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        For the wonderful people of Cornwall, and St. Breward in particular. I will always remember my time in that wild and wuthering place with great affection.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      And so …

      They both ran, legs pumping, lungs screaming, neither daring to look back, a terrible chilled blackness sweeping over them, seizing their minds in its crushing grip, making conscious thought an impossibility. Blind to reason, they sprinted in panic as the night, not yet full, pressed in around them. What should have been a comforting blanket at the end of this mild, mid-summer’s day came to them like a freezing fog, unwanted, concealing their surroundings, making it malicious and terrifying. Whatever it was that hunted them, they needed to see it.

      For they could not hear it. Or smell it.

      But it was coming, nevertheless. Relentless.

      Less than an hour ago they first grew aware of it, its breath coming out of the lush grass as it stalked them. Moving ever nearer, its intentions clear, the steady tramp of its feet through the undergrowth so loud. It stopped within striking distance and silence, like the grave, settled over everything, even the birds, whose songs ceased as if commanded.

      “What is it?” she’d asked, holding her breath, imagination raging, old stories and legends pushing aside all her common sense. She looked despairingly at her partner whose face, drained of all colour, gazed at her in confusion and fear.

      The single snap of a fallen branch, sounding like a gunshot, so close. Something, a shadowy shape lurched around the periphery of their vision, and circled them.

      “Run!” He shouted, and they did, breaking into a run like they had never run before.

      Scrambling across the uneven ground, vaulting over smooth, flat, boulders, tramping through gorse, the woman led the way. Fitter, all those years of pounding the local streets in her designer trainers and skin-tight lycra pants were paying off. Behind him, feeling the pace, her partner forced himself on, but unlike her the only exercise he ever did was lifting his beer glass to his lips. Now, it was all coming home.

      And whatever it was that hunted them was gaining, all the time gaining.

      She reached a small rise and threw herself behind a craggy outcrop, flattening herself against the smoothness of its surface. Sucking in her breath, heart hammering against her chest, she battled to calm herself. Fear, more draining than any weekly session on the treadmill, engulfed her. Where was Jeff, her partner?

      Raising her head over the rim, she squinted into the swiftly enveloping night. She spotted him, a forlorn figure, bent double, wheezing in air. She could just about make him out and she knew he was near to defeat.

      “Jeff,” she hissed. ‘Jeff, for God’s sake come on!”

      “I can’t, Fran,’ he said, voice not much more than a whimper, “I can’t make it.”

      “Yes, you can,” she said, emphasising every word. She went to stand up. Something moved behind her and she froze. Damn it, it had circled them, cut off their line of retreat. Fumbling inside her jacket pocket, her hand curled around the cold stubbiness of her Swiss-army knife. It was all she had, but she’d make a damned good show of defending herself.

      She whirled around, trembling fingers prising open the short knife. Something flashed through the night, something flat and large. It smacked into the side of her head, opening her flesh, the blood leaking hot and thick. A tiny groan escaped from her throat but before she could understand what was happening, the strength went out of her body and she knew nothing more.

      Jeff, lifting his head, knew it had over-taken them, knew it was there, knew the end was close now. He heard the solid thump of Fran’s body hitting the ground and the hopelessness caused him to crumple to his knees, tiny animal-like sounds coming from his mouth. How could such a thing happen, out here, on a lonely stretch of moorland? How was it possible.

      It emerged out of the darkness, so big in the night. Impossibly big. Confused, Jeff watched, helpless, as it moved towards him. “Please,” he jabbered, hands coming up in supplication, not caring if it understood or not, crying out his plea to the universe, to God, anything or anyone. “Please, don’t hurt me!”

      Ignoring his pleas, the shape loomed closer. Petrified, unable to move, Jeff screamed, and the hunter struck again. And again. Not stopping until all that remained of Jeff’s head was a shapeless, bloody mess. Sated, the hunter threw back its head and howled, a preternatural sound, echoing across the vastness of the moor. Without another glance, it left the scene and disappeared into the enfolding gloom to finish what it had started so many nights before.

    

  


  
    
      It begins …

      It might have begun, if it ever did, when Ralph was younger, perhaps fourteen. School, never something he found easy, blurred into a sort of fug by then. Lessons proved difficult and he fell behind, homework something to ignore, detentions the norm. He was failing, everyone told him so, but what was he supposed to do? He didn’t understand any of it, especially mathematics. A foreign language as far as he was concerned, and the teacher, as indifferent as a dead piece of meat, couldn’t care less. She hated him. Miss Stephenson, fat, loathsome. That particular morning she was sat at the head of the class, squeezed in behind her desk, and harangued him for humming. Ralph had not hummed; it was the little shit sitting behind him. Stephenson, ignoring Ralph’s protests, went wild, and the Head teacher, Mr Williams warned him he would ´feel the consequences.’

      The next day, Ralph took a frog from the biology lab, slit open its stomach and pinned the amphibian to Stephenson’s desk. He took care to extract the entrails and form them into neat sets of wings.

      Stephenson entered the classroom and screamed before she got within three paces of the desk.

      The class erupted into laughter, all except Ralph who sat, wallowing in the ecstasy of it, a new awareness coursing through his body. He enjoyed the way Stephenson leaned towards the waste bin and vomited in her disgust. Aroused, his hand moved over the developing hardness in his pants. It was like nothing he had ever known.

      Williams put six strokes of the cane across Ralph’s backside. Relishing the pain, erection pressing so hard against his trousers, he beamed at the breathless head teacher. “Will that be all, sir?”

      Incensed, and not a little disturbed by the all too obvious bulge in the boy’s trousers, Williams marched Ralph to his office, barked instructions to his secretary, then to the car-park where he threw him into the back seat. A tiny twinge of fear fluttered through Ralph’s scrotum. Where was Williams taking him? To the local quarry, to throw him off a slag heap, beat him to a pulp in a secluded lane, bury him under the undergrowth in the woods? Or molest him? This last thought took away the fear, leaving something delicious in its place.

      It was none of these, of course.

      Ralph’s mother, answering the head teacher’s violent pounding by ripping the door open, hovered in the doorway. “Oh Ralph, my lovely, what has happened?”

      “Madam,” said Williams, unable to keep the quaking from his voice, “I need to speak to you about this—”

      “What is it?” asked the owner of a large, booming voice, looming behind the mother, pot-belly heaving against a stained string vest.

      “It’s Ralph,” she said, reaching out for her son, crushing him against her ample bosom. “There’s been an accident.”

      “No, it’s nothing like that, it’s—” tried Williams again, but the pot-belly was having none of it. He put a filthy finger against the head teacher’s chest and pushed him away.

      “Sling your hook,” he spat. “Coming here in the middle of the day, disturbing our rest.”

      “Mister …?” Desperate, Williams looked to Ralph. “Is this your father?”

      “His father?” The pot-belly cackled.

      The mother smiled. “No, no. Ralph’s father is—”

      “He’s dead,” said Ralph. The words silenced everyone.

      Recovering slightly, his mother stroked her son’s head. “Ooh no, Ralph. He’s not dead, you silly. He’s only—”

      “He’s dead to me,” put in Ralph and turned his furious glare on Williams. “Just like you’ll be soon enough.”

      Williams went to speak, but before he could utter a single syllable, the mother swung her son into the hall and pot-belly slammed the door in the teacher’s face.

      Stunned, Williams stood, not believing what had just happened. Never, in all his years, had his authority been challenged in such an outrageous way. Fuming with indignation, he returned to school in something of a daze. By the time he was safely ensconced in his office, he was already drawing up the papers to have Ralph formally excluded.

      As things turned out, Ralph did not go to school ever again.

      Meeting a school friend in the local park that weekend, his world took a dramatic turn. Tommy Jiggins, school cross-country champion, top-of-the-class in maths, English and Science, the focus of many a girl’s romantic dreams, treated Ralph like a sort of mascot. “Well, well, Ralphy,” he said as Ralph emerged from the woodland path, “look at you, the all-conquering hero. Expelled I hear?”

      “I wouldn’t know. Excluded I think. Me mam got a letter, but she tore it up and threw it in the bin.”

      “Stephenson is off sick with stress.”

      “Good. I hate that fucking fat bitch.”

      Leaning against a fallen tree-trunk, Tommy reached behind him to produce, what seemed to Ralph to be a thing of beauty. An air-rifle. He handed it over and Ralph gazed at it in awe. “Oh my God, I’ve always wanted one of these!”

      “I’ll put these on a branch,” said Tommy, producing two large potatoes from his pocket.

      “What are we going to do with those?”

      “See how good you are.”

      Tommy found a branch which sprouted almost horizontally from a tree some twenty or so paces from where Ralph stood and carefully placed the potatoes on top. “Try and shoot them.”

      Without hesitation, Ralph squinted down the barrel and loosed off two shots, each shattering the potatoes into a myriad of pieces. Tommy whistled, then said in awed tones, “You’re a natural, mate!”

      But Ralph wasn’t interested in potatoes. What he wanted was to explore the many facets of killing. This was a dream come true – an opportunity to explore the true wonders of life. Without a moment’s hesitation, he took to shooting birds out of the trees and found his real vocation as the thrill rushed through him. Salivating, he marvelled at the way the birds plummeted to the ground, tried so hard to get airborne again, wings flapping pathetically for a few moments before death enfolded them. Such scenes brought him so much happiness, more than he’d ever experienced before in his young life.

      Watching all of this, Tommy grew edgy, perhaps sensing this was beyond normal. “Stop it, Ralph. It’s too much.” He made to tear the rifle from Ralph’s grip. Ralph swiftly reversed the weapon in his hands and smashed Tommy in the face with the stock before returning, without a pause, to killing more sparrows.

      From the corner of his eye, Ralph noticed something large and bulky approaching. A large boy came through the trees, making no effort to conceal his approach, his great heavy boots clumping through the undergrowth as if he wanted to disturb every living thing within ear shot. “You fucking little shit,” he said, ripping the gun from Ralph’s fingers. They glared at one another.

      “Give it back,” screamed Ralph, fists bunching.

      The other ignored him and Ralph lunged forward, a futile move as it turned out. The boy moved aside with all the skill of a seasoned fighter and hit Ralph hard in the kidneys.

      Squealing, Ralph fell and writhed amongst the covering of fallen leaves, whilst the larger boy kicked him repeatedly in the ribs.

      Ralph might have wondered who the boy was, why he was so angry, but he could barely think, let alone speak. Out of a red mist of growing agony, the voice came to him full of anger and revulsion. “You think you’re so fucking hard, don’t you, shooting birds? You little shit.” The big boy spat, giving Ralph another kick. Through a haze of tears, Ralph watched him fling the rifle away into the distance before swinging around to stomp off towards his waiting friends.

      Ralph rolled over, gasping as the pain in his ribs sent a jolt through his whole body, worse than that electric shock he got when he touched some bare wires in his dad’s abandoned workshop. He cried out but still managed to clamber to his feet, making his way to the undergrowth and the rifle. The burning ache in his side was not the worst of it. The shame, that was what drove him on, what brought the red veil down over his eyes, not of pain this time, but of rage. He returned to the original spot where he’d received the beating, rifle in hand. Huddled up on the ground beside him, Tommy, sat face in hand, the blood seeping through his fingers, managed to speak. “Ralph,” he said, “what are you doing?”

      Grinning, Ralph sniggered, “Retribution.” His hands shook as he brought the weapon up to eye-level and peered along the barrel. Squaring up the sight, he took a bead on the back of the big boy’s head, inhaled a deep breath, held it and squeezed the trigger.

      The court hearing found him guilty of malicious wounding and gave him three months in a juvenile detention facility.

      When he came out, he decided on two things. One, he would be anonymous, keep himself to himself; and two, he’d continue to enjoy killing. The exhilaration at seeing that big boy hopping around as if he were on fire, clutching his bleeding head and screaming like a stuck-pig, was a delight. In the middle of the night, buried under the covers, he’d often masturbate at the image.

      Years later, with Mo safely in his bed, the ring on her finger, he’d conjure up that picture as he made love to her, grunted through his orgasm, collapsed back to stare at the ceiling and smile. Not much had really changed, despite all the intervening years.

      

      Certainly, the Moor had not changed. Eternal, it held no menace for him. He welcomed it, this barren, desolate place. Often, in the early evening, before the sun’s rays gave up the struggle against the pitch-blackness of night, he would stand on a hilltop, stare out across the expanse and marvel at its unforgiving solidity. Only time could conquer it and he would not see it change in his lifetime, a fact which brought him comfort. Permanent, unchanging, it was his one, true friend.
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      The Moor lay like a stricken beast, the life drained from its features. A barren, stark and insensitive thing, no compassion, no care within its hard rocks, its scarred soil a testament to the abuse suffered at the hands of men.

      On that fateful evening, many years later, Ralph stood on an exposed hilltop, ran a hand over his face and looked across at his car, parked only a few paces away. As he stared across the verdant, gently undulating moorland, his mind turned to what his life had become.

      Married. Job. Boredom.

      He hated the normality of it all, the deadly dull routine. This was not what he had dreamed of, longed for. He’d gone to sleep some twenty or more years ago, and he still had not woken up. What could he do? He was trapped.

      The knot twisted in his gut, the stress taking hold. It was becoming worse, he’d noted with a slight sense of alarm. He often woke in the middle of the night, a deep sense of depression overwhelming him. “Dear God…”

      God. Or fate. Whatever the reason, the promise of something new, something exhilarating had offered itself up to him. The little Kia had gone in for its routine service, so he had taken the Jinny to work that morning.

      Things beyond his control.

      The Kia would have probably crumpled on impact. Not so the robust, dependable Suzuki. It ate up the twisting lanes criss-crossing the Moor with ease and made mockery of heavy gnarled tree roots, ruts and hidden potholes. On the highway, although not a comfortable ride, it proved it did its job equally well.

      Returning home from work that evening, as he came over the brow of the A30, the sudden appearance of a deer crossing the highway in front of him caused him to apply the brakes, but too late he hit it. The impact sent the car into a skid, but the heavy tyres aided him in quickly regaining control and he slewed into the hard shoulder, pulled up sharply and sat there for a moment, his body shaking with shock. It took a few seconds to recover some sense of equilibrium. The night was not yet pitch and as he squinted towards the road, he could see it lying there, a large black lump, unmoving. He knew instinctively something was seriously wrong. He clambered out and moved slowly towards it. Steam rose from its flanks, but it lay dead, neck snapped.

      Without another thought, Ralph turned and checked the car. Running his hand across the bull-bars, he could feel a tiny dint in the metal. Nothing more. Returning to the stricken animal, he studied it. A little Chinese water-deer. Delicate and beautiful, in life. In death, up close, he was amazed at how small it was. When he picked it up and lay it out on the back seat, it weighed next to nothing. A thought developed in his mind as his eyes rolled over its lithe, muscular body.

      By the time he returned home, it was late. He took the deer straight to the garden shed, turned on the naked bulb hanging by a frayed, ancient wire and gently lowered the animal onto his workbench, with a kind of reverence.

      Two days later, he cut it up and fried pieces of thigh, serving them with a potato rosti and green beans. Mo, his wife devoured it, eyes closed, the juices running down her chin. “Beautiful,” she said between mouthfuls. “Venison, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he said, savouring every mouthful. “It’s delicious.”

      Of course, he never told her where it had come from. She never asked.

      From then on, he’d venture out every evening, focusing his thoughts, determined not to waste that accidental bounty. He knew the story of a guy near Exmoor who took dead animals from the road. It had dominated the local news some years back. Ralph had never given it much thought up until now. The memory made him feel somehow calmer, made his decision so much easier. He and Mo had benefited, not the crows, feasting on venison for the next three nights. Now, it was all gone, so he came up here, buried the remains and knew that what he had done was good. From now on, he would seek out other kills, collect them, prepare them. It was all so outrageously simple that he wondered why more people didn’t do it.

      He put the old Second World War entrenching tool into his shoulder bag and tramped back home. The night closed in, only the stars to keep him company. But he could walk the direction blind-fold, the ancient by-ways and forgotten paths holding no secrets or dangers to him.

      When he passed the old, deserted cottage high up on the hill, he paused. A thought stirred in his mind. Something which had been developing ever since he had first taken the knife to the deer’s flank. With the promise of so much bounty it would be impractical to tramp home with a bleeding carcass. So, he would use this old homestead. No one ever went there, save for the occasional school visit when the children could get a glimpse of how, in the past, people lived out here before electricity and running water. But how often did anyone go there? Once a year? Ralph chuckled to himself. It really was as if the fates were guiding him.

      Ralph’s spirit lightened. It was the perfect plan. As he moved past the old cottage and veered off towards his own home, he smiled.
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      At the gate, the parents gathered as usual but this time there was more than just a little curiosity in the prolonged stares as Salmon saw the children safely off the school grounds. Several groups of women huddled together, exchanged comments and admiring nods. This was the new teacher of their off-spring, and everyone wanted to know what he was like. He returned their stares with nods and smiles. Some chose to ignore his advances, greeting him with blank looks. Nobody gave much away, not what was inside their hearts. They were Cornish, strong, stoic people, friendly only up to a point. Once the barrier had been broken, they were warm and caring. However, to reach that point would take work. Salmon still had that to learn, but he was in no rush. So, he ruffled heads and the children gave him grins. That was the real acceptance he wished for, not the temporary acquiescence of adults. Those he could do without. The honesty of children proved constantly refreshing.

      With only a handful of children left, he turned to go and stopped. He stood there, a half-grin on a round, grizzled face, a squat, solid-looking man of indeterminate age. Short-haired, a day's growth of pan-scourer like beard on his chin, his arms as thick as Salmon's thighs, he had the air of a rugby player or even a wrestler about him. Cauliflower ears gave strength to the picture. He exuded confidence, perhaps a little too much. Salmon’s stomach tightened with a tiny tickle of wariness and he forced himself to appear neutral. The man stuck out a big paw. "Colin Fearn," he said, his accent thick with the buzz of the Cornish and Salmon had to tilt his head, concentrate on the words. "Everyone calls me Fearn, never Colin. I'm Head of Governors. Sorry I couldn’t make it for your interview."

      Salmon took the hand, felt the considerable strength in the grip. "Pleased to meet you."

      "Settling in all right?” He released Salmon’s hand, a tiny smile fluttering across his mouth. Salmon had tried to equal Fearn’s grip and had failed. “Found yourself a little flat over in Saint Tudy, so I hear?"

      There was no surprise there; Salmon knew nothing much was going to remain secret for long in the tight-knit community he had come into. "Yes. It’s small but quite nice."

      "So I understand. Sam Kent's place. Just had it redecorated, so he'll be pleased to have found a tenant so quickly." He put his arm around Salmon's shoulders and guided him back towards the entrance to the school. The mist that had clung to the surroundings for most of the day had gone by now, but the chill remained. Salmon welcomed it because it cooled the rising heat of his discomfort. He was like a child in this man’s presence. "Thing is, Mr Salmon, we're all very close here, so don't be too put out by what we say and notice. We may all seem to know your business, but we're not being nosey, we just talk, that's all. No harm done."

      "No, I understand all of that, Mr Fearn."

      "You can call me Fearn, just Fearn. Almost everyone else does." He allowed his arm to slip away from Salmon, but the smile stayed fixed. "Listen, why don't you pop around to the pub tonight, around eight, and we'll have a little chin-wag?" Salmon had to force himself not to groan. All he wanted to do was go home, eat his tea, and sleep. The day had been long and tiring, and he was utterly exhausted. Fearn must have sensed the new teacher's hesitancy as his face took on ill-concealed displeasure. He threw out his hands and shrugged. "I understand if you have other plans, so—"

      "No, no, it's not that. Just, with it being my first day and all… Could we make it another night? Give me chance to settle in, establish a routine. I've got quite a lot of marking to do as well, and…"

      Fearn held up his palm. "Say no more, Mr Salmon. We'll make it another night. Why don't we say Friday? Then you won't have to worry about getting up too early the following day?"

      "Sounds good to me."

      Fearn proffered his hand again and Salmon took it. Was it just his imagination, or was the grip even stronger this time? "Deal done, Mr Salmon. See you in the pub on Friday, at eight."

      He strode off and Salmon watched him go. A strong feeling of having been manipulated percolated away inside. Next time, he’d have to stand up for himself a little more. He turned and went through the door.

      The school entrance opened up immediately into the tiny hall, which also doubled as a dining room. Adjacent, on the left, was the Head's office, and next to it, the caretaker's store. The caretaker was already there, sorting out mops and brooms, and didn't give Salmon as much as a glance. He was a big man who almost filled the entire cupboard with his body. Salmon had not seen him before, had never been introduced. Perhaps there was some reason for that, one he wasn’t aware of. He paid it no mind and went to go into his classroom when, from her office, Mrs Winston called to him. He changed direction and stepped inside.

      She was bent over her computer screen, peering at the text with her eyes screwed up in a squint. A small woman, Salmon had never seen her dressed in anything other than a trouser suit. Today it was steel-grey in colour and matched the air of severity she always seemed to convey. As Headteacher, and leader of the tiny village school, perhaps this was a conscious act, but he couldn’t tell. Responsibility, perhaps, made her appear stern. Not unattractive, but the pinched cheeks and tight lips set up an impenetrable wall, warning signs to keep back. He’d rarely seen her smile, but then, it was still early days. For all he knew, once he got to know her, familiarity could well reveal a whole new woman.

      Without a word or a glance, she waved for him to sit on the only other seat in the cramped little office. He did so, and took a moment to survey the organised chaos around him; shelves groaning under the weight of well-stuffed folders, books, papers, the second desk strewn with pens, pencils, open record books, local council memorandums, bills unpaid and paid, the over-laden bureaucracy of the small, rural Primary school. With only forty pupils and a staff of two, the burden of keeping everything working smoothly was great.

      The room was barely large enough to accommodate the two adjacent desks which ran along the two walls and formed a sort of ‘L’. Mrs Winston always inhabited her corner, the one furthest from the window, a private domain dominated by a computer, of which she seemed particular protective, and may as well have had a notice saying ‘KEEP OFF’ attached to it.

      Flanking this workstation was a bright coloured set of plastic trays, the ‘in’ section bulging. On the opposite side, an old ‘SMA’ baby-milk can filled with pens, pencils and anything else she could stuff inside. On the wall above the monitor, old photographs of former pupils, some in cardboard frames and a man, bearded yet youthful, with a wide-eyed, expressive face. Happy. Salmon settled his eyes on that face. After a few moments, he became aware of her and he turned to see her studying him.

      "Peter," she said and swivelled around on her chair to switch off the screen before turning to him again. She smiled when she noticed him staring at the photograph again. “Have you not seen that before, Peter?” He shook his head. “It’s my husband. Dale.” She looked at it herself now. “I thought I’d mentioned him at the interview. He was killed in a boating accident some five years ago.”

      Salmon felt his throat tighten. He had no idea assuming, because she wore her wedding ring, that her husband was still alive. He had envisaged him as a small, round man who did ‘something’ in the city. Now, with the truth revealed, he felt somewhat guilty. Whatever Dale had been in life, he was certainly no round little man. Salmon could clearly see that by the chiselled jaw under the beard, the thin, hard lips. A man’s man, strong, fit looking.

      He looked up and saw her face and, shifting uncomfortably in his seat, thought she would utter a rebuke. Instead, she smiled again, but not in a friendly way. Salmon suspected it didn't augur well. "How do you feel your first day went?" Any more revelations about her husband were not about to come that day. Perhaps they never would.

      "Good," he said, without having to think about it. He meant it. The children had responded well, they seemed polite, attentive, interested. "I think I'll be able to do a lot here."

      "Glad to hear it." She glanced at the office door, slapped her knees and got up. She closed the door slowly, then came back to her chair. She took a few breaths. Something heavy seemed to be weighing her down as she considered the floor for a few seconds before continuing. "I just want to say a few things, Peter. Nothing too…” She looked up, that tiny smile reappearing for a moment. “Nothing serious, but it needs to be said.” A loud inhalation. “People here keep things fairly close to their chest, Peter, and rarely let their guard down. It is often difficult to know how they think. I'm not from around here myself, but I am Cornish. I'm from Truro originally, and that’s a little different. I have a house some ten miles or so from here. I didn't want anything in the village, not the way things can be."

      Was that a criticism of his taking the rent so close to school? He frowned. "The way things can be?"

      "Yes, you know what I mean. Gossip. Tittle-tattle. What they don't know, they'll make up. I know this happens everywhere, even in cities. People always talk, but the difference here, living in each other’s pockets so to speak, it'll get back to you what they say, what they think."

      "Well…" He shrugged, not really sure how to respond. "All I can say is I'm not about to get involved in anything controversial. Nothing which will cause embarrassment or concern to the school."

      She didn't answer at first, squeezing her lips tight together, almost as if she were struggling to stop herself from blurting out something inappropriate. Waiting, Salmon could see again that she wasn't unattractive, in a matronly way. Not his type, but he understood how many would be drawn to her charms. Her position of authority would interest many men, perhaps fulfil a few fantasies. Clearing her throat, her gaze grew hard as she at last spoke. "That's the whole point, Peter. It doesn't have to be controversial, or embarrassing. It could be anything, anything at all. A gesture, a smile, any of it can be misconstrued, and once the tongues begin to wag … just, you know…" She winked, "be careful. I want you to be part of the community, but … well, maintain a certain aloofness, a distance. You are, after all, a professional."

      He hated being preached to in this condescending way. He was no wet-behind-the-ears newcomer, he was an experienced teacher, having worked for ten years in the profession. The schools of Liverpool, the city of his birth, the place where he’d gone to college and trained, were no push-over. They were a tough testing ground and he’d learned a lot, in a very short space of time. But he didn't say any of this, simply nodded, gave his thanks and went into his classroom.

      The cleaner was there, whistling tunelessly as he picked up chairs, upturned them, and put them on the desks before sweeping the floor. Salmon watched him from the corner of his eye. This close, Salmon realised just how big he was, well over six-foot, with muscles to match. He had a swarthy look, possibly of Italian or Spanish extraction. Salmon was not going to engage him in idle conversation, nor was he going to be intimidated by the man's seeming indifference. He snapped his briefcase shut and moved over to the door. He paused, only briefly, said, 'Goodnight," and left.

      He didn't hear if there was a reply.
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      The car park was full that morning and Ralph had to park out in the street. He fed the meter with three hours’ worth of coins and trudged through the rain to the main entrance. The security guard gave him a cursory glance, wrote something in a file, and went back to his computer. New regulations meant that everyone had to be clocked in and out so that records could be kept of who was and who was not putting in the required hours. Ralph hated the constant piling on of new rules. Every day there seemed to be something new. His stomach went into a tight knot as he thought about how much his job had changed, how it continued to change, but he didn’t speak. There was no point; nobody ever listened to him.

      Upstairs, the office was silent, the computers not yet switched on. He preferred this time, a few precious moments of solitude. Within twenty minutes, the place would be alive again with the hum of voices, raised in anxiety as the pressure of work grew. He went into the tiny staff room and picked up the kettle, trying to keep his mind in neutral. The more he thought about his situation, the greater his stress levels became. All he had to do was get through the day, keep his eyes off the clock. It began now, as he swilled the kettle out and poured in fresh water, then switched it on. He heaped two teaspoonfuls of instant coffee into his mug, leaned back against the sink, folded his arms and dreamed about the Moor.

      He promised himself that when he had finished work for the day, he would take a stroll up to Brown Willy and allow the quiet to permeate into his joints. He needed the solace. If it were still raining, then he would wear another coat. All he needed was some time alone.

      One of the girls from accounts came in and gave him a brief smile. He watched her as she dropped a tea-bag into her mug. She was an attractive girl, and it struck him right then that he had never heard her speak. Perhaps she didn’t want to. That was nothing unusual. No need to speak when you had your head buried in spreadsheets all day.

      “Ah, Ralph.” It was Nigel Willis, the assistant manager, all glowing cheeks and beaming grin. A large man, he virtually took all of the remaining space in that cramped room. He put his arms around the girl from accounts and squeezed. She squealed, made a pathetic attempt to escape, and Willis nuzzled his mouth into her neck. “God, Helen, you smell divine.”

      “Good night was it, Nigel?”

      He turned her around and beamed, hands still holding her by the hips. “It would have been even better if I’d shared it with you.”

      “Well, that’s not going to happen.” She forced his hands from her and tilted her head slightly. “I’m making tea. Do you want one?”

      “I do, my love. However, for the moment, I just have to have a word with young Ralph here.” He turned his head around, the grin set on his wide, florid face. “Can you give me two minutes, Ralph?”

      Ralph grunted and followed Willis out of the staff room and down the corridor. In his office, Willis pressed the door shut and went around his desk and stabbed at the computer keyboard. He waited a moment and sighed. “Here it is. We’ve had a message from Head Office. Came in at seven-thirty this morning, just as I got through the bloody door.” He squinted as the screen flashed. “We’re streamlining some of the services we’re offering, Ralph and I think it’s going to cause some concern amongst our customers—current and future.”

      Trying hard not to keep the boredom out of his voice, Ralph shook his head and fell into one of the armchairs that were positioned against the wall. “What sort of streamlining?”

      “The floods, Ralph. Claims have gone through the roof, and we’re simply not in the position to process them all. We have to tighten up who can claim and who can be insured. ‘Act of God’ Ralph. That’s the credo now.”

      Ralph closed his eyes. This was so bloody typical of the crap he had to deal with. He needed to get away, to escape from all this mediocrity. Life had to be better than this. There was a time when he had dreams, ambitions. Where had all the years gone, all of those feelings of hope? All of it buried beneath an ever-growing pile of bureaucratic bullshit.

      “It’s going to get worse,” continued Willis. “Cornwall’s been badly hit, hundreds of families homeless, perhaps thousands. Businesses and homes destroyed. There’ll be wanting their money, Ralph. So, we have to be very careful who gets what, and how much.”

      “If they’ve paid their premiums…Surely we have to pay out?”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Read the guidelines, Ralph. We have to make it as difficult as we can for these people. We can’t afford to go under ourselves.”

      “So we hike up the premiums?”

      Willis shrugged. “Yes, of course. For now, we have a more immediate response. We don’t pay out, Ralph. That’s the policy now.”

      “And the people who have lost everything?”

      “Well…” Willis spread out his hands. “They’ve lost, haven’t they.” He beamed. “Don’t start getting all sentimental on me, Ralph. This is a business, just like any other. We’re here to make money.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “Read the guidelines, there’s a good chap.” Willis had begun to sound disinterested and he looked at the screen again. “Ask Helen to bring in my tea, would you?”

      Armed with his new guidelines, Ralph returned to his station, groaned when he saw his other colleagues had arrived and sat down. He realised he hadn’t had his coffee, but now that the office was in top-gear, there was no chance of that until his break. Damn Willis and his petty, heartless bloody streamlining, and damn this bloody place for making everybody’s life so bloody hopeless.

      At the end of the day, the rain was beating down so hard that there was little chance of him going up on the Moor. He went straight home. A light burned in the kitchen and for a moment a warm feeling spread through him. Mo would be there, preparing something for dinner. The venison had all gone, so soon he would have to go out to the highway and look for something else. He hoped it would be another deer, but the unexpectedness of the bounty made it much more enticing.

      He kicked off his shoes in the hallway and went through to the lounge. The fire was on, the television on mute. He went into the kitchen.

      Mo glanced at him over her shoulder. “You had a phone call.”

      “Who from?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. They hung up.”

      He frowned. “How do you know it was for me, then?”

      “Because he said before I even spoke. ‘Is that you Ralph?’ Sounded angry.”

      “Angry?” He edged past her and stared down at the bubbling pot. A great cloud of delicious smelling steam invaded his nostrils and he closed his eyes as the warmth inside built up even more. “That’s wonderful, Mo.”

      She tutted and went over to the other side of the kitchen and began pulling out crockery. “You’re in a good mood.”

      “Why, because I complimented you on what you’re doing?”

      “You never compliment me. That’s what I mean.” She banged the plates onto the worktop and rattled around in a draw, selecting the cutlery.

      “Truth be told, Mo, I’ve had a bloody rotten day. More bloody paperwork, new guidelines, a course to go on.”

      “A course?” She brought the plates to the worktop next to the stove. “When will that be?”

      “Don’t know. Next week some time. All bloody day. Early start as it’s over in Plymouth.”

      “Plymouth? You’ll be home late then?”

      “More than likely. At least there is a lunch, so it’s not all bad. We’re learning how to use some new software that will, they say, help us to serve our customers better.”

      “Ralph.” She ladled huge helpings of steaming stew onto a plate. “I’m not really interested, to be honest. What you have to do in that bloody job of yours has nothing to do with me, so leave me out of it.” She pushed over a plate and sucked some of the gravy loudly from her thumb. “Enjoy your dinner.”

      “Christ, you’re in a bloody good mood, aren’t you?” Taking up the plate, together with his knife and fork, he went back into the lounge. He sat down and cast his eyes around the room, searching for the remote. Not seeing it, he put his head back and took some deep breaths. She was in a bad mood because her lover hadn’t been able to make it today, that was it. Either he’d been called away, or something had happened at home to prevent him from calling round to screw her silly. He’d long suspected she’d been having an affair, but had never confronted her about it.

      The stew really did smell delicious, and the first mouthful confirmed it. Mo was a tremendous cook. She kept the house clean and tidy, serviced him when he felt the urge – which was rare nowadays —and all in all she made his home life more than comfortable. Perhaps revealing that he knew what she was doing would bring it all crashing down.

      Sometimes, however, things simply had to be faced.

      

      It was cold in the office the following day. Apparently, a problem with the heating had yet to be resolved, so Ralph, like everyone else, was forced to wear his coat. Huddled over his desk, glasses perched on the end of his nose, he studied a recent insurance claim. Someone’s roof had fallen in and they were claiming it was weather-related. The new guidelines would have to be enforced, sooner than Ralph had envisaged or was prepared for. After a few minutes, he sat back in his chair and chewed the end of one of the arms of his spectacles. He stood up. “I’m going to visit this house,” he said to no one in particular. “Not sure if I believe it, so I’ll go and have a careful look.” He reached for the phone and punched in the claimant’s number. He didn’t want to go all the way up to Launceston only to find that no one was home.

      After the fourth ring, a voice heavy with sleep answered. A man’s voice. Ralph introduced himself then said, “I’ll have to come down and assess the damage. I’ll be there within the hour if that’s all right.”

      “Well, no, it’s not actually. I have to go out.”

      “You have to go out?” Ralph couldn’t remember the man’s name and had to squint at the computer screen again. “Mr. Morris? Time is of the essence with this sort of thing. You say your roof has collapsed?”

      “In the kitchen yes.”

      “Well, we need to get it sorted.”

      “Yeah, I realise that, but not today—I have to go out.”

      “Well, I need to come and see you, Mr. Morris—what if it rains? You could find your kitchen floor inundated.”

      “I’ll take that risk.”

      ‘No, no, Mr. Morris—my company takes all the risk. All you have to do is pay your premiums.”

      “Which I have done. But it’s not convenient, not today. It’ll have to be another time.”

      “Well, ‘another time’ is not convenient for me, either—I’m a busy man.”

      Across from Ralph, on the other side of the table, his colleague raised a single eyebrow.

      Ralph ignored the look and heard Morris sigh. “Can’t you come tomorrow?”

      “No, I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why not? What’s it got to do with you what I can and cannot do?”

      “Oh, but it’s all right for you to question me about what I have to do?”

      His colleague sat back in his chair and gaped at Ralph.

      Ralph unzipped his coat and ran a finger under his collar. Despite the lack of heat, his own temperature was rising. How he hated all this, the fencing between these so-called customers. Why the hell should he spend his own time trying to accommodate these self-centred idiots? He blew out a loud sigh. “Listen, and listen carefully. If there is any sort of delay, Mr. Morris, your claim could be void. With the current floods, we have hundreds of claims to process. If you delay, you could end up getting nothing at all.”

      “Well that’s just bloody blackmail, isn’t it? I can’t make it this afternoon—I have to go out. I have an appointment and I can’t change it.”

      “Well, I can’t change my schedule either – not just for you, Mr. Morris.”

      “You bloody people! You’re quick enough to take my bloody money, all sweetness and light then, aren’t you? Nothing is too much trouble. But when I ask something of you, it’s a different bloody story. Bloody crooks you are, that’s the truth of it.”

      “I don’t like your tone, Mr. Morris.”

      “And I don’t like yours. It’s not my fault I have to go out, and you can’t just phone me up and expect me to drop everything just for you. What if I was at work? What would you do then?”

      “But you’re not at work are you Mr. Morris? I doubt if you’ve got a job. Maybe that has something to do with your claim? Short of money, are we? Bad day at the bookies?”

      “Ralph,” hissed his colleague.

      Morris could not contain himself now. “You sanctimonious old fart! You know nothing about me—”

      “I know that the likelihood of your claim being granted is nigh-on impossible, given your attitude and your reluctance to help us.”

      “Reluctance? I have to go out.”

      Ralph pulled the phone receiver from his ear and pulled a face. “No need to shout, Mr. Morris. You need to calm down.” He pressed the receiver against his ear again. “I think I’ve touched a nerve there, haven’t I, Mr. Morris? Eh? Touched a nerve, haven’t I?”

      “Ralph…”

      He frowned at his colleague, whose face looked serious, and mouthed, “What?”

      On the other end of the line, Morris squawked, “It’s you who should calm down.”

      Ralph gave a scoffing laugh. “Listen, Morris,” he said, his voice breaking slightly, “If you can’t make today, I’m rejecting your claim.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “I can do what I like.”

      He put the phone down and glared at his colleague. “Don’t tell me to calm down. I have my job to do, you do yours.”

      “We don’t talk to customers like that, Ralph. We’re here to help them, not intimidate.”

      “Don’t give me that fucking bullshit. I’ve had the speech from Willis. We’re here to make money, so I’m embracing the new company policy. And you know it.” He zipped his coat up to his throat and went outside.

      He leaned back against the wall of the office block and looked up at the white sky. He closed his eyes, summoned up pictures of the Moor and gradually his heartbeat lowered. The longer he remained like that, the calmer he became. Soon, the minutes stretched out and the cold air bit deep into his body and made him feel alive.

      He hated his job, hated the office, the people. Most of all he hated the customers, the daily grind, the constant gabble of their voices as they tried to explain away the calamities that had been visited upon them. It was all so tedious and meaningless. He needed a change. A new direction.

      “Ralph?”

      He snapped his head around and there was Susan, the office clerk. Organised, knowledgeable, Ralph had always liked her. She was slim, not too tall, and her eyes were the biggest he had ever seen. “Hello,” he said, smiling broadly.

      “Ralph, a Mr. Morris is on your line, and he sounds upset.”

      “Does he by God? Well…” He clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “Let battle commence.”

      Her fingers brushed against his arm, and he felt a tiny thrill run through him. “Ralph,” she said, her voice low, “you don’t seem…yourself today.”

      He peered into those eyes and longed to reach over, hold her, press his lips against hers. If only he had the courage to do that, express himself, reveal the longing in the very core of his being. As unlike his wife as salt is to sugar, Susan was sweet, delicious, soft. “I’m all right,” he said, conscious that his voice sounded thick.

      “Just…just take your time. Think before you speak. Don’t go in there thinking it is going to be a ‘battle’ Ralph.”

      But it was not so much of a battle, as a rout.

      It was when Ralph began to shout that it all unravelled. He’d promised himself he’d do his best, try to keep calm. It hadn’t worked. As the stress levels rose, the sweat broke out across his brow, some of it dripping down from his nose to fall in spots over his desk. Mr. Morris was equally indignant and when Ralph paused, he saw Mitchell, the manager, arms folded, scowling. It was then that Ralph told Morris to ‘Sod off you sorry little man,” and Mitchell stepped up close, leaned over and depressed the disconnect button.

      “A word, Ralph.”

      In the office, Ralph sat forward and studied his fingers. Mitchell coughed, but Ralph didn’t look up. “Are you feeling all right, Ralph?”

      “What does that mean?” Ralph began to chew on a particularly difficult nail.

      “You seem…tense. You’re sweating and the heating is bust. Mr. Willis told me that you seemed…resigned this morning, to not believing or even listening to what he had to say? As the day has progressed, you’ve become much more agitated. I mean, look at you, you’re sweating like a pig. Perhaps you’re coming down with something?”

      “I’m perfectly fine. It was just that pathetic man’s attitude, that’s all.”

      “His attitude? But Ralph, he’s the customer. His account is up to date. I’ve checked.”

      “You’ve checked? How the hell did you know who—“

      “Maine told me.”

      Ralph’s mouth fell open and for a moment he wasn’t sure how to respond. He sat back, hands dropping onto his lap. His oh-so-caring colleague, leaning across to tell him to ‘calm down’. Damn him. “Ah. Now I see it.”

      “See it? See what?”

      “It’s him, Maine. He’s always had it in for me and now he’s trying to put me in the shit.”

      The room was beginning to spin. Ralph didn’t like that. Nausea rose from deep inside. He looked around, tried to focus on a single point, but he couldn’t; Mitchell’s voice dragged him back. “Ralph! Listen to yourself. Nobody is trying to put you in anything. I heard the way you spoke and it was inappropriate. In fact, everyone heard it, you were so bloody loud.”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “Yes, you were, Ralph. You were shouting – shouting at a customer.”

      “I was trying to do what Willis asked me to do. What the guidelines say, that’s all. Trying to save the company money.”

      “There’s nothing in those guidelines about insulting customers, Ralph. Right now, we need all the goodwill we can get.” Mitchell shook his head. “How long have you been here, Ralph, working in this office?”

      Ralph blinked. The question wrong-footed him. “How long…?” He thought for a moment, did the calculations. “Twelve years.”

      “Twelve years. And two years ago, you went part-time.”

      “Yes. Yes, I had a private pension. I took it early and…” He shrugged. “What the hell has that got to do with anything?”

      “Maybe it’s an indicator, Ralph, that your heart and soul are no longer in the job.”

      “My soul? Jesus, you make it sound like a religious calling working in this bloody place.”

      “We expect a level of commitment, Ralph – dedication.”

      “I do my job, and I get the claims done. To everyone’s satisfaction.”

      “Not today, Ralph. Today you abused a customer.”

      “Don’t be so bloody stupid.”

      “And now you’re abusing me.” Mitchell held his gaze. “Take tomorrow off, Ralph. I’ll handle Mr. Morris’ claim from this point.”

      ‘But that wouldn’t—”

      “I’ve made my decision, Ralph.” Mitchell looked down and wrote something in his desk diary. “Take tomorrow off Ralph. Paid leave. Relax. You can leave your desk now, if you would. I’ll see you next week.”

      “I don’t want to take tomorrow off – it’s not my day.”

      Mitchell peered under his brows. “Ralph. It’s not a request. Take the day and leave your desk. Now.”

      Ralph wanted to say something, but the dark look in Mitchell’s eyes stopped him. His throat became dry and he wiped the flat of his hand across his brow. As he pulled it away, he peered at it and saw the film of sweat. At that moment, the hate brewed up and he noted that his hand shook. He battled against his feelings, knowing this was not the time or the place. He went out without another word.

      He felt the eyes of everyone in the office boring into him. No one spoke. Ralph swept up his coat, kept his eyes averted, and strode out of the office. He ran down the stairs. When he got outside, he cut across the car park to his vehicle. He got in, sat behind the wheel and stared into the distance. “I’m not a fucking murderer,” he muttered to himself. All he’d done was stand up for himself, done his job, forced the client to understand that an insurance claim wasn’t a simple matter of ticking the box and receiving the cheque. Procedure had to be followed; no one could buck the system. But Mitchell had made him question all of his years of diligence and attention to detail. All of them had done that, even Susan. They’d made him feel small, the whole bloody lot of them. Especially that Maine, who had his head burrowed so far up Mitchell’s arse that it was unlikely if he could even see daylight. “Bastard,” he spat and drove home.

      

      That night he sat on a hillock and looked out across the Moor. The fog was beginning to fall fast, and it was cold and damp. Ralph hunched up his shoulders and watched his breath steaming from his own mouth. He had been given one extra day, but it felt more like a lifetime, a punishment after having been found guilty. Yes, he could spend an extra day on his beloved Moor, but that wasn’t the point. If he thought about it, he simply didn’t see the point in anything anymore.

      He’d eaten his tea in silence. Across from him, his wife did the same. There was hardly any contact now. The years had slipped by and he had barely noticed them passing. Every night for a hundred years he’d come home, washed his hands, taken his meal, watched the television and gone to bed. What had he done in all that time other than grow and get older? The answer was simple and cruel. Nothing. No point.

      The knots in his stomach were growing tighter and tighter. Anxiety levels heightened. Everything was too much bother now. Even going home and sitting down at the dining table with his wife. He’d shuffle and fidget on his chair and glance constantly at the clock. She would ignore him, of course. That was her strategy, but it only served to cause him greater stress. She didn’t care, never had. He could see that now. Nobody cared, so why should he.

      He’d gone out after his tea and made straight for the Moor, took in the bleakness of the rolling hills, the stark coldness, the endless black. From somewhere he heard the squeal of a small animal and then, a blur of white as an owl soared off into the sky, its prey gripped in its talons.

      At that moment, his mind grew clearer, his body less tense. Everything came into crystaline focus. For too long he had scurried around like that tiny animal and hated every moment. Now, that was going to change, and he was going to be that catalyst. No outside influence, only himself. The raw beauty of the Moor was his only solace and now it was to be his salvation. A whole world of experience and adventure lay before him. Purpose. Direction. All of the things that had been missing from his life for so very long, now they all crystallised in that single, perfect fraction of time. He knew now how he could pull himself clear of the mundane, and the boring. His pathetic existence was about to change. The decision made, everything now seemed achievable, wholesome. Clear.
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