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Toys in the playground belong in the playground and can’t be taken home. We teach kids that. We are all born of this Earth, are nurtured by it, and what we are largely composed of will return to it on our passing. Even if we are top dog, the joke is on us if we forget we can’t take anything with us when we go. Like the resources of the planet, everything is there for the benefit of all.

Other dominant species have come and gone. If mankind were to go, other creatures would move up a notch and the top spot would be filled again. What choices the next occupants make when their turn comes, and how they react, would be anybody’s guess. But if they are of the same Earth, influenced by the same forces that govern us, it suggests that by design they would face the same choices and fates as every species before them. 

That all looks very much like one of the closed loops that Nature favours  so much and one may well ask what it is all for? While that is a puzzle, at least one other fact does not fit that puzzle. We have a unique ability to consider what we are doing. How we react and respond to anything depends on a myriad things, and the choices we have in any moment may be large, small or non-existent. But we alone can see the wisdom or folly of our ways, to make long or short-term choices. The ability to reflect and to laugh at ourselves is unique to us and may be the key to the whole riddle – or to another – because that comes from an awareness, a consciousness, not restricted to the playground. 

While whole species have come and gone over the ages, Mankind may also one day disappear and the one waiting to step up might well be the humble cockroach. But our presence is markedly different. Perhaps we might be setting the stage for a wider development of perception and cognition. And the freedom of choice which comes with consciousness may be given to many species instead of just one. Who knows what that would be like? But it has been great fun thinking about it!

The Tails of Montague Stump use UK or Australian spelling. 

P R M K. Sydney, May 2025 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Words


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“The land actually gave birth to our language. Language and culture are inseparable.” 

Bua Benjamin Mabo, a Meriam linguist 

from the Mer Islands off the most 

Northern tip of Australia* 

*The Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islanders of Australia are thought to have started their migration from Africa some 60 to 70,000 years ago, and there seems to be no evidence that anyone was there to meet them. 

According to The Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS), they have 250 languages and 800 dialects. These can be grouped into around 32 language families. About 75% of those languages belong to one language family (Pama-Nyungan). The Pama-Nyungan languages likely had a single ancestor language (“proto-Pama-Nyungan”) and they evolved into different languages after the original speakers’ arrival in Australia. 

I am indebted to Bua Mabo for permission to include his words, and also to the folk at AIATSIS, in particular Daniel Walding, an Assistant Director, and I acknowledge all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Traditional Custodians of Country and recognise their continuing connection to land, sea, culture and community. I pay my respects to Elders past and present. We could learn so much from them that we have forgotten, especially our own connection to Country, the land and the environment. 

P R M K. Sydney, May 2021 
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And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth. 

from Genesis Ch 1, v26, King James Version 
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(THE DOLITTLE PRINCIPLE)


If we left all the animals alone on the farm 

We wouldn’t condone of them coming to harm. 

So we put down the hay and clear up the stink 

And that’s what we say the farmer should think. 



But let us suppose we’re not in the way 

And that animals pose the rules for the day. 

I bet that we’d find there isn’t much strife 

Among all of the kind busy living that life. 



But even a trace of our selfish obsessions 

Could make them all fight for place or possessions. 

Our human powers should give us pause 

For while they’re ours they’re worse than claws. 



If we were to crash and sink from our powers 

Is it rash to think theirs are better than ours? 

The least I can say of their day in the sun? 

There isn’t a way they wouldn’t have fun! 

PRMK May 2021 

With great respect to Hugh Lofting (1886–1947), Author of the Dr Dolittle Series of books. 
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Mankind has moved on, the earth has rested, almost dormant until once again creatures populate the world. 

Here is a pleasant countryside in a wide valley, well looked after as the inhabitants use their initiative and anything they find to follow their hopes and dreams, maybe in the footsteps of those who went before, maybe not. 
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1  HANDY CRAFT
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In the small hours before dawn, Montague Stump woke up realising he had made a promise that was falling due. If the rope and string still hanging from the ironing board he and the squirrels had erected outside his house ever disappeared, he would steal Fairly Fullon’s bed. 

He knew immediately the idea was absurd. 

It’s how many days travel to his place? Twenty? Twenty days, give or take. And that’s not pushing a bed. But – hold on – pushing wouldn’t work, anyway. How do you move a bed? You’d have to lift it. A Double bed at that! Down a road? How would you move it at all! Let alone a distance of a twenty day walk without a bed. Up and down every sort of countryside... Think of those hills... Ridiculous. 

Oh, yes! There’s another thing. It’s probably Fullon’s favourite possession. How would you get it past him? Let alone out of his house! 

“For Heaven’s sake,” he muttered, “I may have learnt a few things, but I’m only a fox after all, and that can’t be done.” 

Simple as that. Stupid idea. Forget it. 

He went back to sleep – only to find the squirrels had the double bed tangled up in the branches of the oak tree. Shouting and arguing, pulling ropes in all directions, they had the bed swaying about and he knew what that would lead to. It was obvious to him they had to turn the bed over. He illustrated this by rolling over but they ran off up the tree and disappeared. He was filled with regret. Then he realised the ironing board had collapsed and lay blocking his entrance again. The mountain of earth he had piled up in the field would have to come back to cover it. Reaching for the wheelbarrow, he woke up again. 

Struggling out of his dream, Monty rushed outside to look up. The ironing board stood there, erect, solid and towering over him as strong as ever. All the rope and string was gone, back in his house again after all the incredible work he and the squirrels had achieved. 

Right! Just a funny dream. Ha Ha. That’s all. 

Not that he knew what the ironing board was or what it was made of, but it was ancient – more ancient than he could ever know. Now standing up like that, it offered little privacy from the squirrels in the great oak tree, but that was never his intention. Unable to move it away, he was immensely proud of managing to get the huge thing into the air with their help. He took another look. It would keep the weather off his house perfectly. Then another thought came. 

Hm! I don’t know, but I reckon... If I can get a massive thing like that to stay up in the air, I’d say anything is possible. Even moving Fullon’s bed across the country. 

–––00000–––

Years earlier, a much younger Montague Stump awoke, his senses instantly on full alert. He was under a hawthorn bush, unable to get up or stretch. Long thorns threatened him as much as they would deter any nosy intruder. He had slept enough and needed to move. After listening for a while, he judged the coast was clear and slid carefully out, instantly trotting off as if he had never spent the night there. Stopping for a leisurely stretch would have signalled too much information. If nothing else, he might want that hideaway again. 

He was hungry, but that was nothing new. Out in the open, the first rule of survival was to keep moving. The time to eat was when food was to hand, easy to find or worth the effort. Meanwhile, life invariably got interesting. If something else moved, stop. Be as still as a rock. Stay still, all eyes and ears. Wait. Patience is everything. Assess. Much could be learnt of others, especially if they were unaware of being watched. 

Just so, Monty had learnt to preserve his life and his options. For instance, while watching whatever attracted his eye, were other eyes watching? Or watching him? In the country, be still to see what moved. In populated areas, the opposite often applied. Moving with a crowd was to be still within it. Blend in. Avoid eye contact. Look for the spaces between folk, not at them. Notice exits, ready to slip away. 

Necessity ruled his every move. Immediacy could change the best plan in an instant. He hated crowds. Everything was much riskier. Yet, given his striking appearance, he was amazed at what he could get away with. The trick was not to be too clever. 

This was survival for Montague Stump. Living within his means – a totally new concept for him considering the luxurious life he had lost – now meant keeping to what was possible. ‘Getting away with something’ had to be measured against the chances of getting away at all. For fast travel, moonlit nights were best – although rushing could lead to mistakes. Everything was a question of risk. 

With food no longer ‘a given’, the ability to go without was as important as being able to find it. Domestication had previously meant time spent by others on food preparation. Finding food on the run – ‘Opportunity shopping’ as he called it – was much quicker and equally successful. He was learning the art of ‘take-away’. 

Montague Stump liked learning. He found he could adapt. A capacity to think outside the box was producing unusual and interesting results – and the very opposite of his previous pampered existence. For that matter, the life he had led and the one he was now confronting were both opposites to the one his parents thought he had been living – and the one they had hoped he would adopt. 
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Hans “Hammerhead” Horn was excited. When excited, he didn’t think of sleep. He got excited very easily. That was because of his up-bringing, and mainly because he hadn’t had any. Abandoned at a tender age, his earliest memory was of going from pillar to post. An adult canine checking out pillars and posts would be unremarkable, but for a mere slip of a cub, it had to mean something else. 

As the years passed, his memory played the obvious trick that he had been looking for something. Easily done, considering the necessities of his adopted trade of thieving. However, were he to have ever divulged that little gem of a memory to anyone, they would have immediately spotted he could only have been looking for someone. Parents for example would have been nice for one so young. 

When neither pillar nor post offered any recognisable means of succour, emotional or physical, Hans Horn had turned to other means of survival. Abandoned scraps and left-overs served him well for a year or two – if mere survival could be counted as success. He assumed a shy and retiring disposition on account of having no ID – in his case this meant not having the faintest idea of who or what he was, being of no fixed abode or employment, and having no visible means of support. He found it helped to spend his spare time skulking in the shadows. This habit led him to the first conscious trick that he learnt. How to shadow others. 

He found folk could be quite careless, trusting or forgetful, if they thought they were not being watched. He also found surviving by nicking what wasn’t his had an upside and a downside. While it grounded him in a trade that would last him a lifetime, it wasn’t likely to set him up for life – although as the years went by, the more desperate he wanted it to do that. 

During his early years, he learnt those years were called “formative” for good reason. Having only trial and error to go by, the errors were all his, and trial was by courtesy of the local Magistrate. Thus, before he knew it, he had “form” with the local constabulary. 

It wasn’t entirely bad. Too young for the local nick, he was placed in an orphanage. For the first time he experienced a regular meal a day without the exercise needed to steal it – although stealing the other kids’ food did have its own reward in that he learnt a basic lesson about himself. This was a mixed blessing on its own. He was a fox, which was the good part. Everyone was soft on foxes. But he wasn’t only a fox, and being nice didn’t guarantee survival, so was a waste of energy. To him, survival depended on something with a bit more bite. He was also half wolf, which might explain the bite bit. Unfortunately, nobody seemed to like wolves. 
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Montague Stump had grown up in the loving embrace of an aristocratic family. It was a cosseted environment of luxury and wealth where he lacked for nothing. He took for granted the perks and privileges because he had never been without them, but as he grew, the safe boundaries and traditional rules that came with them were soon a problem. 

As he explored the world around him, he found others of his generation were far less bound, and from then on the rules he was under became increasingly difficult to keep. Compared to the freedom of others, those rules seemed to have more importance than him. Everything revolved around the family, tradition, his place in it, his responsibility to it, but nothing about him. He was also instructed – or his understanding was – that it was his destiny to inherit everything, the entire family estate and great wealth, whatever all that meant. 

To him, this boiled down to mean sooner or later the whole lot would be his. Meanwhile, he had to behave strictly as his parents wanted and everything he wanted or wanted to do was frowned on until he felt he couldn’t even be himself. And every time he tried to express himself, it always ended in a horrid shouting match. 

What his parents didn’t seem capable of seeing, even with their own logic, became more and more obvious to him. If everything including his behaviour would all be his in the end anyway, the whole rules and regulations thing was pointless in the first place. He was being stifled for no reason. 

Feeling he was being reduced to having no life at all left him frustrated. Not knowing anything else and unable to formulate anything better, his frustration filled the space with anger and rebellion. And not keeping to the rules meant he inevitably created a sort of double life, which only added more difficulties. 

–––00000–––

The neighbourhoods around where young Monty Stump had grown up were quite safe and he was happy spending time exploring on his own. He also hung out with friends from school who were mainly but not always other foxes. His best mates, Joshua Nunt and Maximum Tann, were foxes. Josh was an apprentice chef at the Café Credenza run by an old Labrador, Sidney Stop. The distinguishing feature about Max was his size. He looked every bit a fox, but his size meant there must have been someone awesome like a Great Dane or Mastiff lurking in his ancestral tree. Like many large-bodied animals, he could be loud but was always extremely gentle. 

The three of them often roamed as a pack looking for anything to change the colour of their day. In their quest to stave off boredom, they got to know a lot of places, where people lived and who was doing what. Not knowing names, they had their own way of identifying people and haunts, and reckoned to know every vacant lot and the inside of every vacant house within their reach. 

Happening to see an older dog inspecting a grand old stately home, they sat back and watched. Finding this inspection going on was a matter of chance. Knowing of the empty house was not. The three of them had been in it a number of times. At the back was a window with a dubious lock. They always put it back the way they found it. 

They knew the old dog had moved in when the unkempt appearance of the place began to improve to one of wealth. Intrigued, they kept coming back to see what else they could learn. The mansion took on the grand name of Bortontic from whatever it was before, and occasionally they would see the new owner. 

Keeping tabs on the place from time to time paid off in a surprising way. On one visit, this older dog was sunning himself in his garden, saw them, surprised them by inviting them in and introducing himself as Fairly Fullon. The dude seemed only too keen to spread his wealth around. He not only invited them to a house-warming party, but insisted they rake in anybody else they could find with a promise of an evening of free food and fun. 

Naturally, they spread the word among their own friends and contacts, but hardly a dozen turned up only to find – whether by design or accident – Fullon had put on a spread for many more. Unperturbed by his error, he told those there to bring their friends and anyone else they could persuade to a bigger and better ‘do’ next time. 

Deliberate or not, the excess of enjoyable refreshments and takeaways worked like a treat. Word spread like a grass fire among the young layabouts of the town and Fullon started an irregular habit of splashing out. When he added booze and other illegal items on the menu, his reputation was established and nobody cared whether he did it for other age groups, business interests, or what he got up to. 

As the old dog’s popularity grew among Monty’s generation and the events grew in noise and size, in return he only seemed to want entertainment. This usually meant everyone acting up and letting off steam – mostly consisting of crazy dares, and rushing about doing silly, dangerous, and sometimes illegal things. If the word was out, Monty was there with the others. 

Sometimes they would be down at the river, up at a hillside lookout, or the whole pack of them would go yahooing through somebody’s quiet neighbourhood, jumping in and out of people’s backyards turning anything and everything upside down – just not often enough to get caught. But most often the nights were spent messing around on Fullon’s property into all hours. Unbelievable noise. Foolery and nonsense, the worse the better. Monty enjoyed it with the rest of them, soaking it up, especially the free grog and stuff. 

Most of those who came were always those too old for school, those not yet gainfully employed, and quite a few who had no excuse not to be employed. There might have been other parties, meetings, dealings or whatever for grownups, but if there were, the young foxes only ever saw larrikins like themselves at Fullon’s raves. 
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Hans Horn had somehow survived on his own. Living rough in the daggy end of Diddling was a simple but precarious matter of getting enough to eat and keeping from harm’s way. As he grew, so did his needs. A larger appetite meant bigger risks. This meant greater satisfaction when he got it right, heftier fights when he got it wrong, and sometimes one or both would lead to further appearances in front of ‘The Beak’. 

It wasn’t as if he got to know the Magistrate, but the Magistrate certainly got to know Horn. Perhaps with a misplaced sense of security, Horn regarded the Magistrate as a sort of father-figure, though the sentiment wasn’t reciprocated. The Honourable Bloat was a retired Doberman who looked like a teacher, art collector, or accountant. In fact he had been a gardener with a thriving reputation for being a ladies man until an accident with some long-handle edging shears put a stop to both activities. 

When Bloat had issued Horn with a formal caution and sent him to foster care, it meant he was still in Diddling but on the fringe between the haves and the have-nots. The home was run by an over-weight Labrador a good way past child-bearing age called Mrs Poadges, who held the all-time record of forty-eight young charges in her care. Now she was way past repeating that feat, and since there was only the one home and nobody else wanted the job, the record stood unchallenged, gathering cobwebs of disbelief. 

Her other feature was the lack of an eye. The one good eye being the focus of everyone’s attention. With Mrs Poadges being unable to watch all, the inmates did as they pleased. It was simply a matter of timing and Horn soon hit his stride. Before long, he was well past the primary stage of transactions for his own consumption only. Few residents enjoyed being given chores to do, although little was involved, but the idea of swapping them was a magic moment of insight for him. 

Enter Horn the trader. Chores were then out for him, and nobody was safe from his efforts. Trading chores, goods for chores, goods for goods, anything for profit – he worked harder avoiding work than doing it. But from this grew a work ethic that was envied by everyone else – that is, if avoiding him for fear of getting suckered into a losing deal was anything to go by. 

It wasn’t long before his antics were brought to the notice of the management. In a moment of supposed enlightenment, Horn for his sins was sent to school on the premise that getting an education would improve his mind. They also thought widening his field of social contact would broaden his outlook, foster a sense of responsibility and reform his character. Hope springs eternal. Horn to his credit, did pay attention. By lunch time, he had half the class sized up as ‘the strong’, so the other half were the ones to start on. 

By the end of the week he had wheeled-and-dealed something out of everyone and dealed and wheeled the proceeds to everyone else. At this point, he decided that public education was a splendid concept and was thinking of opening a bank account with the proceeds – when he got set upon by a group of ‘the strong’, some of whom he reckoned he could positively identify purely by the quality of the bruises and bites he received. 

After that he decided self-education was the safest way to go. Not long after that the foster home board of management gave him his first warning. 
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Fairly Fullon was a middle-aged white bull terrier who had appeared from nowhere with enough apparent capital to take over an old mansion in Sale. This was an outer suburb as far south of Diddling as Monty’s suburb of Hernia was north. Large properties and grounds, well spread out. Similar to those of Monty’s neighbourhood, but Sale had a long way to go to become the well-manicured great properties that were the hallmark of Hernia. 

Monty soon took Fullon to be some sort of show-off. Having dolled up the old house, he managed to surround himself with a retinue of followers from his habit of all-night partying on his estate. Monty still never saw grown-ups there, only adolescents and young layabouts from Diddling lounging around or tearing about – he and his mates included. 

Meanwhile, as Fullon was attracting more and more youngsters to what were becoming full-blown raves, suspicions began circulating among the grown-ups’ social circles of Diddling as to where the flashy fellow with no known contacts in Diddling had come from, and more importantly, how he had come by his apparent wealth. 

“I understand he’s renamed Rubrick Hall.” His father informed everyone over dinner one evening. “Calls it, Bortontic, I gather. Sounds like ‘Bought on tick’ and most likely true, I suspect. Bit of a show-off I hear. And already upsetting the neighbours with noise, I understand. Calls himself Foton or Futon or something? Dreadful fellow by all accounts. Keep away from that sort, young fella. But he’s somewhere on the other side of the city, so hopefully he’ll stay out of harm’s way down there.” 

Mainly because kids don’t tell parents what they get up to, unbeknownst to those same parenting circles, it was their own youngsters from far and wide who were creating the noise. 

–––00000–––

Monty’s father, Alfred Stump, had inherited the stately home and estate known as High Aytus. He had great wealth from a line of foxes going back for ever, a very conservative fox in the sense that he was reserved, not showy at all. Always insisting on keeping things strictly unchanged. He was for instance the type who never flaunted his wealth, whereas the new fellow Fullon was turning out to be quite the opposite. 

To Monty, there was no difference in the wealth of either one. The difference was in their attitudes. While Monty was given a strict allowance, Fullon was carelessly generous with his parties and raves. Monty’s house was an orderly museum compared to Fullon’s where valuable-looking stuff was casually plonked anywhere. 

Knowing his family would never approve of half the things he got up to, Monty had trained his parents as much as he could not to ask questions. He would be ‘going out’. If pushed, it was ‘with my mates’. His return was always ‘Late,’ or ‘Dunno.’ After a while, they gave up. Easy. 

Parental disapproval if anything added to Fullon’s attraction, yet it made Monty sometimes watch and wonder about the fellow – not that he agreed with his parents. He kept going there because Fullon’s sense of direction was the exact opposite of theirs, especially towards the freedom that Fullon offered. But apart from the joy of letting off steam, Monty had all the confidence of youth convincing him he could handle the likes of Fullon even if his parents’ suspicions were well founded. 

As persistent stories of wild goings-on at Bortontic kept reaching the Stump seniors, Monty continued to say he knew nothing about such tales – which produced an inner conflict about his own choice of action. But the freedom that Fullon represented as the very escape from his conflict over rules, soon put paid to that problem. And trying to ensure his parents’ suspicions remained on how Fullon obtained his wealth rather than how he spent it meant Montague was less inclined to think about his own motives – or Fullon’s – and more about how to keep his luck and alibis going. 
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Hans Horn was issued his first warning following complaints from his fellow inmates. Their beef was that he was claiming a cut of their takings from their efforts at collecting for charity when he had been no help to them at all. In fact he should have been paying them. Having wheedled his way into their perfectly legit operation among local shops and shoppers, he was using them as cover while he busied himself with some good old-fashioned shoplifting. 

His second warning came after he was caught selling the contents of Mrs Poadges’ larder to the down and out. Had he been caught giving the stuff to the needy, they would have awarded him a medal, but at the prices he was charging, that thought never arose. 

Finally, they chucked him out for trying to get a pair of very young kittens to door-knock elderly neighbours near the foster home. The idea was for them to engage the old fossils in conversation at the front while he slipped in the back door and gave the place the once-over. That was going a treat until house number three insisted on inviting the kittens in – whereupon Horn had been caught in the act of knocking off the old dears’ favourite ornaments. 

–––00000–––

Horn didn’t always see logistical problems coming but did develop an ability to think on his feet. As he steadily found the secret items everyone else was trying to keep at the foster home, he took to knocking the stuff off. But was immediately up against the predictable nightmare of trying to store his ill-gotten gains in a crowded dormitory packed with twenty other odds and sods like himself. 

With so little space to put it all, he solved the problem with a simple switch to regarding everyone in one dorm as holding their own prized treasure in trust for him until he found a customer for it – usually in another dorm. 

He also learnt the secret required to survive close-combat commerce in communal foster care. That was, to impress on the buyer that the penalty for divulging his identity for supplying, was far greater than any possible retribution from the original owner. However, he did realise his prospects were limited to the unknown time remaining before inevitable discovery. Meanwhile, he lacked the courage to move out and dreaded having to fork out any of his hard-won earnings to pay rent for himself, let alone room for his ill-gotten goods. 

But when he was finally given the flick from foster care, he rose to the challenge. If he had to spend it to make it, he would find somewhere to live that had storage space for his stuff and he could expand his business. 

And if that means high overheads for a while, I’ll just have to watch out for low flying bridges. 
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7  LET’S PLAY
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To Monty there was something disarming and curious about Fullon apart from generosity – or maybe because of it. For instance, Fullon liked to surround himself with the young females. 

The girls going after him? What does that mean? Shouldn’t his lordship be chasing them? Isn’t that what males do? And so many hangers-on. I mean, we’re all so young! What’s missing here? 

It was difficult to see anything else when surrounded by constant noise and confusion. Whatever Fullon had, it was a very successful draw card. Maybe it was the freedom to act up, and the lavish spreads definitely helped. All of it was a lot better than the alternative at home and best of all, Monty was with his friends. 

What Fullon wanted from the events he put on was never at the top of the youngsters’ list of concerns. They were quite happy to take advantage of the old fool, even if he did have his funny ways at times. The sense of freedom he generated easily compensated for the occasional moments of his sometimes tricky suggestions. For instance on a fairly regular basis, Fullon would have games requiring a financial sacrifice among the youngsters. 

On the face of it, he simply wanted some sort of return for his expenses. These games never lasted long mainly due to everyone’s own lack of funds. But inevitably from this, Fullon caught the fact that Monty was often resourced enough to outlast the others. 

Promptly, Fullon changed his tactics. The random financial games continued but he would somehow find a moment to take a more personal interest in Monty, asking him about his family and background, as if to encourage the young pup. As the occasional parties continued, the older dog gradually started drawing Monty into more grown-up conversations about business and life in general. This pleased Monty no end. The chats seemed casual and Monty liked the attention. More than that, having been subject to a steady stream of his father’s lectures on all things financial, he felt very able to play the adult with Fullon. 

Soon, every Fullon bash included Monty being pulling aside for longer talks about money, property, valuations and such. Monty kept responding with what he thought was clever shop talk as long as he could. But his own lack of attention to the grindingly boring talks from his father on fiscal policy, fiduciary duty or whatever meant he was soon out of his depth with Fullon. 

Inevitably, the persistence and sheer repetition of these talks began to wear Monty down. Once the novelty had worn off, he saw his situation was changing. If history of his home life was not exactly repeating itself, the cost of being chummy with the lord of the manor and bringer of good things was definitely rising. He felt trapped. He was missing out on a lot of the fun and freedom with his mates, which was why they were there in the first place, and he had no Idea how to back away from Fullon’s attention without giving offense. Not knowing what else to do, he kept up the pretence of interest and hoped that it was enough. 

Fullon simply continued. More than once, Monty received an invitation to join – or rather it was implied he could join – some sort of inner circle or partnership with Fullon. More than once Fullon took him through countless collections of treasures. In room after room, Monty was expected to admire an endless hoard of apparently expensive art, collectables, furniture, knick-knacks – including of all things, a huge overly extravagant-looking thing that turned out to be the dog’s own massive double bed. 

Everything was proudly shown off to the young fox, but coming from the orderly, understated richness of the Stump house to Fullon’s jumbled rooms, the showiness of wealth meant little to the lad. It simply looked as if Fullon was trying to justify himself, while Monty did his best to make what he hoped were noises of interest. 

Monty had never heard of anyone else being given a tour like that, or the relentless attention he was getting. He knew it was obviously because he was the only one in his group from a wealthy background. But then he thought it might be because of his dad. 

Why does he want to do that? If he’s got so much to splash around, would it be some sort of business thing? OK, if that means Dad’s business, I’m not getting involved and that’s for sure! 

The idea of getting dragged into his father’s stuffy business was half the reason why Monty kept out of reach at home. 

And if I go home and say Fullon wants to talk, before I know it I’ll be running errands between them or something – and the next thing, I’ll be in an office! No Way. And I’d be admitting I know Fullon! Oh, no! If Fullon wants to do business with Dad, he’ll have to find another way. 

But he was still curious to know what Fullon wanted. 

If it’s not a business thing? What else could it be? No, it’s got to be that. But why through me? Ooo! He wants some inside dope on my father? He wants to best my father? Why? Rivalry? Jealousy! Well, well, well, that’ll be fun! Wait ’til I tell the gang! What a laugh! 

Monty promptly thought of Fullon asking them what the joke was. The thought of risking all the freedom, food and grog for a laugh at Fullon’s expense, old fool or not, put Monty off the idea. It was not worth risking the dog’s displeasure. Spending a lot of energy mostly being fools themselves was cheap for the fun they were having. If it amused Fullon, good. 

There was another aspect, too. A lot of their hijinks was risky and would be frowned on by parents and even the Law, so their unspoken pact was not to say anything outside of their own group. 

Monty realised he was in more trouble than he had imagined. 

Whatever Fullon wants from Dad, I’m stuck in the middle. Even if Fullon is just a vain old chump wanting to get accepted by more than us kids, like get accepted by Dad, what can I do? If I tell Dad a word about Fullon, everything will come out! But if he’s not going to Dad, that means he wants something from me. Well, I haven’t got anything. So it’s got to be about Dad. So it’s still got to be Dad being wealthy. 

But if I don’t help him? Sooner or later he’ll go direct anyway. And Fullon’s bound to let on about me. He boasts about everything. 

If Fullon goes to Dad for any reason at all, he’s only got to mention me once and Dad would be on to it. Everything would come out and we’d all be in trouble – all my friends included – because of me! Oh, no... 

I’m sunk whatever I do! – We’re all going to be in trouble – and I’m going to get the blame! 

Monty felt he was more than just trapped. He was sandwiched between his Dad’s requirements and Fullon’s. He couldn’t be himself at home, and his time at Fullon’s was getting impossible. He was faced with choosing between them, yet both meant saying goodbye to any life he could call his own. He had no idea what to do except play along with Fullon and hope that something else would turn up. 
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8  PLAYING FOR HEAPS
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Horn ended up finding lodgings in Snarly, a one-bedder that had the advantage of its own entrance slightly out of view from neighbours and a ‘secret’ poke-hole at the back of the room almost as big as the room itself – if you kept your head down and weren’t claustrophobic. The landlord pretended not to know of the extra facility, but the rent he demanded meant he had to be lying. 

The landlord was a greasy looking rat with half his moustache missing, of indeterminate age apparently owning a whole string of properties. The fellow had waited while Horn sussed out the place. Horn had been instantly drawn to the grooving in the floor caused by frequent moving of an old chest of drawers. 

Computing that he was getting more than one room with a chest of drawers – and something in the corner that was supposed to represent a mattress – Horn took a gamble on the size of the rent. To satisfy his curiosity about the grooves in the floor he said he would take the room, reckoning he could do a moonlight flit if he changed his mind. 

The moonlight flit had to be cancelled when Half-moustache demanded rent in advance. 

To someone with no wherewithal to his name, rent in advance should have been a major blow. But to Horn, this merely meant deflecting the blow to someone else. Horn said he’d be right back. He ran to the foster home and baled up Mrs Poadges. About to touch her for a loan, he had a better idea. He simply asked if he could stay one more night. Naturally, being the kind-hearted soul that she was, she said yes. Off he went upstairs to his old dorm. 

Mrs Poadges’ routine never varied. She only went upstairs at mid-day to clean. Nobody signed in or out or had to attend the meal she served. This meant, once he was in, she wouldn’t know where he was. As soon as she left her kitchen up the back way, he was down the front again. Through to the pantry, he pulled her purse from where he knew she kept it in the sack of potatoes, removed enough for two weeks’ rent and was off at a gallop. 

He had enough nous to give rent for only one week to Half-moustache. Taking possession, he checked out the hidey-hole. Delighted with his find, he was off to the wealthier neighbourhoods to make an honest go of making a profit by any dodgy means possible. 

With his own key to his own front door, he could come and go undetected. More than that, he reckoned he could move stuff in and out unseen by nosey neighbours. He couldn’t believe his luck. At the rate he was going, he was on the road to success and riches. 

Imagine buying out Half-moustache! Yeah, better still, I could offer ’im a job! 

–––00000–––

Up to a point, Horn’s business efforts did pay off, but he never quite managed to get to the level he wanted. And, of course, he never quite lost touch with the good Magistrate, Mr Henry Bloat. Or rather, Old Bloat had more or less regular opportunities to review Horn’s education. In his case, this meant progress through the book of Summary Offences. 

Just so, it wasn’t long before Bloat had reason to move Horn to the next in the legal good reads and introduce him to the mysteries set out in the great book of Misdemeanours. Naturally, having to reach for this book usually meant introducing his customers to a stretch in big school, namely, The Pound at the back of Snarly police station. 

At first, Horn found times in The Pound highly educational. Each appearance there brought a new level of acceptance. He learnt lots of tricks and tips from those serving time there and began to hear stories of an underworld hierarchy. Apparently anything could be achieved of you put your mind to it. Having the right contacts seemed to be like locks that could be opened. Education was more ‘who you know, not what you know’ and looked like the key. How high you could climb appeared to be entirely up to the individual. Horn began to dream of bigger and better things.

That was, until he learnt that the top of the food chain seemed to be taken by a wolf pack of almost mythical stature who lived a life of unbelievable luxury somewhere up north. If he was to rise up the hill of perfection, apparently it would cost him. The quicker the elevator, the higher the fee. While the guarantee was full employment and solid returns, total devotion to those up north was the only acceptable payment and the only oil that would keep the locks working. Either that, or he could continue to take his chances on the open market. 

Faced with this new reality, Horn had what he considered to be a long and hard think. He was not interested in working for others. Nor was he interested in gaining an encyclopaedic knowledge of abstruse or sophisticated ways to make a dishonest living. The easiest way to make a fortune would do fine. And to him, the easiest way was the best, i.e., whatever he could work out for himself. 

He decided his goal in life was to make a big enough packet that he could either retire, or have someone like Half-moustache run his business for him. 

–––00000–––

From then on, while Horn liked to imagine he was climbing up the inventive ladder of bent and crooked ways to make a profit, somehow it was always a struggle to make ends meet. 

He did however form an alliance with two mutts who had more or less the same interest in doing as little as possible at the expense of others. Both were dogs. One was a somewhat punch-drunk aged boxer called Burt Blowback, and the other was called Hardly Skinner. Skinner was a cross-eyed bull terrier who described himself as a retired stand-over artist. 

Horn first met these two characters in the Pound. He hadn’t thought much of them at the time, but running into them later, they ended up doing a bit of shoplifting together. They seemed to have the makings of a team. Splitting the proceeds, they agreed to do it again some time, which they did. 

After job two or three, it was obvious to Blowback and Skinner that Horn was better at organising such stunts than they were. Since the two of them were a bit long in the tooth, this was the sort of arrangement they appreciated. If Horn hadn’t cottoned on to what was happening, it quite brightened their day. But they said nothing. They didn’t want to jinx it. 

With that, a sort of relationship began. Whenever the three got together to do an occasional job – usually it would be Horn looking for them because he had something lined up – they would simply let him run the show. To their way of thinking, the longer he offered casual work, the longer they could look on it as regular employment. 
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Monty’s sense of running out of time faded sometimes, but only because the quiet and oppressive atmosphere at home was worse than Fullon’s place. He looked on Bortontic as his escape from home. Being with his mates, doing crazy things helped him feel invincible again. The free booze and stuff was the icing on the cake. More than anything, it was these extras that kept Monty thinking that he, along with the others, owed Fullon something like acceptance in return. 

But the sheer persistence of Fullon’s repeated “little chats” made it harder to see Fullon as merely some oddball gent trying to be nice, or that he owed the old dog anything. Monty was simply not seeing how Fairly was operating. And with Monty not informing his family about where he was going, it meant there was no one to advise him of the dangers he was courting. Otherwise, someone would surely have said that if Fullon was up to anything, it would only be to benefit himself at the expense of the other party, because his type always had ulterior motives. 

And finally, if there had been anyone who had come off badly from Fullon in the past, none ever appeared, so there was nothing to alert Monty from that direction, either. 

While time was passing between Fullon’s occasional events, to Monty the accompanying dreaded sessions were getting more and more prominent. 

Every time he sees me now! Business, doing deals, making money! It’s always about values. What he’s got and what other people have got and what it’s worth. I don’t know and I don’t care! Can’t he talk about anything else? 

Still repeating suggestions about how Monty could make money for himself, or come to work for him or join in business ventures, Fullon began asking much more direct questions about the boy’s family fortune and his father’s net worth. 

I don’t know how much Dad’s worth! What’s it matter! All this property and fortune stuff. What’s it got to do with what we come here for! 

Monty did his best with vague agreements and attempts at humour to keep the old dog at bay but was fed up with such relentless persistence. 

It’s never about me. It’s always what he wants me to do as bad as Dad! And so much praise for Dad – and if it’s not praise, it’s questions! Like he’s after something. I know it. I can tell. I mean, what does he want? 

We just want fun! Fullon’s been the only character who lets me be myself – Why won’t he leave me be! At this rate, I’m almost better off at home! Can’t he see I’m not interested! 

Sooner or later at every rave Fullon would catch him or call for him. And too worried at the consequences of Fullon’s displeasure, Monty saw no alternative but to play this strange game with the old dog. Down to only an occasional grunt or mumble, he would do his best to zone out and wait to get back to the safety of his mates. 

Finally, Monty realised how serious his predicament had become. He knew no other life, and nothing he saw was going to change. Sooner or later he would have to decide. A life with his father or a life with Fullon. There was no middle ground, and neither choice appealed. 

–––00000–––

As for Fullon, he was indeed after something from Monty. Talking business and seeing if he could entice the boy into some financial proposition was his ways of looking to trap his quarry. And in Monty’s case, Fullon’s target was not Montague or even the Stump business but what his father had. Wealth. And he was getting more and more exasperated with Montague’s lack of enthusiasm to come on board. To him, what the boy thought was adult sophistication was no more than teenage Ignorance. He would have dismissed the lad except for his overriding urgency to feed from the Stump trough. This after all was how he made his living. His expensive lifestyle was only as good as his next pay packet and he would soon have to hurry the boy along! 

Preening himself in the mirror, Fairly Fullon had another worry. He was not as young as he used to be. If anything happened to him, he had nothing to fall back on. Every time he scored a killing, it was always eaten up trying to line up the next mark. For all his skill, he knew he was also hopelessly inefficient. He had this weakness for wanting young things around him and didn’t it mean spending heaps to do that? Wasn’t having the lavish lifestyle what he lived for, and therefore the very reason he had to keep swindling? 

Anyway, this young Stump boy is clearly as good a catch as I’ll ever get. Father loaded, massive house and grounds, sure signs of an excellent source of revenue. I mean, the boy gets an annual allowance! What more proof could there be than that! 

This time, it was not simply a question of if Fairly Fullon, fully mature bull terrier and experienced con-artist, could draw another pay-check by using some inexperienced and naïve fox cub. Here was Monty Stump, heir to a vast fortune! Fullon now had a consuming desire to see how much of that Stump fortune he could get. 

Monty’s fidgeting told him something else. He had seen the boy steadily losing interest. If he didn’t act quickly, the boy’s own moodiness could break him free and the opportunity would be lost. 

It was time for Fullon to make use of the one weakness he had seen the boy had. 
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10  HAVING AN INSIDE TRACK
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On the same day but not at the same time, and unlike Montague Stump who was seeking freedom from his restrictions, another character was about to receive restrictions on his freedom. 

Hans Horn, half wolf half fox, was up for sentencing. Having gained the nickname “Hammerhead”, he was of uncertain age if only due to his lifestyle. In fact he was two weeks older than Montague Stump. He did have a permanent address now, but never gave out that information, usually having too much “goods in transit” to risk it. On the rare occasion it was demanded, he would give his address as Care of Mrs Poadges at the foster home. 

“Hans Horn, please stand. Raise your right – NO! Not your back– Never mind! All present, attend The Honourable Mrs. Peregrine Pertwee!” Said the Clerk of the Diddling Central Court. 

“Mr. Horn,” said the temporary presiding Magistrate, a lapwing. Adjusting her crest, she walked all over a very large piece of paper on the bench. She read, “You have been found guilty of misappropriating property pertaining to plaintiffs plying their proper practices in the middle of Margaret Muddle’s May Madness...” She stopped and looked for the Clerk of the Court. 

“Excuse me, Clerk. What is that word? Ah. No, it should be a-l-e, not a-i-l. Example, Sale, as in a pale of water. Not sail as in you look pail today. Well? Correct it! No, I haven’t got a pen. You get a pen. Right. Now... There. A-l-e Sale. Thank you.” She said, unaware of her own mistake. “You should learn to dot your eyes, as I’m sure you recited in school, ‘Dot your eyes and cross your ears, keeps the flies from nibbling your –’ Really!” She stopped, her attention caught by the fellow in the dock. 

“Mr Horn,” she cried, “Are you paying attention? If you had a behoof, you’d be behoven to use it. At my behest, I can assure you. How do you plead?” 

Horn was confused. He understood nothing about hooves and misheard ‘plead’ for a similar word. And for a start, this was not the usual ‘Beak’. 

Why couldn’t I have my regular bloke? He thought. All that reading she done? That’s not natural, is it? Old Mr Henry Bloat is a Gent. You know where you are with ’im. Straight up ’e is. But this lady? Hoppin’ about with ’er shrieky voice? 

He thought carefully. How do I pee? Why would she want to know how I do a pee? Must be some new medical thing, I s’pose. 

He said, as if explaining to a child, “Well your Honour, when I pee, usually I raise a leg and, you know, and it just... I can show you, your honorific, if –” 

The Clerk, a retired Police beagle and two serving officers leaped forward to prevent an untoward moment. 

“That won’t be necessary, Mr Horn,” shrieked the Magistrate, “we’ll take that as a red. Please be seated. You have been found guilty as I say. However, in your case, I hazard to say there are mitigating circumstances.” 

Horn leaped to his feet again. “I swear you Honour! I haven’t done nothing to get that sort of thing! I don’t associate with any of them, you know, them sorts of – Oi! Don’t you – Orright, I’ll siddown!” 

The beagles were at him. They shoved him down and stood either side of him. They stood very close. Nobody mucked up in this Court. 

“What happened to Bloat, then?” He asked a beagle. “Why can’t I have Bloaty. You know where you are with old Bloat.” 

“Contempt of Court!” Shrieked the lapwing. “I heard that. Four weeks for the offences as charged plus one week for contempt. I’ll have you know I am not an old goat!” 

Horn’s mouth opened – but out of sight from the bench, the screw beside Horn kicked him and he thought better than try and sort the new problem. 

Hans “Hammerhead” Horn was shortly led away to serve five weeks hard labour in the Pound at the rear of the Police HQ on Upp Close, in Snarly, an inner suburb of Diddling. 

“What happened to Bloaty, then?” He asked as he left the Court. 

“They say he’s got croup.” Said the one beagle assigned as escort. 

“What’s that, then?” 

“I think my wife said it was wind. She got it from her sister. Periodontic wind or something. Contagious apparently.” Said the screw. 

“Painful?” 

“Dunno. I’d have to try it first, I ’spect.” The Beagle escort had transferred from the Riot Squad based in a section house near Pong Street when the Squad had been upgraded to the bigger muscled Labradors. 

“So, who’s this bird, then? What’s her caper?” Asked Horn. 

“Who? Oh, her. She’s new. Was only inoculated to the Bench last week I believe. Give ’er time, she’ll learn.” 

Horn felt better. Something of his self-respect came back as he led the way to the Pound. He’d been there before. 

For the next five weeks, his days would consist of a steady increase in his level of fitness as he pounded everything from laundry to laneways, from potatoes to pavements. He would be hard at work with the other interns – and would know most of them – their days would be spent working round the clock. The clock was what the old lags called the timekeeping guard who sat in the middle of the yard. When he fell asleep, they would stop and rest. 

There were no actual laneways or pavements. These were but the figurative expressions given to the daily walking and exercise times between shifts in the laundry, the kitchen, maintenance room and toilet block. Those activities were considered the good times. Most of the time would be spent on the rocks, reducing rocks to rubble. 

For his sins this time, he was to share a cell with a
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