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  Other books by Duncan McGeary


  1.


  The new recruit lived in an earth house, built into the side of a hill. It was great. Warm and dry in the winter, cool and dry in the summer. I knocked on the rounded door and could hear Mr. Filkins rustling about inside until he finally poked his tousled head out the door.


  “What do you want?”


  “Good morning, Mr. Filkins. I’m here to offer you a job with the Lorn Mountain Foundation. It will require a small adventure. You will be highly paid for your services.”


  “Bug off.” He slammed the door.


  I shook my head. Oh, he was going on adventure, he just didn’t know it yet. He hadn’t quite blown his entire inheritance, but his bank balance was rapidly diminishing. I’d just hurry the process along a little.


  Chuckling to myself, I marked the door with chalk for the recruitment team.


  He’d be the perfect thief: quiet, timid and unobtrusive.


  2.


  Freedy slammed the door.


  The annoyingly bearded fellow at the door had interrupted the nap he was taking while he was cooking a nice fat meal. He was a busy man. Let’s see… He had to rake the leaves today, go and buy some more yeast for his home-brew.


  He went to his bedroom, and while passing the dresser, he couldn’t help but check on his secret stash. Yep, it was still there. He’d sell another bit of it soon, because finances were getting a little low.


  Not so low as to actually work! No, no. That old man had offered him a job! The effrontery of it!


  It was good to be independently wealthy. He was a righteous burgher around this town, a pillar of the community, a fellow to depend on when it came to a social event that needed attendance.


  Working? He’d never and would never. Yuck.


  3.


  Freedy dove back into his mid morning repast, sausages and eggs and taters. Strawberries drenched in cream, pancakes and syrup, and blueberry muffins.


  He propped his big hairy feet on the table and burped.


  His feet hurt. Shoes never fit him—all the Filkins owned overlarge feet and hairy to boot. Around the house he always went barefoot. He’d tried buying shoes locally, online and even custom made. They all hurt, none of them fit.


  That’s why he was a homebody. Not because he was lazy. His feet hurt. His father and mother before him had also been the type to hide behind the curtains and play and sleep and otherwise goof off. Big feet and soft carpets—that was the only answer. Only Aunt Tessie had ever been anywhere and she’d come back and tried to tell them an obvious whopper of a tale that absolutely no one believed. Hussy was the word Freedy had heard his mother whisper.


  Freedy sorta kinda missed Aunt Tessie and her purple hats and gypsy scarves.


  He reached up and rubbed his feet. Maybe he’d skip raking leaves today, call old Stu up from the base of the hill and give him a smidgen of the next batch of brew if he’d go fetch the yeast.


  Yeah, he’d stay in and let his feet recover from all the unexpected door answering. Besides, lunch was coming up.


  4.


  Not that Freedy didn’t love adventure.


  Every nook and cranny of his comfortable little hole under the hill was packed with books. A substantial library was only the beginning. Books lined the hallways and the backs of closets, and even infested the bathrooms and kitchen.


  He loved sitting on his desk and drawing maps and imagining adventures.


  But that’s all it was—imagination. Personally he hated any disruption to his routines.


  Routines are what made a man civilized. Predictable and reliable and comfortable, that was the life!


  He hated strangers knocking at his door. His flaps were still ruffled, askew. Lorn Mountain Foundation? What was that? Who was that annoyingly bearded fellow?


  But somehow, as he sat back with his sore feet and contemplated the day, he just knew he was going to be spammed by that fellow again.


  5.


  I was going to have a hard time convincing the rest of the crew that Freedy Filkins was the man for the job.


  An unprepossessing fellow, to say the least. A round mound of pounds. Rudely unaware of anyone but himself. A shallow inlet in a shallow sea.


  But he had the right genes.


  I remember Tessie with a fondness and a stirring in regions that hadn’t been stirred in some time. Oh, yes. Tessie was enough to bring back black hairs to my gray beard. Magnificent woman. (I have a bit of foot fetish, and her tootsies had been the grandest I’ve ever seen.)


  Yes, a grand dame of a woman. She hadn’t always been so, though. I remembered the mousy woman who’d first asked me for a job. If I hadn’t seen her filch the paperweight off my desk on her way out, I’d never have given her a chance.


  No, Freedy Filkins would work out just fine. He couldn’t help himself. Larceny ran in the family.


  6.


  “Here, what’s this about now?” Stu exclaimed. Freedy’s neighbor always seemed available, living as he did at the bottom of the hill as if waiting for the wealth to roll down to him.


  “Simple,” Freedy said. “I need you to hock another of my little baubles for me.”


  He’d scrounged the smallest and dullest of the gemstones out of his stash. All morning long he’d walked around his home with the red stone in his hand, occasionally holding it up to the light of the windows and sighing loudly. He shook his head in regret at the necessity of selling it off.


  “Well, are you going to hand it over or aren’t you?” Stu said, his hands still held out. He’d come to the side window as usual. Freedy had a reputation to protect. An unfriendly reputation, perhaps, but his reputation nevertheless. It kept the riffraff away.


  Freedy’s head barely topped the windowsill, but Stu’s huge torso blocked the light.


  Speaking of riffraff. “The usual 10%?” Stu asked. He was gruff, insulting.


  Freedy shuddered. “Yeah, yeah. On your way back pick up a bag of yeast for me.”


  “Out of your share not mine.”


  “Of course!” Well! He’d been about to offer the ruffian a few pints of finished brew, but there was no way he’d share it now!


  No one had believed Aunt Tessie’s outrageous tales—but there was no denying she’d returned filthy rich. Of all the Filkins, only Freedy was willing to sit at her feet (big and hairy and groody) long enough to hear all the stories—though in truth, it hadn’t been out of the goodness of his nugget of a heart. The old biddy had served the best muffins, and her tea had a strange kick.


  Still, he’d been amazed when Aunt Tessie left him a small bag of shiny minerals on her death.


  He’d been living off the little nest of rocks ever since.


  7.


  Freedy impatiently paced the hallways of Filk’s End, his huge feet noisily slapping down on the carpet and tile.


  Plop, plop, plop, plop —turn—plop, plop, plop, plop—turn…


  Where was that damnable fellow? What was taking him so long?


  Every time he nervously, jerkily dropped one of his precious inheritances into Stu’s enormously threatening hands, he half expected the rotter to head for Mexico. But so far he’d always come back with his cocky smile, and hand Freedy the money as if he was doing him a favor.


  Had to be done. Just that morning, he gotten a call from a bill collector, dunning him. Dunning Freedy Filkins of Filk’s End!


  A momentary stab of fear passed through him. He didn’t do math. He didn’t think about the future. Enjoy the now, he always said. But the bag of gems was getting lighter and lighter and if he was honest with himself, it was more than half empty after just a few years and he was, if not young, he was not old.


  At first, he’d tried to hock one of his jewels by himself, and they’d offered him a pittance and laughed at the look in his face. He’d backed out of there, his face bright red, wanting to throw his coat over his head like a common criminal in fear that someone would recognize him.


  On that horrid day, Stu was sitting at his stoop at the bottom of the hill as always, and the opportunistic fellow had coaxed the story out of Freedy.


  “I tried to cash in one of my family heirlooms,” Freedy told him, holding the bright blue sapphire up, where it caught a ray of sunlight and flashed.


  Stu gasped and for a moment, Freedy was afraid he’d snag it out of his hand and start running. Maybe smash him in the head first. All he had to do was stand up and hammer his hands down on poor little Freedy. He backed up with a gasp.


  “An heirloom, eh?” he’d said, giving Freedy a knowing look. Everyone in the neighborhood had heard the story of the disgraceful Tessie and her ill-gotten riches. “Let me give it a go, what do you say? How’s about 10% for me troubles?”


  So every few months, Stu would amble off to whatever sources he had and return a few hours later, looking as if he’d just eaten and been laid and consumed drugs—all of which he probably had. But Freedy had to admit the ruffian got more money than he’d been offered. He also suspected that Stu was taking more than 10%. Hell, it could have been 50% for all Freedy knew.


  The alternative of being laughed at was just too shameful, and Freedy took whatever Stu offered.


  He also put a great deal of thought into how to hide his stash.


  He’d been as clever, put more thought into the hiding place, than he’d ever been about anything.


  8.


  Freedy’s enormous neighbor sauntered up the path and went around to the side window, where Freedy soon poked his head out. The big man handed over a wad of bills. I’d watched the illicit transaction from a distance.


  As soon as Freedy’s head scooted back into his house, the big guy walked away. He turned the corner and pulled out an even bigger wad of bills and guffawed. Yes, guffawed was exactly what he did. Shook his head and guffawed. Ho, ho ho.


  He jumped over Freedy’s little white picket fence and descended to the little hovel at the bottom of the hill. What neither of these benighted fellows knew was that their families had been inexplicably and inextricably linked in just such a way for generations; the Filkins in their ludicrously pompous ways, and the Ganders in their parasitic ways.


  Fortunately for both families, every few generations a Filkins would show up with some spunk.


  I waited until Stu Gander had lit a cigarette and plopped down in the rickety frayed lawn chair outside his door, before approaching.


  “How fortunate for you,” I said, without preamble. “Freedy isn’t very worldly, is he?”


  The man sprang to his feet, and he was a terribly beefy figure—red face, a thatch of thinning blond hair, ham fists and—I laughed to myself—tiny little feet. Wouldn’t take much to tip this fellow over.


  He was a half a head taller than me, and I’m not small. About six foot four or so. He glowered over me.


  I didn’t back up an inch and his bluster started to fade.


  “What’s it to you, old man?”


  Now I’m not actually old, but I’ve found my long gray flowing beard and hair to be an asset. People tend to underestimate me. They especially underestimate my cane, which I was an expert at wielding.


  Stu Gander barely got my temperature rising. He was all bombast and no bombs.


  “Why do you take only some of it, when you could have it all?” I asked, mildly.


  Stu shut down in front of me. His face went blank. That’s how I knew he’d been thinking the same thing. He was trying desperately not to show it.


  “Well, you know…” he ventured. “I kind of like the little fellow.”


  “Really,” I said, as dryly as I could muster.


  He flushed again, his hams curling in a fist. “Well, why should I—- take it” (felons never steal, they only take) “when I get the lion’s share without doing nuttin’ wrong?”


  Other than charging an enormous surcharge, I thought. Still, the guy was a little craftier than I’d expected.


  “He’s down to his last few rocks, you know.”


  He slouched. No doubt he’d been suspecting as much.


  “Tell you what, my good fellow. Why don’t I tell you where he hides them, and I’ll buy them from you for 80% of market value?”


  His eyes lit up. He was crafty, but not terrible bright. I knew he’d been getting about 50% of value.


  “Well, you know—I like Freedy…”


  “100% of market value.”


  “… but I don’t like him that much!”


  We shook hands on the deal.


  9.


  Filk’s End was warm and cozy, to be sure. But being buried in a hill as it was, it had always been a little dark. Hardwood floors, covered by lush carpets, wood paneling—it was all a little dim and dingy sometimes.


  So first thing Freedy did when he came into his ‘inheritance’ was put a large skylight at the very center top of his abode. There he’d sit under, late at night, polishing off a bottle of wine and staring at the stars and imagining long adventures and glittering treasure troves.


  If he’d been a more self-aware fellow, he’d have realized that Aunt Tessie’s tales had had more of an invigorating effect on him than he realized.


  The great CRASH! came late in the afternoon.


  CRASH! and Freedy immediately understood what a disaster it was. Glass tinkering, wood shattering, and then a loud soft solid THUMP.


  “OUCH!” A strong tenor voice, rising to a painful soprano.


  Freedy ran to the living room—yes, ran, something he couldn’t remember doing since…since a long time.


  His beautiful skylight was gone—fractured down middle with the shape of a person. Freedy could see where the head, the torso and two arms and legs had splatted dead center.


  On the table beneath, a very hairy, very unkempt man was moaning, sprawled in the same shape as the void.


  At the same moment, there was knocking at his door.


  He fuddered toward invader, and then back toward the incessant knocking, then back to the moaner and then back to the shouts at the door.


  ‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ Poor Freedy thought, “What on earth is happening?’


  Since he really didn’t want to go even near the intruder—and since he thought maybe rescue had arrived (surely that crash had been heard throughout the neighborhood!) he padded over to the door first and flung it open.


  Very unlike him not to check first.


  And there was another very hairy, unkempt fellow looking so similar that Freedy couldn’t help but jerk his head over his shoulder to make sure the table was still covered by the smashed interloper.


  “You the Thief?” The fellow bellowed. “My bro’ here yet?”


  A loud moan containing an approximation of words came from the living room.


  “Idiot makes the embarrassing entrance as usual,” the brother at the door muttered and pushed rudely pass Freedy.


  “Here! Here now!” Freedy protested. As the burly visitor absented the doorway, Freedy saw two other hairy men approaching and without thinking, he slammed and bolted the door.


  ‘Wait!’ the second thought slapped into place, this wasn’t a solution! It left him locked inside with two alarming characters.


  “Get up, you moron!” the second intruder yelled at the first intruder. “You’ve ruined our host’s window, damn you! That’s coming out of your share, brother mine.”


  Freedy thought he should march up to the two and demand they leave. Yes, that’s exactly what he’d do!


  He marched toward them, and then veered and ran toward the small back door, which was half hidden behind a pantry.


  10.


  As Freedy reached the hallway, a huge shadow hovered toward him.


  It was the bearded longhaired hippie who’d loomed at his door a couple days before. He filled the hallway. Freedy slid to stop, his big feet sliding a rug across the hardwood like a sled on ice.


  “Ack!” he shouted. Ack? What kind of sound was that? What was happening to him?


  “There you are, my good fellow,” the flower child—flower grandpa said, cheerfully.


  Shouts and bangs emanated relentlessly from the entrance, and the bearded hippie walked right by Freedy and flung open the door.


  And there stood, not just one, not just two more hairy guys, but four more, all of a type—big and small, tall and skinny and all different shapes they may have been—but they all wore jeans and flannel shirts and suspenders of different bright colors and lumberjack boots and all had variations of beards and wild hair under knit stocking caps.


  “Let’s get this party started!” Flower Grampa said. “Where’s your ale, Freedy? I know you’ve got a batch brewing!”


  Freedy felt like collapsing, right there in the hallway.


  But a beer—you know? That sounded good. He hadn’t had guests in a long time and his hooch was second to none—he knew, because he attended every brew fest and none matched his. But no one knew it.


  He padded toward the kitchen, suddenly enjoying all the hoo haw. If nothing else, it’d make a helluva entry in his diary.


  They didn’t mean him harm, he sensed. Other than to his peace and quiet.


  He hoped.


  The possibility of danger was pretty spicy. Just like his new batch of ale. A couple of spicy tankards were just what he needed.


  11.


  “Oh Stewball was a racehorse, and I wish he were mine.


  He never drank water, he always drank wine.”


  Freedy was having a marvelous time. When the hirsute crew started singing, he was a tad dubious. But the more ale he drank, the better they sounded. Unexpected harmonies among all the gruff and out-of-key notes, sounding Beatlesque, Freedy decided. Burp. John, Paul, George and Freedy.


  They careened into another song.


  “I see you are a logger,


  And not just a common bum,


  ‘Cause no one but a logger


  Stirs his coffee with his thumb.”


  Bang! Bang! Bang, bang, bang! BANG!


  Freedy frowned. Someone was drumming on the wood completely out of rhythm. The others trailed off singing while his suddenly flat sounding voice kept caterwauling.


  “…And it’s here I wait for someone


  To stir coffee with his thummmmbbbbb……!!!”


  They were all staring at him. Well, ah, hem, excuse me! I wasn’t that bad!


  One of the first of his two visitors spoke. “Are you going to answer that?” Billy? Bobby? They’d all introduced themselves but only after Freedy plunked an ale filled mug in front of each of them—well, some had coffee cups of ale, because Freedy just didn’t have that many visitors normally. These uncultured fellows didn’t care in the least, as long as there was continuous stream of ale in their containers. They’d blown through the latest yeasty offerings and were dipping into his emergency/holiday supply.


  Billy was the one who had spoken, he decided, because of all the scratches on his face. The brother who’d fallen through the skylight.


  With a dopey clarity, he suddenly remembered—these ruffians were intruders! By singing with them, they could say it was all one big accident and they hadn’t meant to fall through the window and they were all friends and they might refuse to pay altogether!


  He couldn’t remember hardly any of their names, it was all just a cacophony of vowels and consonants and totally common names. Billy and Bob, Jay and Jim, whatever and whoever…anyway the point was, they weren’t invited by any stretch of the imagination. He really should get up right now and call the police. Freedy always made a substantial contribution to the Christmas police fund. (Not being too sure about the provenance of his secret stash, it was a bit of insurance.)


  Sure, they had apologized profusely and helped clear away the mess, sweeping the glass to one side and taking the splintered wood outside so they could use the table. They wouldn’t get out of paying for the damage!


  The knocking at the door was getting louder.


  “I’ll get it,” the big leader said. Garland —that was his name. Freedy remembered his name, because it was memorable and because he was the only one who didn’t look like he’d just emerged from out of the back country. Dressed quite nicely in a gray suit, as a matter of fact, despite his hippy outsides.


  He came back alone, or so Freedy thought at first. But trailing behind, half Garland’s size, was a clean-cut looking fellow, almost snappy looking in a tight black t-shirt and creased jeans. Hipster type. Curling mustache and long trimmed sideburns but wild yet cultivated hair on top. Black glasses. Looked liked he’s spent all day at Starbucks. If anything, he was shorter than Freedy. Maybe five foot. But a commanding presence.


  Or so Freedy assumed when all the others stood up and almost bowed. Freedy wasn’t very good about figuring these status things out, except among his own kind. Small town status never changed much, and he was at the top and that’s just the way he liked it.


  “Clear the table away,” the newcomer commanded.


  “You heard Charlie!” Garland boomed. He winked at all of them, and drained his nearly full glass of ale.


  The others also reverently drained their mugs and cups, and set them on the kitchen counter.


  Charlie crunched over the glass to them, looking down at the mess in evident distaste and giving Freedy a look that said, ‘Can’t you clean up once in a while?’


  Freedy almost objected, but the little man was already flipping a map onto the table with a flourish.


  “I’ve mapped our route,” Charlie intoned. “If we have our Thief, we can get started.”


  Freedy realized they were all staring at him.


  Thief? Him?


  He cleared his throat, he hemmed, he hawed and sputtered and started to speak. “I …uh…as it were…I have no earthly clue what you’re talking about!”


  “Don’t worry, boys,” Garland said, putting his hand down on top of Freedy’s head like he was a puppy. “Freedy here has the icy coolness of a cat burglar, the murderous skills of a bank robber, the larcenous heart of a C.E.O. He’s our man!”


  Freedy opened his mouth to speak, but all that came out was a kind of squeak.


  Charlie stared at him dubiously, but then shrugged.


  “As I was saying, I’ve mapped our route…”
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