaine

  ceilingwards a few times before he started on me. And worse, before an extraction he used to clank about in a tin box, producing a series of hideous forceps and examining them, whistling softly,

  till he found the right one.




  So with all this in mind, as I sat in a long queue of airmen for the preliminary examination, I was thankful I had been to Mr Grover for a complete check-up. A dentist stood by a chair at the

  end of the long room and he examined the young men in blue one by one before calling out his findings to an orderly at a desk.




  I derived considerable entertainment from watching the expressions on the lads’ faces when the call went out. ‘Three fillings, two extractions!’ ‘Eight fillings!’

  Most of them looked stunned, some thunderstruck, others almost tearful. Now and again one would try to expostulate with the man in white but it was no good; nobody was listening. At times I could

  have laughed out loud. Mind you, I felt a bit mean at being amused, but after all they had only themselves to blame. If only they had shown my foresight they would have had nothing to worry

  about.




  When my name was called I strolled across, humming a little tune, and dropped nonchalantly into the chair. It didn’t take the man long. He poked his way swiftly along my teeth then rapped

  out, ‘Five fillings and one extraction!’




  I sat bolt upright and stared at him in amazement.




  ‘But . . . but . . .’ I began to yammer, ‘I had a check-up by my own . . .’




  ‘Next please,’ murmured the dentist.




  ‘But Mr Grover said . . .’




  ‘Next man! Move along!’ bawled the orderly, and as I shuffled away I gazed appealingly at the white-coated figure. But he was reciting a list of my premolars and incisors and showed

  no interest.




  I was still trembling when I was handed the details of my fate.




  ‘Report at Regent Lodge tomorrow morning for the extraction,’ the WAAF girl said.




  Tomorrow morning! By God, they didn’t mess about! And what the heck did it all mean, anyway? My teeth were perfectly sound. There was only that one with a bit of enamel chipped off. Mr

  Grover had pointed it out and said it wouldn’t give any trouble. It was the tooth that held my pipe – surely it couldn’t be that one.




  But there came the disquieting thought that my opinion didn’t matter. When my feeble protests were ignored back there it hit me for the first time that I wasn’t a civilian any

  more.




  Next morning the din from the dustbin lids had hardly subsided when the grim realization drove into my brain. I was going to have a tooth out today! And very soon, too. I passed the intervening

  hours in growing apprehension; morning parade, the march through the darkness to breakfast. The dried egg and fried bread were less attractive than ever and the grey day had hardly got under way

  before I was approaching the forbidding façade of Regent Lodge.




  As I climbed the steps my palms began to sweat. I didn’t like having my teeth drilled but extractions were infinitely worse. Something in me recoiled from the idea of having a part of

  myself torn away by force, even if it didn’t hurt. But of course, I told myself as I walked along an echoing corridor, it never did hurt nowadays. Just a little prick, then nothing.




  I was nurturing this comforting thought when I turned into a large assembly room with numbered doors leading from it. About thirty airmen sat around wearing a variety of expressions from sickly

  smiles to tough bravado. A chilling smell of antiseptic hung on the air. I chose a chair and settled down to wait. I had been in the armed forces long enough to know that you waited a long time for

  everything and I saw no reason why a dental appointment should be any different.




  As I sat down the man on my left gave me a brief nod. He was fat, and greasy black hair fell over his pimpled brow. Though engrossed in picking his teeth with a match he gave me a long

  appraising stare before addressing me in rich cockney.




  ‘What room you goin’ in, mate?’




  I looked at my card. ‘Room four.’




  ‘Blimey, mate, you’ve ’ad it!’ He removed his matchstick and grinned wolfishly.




  ‘Had it . . .? What do you mean?’




  ‘Well, haven’t you ’eard? That’s The Butcher in there.’




  ‘The . . . The . . . Butcher?’ I quavered.




  ‘Yeh, that’s what they call the dental officer in there.’ He gave an expansive smile. ‘He’s a right killer, that bloke, I’ll tell yer.’




  I swallowed. ‘Butcher . . .? Killer . . .? Oh come on. They’ll all be the same, I’m sure.’




  ‘Don’t you believe it, mate. There’s good an’ there’s bad, and that bloke’s pure murder. It shouldn’t be allowed.’




  ‘How do you know, anyway?’




  He waved an airy hand. ‘Oh I’ve been ’ere a few times and I’ve heard some bleedin’ awful screams comin’ out of that room. Spoken to some of the chaps

  afterwards, too. They all call ’im The Butcher.’




  I rubbed my hands on the rough blue of my trousers. ‘Oh you hear these tales. I’m sure they’re exaggerated.’




  ‘Well, you’ll find out, mate.’ He resumed his tooth picking. ‘But don’t say I didn’t tell you.’




  He went on about various things but I only half-heard him. His name, it seemed, was Simkin, and he was not an aircrew cadet like the rest of us but a regular and a member of the groundstaff; he

  worked in the kitchens. He spoke scornfully of us raw recruits and pointed out that we would have to ‘get some service in’ before we were fit to associate with the real members of the

  Royal Air Force. I noticed, however, that despite his own years of allegiance he was still an AC2 like myself.




  Almost an hour passed with my heart thumping every time the door of number four opened. I had to admit that the young men leaving that room all looked a bit shattered and one almost reeled out,

  holding his mouth with both hands.




  ‘Cor! Look at that poor bugger!’ Simkin drawled with ill-concealed satisfaction. ‘Strike me! He’s been through it, poor bleeder. I’m glad I’m not in your

  shoes, mate.’




  I could feel the tension mounting in me. ‘What room are you going into, anyway?’ I asked.




  He did a bit of deep exploration with his match. ‘Room two, mate. I’ve been in there before. He’s a grand bloke, one of the best. Never ’urts you.’




  ‘Well you’re lucky, aren’t you?’




  ‘Not lucky, mate.’ He paused and stabbed his match at me. ‘I knew my way around, that’s all. There’s ways and means.’ He allowed one eyelid to drop

  briefly.




  The conversation was abruptly terminated as the dread door opened and a WAAF came out.




  ‘AC2 Herriot!’ she called.




  I got up on shaking limbs and took a deep breath. As I set off I had a fleeting glimpse of the leer of pure delight on Simkin’s face. He was really enjoying himself.




  As I passed the portals my feeling of doom increased. The Butcher was another Hector McDarroch; about six feet two with rugby-forward shoulders bulging beneath his white coat. My flesh crept as

  he unleashed a hearty laugh and motioned me towards the chair.




  As I sat down I decided to have one last try.




  ‘Is this the tooth?’ I asked, tapping the only possible suspect.




  ‘It is indeed!’ boomed The Butcher. ‘That’s the one.’




  ‘Ah well,’ I said with a light laugh. ‘I’m sure I can explain. There’s been some mistake . . .’




  ‘Yes . . . yes . . .’ he murmured, filling the syringe before my eyes and sending a few playful spurts into the air.




  ‘There’s just a bit of enamel off it, and Mr Grover said . . .’




  The WAAF suddenly wound the chair back and I found myself in the semi-prone position with the white bulk looming over me.




  ‘You see,’ I gasped desperately. ‘I need that tooth. It’s the one that holds my . . .’




  A strong finger was on my gum and I felt the needle going in. I resigned myself to my fate.




  When he had inserted the local the big man put the syringe down. ‘We’ll just give that a minute or two,’ he said, and left the room.




  As soon as the door closed behind him the WAAF tiptoed over to me.




  ‘This feller’s loopy!’ she whispered.




  Half lying, I stared at her.




  ‘Loopy . . .? What d’you mean?’




  ‘Crackers! Round the bend! No idea how to pull teeth!’




  ‘But . . . but . . . he’s a dentist isn’t he . . .?’




  She pulled a wry face, ‘Thinks he is! But he hasn’t a clue!’




  I had no time to explore this cheering information further because the door opened and the big man returned.




  He seized a horrible pair of forceps and I closed my eyes as he started flexing his muscles.




  I must admit I felt nothing. I knew he was twisting and tugging away up there but the local had mercifully done its job. I was telling myself that it would soon be over when I heard a sharp

  crack.




  I opened my eyes. The Butcher was gazing disappointedly at my broken-off tooth in his forceps. The root was still in my gum.




  Behind him the WAAF gave me a long ‘I told you so’ nod. She was a pretty little thing, but I fear the libido of the young men she encountered in here would be at a low ebb.




  ‘Oh!’ The Butcher grunted and began to rummage in a metal box. It took me right back to the McDarroch days as he fished out one forceps after another, opened and shut them a few

  times then tried them on me.’




  But it was of no avail, and as the time passed I was the unwilling witness of the gradual transition from heartiness to silence, then to something like panic. The man was clearly whacked. He had

  no idea how to shift that root.




  He must have been gouging for half an hour when an idea seemed to strike him. Pushing all the forceps to one side he almost ran from the room and reappeared shortly with a tray on which reposed

  a long chisel and a metal mallet.




  At a sign from him the WAAF wound the chair back till I was completely horizontal. Seemingly familiar with the routine, she cradled my head in her arms in a practised manner and stood

  waiting.




  This couldn’t be true, I thought, as the man inserted the chisel into my mouth and poised the mallet; but all doubts were erased as the metal rod thudded against the remnants of my tooth

  and my head in turn shot back into the little WAAF’s bosom. And that was how it went on. I lost count of time as The Butcher banged away and the girl hung on grimly to my jerking skull.




  The thought uppermost in my mind was that I had always wondered how young horses felt when I knocked wolf teeth out of them. Now I knew.




  When it finally stopped I opened my eyes, and though by this time I was prepared for anything I still felt slightly surprised to see The Butcher threading a needle with a length of suture silk.

  He was sweating and looking just a little desperate as he bent over me yet again.




  ‘Just a couple of stitches,’ he muttered hoarsely, and I closed my eyes again.




  When I left the chair I felt very strange indeed. The assault on my cranium had made me dizzy and the sensation of the long ends of the stitches tickling my tongue was distinctly odd. I’m

  sure that when I came out of the room I was staggering, and instinctively I pawed at my mouth.




  The first man I saw was Simkin. He was where I had left him but he looked different as he beckoned excitedly to me. I went over and he caught at my tunic with one hand.




  ‘What d’yer think, mate,’ he gasped. ‘They’ve changed me round and I’ve got to go into room four.’ He gulped. ‘You looked bloody awful

  comin’ out there. What was it like?’




  I looked at him. Maybe there was going to be a gleam of light this morning. I sank into the chair next to him and groaned.




  ‘By God, you weren’t kidding! I’ve never met anybody like that – he’s half killed me. They don’t call him The Butcher for nothing!’




  ‘Why . . . what . . . what did ’e do?’




  ‘Nothing much. Just knocked my tooth out with a hammer and chisel, that’s all.’




  ‘Garn! You’re ’avin’ me on!’ Simkin made a ghastly attempt to smile.




  ‘Word of honour,’ I said. ‘Anyway, there’s the tray coming out now. Look for yourself.’




  He stared at the WAAF carrying the dreadful implements and turned very pale.




  ‘Oh blimey! What . . . what else did ’e do?’




  I held my jaw for a moment. ‘Well he did something I’ve never seen before. He made such a great hole in my gum that he had to stitch me up afterwards.’




  Simkin shook his head violently. ‘Naow, I’m not ’avin’ that! I don’t believe yer!’




  ‘All right,’ I said. ‘What do you think of this?’




  I leaned forward, put my thumb under my lip and jerked it up to give him a close-up view of the long gash and the trailing blood-stained ends of the stitches.




  He shrank away from me, lips trembling, eyes wide.




  ‘Gawd!’ he moaned. ‘Oh Gawd . . .!’




  It was unfortunate that the WAAF chose that particular moment to call out ‘AC2 Simkin’ piercingly from the doorway, because the poor fellow leaped as though a powerful electric

  current had passed through him. Then, head down, he trailed across the room. At the door he turned and gave me a last despairing look and I saw him no more.




  This experience deepened my dread of the five fillings which awaited me. But I needn’t have worried, they were trivial things and were efficiently and painlessly dealt

  with by RAF dentists very different from The Butcher.




  And yet, many years after the war had ended, the man from room four stretched out a long arm from the past and touched me on the shoulder. I began to feel something sharp coming through the roof

  of my mouth and went to Mr Grover, who X-rayed me and showed me a pretty picture of that fateful root still there despite the hammer and chisel. He extracted it and the saga was ended.




  The Butcher remained a vivid memory because, apart from my ordeal, I was constantly reminded of him by the dangerous wobbling of my pipe at the end of that needless gap in my mouth.




  But I did have a small solace. I finished my visit to room four with a parting shaft which gave me a little comfort. As I tottered away I paused and addressed the big man’s back as he

  prepared for his next victim.




  ‘By the way,’ I said. ‘I’ve knocked out a lot of teeth just like you did there.’




  He turned and stared at me. ‘Really? Are you a dentist?’




  ‘No,’ I replied over my shoulder as I left. ‘I’m a vet!’




  







  CHAPTER 4




  I LIKE WOMEN BETTER than men.




  Mind you, I have nothing against men – after all, I am one myself – but in the RAF there were too many of them. Literally thousands, jostling, shouting, swearing; you couldn’t

  get away from them. Some of them became my friends and have remained so until the present day, but the sheer earthy mass of them made me realize how my few months of married life had changed

  me.




  Women are gentler, softer, cleaner, altogether nicer things and I, who always considered myself one of the boys, had come to the surprising conclusion that the companion I wanted most was a

  woman.




  My impression that I had been hurled into a coarser world was heightened at the beginning of each day, particularly one morning when I was on fire picket duty and had the sadistic pleasure of

  rattling the dustbin lids and shouting ‘Wakey-wakey!’ along the corridors. It wasn’t the cursing and the obscene remarks which struck deepest, it was the extraordinary abdominal

  noises issuing from the dark rooms. They reminded me of my patient, Cedric, and in an instant I was back in Darrowby answering the telephone.




  The voice at the other end was oddly hesitant.




  ‘Mr Herriot . . . I should be grateful if you would come and see my dog.’ It was a woman, obviously upper class.




  ‘Certainly. What’s the trouble?’




  ‘Well . . . he . . . er . . . he seems to suffer from . . . a certain amount of flatus.’




  ‘I beg your pardon?’




  There was a long pause. ‘He has . . . excessive flatus.’




  ‘In what way, exactly?’




  ‘Well . . . I suppose you’d describe it as . . . windiness.’ The voice had begun to tremble.




  I thought I could see a gleam of light. ‘You mean his stomach . . .?’




  ‘No, not his stomach. He passes . . . er . . . a considerable quantity of . . . wind from his . . . his . . .’ A note of desperation had crept in.




  ‘Ah, yes!’ All became suddenly clear. ‘I quite understand. But that doesn’t sound very serious. Is he ill?’




  ‘No, he’s very fit in other ways.’




  ‘Well then, do you think it’s necessary for me to see him?’




  ‘Oh yes, indeed, Mr Herriot. I wish you would come as soon as possible. It has become quite . . . quite a problem.’




  ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll look in this morning. Can I have your name and address, please?’




  ‘It’s Mrs Rumney, The Laurels.’




  The Laurels was a very nice house on the edge of the town standing back from the road in a large garden. Mrs Rumney herself let me in and I felt a shock of surprise at my first

  sight of her. It wasn’t just that she was strikingly beautiful; there was an unworldly air about her. She would be around forty but had the appearance of a heroine in a Victorian novel

  – tall, willowy, ethereal. And I could understand immediately her hesitation on the phone. Everything about her suggested fastidiousness and delicacy.




  ‘Cedric is in the kitchen,’ she said. ‘I’ll take you through.’




  I had another surprise when I saw Cedric. An enormous boxer hurled himself on me in delight, clawing at my chest with the biggest, horniest feet I had seen for a long time. I tried to fight him

  off but he kept at me, panting ecstatically into my face and wagging his entire rear end.




  ‘Sit down, boy!’ the lady said sharply, then, as Cedric took absolutely no notice, she fumed to me nervously. ‘He’s so friendly.’




  ‘Yes,’ I said breathlessly, ‘I can see that.’ I finally managed to push the huge animal away and backed into a corner for safety. ‘How often does this . . .

  excessive flatus occur?’




  As if in reply an almost palpable sulphurous wave arose from the dog and eddied around me. It appeared that the excitement of seeing me had activated Cedric’s weakness. I was up against

  the wall and unable to obey my first instinct to run for cover so I held my hand over my face for a few moments before speaking.




  ‘Is that what you meant?’




  Mrs Rumney waved a lace handkerchief under her nose and the faintest flush crept into the pallor of her cheeks.




  ‘Yes,’ she replied almost inaudibly. ‘Yes . . . that is it.’




  ‘Oh well,’ I said briskly. ‘There’s nothing to worry about. Let’s go into the other room and we’ll have a word about his diet and a few other

  things.’




  It turned out that Cedric was getting rather a lot of meat and I drew up a little chart cutting down the protein and adding extra carbohydrates. I prescribed a kaolin antacid mixture to be given

  night and morning and left the house in a confident frame of mind.




  It was one of those trivial things and I had entirely forgotten it when Mrs Rumney phoned again.




  ‘I’m afraid Cedric is no better, Mr Herriot.’




  ‘Oh I’m sorry to hear that. He’s still . . . er . . . still . . . yes . . . yes . . .’ I spent a few moments in thought. ‘I tell you what – I don’t

  think I can do any more by seeing him at the moment, but I think you should cut out his meat completely for a week or two. Keep him on biscuits and brown bread rusked in the oven. Try him with that

  and vegetables and I’ll give you some powder to mix in his food. Perhaps you’d call round for it.’




  The powder was a pretty strong absorbent mixture and I felt sure it would do the trick, but a week later Mrs Rumney was on the phone again.




  ‘There’s absolutely no improvement, Mr Herriot.’ The tremble was back in her voice. ‘I . . . I do wish you’d come and see him again.’




  I couldn’t see much point in viewing this perfectly healthy animal again but I promised to call. I had a busy day and it was after six o’clock before I got round to The Laurels.

  There were several cars in the drive and when I went into the house I saw that Mrs Rumney had a few people in for drinks; people like herself – upper class and of obvious refinement. In fact

  I felt rather a lout in my working clothes among the elegant gathering.




  Mrs Rumney was about to lead me through to the kitchen when the door burst open and Cedric bounded delightedly into the midst of the company. Within seconds an aesthetic-looking gentleman was

  frantically beating off the attack as the great feet ripped down his waistcoat. He got away at the cost of a couple of buttons and the boxer turned his attention to one of the ladies. She was in

  imminent danger of losing her dress when I pulled the dog off her.




  Pandemonium broke out in the graceful room. The hostess’s plaintive appeals rang out above the cries of alarm as the big dog charged around, but very soon I realized that a more insidious

  element had crept into the situation. The atmosphere in the room became rapidly charged with an unmistakable effluvium and it was clear that Cedric’s unfortunate malady had reasserted

  itself.




  I did my best to shepherd the animal out of the room but he didn’t seem to know the meaning of obedience and I chased him in vain. And as the embarrassing minutes ticked away I began to

  realize for the first time the enormity of the problem which confronted Mrs Rumney. Most dogs break wind occasionally but Cedric was different; he did it all the time. And while his silent

  emanations were perhaps more treacherous there was no doubt that the audible ones were painfully distressing in a company like this.




  Cedric made it worse, because at each rasping expulsion he would look round enquiringly at his back end then gambol about the room as though the fugitive zephyr was clearly visible to him and he

  was determined to corner it.




  It seemed a year before I got him out of there. Mrs Rumney held the door wide as I finally managed to steer him towards it but the big dog wasn’t finished yet. On his way out he cocked a

  leg swiftly and directed a powerful jet against an immaculate trouser leg.




  After that night I threw myself into the struggle on Mrs Rumney’s behalf. I felt she desperately needed my help, and I made frequent visits and tried innumerable remedies. I consulted my

  colleague Siegfried on the problem and he suggested a diet of charcoal biscuits. Cedric ate them in vast quantities and with evident enjoyment but they, like everything else, made not the slightest

  difference to his condition.




  And all the time I pondered upon the enigma of Mrs Rumney. She had lived in Darrowby for several years but the townsfolk knew little about her. It was a matter of debate whether she was a widow

  or separated from her husband. But I was not interested in such things; the biggest mystery to me was how she ever got involved with a dog like Cedric.




  It was difficult to think of any animal less suited to her personality. Apart from his regrettable affliction he was in every way the opposite to herself; a great thick-headed rumbustious

  extrovert totally out of place in her gracious menage. I never did find out how they came together but on my visits I found that Cedric had one admirer at least.




  He was Con Fenton, a retired farm worker who did a bit of jobbing gardening and spent an average of three days a week at The Laurels. The boxer romped down the drive after me as I was leaving

  and the old man looked at him with undisguised admiration.




  ‘By gaw,’ he said. ‘He’s a fine dog, is that!’




  ‘Yes, he is, Con, he’s a good chap, really.’ And I meant it. You couldn’t help liking Cedric when you got to know him. He was utterly amiable and without vice and he gave

  off a constant aura not merely of noxious vapours but of bonhomie. When he tore off people’s buttons or sprinkled their trousers he did it in a spirit of the purest amity.




  ‘Just look at them limbs!’ breathed Con, staring rapturously at the dog’s muscular thighs. ‘By heck, ’e can jump ower that gate as if it weren’t there.

  He’s what ah call a dog!’




  As he spoke it struck me that Cedric would be likely to appeal to him because he was very like the boxer himself; not overburdened with brains, built like an ox with powerful shoulders and a big

  constantly grinning face – they were two of a kind.




  ‘Aye, ah allus likes it when t’missus lets him out in t’garden,’ Con went on. He always spoke in a peculiar snuffling manner. ‘He’s grand company.’




  I looked at him narrowly. No, he wouldn’t be likely to notice Cedric’s complaint since he always saw him out of doors.




  On my way back to the surgery I brooded on the fact that I was achieving absolutely nothing with my treatment. And though it seemed ridiculous to worry about a case like this, there was no doubt

  the thing had begun to prey on my mind. In fact I began to transmit my anxieties to Siegfried. As I got out of the car he was coming down the steps of Skeldale House and he put a hand on my

  arm.




  ‘You’ve been to The Laurels, James? Tell me,’ he enquired solicitously, ‘how is your farting boxer today?’




  ‘Still at it, I’m afraid,’ I replied, and my colleague shook his head in commiseration.




  We were both defeated. Maybe, if chlorophyll tablets had been available in those days they might have helped but as it was I had tried everything. It seemed certain that nothing would alter the

  situation. And it wouldn’t have been so bad if the owner had been anybody else but Mrs Rumney; I found that even discussing the thing with her had become almost unbearable.




  Siegfried’s student brother Tristan didn’t help, either. When seeing practice he was very selective in the cases he wished to observe, but he was immediately attracted to

  Cedric’s symptoms and insisted on coming with me on one occasion. I never took him again because as he went in the big dog bounded from his mistress’s side and produced a particularly

  sonorous blast as if in greeting.




  Tristan immediately threw out a hand in a dramatic gesture and declaimed: ‘Speak on, sweet lips that never told a lie!’ That was his only visit. I had enough trouble without

  that.




  I didn’t know it at the time but a greater blow awaited me. A few days later Mrs Rumney was on the phone again.




  ‘Mr Herriot, a friend of mine has such a sweet little boxer bitch. She wants to bring her along to be mated with Cedric.’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘She wants to mate her bitch with my dog.’




  ‘With Cedric . . .?’ I clutched at the edge of my desk. It couldn’t be true! ‘And . . . and are you agreeable?’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  I shook my head to dispel the feeling of unreality. I found it incomprehensible that anyone should want to reproduce Cedric, and as I gaped into the receiver a frightening vision floated before

  me of eight little Cedrics all with his complaint. But of course such a thing wasn’t hereditary. I took a grip of myself and cleared my throat.




  ‘Very well, then, Mrs Rumney, you’d better go ahead.’




  There was a pause. ‘But Mr Herriot, I want you to supervise the mating.’




  ‘Oh really, I don’t think that’s necessary.’ I dug my nails into my palm. ‘I think you’ll be all right without me.’




  ‘Oh but I would be much happier if you were there. Please come,’ she said appealingly.




  Instead of emitting a long-drawn groan I took a deep breath.




  ‘Right,’ I said. ‘I’ll be along in the morning.’




  All that evening I was obsessed by a feeling of dread. Another acutely embarrassing session was in store with this exquisite woman. Why was it I always had to share things like this with her?

  And I really feared the worst. Even the daftest dog, when confronted with a bitch on heat, knows instinctively how to proceed, but with a really ivory-skulled animal like Cedric I wondered . .

  .




  And next morning all my fears were realized. The bitch, Trudy, was a trim little creature and showed every sign of willingness to cooperate. Cedric, on the other hand, though obviously delighted

  to meet her, gave no hint of doing his part. After sniffing her over, he danced around her a few times, goofy-faced, tongue lolling. Then he had a roll on the lawn before charging at her and coming

  to a full stop, big feet out-splayed, head down, ready to play. I sighed. It was as I thought. The big chump didn’t know what to do.




  This pantomime went on for some time and, inevitably, the emotional strain brought on a resurgence of his symptoms. Frequently he paused to inspect his tail as though he had never heard noises

  like that before.




  He varied his dancing routine with occasional headlong gallops round the lawn and it was after he had done about ten successive laps that he seemed to decide he ought to do something about the

  bitch. I held my breath as he approached her but unfortunately he chose the wrong end to commence operations. Trudy had put up with his nonsense with great patience but when she found him busily

  working away in the region of her left ear it was too, too much. With a shrill yelp she nipped him in the hind leg and he shot away in alarm.




  After that whenever he came near she warned him off with bared teeth. Clearly she was disenchanted with her bridegroom and I couldn’t blame her.




  ‘I think she’s had enough, Mrs Rumney,’ I said.




  I certainly had had enough and so had the poor lady, judging by her slight breathlessness, flushed cheeks and waving handkerchief.




  ‘Yes . . . yes . . . I suppose you’re right,’ she replied.




  So Trudy was taken home and that was the end of Cedric’s career as a stud dog.




  This last episode decided me. I had to have a talk with Mrs Rumney and a few days later I called in at The Laurels.




  ‘Maybe you’ll think it’s none of my business,’ I said. ‘But I honestly don’t think Cedric is the dog for you. In fact he’s so wrong for you that he is

  upsetting your life.’




  Mrs Rumney’s eyes widened. ‘Well . . . he is a problem in some ways . . . but what do you suggest?’




  ‘I think you should get another dog in his place. Maybe a poodle or a corgi – something smaller, something you could control.’




  ‘But Mr Herriot, I couldn’t possibly have Cedric put down.’ Her eyes filled quickly with tears. ‘I really am fond of him despite his . . . despite everything.’




  ‘No, no, of course not!’ I said. ‘I like him too. He has no malice in him. But I think I have a good idea. Why not let Con Fenton have him?’




  ‘Con . . .?’




  ‘Yes, he admires Cedric tremendously and the big fellow would have a good life with the old man. He has a couple of fields behind his cottage and keeps a few beasts. Cedric could run to

  his heart’s content out there and Con would be able to bring him along when he does the garden. You’d still see him three times a week.’




  Mrs Rumney looked at me in silence for a few moments and I saw in her face the dawning of relief and hope.




  ‘You know, Mr Herriot, I think that could work very well. But are you sure Con would take him?’




  ‘I’d like to bet on it. An old bachelor like him must be lonely. There’s only one thing worries me. Normally they only meet outside and I wonder how it would be when they were

  indoors and Cedric started to . . . when the old trouble . . .’




  ‘Oh, I think that would be all right,’ Mrs Rumney broke in quickly. ‘When I go on holiday Con always takes him for a week or two and he has never mentioned any . . . anything

  unusual . . . in that way.’




  I got up to go. ‘Well, that’s fine. I should put it to the old man right away.’




  Mrs Rumney rang within a few days. Con had jumped at the chance of taking on Cedric and the pair had apparently settled in happily together. She had also taken my advice and acquired a poodle

  puppy.




  I didn’t see the new dog till it was nearly six months old and its mistress asked me to call to treat it for a slight attack of eczema. As I sat in the graceful room looking at Mrs Rumney,

  cool, poised, tranquil, with the little white creature resting on her knee I couldn’t help feeling how right and fitting the whole scene was. The lush carpet, the trailing velvet curtains,

  the fragile tables with their load of expensive china and framed miniatures. It was no place for Cedric.




  Con Fenton’s cottage was less than half a mile away and on my way back to the surgery, on an impulse I pulled up at the door. The old man answered my knock and his big face split into a

  delighted grin when he saw me.




  ‘Come in, young man!’ he cried in his strange snuffly voice. ‘I’m right glad to see tha!’




  I had hardly stepped into the tiny living room when a hairy form hurled itself upon me. Cedric hadn’t changed a bit and I had to battle my way to the broken armchair by the fireside. Con

  settled down opposite and when the boxer leaped to lick his face he clumped him companionably on the head with his fist.




  ‘Siddown, ye great daft bugger,’ he murmured with affection.




  Cedric sank happily on to the tattered hearthrug at his feet and gazed up adoringly at his new master.




  ‘Well, Mr Herriot,’ Con went on as he cut up some villainous-looking plug tobacco and began to stuff it into his pipe. ‘I’m right grateful to ye for gettin’ me this

  grand dog. By gaw, he’s a topper and ah wouldn’t sell ’im for any money. No man could ask for a better friend.’




  ‘Well that’s great, Con,’ I said. ‘And I can see that the big chap is really happy here.’




  The old man ignited his pipe and a cloud of acrid smoke rose to the low, blackened beams. ‘Aye, he’s ’ardly ever inside. A gurt strong dog like ’im wants to work

  ’is energy off, like.’




  But just at that moment Cedric was obviously working something else off because the familiar pungency rose from him even above the billowings from the pipe. Con seemed oblivious of it but in the

  enclosed space I found it overpowering.




  ‘Ah well,’ I gasped. ‘I just looked in for a moment to see how you were getting on together. I must be on my way.’ I rose hurriedly and stumbled towards the door but the

  redolence followed me in a wave. As I passed the table with the remains of the old man’s meal I saw what seemed to be the only form of ornament in the cottage, a cracked vase holding a

  magnificent bouquet of carnations. It was a way of escape and I buried my nose in the fragrance.




  Con watched me approvingly. ‘Aye, they’re lovely flowers, aren’t they? T’missus at Laurels lets me bring ’ome what I want and I reckon them carnations is me

  favourite.’




  ‘Yes, they’re a credit to you.’ I still kept my nose among the blooms.




  ‘There’s only one thing,’ the old man said pensively. ‘Ah don’t get t’full benefit of ’em.’




  ‘How’s that, Con?’




  He pulled at his pipe a couple of times. ‘Well, you can hear ah speak a bit funny, like?’




  ‘No . . . no . . . not really.’




  ‘Oh aye, ye know ah do. I’ve been like it since I were a lad. I ’ad a operation for adenoids and summat went wrong.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,’ I said.




  ‘Well, it’s nowt serious, but it’s left me lackin’ in one way.’




  ‘You mean . . .?’ A light was beginning to dawn in my mind, an elucidation of how man and dog had found each other, of why their relationship was so perfect, of the certainty of

  their happy future together. It seemed like fate.




  ‘Aye,’ the old man went on sadly. ‘I ’ave no sense of smell.’




  







  CHAPTER 5




  I THINK IT WAS when I saw the London policeman wagging a finger at a scowling urchin that I thought of Wesley Binks and the time he put the firework

  through the surgery letter box.




  It was what they used to call a ‘banger’ and it exploded at my feet as I hurried along the dark passage in answer to the door bell’s ring, making me leap into the air in

  terror.




  I threw open the front door and looked into the street. It was empty, but at the corner where the lamplight was reflected in Robson’s shop window I had a brief impression of a fleeing form

  and a faint echo of laughter. I couldn’t do anything about it but I knew Wes was out there somewhere.




  Wearily I trailed back into the house. Why did this lad persecute me? What could a ten-year-old boy possibly have against me? I had never done him any harm, yet I seemed to be the object of a

  deliberate campaign.




  Or maybe it wasn’t personal. It could be that he felt I represented authority or the establishment in some way, or perhaps I was just convenient.




  I was certainly the ideal subject for his little trick of ringing the door bell and running away, because I dared not ignore the summons in case it might be a client, and also the consulting and

  operating rooms were such a long way from the front of the house. Sometimes I was dragged down from our bed-sitter under the tiles. Every trip to the door was an expedition and it was acutely

  exasperating to arrive there and see only a little figure in the distance dancing about and grimacing at me.




  He varied this routine by pushing rubbish through the letter box, pulling the flowers from the tiny strip of garden we tried to cultivate between the flagstones and chalking rude messages on my

  car.




  I knew I wasn’t the only victim because I had heard complaints from others; the fruiterer who saw his apples disappear from the box in front of the shop, the grocer who unwillingly

  supplied him with free biscuits.




  He was the town naughty boy all right, and it was incongruous that he should have been named Wesley. There was not the slightest sign in his behaviour of any strict methodist upbringing. In fact

  I knew nothing of his family life – only that he came from the poorest part of the town, a row of ‘yards’ containing tumbledown cottages, some of them evacuated because of their

  condition.




  I often saw him wandering about in the fields and lanes or fishing in quiet reaches of the river when he should have been in school. When he spotted me on these occasions he invariably called

  out some mocking remark and if he happened to be with some of his cronies they all joined in the laughter at my expense. It was annoying but I used to tell myself that there was nothing personal in

  it. I was an adult and that was enough to make me a target.




  Wes’s greatest triumph was undoubtedly the time he removed the grating from the coal cellar outside Skeldale House. It was on the left of the front steps and underneath it was a steep ramp

  down which the coalmen tipped their bags.




  I don’t know whether it was inspired intuition but he pinched the grating on the day of the Darrowby Gala. The festivities started with a parade through the town led by the Houlton Silver

  Band and as I looked down from the windows of our bed-sitter I could see them gathering in the street below.




  ‘Look, Helen,’ I said. ‘They must be starting the march from Trengate. Everybody I know seems to be down there.’




  Helen leaned over my shoulder and gazed at the long lines of boy scouts, girl guides, ex-servicemen, with half the population of the town packed on the pavements, watching. ‘Yes,

  it’s quite a sight, isn’t it? Let’s go down and see them move off.’




  We trotted down the long flights of stairs and I followed her out through the front door. And as I appeared in the entrance I was suddenly conscious that I was the centre of attention. The

  citizens on the pavements, waiting patiently for the parade to start, had something else to look at now. The little brownies and wolf cubs waved at me from their ranks and there were nods and

  smiles from the people across the road and on all sides.




  I could divine their thoughts. ‘There’s t’young vitnery coming out of his house. Not long married, too. That’s his missus next to him.’




  A feeling of wellbeing rose in me. I don’t know whether other newly married men feel the same, but in those early days I was aware of a calm satisfaction and fulfilment. And I was proud to

  be the ‘vitnery’ and part of the life of the town. There was my plate on the wall beside me, a symbol of my solid importance. I was a man of substance now, I had arrived.




  Looking around me, I acknowledged the greeting with a few dignified little smiles, raising a gracious hand now and then rather like a royal personage on view. Then I noticed that Helen

  hadn’t much room by my side, so I stepped to the left to where the grating should have been and slid gracefully down into the cellar. It would be a dramatic touch to say I disappeared from

  view, in fact I wish I had, because I would have stayed down there and avoided further embarrassment. But as it was I travelled only so far down the ramp and stuck there with my head and shoulders

  protruding into the street.




  My little exhibition caused a sensation among the spectators. Nothing in the Gala parade could compete with this. One or two of the surrounding faces expressed alarm but loud laughter was the

  general response. The adults were almost holding each other up but the little brownies and wolf cubs made my most appreciative audience, breaking their ranks and staggering about helplessly in the

  roadway while their leaders tried to restore order.




  I caused chaos, too, in the Houlton Silver Band, who were hoisting their instruments prior to marching off. If they had any ideas about bursting into tune they had to abandon them temporarily

  because I don’t think any of them had breath to blow.




  It was, in fact, two of the bandsmen who extricated me by linking their hands under my armpits. My wife was of no service at all in the crisis and I could only look up at her reproachfully as

  she leaned against the doorpost dabbing at her eyes.




  It all became clear to me when I reached street level. I was flicking the coal dust from my trousers and trying to look unconcerned when I saw Wesley Binks doubled up with mirth, pointing

  triumphantly at me and at the hole over the cellar. He was quite near, jostling among the spectators, and I had my first close look at the wild-eyed little goblin who had plagued me. I may have

  made an unconscious movement towards him because he gave me a last malevolent grin and disappeared into the crowd.




  Later I asked Helen about him. She could only tell me that Wesley’s father had left home when he was about six years old, that his mother had remarried and the boy now lived with her and

  his stepfather.




  Strangely, I had another opportunity to study him quite soon afterwards. It was about a week later and my feathers were still a little ruffled after the grating incident when I saw him sitting

  all alone in the waiting room. Alone, that is, except for a skinny black dog in his lap.




  I could hardly believe it. I had often rehearsed the choice phrases which I would use on this very occasion but the sight of the animal restrained me; if he had come to consult me professionally

  I could hardly start pitching into him right away. Maybe later.




  I pulled on a white coat and went in.




  ‘Well, what can I do for you?’ I asked coldly.




  The boy stood up and his expression of mixed defiance and desperation showed that it had cost him something to enter this house.




  ‘Summat matter wi’ me dog,’ he muttered.
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