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  With love to my mother in dear old Glasgow town
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  As I crawled into bed and put my arm around Helen it occurred to me, not for the first time, that there are few pleasures in this world to compare with snuggling up to a nice

  woman when you are half frozen.




  There weren’t any electric blankets in the thirties. Which was a pity because nobody needed the things more than country vets. It is surprising how deeply bone-marrow cold a man can get

  when he is dragged from his bed in the small hours and made to strip off in farm buildings when his metabolism is at a low ebb. Often the worst part was coming back to bed; I often lay exhausted

  for over an hour, longing for sleep but kept awake until my icy limbs and feet had thawed out.




  But since my marriage such things were but a dark memory. Helen stirred in her sleep – she had got used to her husband leaving her in the night and returning like a blast from the North

  Pole – and instinctively moved nearer to me. With a sigh of thankfulness I felt the blissful warmth envelop me and almost immediately the events of the last two hours began to recede into

  unreality.




  It had started with the aggressive shrilling of the bedside phone at one a.m. And it was Sunday morning, a not unusual time for some farmers after a late Saturday night to have a look round

  their stock and decide to send for the vet.




  This time it was Harold Ingledew. And it struck me right away that he would have just about had time to get back to his farm after his ten pints at the Four Horse Shoes where they weren’t

  too fussy about closing time.




  And there was a significant slur in the thin croak of his voice.




  ‘I ’ave a ewe amiss. Will you come?’




  ‘Is she very bad?’ In my semi-conscious state I always clung to the faint hope that one night somebody would say it would wait till morning. It had never happened yet and it

  didn’t happen now: Mr Ingledew was not to be denied.




  ‘Aye, she’s in a bad way. She’ll have to have summat done for ’er soon.’




  Not a minute to lose, I thought bitterly. But she had probably been in a bad way all the evening when Harold was out carousing.




  Still, there were compensations. A sick sheep didn’t present any great threat. It was worst when you had to get out of bed facing the prospect of a spell of sheer hard labour in your

  enfeebled state. But in this case I was confident that I would be able to adopt my half-awake technique; which meant simply that I would be able to go out there and deal with the emergency and

  return between the sheets while still enjoying many of the benefits of sleep.




  There was so much night work in country practice that I had been compelled to perfect this system as, I suspect, had many of my fellow practitioners. I had done some sterling work while in a

  somnambulistic limbo.




  So, eyes closed, I tiptoed across the carpet and pulled on my working clothes. I effortlessly accomplished the journey down the long flights of stairs but when I opened the side door the system

  began to crumble, because even in the shelter of the high-walled garden the wind struck at me with savage force. It was difficult to stay asleep. In the yard as I backed out of the garage the high

  branches of the elms groaned in the darkness as they bent before the blast.




  Driving from the town I managed to slip back into my trance and my mind played lazily with the phenomenon of Harold Ingledew. This drinking of his was so out of character. He was a tiny mouse of

  a man about seventy years old and when he came into the surgery on an occasional market day it was difficult to extract more than a few muttered words from him. Dressed in his best suit, his

  scrawny neck protruding from a shirt collar several sizes too big for him, he was the very picture of a meek and solid citizen; the watery blue eyes and fleshless cheeks added to the effect and

  only the brilliant red colouration of the tip of his nose gave any hint of other possibilities.




  His fellow smallholders in Therby village were all steady characters and did not indulge beyond a social glass of beer now and then, and his next door neighbour had been somewhat bitter when he

  spoke to me a few weeks ago.




  ‘He’s nowt but a bloody nuisance is awd Harold.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘Well, every Saturday night and every market night he’s up roarin’ and singin’ till four o’clock in the mornin’.’




  ‘Harold Ingledew? Surely not! He’s such a quiet little chap.’




  ‘Aye, he is for the rest of t’week.’




  ‘But I can’t imagine him singing!’




  ‘You should live next door to ’im, Mr Herriot. He makes a ’ell of a racket. There’s no sleep for anybody till he settles down.’




  Since then I had heard from another source that this was perfectly true and that Mrs Ingledew tolerated it because her husband was entirely submissive at all other times.




  The road to Therby had a few sharp little switchbacks before it dipped to the village and looking down I could see the long row of silent houses curving away to the base of the fell which by day

  hung in peaceful green majesty over the huddle of roofs but now bulked black and menacing under the moon.




  As I stepped from the car and hurried round to the back of the house the wind caught at me again, jerking me to wakefulness as though somebody had thrown a bucket of water over me. But for a

  moment I forgot the cold in the feeling of shock as the noise struck me. Singing . . . loud raucous singing echoing around the old stones of the yard.




  It was coming from the lighted kitchen window.




  ‘JUST A SONG AT TWILIGHT, WHEN THE LIGHTS ARE LOW!’




  I looked inside and saw little Harold sitting with his stockinged feet extended towards the dying embers of the fire while one hand clutched a bottle of brown ale.




  ‘AND THE FLICKERING SHADOWS SOFTLY COME AND GO!’ He was really letting it rip, head back, mouth wide.




  I thumped on the kitchen door.




  ‘THOUGH THE HEART BE WEARY, SAD THE DAY AND LONG!’ replied Harold’s reedy tenor and I banged impatiently at the woodwork again.




  The noise ceased and I waited an unbelievably long time till I heard the key turning and the bolt rattling back. The little man pushed his nose out and gave me a questioning look.




  ‘I’ve come to see your sheep,’ I said.




  ‘Oh aye.’ He nodded curtly with none of his usual diffidence. ‘Ah’ll put me boots on.’ He banged the door in my face and I heard the bolt shooting home.




  Taken aback as I was I realised that he wasn’t being deliberately rude. Bolting the door was proof that he was doing everything mechanically. But for all that he had left me standing in an

  uncharitable spot. Vets will tell you that there are corners in farmyards which are colder than any hill top and I was in one now. Just beyond the kitchen door was a stone archway leading to the

  open fields and through this black opening there whistled a Siberian draught which cut effortlessly through my clothes.




  I had begun to hop from one foot to the other when the singing started again.




  ‘THERE’S AN OLD MILL BY THE STREAM, NELLIE DEAN!’




  Horrified, I rushed back to the window. Harold was back in his chair, pulling on a vast boot and taking his time about it. As he bellowed he poked owlishly at the lace holes and occasionally

  refreshed himself from the bottle of brown ale.




  I tapped on the window. ‘Please hurry, Mr Ingledew.’




  ‘WHERE WE USED TO SIT AND DREAM, NELLIE DEAN!’ bawled Harold in response.




  My teeth had begun to chatter before he got both boots on but at last he reappeared in the doorway.




  ‘Come on then,’ I gasped. ‘Where is this ewe? Have you got her in one of these boxes?’




  The old man raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh, she’s not ’ere.’




  ‘Not here?’




  ‘Nay, she’s up at t’top buildings.’




  ‘Right back up the road, you mean?’




  ‘Aye, ah stopped off on t’way home and had a look at ’er.’




  I stamped and rubbed my hands. ‘Well, we’ll have to drive back up. But there’s no water, is there? You’d better bring a bucket of warm water, some soap and a

  towel.’




  ‘Very good.’ He nodded solemnly and before I knew what was happening the door was slammed shut and bolted and I was alone again in the darkness. I trotted immediately to the window

  and was not surprised to see Harold seated comfortably again. He leaned forward and lifted the kettle from the hearth and for a dreadful moment I thought he was going to start heating the water on

  the ashes of the fire. But with a gush of relief I saw him take hold of a ladle and reach into the primitive boiler in the old black grate.




  ‘AND THE WATERS AS THEY FLOW SEEM TO MURMUR SWEET AND LOW!’ he warbled, happy at his work, as he unhurriedly filled a bucket,




  I think he had forgotten I was there when he finally came out because he looked at me blankly as he sang.




  ‘YOU’RE MY HEART’S DESIRE, I LOVE YOU, NELLIE DEAN!’ he informed me at the top of his voice.




  ‘All right, all right,’ I grunted. ‘Let’s go.’ I hurried him into the car and we set off on the way I had come.




  Harold held the bucket at an angle on his lap, and as we went over the switchbacks the water slopped gently on to my knee. The atmosphere in the car soon became so highly charged with beer fumes

  that I began to feel lightheaded.




  ‘In ’ere!’ the old man barked suddenly as a gate appeared in the headlights. I pulled on to the grass verge and stood on one leg for a few moments till I had shaken a surplus

  pint or two of water from my trousers. We went through the gate and I began to hurry towards the dark bulk of the hillside barn, but I noticed that Harold wasn’t following me. He was walking

  aimlessly around the field.




  ‘What are you doing, Mr Ingledew?’




  ‘Lookin’ for t’ewe.’




  ‘You mean she’s outside?’ I repressed an impulse to scream.




  ‘Aye, she lambed this afternoon and ah thowt she’d be right enough out ’ere.’ He produced a torch, a typical farmer’s torch – tiny and with a moribund battery

  – and projected a fitful beam into the darkness. It made not the slightest difference.




  As I stumbled across the field a sense of hopelessness assailed me. Above, the ragged clouds scurried across the face of the moon but down here I could see nothing. And it was so cold. The

  recent frosts had turned the ground to iron and the crisp grass cowered under the piercing wind. I had just decided that there was no way of finding an animal in this black waste land when Harold

  piped up.




  ‘She’s over ’ere.’




  And sure enough when I groped my way towards the sound of his voice he was standing by an unhappy looking ewe. I don’t know what instinct had brought him to her but there she was. And she

  was obviously in trouble; her head hung down miserably and when I put my hand on her fleece she took only a few faltering steps instead of galloping off as a healthy sheep would. Beside her, a tiny

  lamb huddled close to her flank.




  I lifted her tail and took her temperature. It was normal. There were no signs of the usual post-lambing ailments; no staggering to indicate a deficiency, no discharge or accelerated

  respirations. But there was something very far wrong.




  I looked again at the lamb. He was an unusually early arrival in this high country and it seemed unfair to bring the little creature into the inhospitable world of a Yorkshire March. And he was

  so small . . . yes . . . it was beginning to filter through to me. He was too damn small for a single lamb.




  ‘Bring me that bucket, Mr Ingledew!’ I cried. I could hardly wait to see if I was right. But as I balanced the receptacle on the grass the full horror of the situation smote me. I

  was going to have to strip off.




  They don’t give vets medals for bravery but as I pulled off my overcoat and jacket and stood shivering in my shirt sleeves on that black hillside I felt I deserved one.




  ‘Hold her head,’ I gasped and soaped my arm quickly. By the light of the torch I felt my way into the vagina and I didn’t have to go very far before I found what I expected; a

  woolly little skull. It was bent downwards with the nose under the pelvis and the legs were back.




  ‘There’s another lamb in here,’ I said. ‘It’s laid wrong or it would have been born with its mate this afternoon.’




  Even as I spoke my fingers had righted the presentation and I drew the little creature gently out and deposited him on the grass. I hadn’t expected him to be alive after his delayed entry

  but as he made contact with the cold ground his limbs gave a convulsive twitch and almost immediately I felt his ribs heaving under my hand.




  For a moment I forgot the knife-like wind in the thrill which I always found in new life, the thrill that was always fresh, always warm. The ewe, too, seemed stimulated because in the darkness I

  felt her nose pushing interestedly at the new arrival.




  But my pleasant ruminations were cut short by a scuffling from behind me and some muffled words.




  ‘Bugger it!’ mumbled Harold.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘Ah’ve kicked bucket ower.’




  ‘Oh no! Is the water all gone?’




  ‘Aye, nowt left.’




  Well this was great. My arm was smeared with mucus after being inside the ewe. I couldn’t possibly put my jacket on without a wash.




  Harold’s voice issued again from the darkness. ‘There’s some watter ower at building.’




  ‘Oh good. We’ve got to get this ewe and lambs over there anyway.’ I threw my clothes over my shoulder, tucked a lamb under each arm and began to blunder over the tussocks of

  grass to where I thought the barn lay. The ewe, clearly feeling better without her uncomfortable burden, trotted behind me.




  It was Harold again who had to give me directions.




  ‘Ower ’ere!’ he shouted.




  When I reached the barn I cowered thankfully behind the massive stones. It was no night for a stroll in shirt sleeves. Shaking uncontrollably I peered at the old man. I could just see his form

  in the last faint radiance of the torch and I wasn’t quite sure what he was doing. He had lifted a stone from the pasture and was bashing something with it; then I realised he was bending

  over the water trough, breaking the ice.




  When he had finished he plunged the bucket into the trough and handed it to me.




  ‘There’s your watter,’ he said triumphantly.




  I thought I had reached the ultimate in frigidity but when I plunged my hands into the black liquid with its floating icebergs I changed my mind. The torch had finally expired and I lost the

  soap very quickly. When I found I was trying to work up a lather with one of the pieces of ice I gave it up and dried my arms.




  Somewhere nearby I could hear Harold humming under his breath, as comfortable as if he was by his own fireside. The vast amount of alcohol surging through his bloodstream must have made him

  impervious to the cold.




  We pushed the ewe and lambs into the barn which was piled high with hay and before leaving I struck a match and looked at the little sheep and her new family settled comfortably among the

  fragrant clover. They would be safe and warm in there till morning.




  My journey back to the village was less hazardous because the bucket on Harold’s knee was empty. I dropped him outside his house, then I had to drive to the bottom of the village to turn;

  and as I came past the house again the sound forced its way into the car.




  ‘IF YOU WERE THE ONLY GIRL IN THE WORLD AND I WERE THE ONLY BOY!’




  I stopped, wound the window down and listened in wonder. It was incredible how the noise reverberated around the quiet street and if it went on till four o’clock in the morning as the

  neighbours said, then they had my sympathy.




  ‘NOTHING ELSE WOULD MATTER IN THE WORLD TODAY!’




  It struck me suddenly that I could soon get tired of Harold’s singing. His volume was impressive but for all that he would never be in great demand at Covent Garden; he constantly wavered

  off key and there was a grating quality in his top notes which set my teeth on edge.




  ‘WE WOULD GO ON LOVING IN THE SAME OLD WAY!’




  Hurriedly I wound the window up and drove off. As the heaterless car picked its way between the endless flitting pattern of walls I crouched in frozen immobility behind the wheel. I had now

  reached the state of total numbness and I can’t remember much about my return to the yard at Skeldale House, nor my automatic actions of putting away the car, swinging shut the creaking doors

  of what had once been the old coach house, and trailing slowly down the long garden.




  But a realisation of my blessings began to return when I slid into bed and Helen, instead of shrinking away from me as it would have been natural to do, deliberately draped her feet and legs

  over the human ice block that was her husband. The bliss was unbelievable. It was worth getting out just to come back to this.




  I glanced at the luminous dial of the alarm clock. It was three o’clock and as the warmth flowed over me and I drifted away, my mind went back to the ewe and lambs, snug in their scented

  barn. They would be asleep now, I would soon be asleep, everybody would be asleep.




  Except, that is, Harold Ingledew’s neighbours. They still had an hour to go.
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  I had only to sit up in bed to look right across Darrowby to the hills beyond.




  I got up and walked to the window. It was going to be a fine morning and the early sun glanced over the weathered reds and greys of the jumbled roofs, some of them sagging under their burden of

  ancient tiles, and brightened the tufts of green where trees pushed upwards from the gardens among the bristle of chimney pots. And behind everything the calm bulk of the fells.




  It was my good fortune that this was the first thing I saw every morning; after Helen, of course, which was better still.




  Following our unorthodox tuberculin testing honeymoon we had set up our first home on the top of Skeldale House. Siegfried, my boss up to my wedding and now my partner, had offered us free use

  of these empty rooms on the third storey and we had gratefully accepted; and though it was a makeshift arrangement there was an airy charm, an exhilaration in our high perch that many would have

  envied.




  It was makeshift because everything at that time had a temporary complexion and we had no idea how long we would be there. Siegfried and I had both volunteered for the R.A.F. and were on

  deferred service but that is all I am going to say about the war. This book is not about such things which in any case were so very far from Darrowby; it is the story of the months I had with Helen

  between our marriage and my call-up and is about the ordinary things which have always made up our lives; my work, the animals, the Dales.




  This front room was our bed-sitter and though it was not luxuriously furnished it did have an excellent bed, a carpet, a handsome side table which had belonged to Helen’s mother and two

  armchairs. It had an ancient wardrobe, too, but the lock didn’t work and the only way we kept the door closed was by jamming one of my socks in it. The toe always dangled outside but it never

  seemed of any importance.




  I went out and across a few feet of landing to our kitchen-dining room at the back. This apartment was definitely spartan. I clumped over bare boards to a bench we had rigged against the wall by

  the window. This held a gas ring and our crockery and cutlery. I seized a tall jug and began my long descent to the main kitchen downstairs because one minor snag was that there was no water at the

  top of the house. Down two flights to the three rooms on the first storey then down two more and a final gallop along the passage to the big stone-flagged kitchen at the end.




  I filled the jug and returned to our eyrie two steps at a time. I wouldn’t like to do this now whenever I needed water but at that time I didn’t find it the least inconvenience.




  Helen soon had the kettle boiling and we drank our first cup of tea by the window looking down on the long garden. From up here we had an aerial view of the unkempt lawns, the fruit trees, the

  wistaria climbing the weathered brick towards our window, and the high walls with their old stone copings stretching away to the cobbled yard under the elms. Every day I went up and down that path

  to the garage in the yard but it looked so different from above.




  ‘Wait a minute, Helen,’ I said. ‘Let me sit on that chair.’




  She had laid the breakfast on the bench where we ate and this was where the difficulty arose. Because it was a tall bench and our recently acquired high stool fitted it but our chair

  didn’t.




  ‘No, I’m all right, Jim, really I am.’ She smiled at me reassuringly from her absurd position, almost at eye level with her plate.




  ‘You can’t be all right,’ I retorted. ‘Your chin’s nearly in among your cornflakes. Please let me sit there.’




  She patted the seat of the stool. ‘Come on, stop arguing. Sit down and have your breakfast.’




  This, I felt, just wouldn’t do. I tried a different tack.




  ‘Helen!’ I said severely. ‘Get off that chair!’




  ‘No!’ she replied without looking at me, her lips pushed forward in a characteristic pout which I always found enchanting but which also meant she wasn’t kidding.




  I was at a loss. I toyed with the idea of pulling her off the chair, but she was a big girl. We had had a previous physical try-out when a minor disagreement had escalated into a wrestling match

  and though I thoroughly enjoyed the contest and actually won in the end I had been surprised by her sheer strength. At this time in the morning I didn’t feel up to it. I sat on the stool.




  After breakfast Helen began to boil water for the washing-up, the next stage in our routine. Meanwhile I went downstairs, collected my gear, including suture material for a foal which had cut

  its leg and went out the side door into the garden. Just about opposite the rockery I turned and looked up at our window. It was open at the bottom and an arm emerged holding a dishcloth. I waved

  and the dishcloth waved back furiously. It was the start to every day.




  And, driving from the yard, it seemed a good start. In fact everything was good. The raucous cawing of the rooks in the elms above as I closed the double doors, the clean fragrance of the air

  which greeted me every morning, and the challenge and interest of my job.




  The injured foal was at Robert Corner’s farm and I hadn’t been there long before I spotted Jock, his sheepdog. And I began to watch the dog because behind a vet’s daily chore of

  treating his patients there is always the fascinating kaleidoscope of animal personality and Jock was an interesting case.




  A lot of farm dogs are partial to a little light relief from their work. They like to play and one of their favourite games is chasing cars off the premises. Often I drove off with a hairy form

  galloping alongside and the dog would usually give a final defiant bark after a few hundred yards to speed me on my way. But Jock was different.




  He was really dedicated. Car chasing to him was a deadly serious art which he practised daily without a trace of levity. Corner’s farm was at the end of a long track, twisting for nearly a

  mile between its stone walls down through the gently sloping fields to the road below and Jock didn’t consider he had done his job properly until he had escorted his chosen vehicle right to

  the very foot. So his hobby was an exacting one.




  I watched him now as I finished stitching the foal’s leg and began to tie on a bandage. He was slinking about the buildings, a skinny little creature who, without his mass of black and

  white hair would have been an almost invisible mite, and he was playing out a transparent charade of pretending he was taking no notice of me – wasn’t the least bit interested in my

  presence, in fact. But his furtive glances in the direction of the stable, his repeated criss-crossing of my line of vision gave him away. He was waiting for his big moment.




  When I was putting on my shoes and throwing my wellingtons into the boot I saw him again. Or rather part of him; just a long nose and one eye protruding from beneath a broken door. It

  wasn’t till I had started the engine and begun to move off that he finally declared himself, stealing out from his hiding place, body low, tail trailing, eyes fixed intently on the

  car’s front wheels, and as I gathered speed and headed down the track he broke into an effortless lope.




  I had been through this before and was always afraid he might run in front of me so I put my foot down and began to hurtle downhill. This was where Jock came into his own. I often wondered how

  he’d fare against a racing greyhound because by golly he could run. That sparse frame housed a perfect physical machine and the slender limbs reached and flew again and again, devouring the

  stony ground beneath, keeping up with the speeding car with joyful ease.




  There was a sharp bend about half way down and here Jock invariably sailed over the wall and streaked across the turf, a little dark blur against the green, and having craftily cut off the

  corner he reappeared like a missile zooming over the grey stones lower down. This put him into a nice position for the run to the road and when he finally saw me on to the tarmac my last view of

  him was of a happy panting face looking after me. Clearly he considered it was a job well done and he would wander contentedly back up to the farm to await the next session, perhaps with the

  postman or the baker’s van.




  And there was another side to Jock. He was an outstanding performer at the sheepdog trials and Mr Corner had won many trophies with him. In fact the farmer could have sold the little animal for

  a lot of money but couldn’t be persuaded to part with him. Instead he purchased a bitch, a scrawny little female counterpart of Jock and a trial winner in her own right. With this combination

  Mr Corner thought he could breed some world-beating types for sale. On my visits to the farm the bitch joined in the car-chasing but it seemed as though she was doing it more or less to humour her

  new mate and she always gave up at the first bend leaving Jock in command. You could see her heart wasn’t in it.




  When the pups arrived, seven fluffy black balls tumbling about the yard and getting under everybody’s feet, Jock watched indulgently as they tried to follow him in his pursuit of my

  vehicle and you could almost see him laughing as they fell over their feet and were left trailing far behind.




  It happened that I didn’t have to go there for about ten months but I saw Robert Corner in the market occasionally and he told me he was training the pups and they were shaping well. Not

  that they needed much training; it was in their blood and he said they had tried to round up the cattle and sheep nearly as soon as they could walk. When I finally saw them they were like seven

  Jocks – meagre, darting little creatures flitting noiselessly about the buildings – and it didn’t take me long to find out that they had learned more than sheep herding from their

  father. There was something very evocative about the way they began to prowl around in the background as I prepared to get into my car, peeping furtively from behind straw bales, slinking with

  elaborate nonchalance into favourable positions for a quick getaway. And as I settled in my seat I could sense they were all crouched in readiness for the off.




  I revved my engine, let in the clutch with a bump and shot across the yard and in a second the immediate vicinity erupted in a mass of hairy forms. I roared on to the track and put my foot down

  and on either side of me the little animals pelted along shoulder to shoulder, their faces all wearing the intent fanatical expression I knew so well. When Jock cleared the wall the seven pups went

  with him and when they reappeared and entered the home straight I noticed something different. On past occasions Jock had always had one eye on the car – this was what he considered his

  opponent; but now on that last quarter mile as he hurtled along at the head of a shaggy phalanx he was glancing at the pups on either side as though they were the main opposition.




  And there was no doubt he was in trouble. Superbly fit though he was, these stringy bundles of bone and sinew which he had fathered had all his speed plus the newly minted energy of youth and it

  was taking every shred of his power to keep up with them. Indeed there was one terrible moment when he stumbled and was engulfed by the bounding creatures around him; it seemed that all was lost

  but there was a core of steel in Jock. Eyes popping, nostrils dilated, he fought his way through the pack until by the time we reached the road he was once more in the lead.




  But it had taken its toll. I slowed down before driving away and looked down at the little animal standing with lolling tongue and heaving flanks on the grass verge. It must have been like this

  with all the other vehicles and it wasn’t a merry game any more. I suppose it sounds silly to say you could read a dog’s thoughts but everything in his posture betrayed the mounting

  apprehension that his days of supremacy were numbered. Just round the corner lay the unthinkable ignominy of being left trailing in the rear of that litter of young upstarts and as I drew away Jock

  looked after me and his expression was eloquent.




  ‘How long can I keep this up?’




  I felt for the little dog and on my next visit to the farm about two months later I wasn’t looking forward to witnessing the final degradation which I felt was

  inevitable. But when I drove into the yard I found the place strangely unpopulated.




  Robert Corner was forking hay into the cow’s racks in the byre. He turned as I came in.




  ‘Where are all your dogs?’ I asked.




  He put down his fork. ‘All gone. By gaw, there’s a market for good workin’ sheepdogs. I’ve done right well out of t’job.’




  ‘But you’ve still got Jock ?’




  ‘Oh aye, ah couldn’t part with t’awd lad. He’s over there.’




  And so he was, creeping around as of old, pretending he wasn’t watching me. And when the happy time finally arrived and I drove away it was like it used to be with the lean little animal

  haring along by the side of the car, but relaxed, enjoying the game, winging effortlessly over the wall and beating the car down to the tarmac with no trouble at all.




  I think I was as relieved as he was that he was left alone with his supremacy unchallenged; that he was still top dog.
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  You could hardly expect to find a more unlikely character in Darrowby than Roland Partridge. The thought came to me for the hundredth time as I saw him peering through the

  window which looked on to Trengate just a little way up the other side of the street from our surgery.




  He was tapping the glass and beckoning to me and the eyes behind the thick spectacles were wide with concern. I waited and when he opened the door I stepped straight from the street into his

  living room because these were tiny dwellings with only a kitchen in the rear and a single small bedroom overlooking the street above. But when I went in I had the familiar feeling of surprise.

  Because most of the other occupants of the row were farmworkers and their furnishings were orthodox; but this place was a studio.




  An easel stood in the light from the window and the walls were covered from floor to ceiling with paintings. Unframed canvases were stacked everywhere and the few ornate chairs and the table

  with its load of painted china and other bric-à-brac added to the artistic atmosphere.




  The simple explanation was, of course, that Mr Partridge was in fact an artist. But the unlikely aspect came into it when you learned that this middle-aged velvet-jacketed aesthete was the son

  of a small farmer, a man whose forebears had been steeped in the soil for generations.




  ‘I happened to see you passing there, Mr Herriot,’ he said. ‘Are you terribly busy?’




  ‘Not too busy, Mr Partridge. Can I help you?’




  He nodded gravely. ‘I wonder whether you could spare a moment to look at Percy. I’d be most grateful.’




  ‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘Where is he?’




  He was ushering me towards the kitchen when there was a bang on the outer door and Bert Hardisty the postman burst in. Bert was a rough-hewn character and he dumped a parcel unceremoniously on

  the table.




  ‘There y’are, Rolie!’ he shouted and turned to go.




  Mr Partridge gazed with unruffled dignity at the retreating back. ‘Thank you very much indeed, Bertram, good day to you.’




  Here was another thing. The postman and the artist were both Darrowby born and bred, had the same social background, had gone to the same school, yet their voices were quite different. Roland

  Partridge, in fact, spoke with the precise, well-modulated syllables of a barrister-at-law.




  We went into the kitchen. This was where he cooked for himself in his bachelor state. When his father died many years ago he had sold the farm immediately. Apparently his whole nature was

  appalled by the earthy farming scene and he could not get out quickly enough. At any rate he had got sufficient money from the sale to indulge his interests and he had taken up painting and lived

  ever since in this humble cottage, resolutely doing his own thing. This had all happened long before I came to Darrowby and the dangling lank hair was silver now. I always had the feeling that he

  was happy in his way because I couldn’t imagine that small, rather exquisite figure plodding round a muddy farmyard.




  It was probably in keeping with his nature that he had never married. There was a touch of asceticism in the thin cheeks and pale blue eyes and it was possible that this self-contained

  imperturbable personality might denote a lack of warmth. But that didn’t hold good with regard to his dog, Percy.




  He loved Percy with a fierce protective passion and as the little animal trotted towards him he bent over him, his face alight with tenderness.




  ‘He looks pretty bright to me,’ I said. ‘He’s not sick, is he?’




  ‘No . . . no . . .’ Mr Partridge seemed strangely ill at ease. ‘He’s perfectly well in himself, but I want you to look at him and see if you notice anything.’




  I looked. And I saw only what I had always seen, the snow-white, shaggy-haired little object regarded by local dog breeders and other cognoscenti as a negligible mongrel but nevertheless

  one of my favourite patients. Mr Partridge, looking through the window of a pet shop in Brawton about five years ago had succumbed immediately to the charms of two soulful eyes gazing up at him

  from a six-week-old tangle of white hair and had put down his five bob and rushed the little creature home. Percy had been described in the shop somewhat vaguely as a ‘terrier’ and Mr

  Partridge had flirted fearfully with the idea of having his tail docked; but such was his infatuation that he couldn’t bring himself to cause such a mutilation and the tail had grown in a

  great fringed curve almost full circle over the back.




  To me, the tail nicely balanced the head which was undoubtedly a little too big for the body but Mr Partridge had been made to suffer for it. His old friends in Darrowby who, like all country

  folks, considered themselves experts with animals, were free with their comments. I had heard them at it. When Percy was young it was:




  ‘Time ye had that tail off, Rolie. Ah’ll bite it off for ye if ye like.’ And later, again and again. ‘Hey Rolie, you should’ve had that dog’s tail off when he

  were a pup. He looks bloody daft like that.’




  When asked Percy’s breed Mr Partridge always replied haughtily, ‘Sealyham Cross’, but it wasn’t as simple as that; the tiny body with its luxuriant bristling coat, the

  large, rather noble head with high, pricked ears, the short, knock-kneed legs and that tail made him a baffling mixture.




  Mr Partridge’s friends again were merciless, referring to Percy as a ‘tripe-’ound’ or a ‘mouse-’ound’ and though the little artist received these

  railleries with a thin smile I knew they bit deep. He had a high regard for me based simply on the fact that the first time I saw Percy I exclaimed quite spontaneously,’What a beautiful

  little dog!’ And since I have never had much time for the points and fads of dog breeding I really meant it.




  ‘Just what is wrong, Mr Partridge?’ I asked. ‘I can’t see anything unusual.’




  Again the little man appeared to be uneasy. ‘Well now, watch as he walks across the floor. Come, Percy my dear.’ He moved away from me and the dog followed him.




  ‘No . . . no . . . I don’t quite understand what you mean.’




  ‘Watch again.’ He set off once more. ‘It’s at his . . . his er . . . back end.’




  I crouched down. ‘Ah now, yes, wait a minute. Just hold him there, will you?’




  I went over and had a close look. ‘I see it now. One of his testicles is slightly enlarged.’




  ‘Yes . . . yes . . . quite.’ Mr Partridge’s face turned a shade pinker. ‘That is . . . er . . . what I thought.’




  ‘Hang on to him a second while I examine it.’ I lifted the scrotum and palpated gently. ‘Yes, the left one is definitely bigger and it is harder too.’




  ‘Is it . . . anything serious?’




  I paused. ‘No, I shouldn’t think so. Tumours of the testicles are not uncommon in dogs and fortunately they aren’t inclined to metastasise – spread through the body

  – very readily. So I shouldn’t worry too much.’




  I added the last bit hastily because at the mention of the word ‘tumour’ the colour had drained from his face alarmingly.




  ‘That’s a growth, isn’t it?’ he stammered.




  ‘Yes, but there are all kinds and a lot of them are not malignant. So don’t worry but please keep an eye on him. It may not grow much but if it does you must let me know

  immediately.’




  ‘I see . . . and if it does grow?’




  ‘Well the only thing would be to remove the testicle.’




  ‘An operation?’ The little man stared at me and for a moment I thought he would faint.




  ‘Yes, but not a serious one. Quite straightforward, really.’ I bent down and felt the enlargement again. It was very slight. From the front end, Percy kept up a continuous musical

  growling. I grinned. He always did that – when I took his temperature, cut his nails, anything; a nonstop grumble and it didn’t mean a thing. I knew him well enough to realise there was

  no viciousness in him; he was merely asserting his virility, reminding me what a tough fellow he was, and it was not idle boasting because for all his lack of size he was a proud, mettlesome little

  dog, absolutely crammed with character.




  After I had left the house I looked back and saw Mr Partridge standing there watching me. He was clasping and unclasping his hands.




  And even when I was back in the surgery half of me was still in that odd little studio. I had to admire Mr Partridge for doing exactly what he wanted to do because in Darrowby he would never get

  any credit for it. A good horseman or cricketer would be revered in the town but an artist . . . never. Not even if he became famous, and Mr Partridge would never be famous. A few people bought his

  paintings but he could not have lived on the proceeds. I had one of them hanging in our bed-sitter and to my mind he had a definite gift. In fact I would have tried to afford more of them but for

  the fact that he obviously shrank from that aspect of the Yorkshire Dales which I loved most.




  If I had been able to paint I would have wanted to show how the walls climbed everywhere over the stark fell-sides. I would have tried to capture the magic of the endless empty moors with the

  reeds trembling over the black bog pools. But Mr Partridge went only for the cosy things; willows hanging by a rustic bridge, village churches, rose-covered cottages.




  Since Percy was a near neighbour I saw him nearly every day, either from our bed-sitter at the top of the house or from the surgery below. His master exercised him with great

  zeal and regularity and it was a common sight to see the artist passing on the other side of the road with the little animal trotting proudly beside him. But from that distance it was impossible to

  see if the tumour was progressing, and since I heard nothing from Mr Partridge I assumed that all was well. Maybe that thing had grown no more. Sometimes it happened that way.




  Keeping a close watch on the little dog reminded me of other incidents connected with him, particularly the number of times he was involved in a fight. Not that Percy ever started a brawl

  – at ten inches high he wasn’t stupid enough for that – but somehow big dogs when they saw that dainty white figure prancing along were inclined to go for him on sight. I

  witnessed some of these attacks from our windows and the same thing happened every time; a quick flurry of limbs, a snarling and yelping and then the big dog retreated bleeding.




  Percy never had a mark on him – that tremendous thick coat gave him complete protection – but he always got a nip in from underneath. I had stitched up several of the local street

  fighters after Percy had finished with them.




  It must have been about six weeks later when Mr Partridge came in again. He looked tense.




  ‘I’d like you to have a look at Percy again, Mr Herriot.’




  I lifted the dog on to the surgery table and I didn’t need to examine him very closely.




  ‘It’s quite a lot bigger, I’m afraid.’ I looked across the table at the little man.




  ‘Yes, I know.’ He hesitated. ‘What do you suggest?’




  ‘Oh there’s no doubt at all he’ll have to come in for an operation. That thing must come off.’




  Horror and despair flickered behind the thick spectacles.




  ‘An operation!’ He leaned on the table with both hands.




  ‘I hate the idea, I just can’t bear the thought of it!’




  I smiled reassuringly. ‘I know how you feel, but honestly there’s nothing to worry about. As I told you before, it’s quite a simple procedure.’




  ‘Oh I know, I know,’ he moaned. ‘But I don’t want him to be . . . cut about, you understand . . . it’s just the idea of it.’




  And I couldn’t persuade him. He remained adamant and marched resolutely from the surgery with his pet. I watched him crossing the road to his house and I knew he had let himself in for a

  load of worry, but I didn’t realise just how bad it was going to be.




  It was to be a kind of martyrdom.
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  I do not think martyrdom is too strong a word for what Mr Partridge went through over the next few weeks, because with the passage of time that testicle became more and more

  massive and due to the way Percy carried his tail the thing was lamentably conspicuous.




  People used to turn and stare as man and dog made their way down the street, Percy trotting bravely, his master, eyes rigidly to the front, putting up a magnificent pretence of being quite

  unaware of anything unusual. It really hurt me to see them and I found the sight of the smart little dog’s disfigurement particularly hard to bear.




  Mr Partridge’s superior facade had always made him a natural target for a certain amount of legpulling which he bore stoically; but the fact that it now involved his pet pierced him to the

  soul.




  One afternoon he brought him over to the surgery and I could see that the little man was almost in tears. Gloomily I examined the offending organ which was now about six inches long; gross,

  pendulous, undeniably ludicrous.




  ‘You know, Mr Herriot,’ the artist gasped. ‘Some boys chalked on my window, “Roll up and see the famous Chinese dog, Wun Hung Lo.” I’ve just been wiping it

  off.’




  I rubbed my chin. ‘Well that’s an ancient joke, Mr Partridge. I shouldn’t worry about that.’




  ‘But I do worry! I can’t sleep because of the thing!’




  ‘For heaven’s sake, then, why don’t you let me operate? I could put the whole business right for you.’




  ‘No! No! I can’t do that!’ His head tolled on his shoulders; he was the very picture of misery as he stared at me. ‘I’m frightened, that’s what it is.

  I’m frightened he’ll die under the anaesthetic.’




  ‘Oh come now! He’s a strong little animal. There’s no reason at all for such fears,’




  ‘But there is a risk, isn’t there?’




  I looked at him helplessly. ‘Well there’s a slight risk in all operations if you come right down to it, but honestly in this case . . .’




  ‘No! That’s enough. I won’t hear of it,’ he burst out and seizing Percy’s lead he strode away.




  Things went from bad to worse after that. The tumour grew steadily, easily visible now from my vantage point in the surgery window as the dog went by on the other side of the street, and I could

  see too that the stares and occasional ridicule were beginning to tell on Mr Partridge. His cheeks had hollowed and he had lost some of his high colour.




  But I didn’t have words with him till one market day several weeks later. It was early afternoon – the time the farmers often came in to pay their bills. I was showing one of them

  out when I saw Percy and his master coming out of the house. And I noticed immediately that the little animal now had to swing one leg slightly to clear the massive obstruction.




  On an impulse I called out and beckoned to Mr Partridge.




  ‘Look,’ I said as he came across to me. ‘You’ve just got to let me take that thing off. It’s interfering with his walking – making him lame. He can’t go

  on like this.’




  The artist didn’t say anything but stared back at me with hunted eyes. We were standing there in silence when Bill Dalton came round the corner and marched up to the surgery steps, cheque

  book in hand. Bill was a large beefy farmer who spent most of market day in the bar of the Black Swan and he was preceded by an almost palpable wave of beer fumes.




  ‘Nah then, Rolie lad, how ista?’ he roared, slapping the little man violently on the back.




  ‘I am quite well, William, thank you, and how are you?’




  But Bill didn’t answer. His attention was all on Percy who had strolled a few paces along the pavement. He watched him intently for a few moments then, repressing a giggle, he turned back

  to Mr Partridge with a mock-serious expression.




  ‘Tha knows, Rolie,’ he said, ‘that blood ’ound of your reminds me of the young man of Devizes, whose balls were of different sizes. The one was so small it was no ball at

  all, but the other one won several prizes.’ He finished with a shout of laughter which went on and on till he collapsed weakly against the iron railings.




  For a moment I thought Mr Partridge was going to strike him. He glared up at the big man and his chin and mouth trembled with rage, then he seemed to gain control of himself and turned to

  me.




  ‘Can I have a word with you, Mr Herriot?’




  ‘Certainly.’ I walked a few yards with him down the street.




  ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Percy will have to have that operation. When can you do him?’




  ‘Tomorrow,’ I replied. ‘Don’t give him any more food and bring him in at two in the afternoon.’




  It was with a feeling of intense relief that I saw the little dog stretched on the table the next day. With Tristan as anaesthetist I quickly removed the huge testicle, going

  well up the spermatic cord to ensure the complete excision of all tumour tissue. The only thing which troubled me was that the scrotum itself had become involved due to the long delay in operating.

  This is the sort of thing that can lead to a recurrence and as I carefully cut away the affected parts of the scrotal wall I cursed Mr Partridge’s procrastination. I put in the last stitch

  with my fingers crossed.




  The little man was in such transports of joy at seeing his pet alive after my efforts and rid of that horrid excrescence that I didn’t want to spoil everything by voicing my doubts; but I

  wasn’t entirely happy. If the tumour did recur I wasn’t sure just what I could do about it.




  But in the meantime I enjoyed my own share of pleasure at my patient’s return to normality. I felt a warm rush of satisfaction whenever I saw him tripping along, perky as ever and free

  from the disfigurement which had bulked so large in his master’s life. Occasionally I used to stroll casually behind him on the way down Trengate into the market place, saying nothing to Mr

  Partridge but shooting some sharp glances at the region beneath Percy’s tail.




  In the meantime I had sent the removed organ off to the pathology department at Glasgow Veterinary College and their report told me that it was a Sertoli Cell Tumour. They also added the

  comforting information that this type was usually benign and that metastasis into the internal organs occurred in only a very small proportion of cases. Maybe this lulled me into a deeper security

  than was warranted because I stopped following Percy around and in fact, in the nonstop rush of new cases, forgot all about his spell of trouble.




  So that when Mr Partridge brought him round to the surgery I thought it was for something else and when his master lifted him on to the table and turned him round to show his rear end I stared

  uncomprehendingly for a moment. But I leaned forward anxiously when I spotted the ugly swelling on the left side of the scrotum. I palpated quickly, with Percy’s growls and grousings

  providing an irritable obbligato, and there was no doubt about it, the tumour was growing again. It meant business, too, because it was red, angry-looking, painful; a dangerously active growth if

  ever I had seen one.
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