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To my revered elderly friends,

POLLY AND BODIE 





Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.
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I AM NEVER at my best in the early morning, especially the cold mornings you get in the Yorkshire spring when a piercing March wind sweeps down from the fells, finding its way inside clothing, nipping at noses and ears. It was a cheerless time, and a particularly bad time to be standing in this cobbled farmyard watching a beautiful horse dying because of my incompetence.

It had started at eight o’clock. Mr Kettlewell telephoned as I was finishing my breakfast.

‘I ’ave a fine big cart ’oss here and he’s come out in spots.’

‘Really? What kind of spots?’

‘Well, round and flat, and they’re all over ’im.’

‘And it started quite suddenly?’

‘Aye, he were right as rain last night.’

‘All right, I’ll have a look at him right away.’ I nearly rubbed my hands. Urticaria. It usually cleared up spontaneously, but an injection hastened the process and I had a new antihistamine drug to try out – it was said to be specific for this sort of thing. Anyway, it was the kind of situation where it was easy for the vet to look good. A nice start to the day.

In the fifties, the tractor had taken over most of the work on the farms, but there was still a fair number of draught horses around, and when I arrived at Mr Kettlewell’s place I realized that this one was something special.

The farmer was leading him from a loose box into the yard. A magnificent Shire, all of eighteen hands, with a noble head which he tossed proudly as he paced towards me. I appraised him with something like awe, taking in the swelling curve of the neck, the deep-chested body, the powerful limbs abundantly feathered above the massive feet.

‘What a wonderful horse!’ I gasped. ‘He’s enormous!’

Mr Kettlewell smiled with quiet pride. ‘Aye, he’s a right smasher. I only bought ’im last month. I do like to have a good ’oss about.’

He was a tiny man, elderly but sprightly, and one of my favourite farmers. He had to reach high to pat the huge neck and was nuzzled in return. ‘He’s kind, too. Right quiet.’

‘Ah well, it’s worth a lot when a horse is good-natured as well as good-looking.’ I ran my hand over the typical plaques in the skin. ‘Yes, this is urticaria, all right.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Sometimes it’s called nettle rash. It’s an allergic condition. He may have eaten something unusual, but it’s often difficult to pinpoint the cause.’

‘Is it serious?’

‘Oh no. I have an injection that’ll soon put him right. He’s well enough in himself, isn’t he?’

‘Aye, right as a bobbin.’

‘Good. Sometimes it upsets an animal, but this fellow’s the picture of health.’

As I filled my syringe with the antihistamine I felt that I had never spoken truer words. The big horse radiated health and well-being.

He did not move as I gave the injection, and I was about to put my syringe away when I had another thought. I had always used a proprietary preparation for urticaria and it had invariably worked. Maybe it would be a good idea to supplement the antihistamine, just to make sure. I wanted a good, quick cure for this splendid horse.

I trotted back to my car to fetch the old standby and injected the usual dose. Again the big animal paid no attention and the farmer laughed.

‘By gaw, he doesn’t mind, does ’e?’

I pocketed the syringe. ‘No, I wish all our patients were like him. He’s a grand sort.’

This, I thought, was vetting at its best. An easy, trouble-free case, a nice farmer and a docile patient who was a picture of equine beauty, a picture I could have looked at all day. I didn’t want to go away although other calls were waiting. I just stood there, half listening to Mr Kettlewell’s chatter about the imminent lambing season.

‘Ah well,’ I said at length, ‘I must be on my way.’ I was turning to go when I noticed that the farmer had fallen silent.

The silence lasted for a few moments, then, ‘He’s dotherin’ a bit,’ he said.

I looked at the horse. There was the faintest tremor in the muscles of the limbs. It was hardly visible, but as I watched, it began to spread upwards, bit by bit, until the skin over the neck, body and rump began to quiver. It was very slight, but there was no doubt it was gradually increasing in intensity.

‘What is it?’ said Mr Kettlewell.

‘Oh, just a little reaction. It’ll soon pass off.’ I was trying to sound airy, but I wasn’t so sure.

With agonizing slowness the trembling developed into a generalized shaking of the entire frame and this steadily increased in violence as the farmer and I stood there in silence. I seemed to have been there a long time, trying to look calm and unworried, but I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This sudden inexplicable transition – there was no reason for it. My heart began to thump and my mouth turned dry as the shaking was replaced by great shuddering spasms which racked the horse’s frame, and his eyes, so serene a short while ago, started from his head in terror, while foam began to drop from his lips. My mind raced. Maybe I shouldn’t have mixed those injections, but it couldn’t have this fearful effect. It was impossible.

As the seconds passed, I felt I couldn’t stand much more of this. The blood hammered in my ears. Surely he would start to recover soon – he couldn’t get worse.

I was wrong. Almost imperceptibly the huge animal began to sway. Only a little at first, then more and more until he was tilting from side to side like a mighty oak in a gale. Oh, dear God, he was going to go down and that would be the end. And that end had to come soon. Even the cobbles seemed to shake under my feet as the great horse crashed to the ground. For a few moments he lay there, stretched on his side, his feet pedalling convulsively, then he was still.

Well, that was it. I had killed this magnificent horse. It was impossible, unbelievable that a few minutes ago that animal had been standing there in all his strength and beauty and I had come along with my clever new medicines and now there he was, dead.

What was I going to say? I’m terribly sorry, Mr Kettlewell, I just can’t understand how this happened. My mouth opened, but nothing came out, not even a croak. And, as though looking at a picture from the outside I became aware of the square of farm buildings with the dark, snow-streaked fells rising behind under a lowering sky, of the biting wind, the farmer and myself, and the motionless body of the horse.

I felt chilled to the bone and miserable, but I had to say my piece. I took a long, quavering breath and was about to speak when the horse raised his head slightly. I said nothing, nor did Mr Kettlewell, as the big animal eased himself onto his chest, looked around him for a few seconds then got to his feet. He shook his head, then walked across to his master. The recovery was just as quick, just as incredible, as the devastating collapse, and he showed no ill effects from his crashing fall onto the cobbled yard.

The farmer reached up and patted the horse’s neck. ‘You know, Mr Herriot, them spots have nearly gone!’

I went over and had a look. ‘That’s right. You can hardly see them now.’

Mr Kettlewell shook his head wonderingly. ‘Aye, well, it’s a wonderful new treatment. But I’ll tell tha summat. I hope you don’t mind me sayin’ this, but,’ he put his hand on my arm and looked up into my face, ‘ah think it’s just a bit drastic.’

I drove away from the farm and pulled up the car in the lee of a drystone wall. A great weariness had descended upon me. This sort of thing wasn’t good for me. I was getting on in years now – well into my thirties – and I couldn’t stand these shocks like I used to. I tipped the driving mirror down and had a look at myself. I was a bit pale, but not as ghastly white as I felt. Still, the feeling of guilt and bewilderment persisted, and with it the recurring thought that there must be easier ways of earning a living than as a country veterinary surgeon. Twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, rough, dirty and peppered with traumatic incidents like that near catastrophe back there. I leaned back against the seat and closed my eyes.

When I opened them a few minutes later, the sun had broken through the clouds, bringing the green hillsides and the sparkling ridges of snow to vivid life, painting the rocky outcrops with gold. I wound down the window and breathed in the cold clean air drifting down, fresh and tangy, from the moorland high above. A curlew cried, breaking the enveloping silence, and on the grassy bank by the roadside I saw the first primroses of spring.

Peace began to steal through me. Maybe I hadn’t done anything wrong with Mr Kettlewell’s horse. Maybe antihistamines did sometimes cause these reactions. Anyway, as I started the engine and drove away, the old feeling began to well up in me and within moments it was running strong: it was good to be able to work with animals in this thrilling countryside; I was lucky to be a vet in the Yorkshire Dales.
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THERE IS NO doubt that a shock to the system heightens the perception, because as I drove away from Mr Kettlewell’s with my heart still fluttering to begin the rest of my morning round, it was as though I were seeing everything for the first time. In my daily work I was always aware of the beauty around me and had never lost the sense of wonder which had filled me when I had had my first sight of Yorkshire, but this morning the magic of the Dales was stronger than ever.

My eyes strayed again and again over the towering flanks of the fells, taking in the pattern of walled green fields won from the yellow moorland grass, and I gazed up at the high tops with the thrill of excitement which always came down to me from that untrodden land.

After visiting the isolated farm, I couldn’t resist pulling my car off the unfenced road and climbing with my beagle, Dinah, to the high country which beckoned me. The snow had disappeared almost overnight leaving only runnels of white lying behind the walls and it was as though all the scents of the earth and growing things had been imprisoned and were released now by the spring sunshine in waves of a piercing sweetness. When I reached the summit I was breathless and gulped the crystal air greedily as though I could never get enough of it.

Here there was no evidence of the hand of man and I walked with my dog among miles of heather, peat hags and bog pools with the black waters rippling and the tufts of rushes bending and swaying in the eternal wind.

As the cloud shadows, racing on the wind, flew over me, trailing ribbons of shade and brightness over the endless browns and greens, I felt a rising exhilaration at just being up there on the roof of Yorkshire. It was an empty landscape where no creature stirred and it was silent except for the cry of a distant bird, yet I felt a further surge of excitement in the solitude, a tingling sense of the nearness, of all creation.

As always, the siren song of the lonely uplands tempted me to stay, but the morning was wearing on and I had several more farms to visit.

It was with a lingering feeling of fulfilment that I finished my last call and headed for Darrowby, the town where I lived. Its square church tower had been pushing above the tumbled roofs of the little town as I came down the dale and soon I was driving through the cobbled market place with the square of fretted roofs above the shops and pubs which served its three thousand inhabitants.

In the far corner I turned down Trengate, the street where our surgery was, and drew up at the three storeys of mellow brick and climbing ivy of Skeldale House, my work place and happy home where my wife, Helen, and I had brought up our children.

The memories came back of the unforgettable times when my partner, Siegfried Farnon, and his inimitable brother, Tristan, had lived and laughed there with me in our bachelor days, but they were both married and lived with their families in their own homes. Tristan had joined the Ministry of Agriculture, but Siegfried was still my partner and for the thousandth time I thanked heaven that both the brothers were still my close friends.

My son, Jimmy, was ten now and daughter, Rosie, was six, and they were at school, but Siegfried was coming down the steps, stuffing bottles into his pockets.

‘Ah, James,’ he cried, ‘I’ve just taken a message for you. One of your most esteemed clients – Mrs Bartram. Puppy is in need of your services.’ He was grinning as he spoke.

I smiled ruefully in reply. ‘Oh, fine. You didn’t fancy going there yourself, did you?’

‘No, no, my boy. Wouldn’t dream of depriving you of the pleasure.’ He waved cheerfully and climbed into his car.

I looked at my watch. I still had half an hour before lunch and Puppy was only walking distance away. I got my bag and set off.

The heavenly aroma of fish and chips drifted out on the spring air and I felt a quick stab of hunger as I looked through the shop window at the white-coated figures with their wire scoops, lifting out the crisply battered haddock and laying them out to drain by the golden mounds of chips.

The lunchtime trade was brisk and the queue moved steadily round the shop, gathering up the newspaper-wrapped parcels, some customers hurrying home with them, others shaking on salt and vinegar before an alfresco meal in the street.

I always had my gastric juices titillated when I visited Mrs Bartram’s dog in the flat above the fish and chip shop and I took another rewarding breath as I went down the alley and climbed the stairs.

Mrs Bartram was in her usual chair in the kitchen; fat, massive, deadpan, the invariable cigarette dangling from her lips. She was throwing chips from a bag in her lap to her dog, Puppy, sitting opposite. He caught them expertly one after the other.

Puppy belied his name. He was an enormous, shaggy creature of doubtful ancestry and with a short temper. I always treated him with respect.

‘He’s still rather fat, Mrs Bartram,’ I said. ‘Haven’t you tried to change his diet as I advised? Remember I said he shouldn’t really be fed solely on fish and chips.’

She shrugged and a light shower of ash fell on her blouse. ‘Oh aye, ah did for a bit. I cut out the chips and just gave ’im fish every day, but he didn’t like it. Loves his chips, ’e does.’

‘I see.’ I couldn’t say too much about the diet because I had the feeling that Mrs Bartram herself ate very little else and it would have been tactless to point out that big chunks of battered fried fish didn’t constitute a slimming regime, because her figure, like her dog’s, bore witness to the fact.

In fact, as I looked at the two, they had a great similarity sitting there, bolt upright, facing each other. Both huge, immobile, but giving an impression of latent power.

Fat dogs are often lazy and good-natured, but a long succession of postmen, newsboys and door-to-door salesmen had had to take desperate evasive action as Puppy turned suddenly into a monster baying at their heels, and I had one vivid memory of a brush vendor cycling unhurriedly down the alley with his wares dangling from the handle bars, slowing down outside the flat, then, as Puppy catapulted into the street, taking off like the winner of the Tour de France.

‘Well, what’s the trouble, Mrs Bartram?’ I asked, changing the subject.

‘It’s ’is eye. Keeps runnin’.’

‘Ah yes, I see.’ The big dog’s left eye was almost completely closed, and a trickle of discharge made a dark track down the hair of his face. It made his appearance even more sinister. ‘There’s some irritation there, probably an infection.’

It would have been nice to find the cause. There could be a foreign body in there or just a spot of conjunctivitis. I reached out my hand to pull the eyelid down but Puppy, without moving, fixed me with his good eye and drew his lips back from a row of formidable teeth.

I withdrew my hand. ‘Yes . . . yes . . . I’ll have to give you some antibiotic ointment and you must squeeze a little into his eye three times a day. You’ll be able to do that, won’t you.’

‘Course, I will. He’s as gentle as an awd sheep.’ Expressionlessly, she lit another cigarette from the old one and drew the smoke down deeply. ‘Ah can do anything with ’im.’

‘Good, good.’ As I rummaged in my bag for the ointment I had the old feeling of defeat, but there was nothing else for it. It was always long-range treatment with Puppy. I had never tried anything silly like taking his temperature; to be honest, I’d never laid a finger on him in my life.

I heard from Mrs Bartram again two weeks later. Puppy’s eye was no better; in fact, it was worse.

I hurried round to the flat, inhaling the delicious vapours from the shop as I went down the alley. Puppy was in the same position as before, upright, facing his mistress and there was no doubt there was an increased discharge from the eye. But this time I fancied I could see something else and I leaned forward, peering closely into the dog’s face as a faint but menacing growl warned me not to take any more liberties. And it was there, all right, the cause of the trouble. A tiny papilloma growing from the margin of the eyelid and rubbing on the cornea.

I turned to Mrs Bartram. ‘He’s got a little growth in there. It’s irritating his eye and causing the discharge.’

‘Growth?’ The lady’s face seldom registered any emotion, but one eyebrow twitched upward and the cigarette trembled briefly in her mouth. ‘Ah don’t like the sound ’o that.’

‘Oh, it’s quite benign,’ I said. ‘Nothing to worry about. I’ll be able to remove it easily and he’ll be perfectly all right afterwards.’

I spoke lightly because indeed these things were quite common and a little injection of local anaesthetic and a quick snip with a pair of curved scissors did the trick effortlessly, but as I looked at the big dog regarding me coldly with his one eye I felt a twinge of anxiety. Things might not be so easy with Puppy.

My misgivings proved to be well founded when Mrs Bartram brought him round to the surgery next morning and left him in the small consulting room. He would obviously have to be sedated before we could do anything and among the rush of new drugs were excellent tranquillizers like acetylpromazine. There was, however, the small matter of one of us grasping that leonine head while the other lifted a fold of skin and inserted the needle. Puppy made it very clear that such things were not on the agenda. Being on strange ground and feeling threatened he came roaring, open-mouthed, at Siegfried and me as soon as we tried to enter the room. We retreated hastily and locked the door.

‘Dog catcher?’ suggested Siegfried without conviction.

I shook my head. The dog catcher was a snare of soft flex on the end of a long pole and was a handy instrument to slip over a difficult dog’s head and steady it while the injection was made, but with Puppy it would be like trying to lasso a grizzly bear. If we ever managed to get the loop over his head it would be the prelude to a fearsome wrestling match.

However, we’d had tough dogs before and we had a little trick in reserve.

‘Looks like one for the nembutal,’ Siegfried murmured and I nodded agreement. For unapproachable cases we kept a supply of succulent minced beef in the fridge. It was a delicacy which no dog could resist and it was a simple matter to break a few capsules of nembutal among the meat and wait while the animal drifted into a state of blissful somnolence. It always worked.

However, it was time-consuming. Removing the tiny growth should have been a few minutes’ job but we’d have to wait for twenty minutes or so until the stuff took effect. I tried not to think of the urgent cases all over the countryside needing our attention as I prepared the medicated mince.

The consulting room looked onto the garden through a sash window which was open a few inches at the bottom. I threw the meat through this aperture and the two of us went into the office to prepare for our rounds.

When we came back we expected to find Puppy slumbering peacefully, but when we peered in he threw himself at the window, snarling like a starving wolf. On the floor the meat lay untouched.

‘Look at that!’ I cried. ‘I don’t believe it. No dog’s ever refused that lovely stuff before!’

Siegfried slapped his forehead. ‘What a damn nuisance! Do you think he can smell the nembutal? Better try him with a bigger proportion of mince.’

I made up another supply and threw it again through the opening. We retreated to allay the dog’s suspicions, but when we crept up ten minutes later the picture hadn’t changed. Puppy had not eaten a single mouthful.

‘What the hell are we going to do?’ Siegfried burst out. ‘It’s going to be lunch time before we get out!’

It was indeed getting on towards lunch time because a gentle breeze was carrying the first fragrance from the fish and chip shop down the street.

‘Just hang on for a minute,’ I said. ‘I think I know the answer.’

I galloped along Trengate and returned with a bag of chips. It was the work of a moment to insert a capsule in a chip and flick it through the aperture. Puppy was on it like flash and swallowed it without hesitation. Another chip, another capsule, and so on until he had received the requisite dose.

Even as we watched, the big dog’s ferocity was gradually replaced by an amiable goofiness and when he took a few uncertain steps then flopped on to his side we knew we had won. When we finally unlocked the door and entered the room, Puppy was in a happy trance and we performed the operation in a couple of minutes.

He was still dopey and unusually peaceful when his mistress called to collect him later that day. When she brought him into the office, his huge head was level with my desk and he almost smiled at me as I sat down.

‘We’ve removed that little thing, Mrs Bartram,’ I said. ‘His eye will be fine now, but I’m prescribing a course of Lincocin tablets to stop any further infection.’

As I reached for a pen to write the instructions I glanced at some of the other labels I had written. In those days, before injections became the general procedure, many of our medicines were given by mouth. The instructions on the other labels were varied: ‘Mixture for bullock. To be given in a pint of treacle water.’ ‘Drench for calf. To be given in half a pint of flour gruel.’

I poised my pen for a moment, then, for the first time in my life, I wrote, ‘Tablets for dog. One to be given three times daily inserted in chips.’
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MY THROAT WAS killing me. Three successive nocturnal lambings on the windswept hillsides in my shirt-sleeves had left me with the beginnings of a cold and I felt in urgent need of a packet of Geoff Hatfield’s cough drops. An unscientific treatment, perhaps, but I had a childish faith in those powerful little candies which exploded in the mouth, sending a blast of medicated vapour surging through the bronchial tubes.

The shop was down a side alley, almost hidden away, and it was so tiny – not much more than a cubby hole – that there was hardly room for the sign, GEOFFREY HATFIELD, CONFECTIONER above the window. But it was full. It was always full, and, this being market day, it was packed out.

The little bell went ‘ching’ as I opened the door and squeezed into the crush of local ladies and farmers’ wives. I’d have to wait for a while but I didn’t mind, because watching Mr Hatfield in action was one of the rewarding things in my life.

I had come at a good time, too, because the proprietor was in the middle of one of his selection struggles. He had his back to me, the silver-haired, leonine head nodding slightly on the broad shoulders as he surveyed the rows of tall glass sweet jars against the wall. His hands, clasped behind him, tensed and relaxed repeatedly as he fought his inner battle, then he took a few strides along the row, gazing intently at each jar in turn. It struck me that Lord Nelson pacing the quarterdeck of theVictory, wondering how best to engage the enemy, could not have displayed a more portentous concentration.

The tension in the little shop rose palpably as he reached up a hand, then withdrew it with a shake of the head, but a sigh went up from the assembled ladies as, with a final grave nod and a squaring of the shoulders, he extended both arms, seized a jar and swung round to face the company. His large, Roman senator face, was crinkled into a benign smile.

‘Now, Mrs Moffat,’ he boomed at a stout matron, and holding out the glass vessel with both hands, inclining it slightly with all the grace and deference of a Cartier jeweller displaying a diamond necklace, ‘I wonder if I can interest you in this.’

Mrs Moffat, clutching her shopping basket, peered closely at the paper-wrapped confections in the jar. ‘Well, ah don’t know . . .’

‘If I remember rightly, madam, you indicated that you were seeking something in the nature of a Russian caramel, and I can thoroughly recommend these little sweetmeats. Not quite a Russian, but nevertheless a very nice, smooth-eating toffee.’ His expression became serious, expectant.

The fruity tones rolling round his description made me want to grab the sweets and devour them on the spot, and they seemed to have the same effect on the lady. ‘Right, Mr Hatfield,’ she said eagerly, ‘I’ll ’ave half a pound.’

The shopkeeper gave a slight bow. ‘Thank you so much, madam, I’m sure you will not regret your choice.’ His features relaxed into a gracious smile and, as he lovingly trickled the toffees on to his scales before bagging them with a professional twirl, I felt a renewed desire to get at the things.

Mr Hatfield, leaning forward with both hands on the counter, kept his gaze on his customer until he had bowed her out of the shop with a courteous, ‘Good day to you, madam’, then he turned to face the congregation. ‘Ah, Mrs Dawson, how very nice to see you. And what is your pleasure this morning?’

The lady, obviously delighted, beamed at him. ‘I’d like some of them fudge chocolates I ’ad last week, Mr Hatfield. They were lovely. Have you still got some?’

‘Indeed I have, madam, and I am delighted that you approve of my recommendation. Such a deliciously creamy flavour. Also, it so happens that I have just received a consignment in a special presentation box for Easter. He lifted one from the shelf and balanced it on the palm of his hand. ‘Really pretty and attractive, don’t you think?’

Mrs Dawson nodded rapidly. ‘Oh aye, that’s real bonny. I’ll take a box and there’s summat else I want. A right big bag of nice boiled sweets for the family to suck at. Mixed colours, you know. What ’ave you got?’

Mr Hatfield steepled his fingers, gazed at her fixedly and took a long, contemplative breath. He held this pose for several seconds then he swung round, clasped his hands behind him, and recommenced his inspection of the jars.

That was my favourite bit and, as always, I was enjoying it. It was a familiar scene. The tiny, crowded shop, the proprietor wrestling with his assignment and Alfred sitting at the far end of the counter.

Alfred was Geoff’s cat and he was always there, seated upright and majestic on the polished boards near the curtained doorway which led to the Hatfield sitting room. As usual, he seemed to be taking a keen interest in the proceedings, his gaze moving from his master’s face to the customer’s and though it may have been my imagination I felt that his expression registered a grave involvement in the negotiations and a deep satisfaction at the outcome. He never left his place or encroached on the rest of the counter, but occasionally one or other of the ladies would stroke his cheek and he would respond with a booming purr and a gracious movement of the head towards them.

It was typical that he never yielded to any unseemly display of emotion. That would have been undignified, and dignity was an unchanging part of him. Even as a kitten he had never indulged in immoderate playfulness. I had neutered him three years earlier – for which he appeared to bear me no ill will – and he had grown into a massive, benevolent tabby. I looked at him now, sitting in his place. Vast, imperturbable, at peace with his world. There was no doubt he was a cat of enormous presence.

And it had always struck me forcibly that he was exactly like his master in that respect. They were two of a kind and it was no surprise that they were such devoted friends.

When it came to my turn I was able to reach Alfred and I tickled him under his chin. He liked that and raised his head high while the purring rumbled up from the furry ribcage until it resounded throughout the shop.

Even collecting my cough drops had its touch of ceremony. The big man behind the counter sniffed gravely at the packet then clapped his hand a few times against his chest. ‘You can smell the goodness, Mr Herriot, the beneficial vapours. These will have you right in no time.’ He bowed and smiled and I could swear that Alfred smiled with him.

I squeezed my way out through the ladies and as I walked down the alley I marvelled for the umpteenth time at the phenomenon of Geoffrey Hatfield. There were several other sweet shops in Darrowby, big double-fronted places with their wares attractively displayed in the windows, but none of them did anything like the trade of the poky establishment I had just left. There was no doubt that it was all due to Geoff’s unique selling technique and it was certainly not an act on his part, it was born of a completely sincere devotion to his calling, a delight in what he was doing.

His manner and ‘posh’ diction gave rise to a certain amount of ribald comment from men who had left the local school with him at the age of fourteen, and in the pubs he was often referred to as ‘the bishop’, but it was good-natured stuff because he was a well-liked man. And, of course, the ladies adored him and flocked to bask in his attentions.

About a month later I was in the shop again to get some of Rosie’s favourite liquorice all-sorts and the picture was the same – Geoffrey smiling and booming, Alfred in his place, following every move, the pair of them radiating dignity and well-being. As I collected my sweets, the proprietor whispered in my ear.

‘I’ll be closing for lunch at twelve noon, Mr Herriot. Would you be so kind as to call in and examine Alfred?’

‘Yes, of course.’ I looked along the counter at the big cat. ‘Is he ill?’

‘Oh, no, no . . . but I just feel there’s something not right.’

Later I knocked at the closed door and Geoffrey let me into the shop, empty for once, then through the curtained doorway into his sitting room. Mrs Hatfield was at a table, drinking tea. She was a much earthier character than her husband. ‘Now then, Mr Herriot, you’ve come to see t’little cat.’

‘He isn’t so little,’ I said, laughing. And indeed, Alfred looked more massive than ever seated by the fire, looking calmly into the flames. When he saw me he got up, stalked unhurriedly over the carpet and arched his back against my legs. I felt strangely honoured.

‘He’s really beautiful, isn’t he?’ I murmured. I hadn’t had a close look at him for some time and the friendly face with the dark stripes running down to the intelligent eyes appealed to me as never before. ‘Yes,’ I said, stroking the fur which shone luxuriantly in the flickering firelight, ‘you’re a big beautiful fellow.’

I turned to Mr Hatfield. ‘He looks fine to me. What is it that’s worrying you?’

‘Oh, maybe it’s nothing at all. His appearance certainly has not altered in the slightest, but for over a week now I’ve noticed that he is not quite so keen on his food, not quite so lively. He’s not really ill . . . he’s just different.’

‘I see. Well, let’s have a look at him.’ I went over the cat carefully. Temperature was normal, mucous membranes a healthy pink. I got out my stethoscope and auscultated heart and lungs – nothing abnormal to hear. Palpation of the abdomen produced no clue.

‘Well, Mr Hatfield,’ I said, ‘there doesn’t seem to be anything obviously wrong with him. He’s maybe a bit run down, but he doesn’t look it. Anyway, I’ll give him a vitamin injection. That should buck him up. Let me know in a few days if he’s no better.’

‘Thank you indeed, sir. I am most grateful. You have set my mind at rest.’ The big man reached out a hand to his pet. The confident resonance of his voice was belied by the expression of concern on his face. Seeing them together made me sense anew the similarity of man and cat – human and animal, yes, but alike in their impressiveness.

I heard nothing about Alfred for a week and assumed that he had returned to normal, but then his master telephoned. ‘He’s just the same, Mr Herriot. In fact, if anything, he has deteriorated slightly. I would be obliged if you would look at him again.’

It was just as before. Nothing definite to see even on close examination. I put him on to a course of mixed minerals and vitamin tablets. There was no point in launching into treatment with our new antibiotics – there was no elevation of temperature, no indication of any infectious agent.

I passed the alley every day – it was only about a hundred yards from Skeldale House – and I fell into the habit of stopping and looking in through the little window of the shop. Each day, the familiar scene presented itself; Geoff bowing and smiling to his customers and Alfred sitting in his place at the end of the counter. Everything seemed right, and yet . . . there was something different about the cat.

I called in one evening and examined him again. ‘He’s losing weight,’ I said.

Geoffrey nodded. ‘Yes, I do think so. He is still eating fairly well, but not as much as before.’

‘Give him another few days on the tablets,’ I said, ‘and if he’s no better I’ll have to get him round to the surgery and go into this thing a bit more deeply.’

I had a nasty feeling there would be no improvement and there wasn’t, so one evening I took a cat cage round to the shop. Alfred was so huge that there was a problem fitting him into the container, but he didn’t resist as I bundled him gently inside.

At the surgery I took a blood sample from him and X-rayed him. The plate was perfectly clear and when the report came back from the laboratory it showed no abnormality.

In a way, it was reassuring, but that did not help because the steady decline continued. The next few weeks were something like a nightmare. My anxious peering through the shop window became a daily ordeal. The big cat was still in his place, but he was getting thinner and thinner until he was almost unrecognizable. I rang the changes with every drug and treatment I could think of, but nothing did any good. I had Siegfried examine him, but he thought as I did. The progressive emaciation was the sort of thing you would expect from an internal tumour, but further X-rays still showed nothing. Alfred must have been thoroughly fed up of all the pushing around, the tests, the kneading of his abdomen, but at no time did he show any annoyance. He accepted the whole thing placidly as was his wont.

There was another factor which made the situation much worse. Geoff himself was wilting under the strain. His comfortable coating of flesh was dropping steadily away from him, the normally florid cheeks were pale and sunken and, worse still, his dramatic selling style appeared to be deserting him. One day I left my viewpoint at the window and pushed my way into the press of ladies in the shop. It was a harrowing scene. Geoff, bowed and shrunken, was taking the orders without even a smile, pouring the sweets listlessly into their bags and mumbling a word or two. Gone was the booming voice and the happy chatter of the customers and a strange silence hung over the company. It was just like any other sweet shop.

Saddest sight of all was Alfred, still sitting bravely upright in his place. He was unbelievably gaunt, his fur had lost its bloom and he stared straight ahead, dead-eyed, as though nothing interested him any more. He was like a feline scarecrow.

I couldn’t stand it any longer. That evening I went round to see Geoff Hatfield.

‘I saw your cat today,’ I said, ‘and he’s going rapidly downhill. Are there any new symptoms?’

The big man nodded dully. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact. I was going to ring you. He’s been vomiting a bit.’

I dug my nails into my palms. ‘There it is again. Everything points to something abnormal inside him and yet I can’t find a thing.’ I bent down and stroked Alfred. ‘I hate to see him like this. Look at his fur. It used to be so glossy.’

‘That’s right,’ replied Geoff, ‘he’s neglecting himself. He never washes himself now. It’s as though he can’t be bothered. And before, he was always at it – lick, lick lick for hours on end.’

I stared at him. His words had sparked something in my mind. ‘Lick, lick lick.’ I paused in thought. ‘Yes . . . when I think about it, no cat I ever knew washed himself as much as Alfred . . .’ The spark suddenly became a flame and I jerked upright in my chair.

‘Mr Hatfield,’ I said, ‘I want to do an exploratory laparotomy!’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I think he’s got a hair-ball inside him and I want to operate to see if I’m right.’

‘Open him up, you mean?’

‘That’s right.’

He put a hand over his eyes and his chin sank onto his chest. He stayed like that for a long time, then he looked at me with haunted eyes. ‘Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never thought of anything like that.’

‘We’ve got to do something or this cat is going to die.’

He bent and stroked Alfred’s head again and again, then without looking up he spoke in a husky voice. ‘All right, when?’

‘Tomorrow morning.’

Next day, in the operating room, as Siegfried and I bent over the sleeping cat, my mind was racing. We had been doing much more small-animal surgery lately, but I had always known what to expect. This time I felt as though I was venturing into the unknown.

I incised through skin, abdominal muscles and peritoneum and when I reached forward towards the diaphragm I could feel a doughy mass inside the stomach. I cut through the stomach wall and my heart leaped. There it was, a large, matted hair-ball, the cause of all the trouble. Something which wouldn’t show up on an X-ray plate.

Siegfried grinned. ‘Well, now we know!’

‘Yes,’ I said as the great waves of relief swept over me. ‘Now we know.’

And there was more. After I had evacuated and stitched the stomach, I found other, smaller hair-balls, bulging the intestine along its length. These had all to be removed and the bowel wall stitched in several places. I didn’t like this. It meant a bigger trauma and shock to my patient, but finally all was done and only a neat row of skin sutures was visible.

When I returned Alfred to his home, his master could hardly bear to look at him. At length he took a timid glance at the cat, still sleeping under the anaesthetic. ‘Will he live?’ he whispered.

‘He has a good chance,’ I replied. ‘He has had some major surgery and it might take him some time to get over it, but he’s young and strong. He should be all right.’

I could see Geoff wasn’t convinced, and that was how it was over the next few days. I kept visiting the little room behind the shop to give the cat penicillin injections and it was obvious that Geoff had made up his mind that Alfred was going to die.

Mrs Hatfield was more optimistic, but she was worried about her husband.

‘Eee, he’s given up hope,’ she said. ‘And it’s all because Alfred just lies in his bed all day. I’ve tried to tell ’im that it’ll be a bit o’ time before the cat starts runnin’ around, but he won’t listen.’

She looked at me with anxious eyes. ‘And, you know, it’s gettin’ him down, Mr Herriot. He’s a different man. Sometimes I wonder if he’ll ever be the same again.’

I went over and peeped past the curtain into the shop. Geoff was there, doing his job like an automaton. Haggard, unsmiling, silently handing out the sweets. When he did speak it was in a listless monotone and I realized with a sense of shock that his voice had lost all its old timbre. Mrs Hatfield was right. He was a different man. And, I thought, if he stayed different, what would happen to his clientele? So far they had remained faithful, but I had a feeling they would soon start to drift away.

It was a week before the picture began to change for the better. I entered the sitting room, but Alfred wasn’t there.

Mrs Hatfield jumped up from her chair. ‘He’s a lot better, Mr Herriot,’ she said eagerly. ‘Eating well and seemed to want to go into t’shop. He’s in there with Geoff now.’

Again I took a surreptitious look past the curtain. Alfred was back in his place, skinny but sitting upright. But his master didn’t look any better.

I turned back into the room. ‘Well, I won’t need to come any more, Mrs Hatfield. Your cat is well on the way to recovery. He should soon be as good as new.’ I was quite confident about this, but I wasn’t so sure about Geoff.

At this point, the rush of spring lambing and post lambing troubles overwhelmed me as it did every year, and I had little time to think about my other cases. It must have been three weeks before I visited the sweet shop to buy some chocolates for Helen. The place was packed and as I pushed my way inside all my fears came rushing back and I looked anxiously at man and cat.

Alfred, massive and dignified again, sat like a king at the far end of the counter. Geoff was leaning on the counter with both hands, gazing closely into a lady’s face. ‘As I understand you, Mrs Hird, you are looking for something in the nature of a softer sweetmeat.’ The rich voice reverberated round the little shop. ‘Could you perhaps mean a Turkish Delight?’

‘Nay, Mr Hatfield, it wasn’t that . . .’

His head fell on his chest and he studied the polished boards of the counter with fierce concentration. Then he looked up and pushed his face nearer to the lady’s. ‘A pastille, possibly . . .?’

‘Nay . . . nay.’

‘A truffle? A soft caramel? A peppermint cream?’

‘No, nowt like that.’

He straightened up. This was a tough one. He folded his arms across his chest and as he stared into space and took the long inhalation I remembered so well I could see that he was a big man again, his shoulders spreading wide, his face ruddy and well fleshed.

Nothing having evolved from his cogitations, his jaw jutted and he turned his face upwards, seeking further inspiration from the ceiling. Alfred, I noticed, looked upwards, too.

There was a tense silence as Geoff held this pose, then a smile crept slowly over his noble features. He raised a finger. ‘Madam,’ he said, ‘I do fancy I have it. Whitish, you said . . . sometimes pink . . . rather squashy. May I suggest to you . . . marshmallow?’

Mrs Hird thumped the counter. ‘Aye, that’s it, Mr Hatfield. I just couldn’t think of t’name.’

‘Ha-ha, I thought so,’ boomed the proprietor, his organ tones rolling to the roof. He laughed, the ladies laughed, and I was positive that Alfred laughed, too.

All was well again. Everybody in the shop was happy – Geoff, Alfred, the ladies and, not least, James Herriot.
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‘YOU CALL YOURSELF a vet, but you’re nowt but a robber!’

Mrs Sidlow, her fierce little dark eyes crackling with fury, spat out the words and as I looked at her, taking in the lank, black hair framing the haggard face with its pointed chin, I thought, not for the first time, how very much she resembled a witch. It was easy to imagine her throwing a leg over a broomstick and zooming off for a quick flip across the moon.

‘All t’country’s talkin’ about you and your big bills,’ she continued. ‘I don’t know how you get away with it, it’s daylight robbery – robbin’ the poor farmers and then you come out here bold as brass in your flash car.’

That was what had started it. Since my old vehicle was dropping to bits I had lashed out on a second-hand Austin 10. It had done twenty thousand miles but had been well maintained and looked like new with its black bodywork shining in the sun and the very sight of it had sparked off Mrs Sidlow.

The purchase of a new car was invariably greeted with a bit of leg pulling by most of the farmers. ‘Job must be payin’ well,’ they would say with a grin. But it was all friendly, with never a hint of the venom which seemed to be part of the Sidlow ménage.

The Sidlows hated vets. Not just me, but all of them and that was quite a few because they had tried every practice for miles around and had found them all wanting. The trouble was that Mr Sidlow himself was quite simply the only man in the district who knew anything about doctoring sick animals – his wife and all his grown-up family knew this as an article of faith and whenever illness struck any of his cattle, it was natural that father took over. It was only when he had exhausted his supply of secret remedies that the vet was called in. I personally had seen only dying animals on that farm and had been unable to bring them back to life, so the Sidlows were invariably confirmed in their opinion of me along with the rest of my profession.

Today I had been viewing with the old feeling of hopelessness an emaciated little beast huddled in a dark corner of the fold yard taking its last few breaths after a week of pneumonia while the family stood around breathing hostility, shooting the usual side glances at me from their glowering faces. I had been trailing wearily back to my car on the way out when Mrs Sidlow had spotted me from the kitchen window and catapulted into the yard.

‘Aye, it’s awright for you,’ she went on. ‘We ’ave to work hard to make a livin’ on this spot and then such as you come and take our money away from us without doin’ anythin’ for it. Ah know what it is, your idea is to get rich quick!’

Only my long training that the customer is always right stopped me from barking back. Instead I forced a smile.

‘Mrs Sidlow,’ I said, ‘I assure you that I’m anything but rich. In fact, if you could see my bank balance, you would see what I mean.’

‘You’re tellin’ me you haven’t much money?’

‘That’s right.’

She waved towards the Austin and gave me another searing glare. ‘So this fancy car’s just a lot o’ show on nowt!’

I had no answer. She had me both ways – either I was a fat cat or a stuck-up poseur.

As I drove away up the rising road I looked back at the farm with its substantial house and wide sprawl of buildings. There were five hundred lush acres down there, lying in the low country at the foot of the dale. The Sidlows were big, prosperous farmers with none of the worries of the hill men who struggled to exist on the bleak smallholdings higher up, and it was difficult to understand why my imagined affluence should be such an affront to them.

It occurred to me, too, that this latest attack had come at a time when my finances were at their lowest ebb. As I changed gear I caught a glimpse of pink flesh through the knee of my old corduroys. Oh hell, these trousers had just about had it as indeed had a lot of my clothes, but the needs of two growing children came a long way before my own. Not that there was any point in going round my work looking like a male fashion plate – I had one of the roughest, dirtiest jobs in the world and could only aim at reasonable respectability – and I always had the comforting knowledge that I did have one ‘good suit’ which had lasted for many years simply because it was hardly ever worn.

But it was indeed strange that I should be perpetually hard up. Siegfried and I had built up a good, successful practice. I worked nearly all the time, seven days a week, in the evenings and often during the night and it was hard work, too – rolling about on cobbled floors fighting with tough calvings to the point of exhaustion, getting kicked, crushed, trodden on and sprayed with muck. Often, I spent days with every muscle in my body aching. But I still had only a niggling and immovable overdraft of £1,000 to show for it all.

Of course, much of my time was spent driving a car. You didn’t get paid for that, and maybe it was the reason for my situation. Yet the driving, the work and the whole rich life was spent out in this glorious countryside. I really loved all of it and it was only when I was accused of being a kind of agricultural con man that the contradiction came home to me.

As the road climbed higher I began to see the church tower and roofs of Darrowby and, at last, on the edge of the town, the gates of Mrs Pumphrey’s beautiful home lay beckoning. I looked at my watch – twelve noon. Long practice had enabled me to time my visits here just before lunch when I could escape the rigours of country practice and wallow for a little while in the hospitality of the elderly widow who had brightened my life for so long.

As my tyres crunched on the gravel of the drive I smiled as Tricki Woo appeared at the window to greet me. He was old now, but he could still get up there to his vantage point and his Pekingese face was split as always by a panting grin of welcome.

Mounting the steps between the twin pillars of the doorway, I could see that he had left the window and I heard his joyous barking in the hall. Ruth, the long-serving maid, answered my ring, beaming with pleasure as Tricki flung himself at my knees.

‘Eee, he’s glad to see you Mr ’erriot,’ she said and, laying a hand on my arm, ‘we all are!’

She ushered me into the gracious drawing room where Mrs Pumphrey was sitting in an armchair by the fire. She raised her white head from her book and cried out in delight. ‘Ah, Mr Herriot, how very very nice! Tricki, isn’t it wonderful to have Uncle Herriot visiting again!’

She waved me to the armchair opposite. ‘I have been expecting you for Tricki’s check-up, but before you examine him you must sit down and warm yourself. It is so terribly cold. Ruth, my dear, will you bring Mr Herriot a glass of sherry. You will say yes, won’t you, Mr Herriot.’

I murmured my thanks. I always said yes to the very special sherry which came in enormous glasses and was deeply heartening at all times but on cold days in particular. I sank into the cushions and stretched my legs towards the flames which leaped in the fireplace, and as I took my first sip and Ruth deposited a plate of tiny biscuits by my side while the little dog climbed on to my knee, the last of the hostile Sidlow vibes slipped gently away from me.

‘Tricki has been awfully well since your last visit, Mr Herriot,’ Mrs Pumphrey said. ‘I know he is always going to be a little stiff with his arthritis but he does get around so well, and his little heart cough is no worse. And, best of all,’ she clasped her hands together and her eyes widened, ‘he hasn’t gone flop-bott at all. Not once! So perhaps you won’t have to squeeze the poor darling.’

‘Oh no, I won’t. Certainly not. I only do that if he really needs it.’ I had been squeezing Tricki Woo’s bottom for many years because of his anal gland trouble so graphically named by his mistress and the little animal had never resented it. I stroked his head as Mrs Pumphrey went on.

‘There is something very interesting I must tell you. As you know, Tricki has always been deeply knowledgeable about horse-racing, a wonderful judge of form, and wins nearly all his bets. Well now,’ she raised a finger and spoke in a confidential murmur, ‘just recently he has become very interested in greyhound racing!’

‘Is that so?’

‘Yes, indeed, he has begun to cover the meetings at the Middlesbrough greyhound track and has instructed me to place bets for him and, you know, he has won quite a lot of money already!’

‘Gosh!’

‘Yes, only this morning Crowther, my chauffeur, collected twelve pounds from the bookmaker after last evening’s races.’

‘Well, well, how wonderful.’ My heart bled for Honest Joe Prendergast, the local turf accountant who must be suffering after losing money on horse-racing to a dog for years and then having to pay out on the greyhounds, too. ‘Quite remarkable.’

‘Isn’t it, isn’t it!’ Mrs Pumphrey gave me a radiant smile, then she became serious. ‘But I do wonder, Mr Herriot, just what is responsible for this new interest. What is your opinion?’

I shook my head gravely. ‘Difficult to say. Very difficult.’

‘However, I have a theory,’ she said. ‘Do you think perhaps that as he grows older he is more drawn to animals of his own species and prefers to bet on doggy runners like greyhounds?’

‘Could be . . . could be . . .’

‘And, after all, you would think with this affinity it would give him more insight and a better chance of winning.’

‘Well, yes, that’s possible. That’s another point.’

Tricki, well aware that we were talking about him, waved his fine tail and looked up at me with his wide grin and lolling tongue.

I settled deeper in the cushions as the sherry began to send warm tendrils through my system. This was a happily familiar situation, listening to Mrs Pumphrey’s recitals of Tricki Woo’s activities. She was a kind, highly intelligent and cultivated lady, admired by all and a benefactress to innumerable charities. She sat on committees and her opinion was sought on many important matters, but where her dog was concerned her conversation never touched on weighty topics, but was filled with strange and wondrous things.

She leaned forward in her chair. ‘There is something else I would like to talk to you about, Mr Herriot. You know that a Chinese restaurant has set up in Darrowby?’

‘Yes, very nice, too.’

She laughed. ‘But who would have thought it? A Chinese restaurant in a little place like Darrowby – it’s amazing!’

‘Very unexpected, I agree. But this last year or two they have been popping up all over Britain.’

‘Yes, but what I want to discuss with you is that this has affected Tricki.’

‘What!’

‘Yes, he has been most upset over the whole business.’

‘How on earth . . .?’

‘Well, Mr Herriot,’ she frowned and gazed at me, solemn-faced, ‘I told you many years ago and you have always known that Tricki is descended from a long line of Chinese Emperors.’

‘Yes, yes, of course.’

‘Well, I think I can explain the whole problem if I start at the beginning.’

I took a long swallow at my sherry with the pleasant sensation that I was floating away in a dream world. ‘Please do.’

‘When the restaurant first opened,’ she went on, ‘there was a surprising amount of resentment among some of the local people. They criticized the food and the very nice little Chinese man and his wife, and put it about that there was no place for such a restaurant in Darrowby and that it should not be patronized. Now it so happened that when Tricki and I were out on our little walks, he overheard these remarks in the street, and he was furious.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, quite affronted. I can tell when he feels like this. He stalks about with an insulted expression and it is so difficult to placate him.’

‘Dear me, I’m sorry.’

‘And after all, one can fully understand how he felt when he heard his own people being denigrated.’

‘Quite, quite, absolutely – only natural.’

‘However . . . however, Mr Herriot,’ she raised a finger again and gave me a knowing smile, ‘the clever darling suggested the cure himself.’

‘He did?’

‘Yes, he told me that we ourselves should start to frequent the restaurant and sample their food.’

‘Ah.’

‘And that is what we did. I had Crowther drive us there for lunch and we did enjoy it so much. Also, we found we could take the food home all nice and hot in little boxes – what fun! Now that we have started, Crowther often pops out in the evening and brings us our supper and, you know, the restaurant seems quite busy now. I feel we have really helped.’

‘I’m sure you have,’ I said, and I meant it. The Lotus Garden, tucked in a corner of the market place, wasn’t much more than a shop front with four small tables inside and the sight of the gleaming black length of the limousine and liveried chauffeur parked frequently at its door must have given it a tremendous lift. I was struggling unsuccessfully to picture the locals peering through the window at Mrs Pumphrey and Tricki eating at one of those tiny tables when she went on.

‘I’m so glad you think so. And we have enjoyed it so much. Tricki adores the char sui and my favourite is the chow mein. The little Chinese man is teaching us how to use the chop sticks, too.’

I put down my empty glass and dusted the tasty biscuit crumbs from my jacket. I hated to interrupt these sessions and return to reality, but I looked at my watch, ‘I’m so glad things turned out so nicely, Mrs Pumphrey, but I think I’d better give the little chap his check-up.’

I lifted Tricki on to a settee and palpated his abdomen thoroughly. Nothing wrong there. Then I fished out my stethoscope and listened to his heart and lungs. There was the heart murmur I knew about and some faint bronchitic sounds which I expected. In fact I was totally familiar with all my old friend’s internal workings after treating him over the years. Teeth now – maybe could do with another scale next time. Eyes with the beginnings of the lens opacity of the old dog, but not too bad at all.

I turned to Mrs Pumphrey. Tricki was on prednoleucotropin for his arthritis and oxytet for the bronchitis but I never elaborated on his ailments to her – too many medical terms upset her. ‘He’s really wonderful for his age, Mrs Pumphrey. You have his tablets to use when necessary and you know where I am if ever you need me. Just one thing. You have been very good with his diet lately so don’t give him too many titbits – not even extra char sui!’

She giggled and gave me a roguish look. ‘Oh, please don’t scold me, Mr Herriot. I promise I’ll be good.’ She paused for a moment. ‘I must mention one more thing with regard to Tricki’s arthritis. You know that Hodgkin has been throwing rings for him for years?’

‘Yes, I do.’ Her words raised an image of the dour old gardener under duress casting the rubber rings on the lawn while the little dog, barking in delight, brought them back to him again. Hodgkin, who clearly didn’t like dogs, invariably looked utterly fed up and his lips always seemed to be moving as he muttered either to himself or Tricki.

‘Well, I thought in view of Tricki’s condition that Hodgkin was throwing the rings too far and I told him to throw them for just a few feet. The little darling would have just as much fun with much less exertion.’

‘I see.’

‘Unfortunately,’ here her expression became disapproving, ‘Hodgkin has been rather mean about it.’

‘In what way?’

‘I wouldn’t have known anything about it,’ she said, lowering her voice, ‘but Tricki confided in me.’

‘Did he really?’

‘Yes, he told me that Hodgkin had complained bitterly that it meant he had to bend down a lot more often to pick up the rings and that he had arthritis too. I wouldn’t have minded,’ her voice sank to a whisper, ‘but Tricki was deeply shocked; he said Hodgkin used the word “bloody” several times.’

‘Oh dear, dear, yes, I see the difficulty.’

‘It has made the whole thing so embarrassing for Tricki. What do you think I should do?’

I nodded sagely and after some cogitation gave my opinion. ‘I do think, Mrs Pumphrey, that it would be a good idea to have the throwing sessions less often and for a shorter time. After all, both Tricki and Hodgkin are no longer young.’

She gazed at me for a few moments, then smiled fondly. ‘Oh, thank you, Mr Herriot, I’m sure you are right, as always. I shall follow your advice.’

I was about to make my farewells when Mrs Pumphrey put a hand on my arm. ‘Before you go, Mr Herriot, I would like you to see something.’

She led the way to a room off the hall and opened the doors of a massive wardrobe. I looked at a long row of opulent suits – I had never seen so many outside a shop.

‘These,’ she said, running her hand slowly along jackets of all kinds, dark and dressy, light and tweed, ‘belonged to my late husband.’ For a few moments she was silent as she fingered one sleeve after another, then she became suddenly brisk and turned to me with a bright smile. ‘He did love good clothes and went to London for all his suits. Now this one,’ she reached up and lifted down a jacket and trousers of Lovat tweed, ‘this one was made by one of the best tailors in Savile Row. Ooh, it’s so heavy, will you hold it, please?’ She gasped as she laid it on my outstretched arm and I, too, was amazed at its weight.

‘Yes,’ she went on, ‘it is the most beautiful country suit and, do you know, he never wore it.’ She shook her head and her eyes softened as she stroked the lapels. ‘No, he never did. He died a few days after it was made and he was so looking forward to it. He was such an outdoor man, but he did like to be smartly dressed.’ Then she said somewhat abruptly, looking up at me with a resolute expression, ‘Now, Mr Herriot, would you like to have this suit?’

‘Eh?’

‘I wish you would have it. I’m sure it would be of great use to you and it is being wasted just hanging here in this wardrobe.’

I didn’t know what to say, but my mind went back to various pauses in our conversation by the fire when I had noticed her eyes lingering briefly on the fringe of material on my frayed cuff as I raised my glass, and at my threadbare knees.

As I stood silent she looked suddenly worried. ‘Perhaps I am embarrassing you?’

‘Oh, no, no, no, not at all. It’s very kind of you. I’m sure I’d love to have it.’

‘Oh, I am glad.’ She clapped her hands, ‘It will be just right for you, quite the correct thing for a country vet. I’d so much like to think of you wearing it.’

‘Right . . . right . . .’ I said, still a little bemused. ‘Thank you very much.’ I laughed. ‘Such a nice surprise.’

‘Good, good,’ she said, laughing too. Then she called across the hall. ‘Ruth, Ruth, will you bring one of those big sheets of brown paper to put round this suit, there’s a dear.’

As the maid hurried off, Mrs Pumphrey put her head on one side. ‘There’s just one thing, Mr Herriot. My husband was rather a large man. Some alterations will be necessary.’

‘Oh, that’s all right,’ I said, ‘I can see to that.’

As I walked over the gravel to my car weighed down with my parcel, I mused on the upturn in my day. A couple of hours ago I had slunk away like a pariah from a farm after a visit steeped in censure and dislike and with a final tongue-lashing thrown in, and look at me now. Mrs Pumphrey and Ruth were smiling and waving from the doorway. Tricki was back at his window, laughing his head off as he barked his farewell, the curtains moving with the wagging of his tail. My stomach glowed with sherry and savoury biscuits and I had a handsome free suit in my arms.

Not for the first time I thanked providence for the infinite variety of veterinary practice.
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‘LOOK AT THIS, Helen!’ I cried as I pulled off the brown paper back in Skeldale House. ‘Mrs Pumphrey’s given me a suit!’

My wife gasped as my new acquisition was unveiled. ‘It’s beautiful, Jim. So expensive-looking!’

‘Isn’t it just. I could never afford one like this.’

We looked down at the sumptuous tweed with its faint, scarcely discernible pattern of brownish threads among the Lovat green and Helen held up the jacket to examine it more closely.

‘Gosh, it’s so thick and heavy, I can hardly lift it! I’ve never seen such cloth – you’ll never feel cold wearing this. Aren’t you going to try it on? There’s time before lunch – I’ll just pop through to the kitchen and see that nothing’s boiling over.’

I hurried to our bedroom and, bubbling with anticipation, removed my trousers and pulled on the new ones, then I donned the jacket and looked in the mirror. I really didn’t have to look – I realized from the start that my hopes were dashed. The trousers rested in concertina-like folds round my ankles while the jacket sleeves hung several inches below my hands. The late Mr Pumphrey hadn’t just been large, he must have been a giant.

I was observing myself sadly when I heard muffled sounds from the doorway. Helen was leaning against the wall laughing helplessly as she pointed a shaking finger in my direction. ‘Oh dear,’ she gasped. ‘I’m sorry, but oh, ha-ha-ha!’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I know, I know, it’s a washout.’ Then I caught sight of myself again in the mirror and couldn’t fight back a wry smile. ‘You’re right, I do look funny, but what a disappointment. It’s such a marvellous suit – I thought I was going to be Darrowby’s best-dressed man. What the heck are we going to do with the thing?’

Helen dried her eyes and came over to me. ‘Oh, it’s such a shame, but wait a minute.’ She tucked the sleeves up until my hands were revealed then knelt and rolled up a few folds of trousers. Then she stood back to view the result. ‘Do you know, I really think it could be altered to fit you.’

‘Oh come on, it’s unthinkable. I’m drowned in it.’ I glowered again at my reflection.

My wife shook her head vigorously. ‘I’m not so sure. Looking at you now, I can just imagine how splendid it could be. Anyway, I’m going to take it round to Mr Bendelow and see if I can sweetheart him into doing it quickly.’

I grinned at the thought of our local tailor stirring himself. ‘That would be a miracle.’

‘You never know,’ Helen said. ‘I’m going to try, anyway.’

Later that day she came to me with the news that Mr Bendelow had been so dazzled by the quality of the material and the cut that he had promised a rush job.

The excitement over the suit was forgotten as I had an urgent call immediately after lunch.

Ted Newcombe’s voice on the phone was strained and shaking. ‘It’s Clover – she’s on calvin’ and there’s just a head and nowt else. I’ve had a go, but I can’t reach the legs – it’s a whopper of a calf. And it’s the one I badly want – you remember?’

‘Yes, I do remember, of course.’
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