Chapter 41


It was an easy and enjoyable flight home.


Between the TV and their carry-ons they had plenty to do, but they ended up spending most of the flight playing bridge.  Both Nick and Sylvia knew the game, and any self-respecting rich kid knew how to play, so all they had to do was teach Jessie, who had never played before.  She did know how to play spades, however, so she was able to quickly grasp the fundamentals of the game.  Like any beginner, however, she had absolutely no idea how to bid properly, but that was fine.  They were playing to have fun, and even though Kit and Jessie lost more games than they won as Jessie learned the art of bidding, they had a good time and it made the time fly by while they were in the air.


It was a smooth flight, with nothing but sunny skies and calm air all the way home.  Kit called Rick when they were about 90 minutes out to warn him that they were coming, when they were somewhere over Tennessee, and Jessie dramatically put her paws on her belly when he told her where they were and cried “Land the plane, land the plane, our daughter wants to be a hillbilly!”  Nick and Sylvia had no idea what she was talking about, which made it that much funnier.


At 10:43 on a sunny, warm mid-September morning, their jet touched down at  Bergstrom Airport, returning them home.  Kit was almost pacing in the jet as it taxied up to Signature’s hangar at Bergstrom, but he smiled broadly when he looked out the window and saw Rick and Martha standing outside the hangar beside Barnett and Krichek, and they waved animatedly as Vil’s jet pulled into the temporary parking place.  “Alright, we’re here, Mister Vulpan,” Avery’s voice called over the intercom.  “We’ll disembark you in just a moment.  Welcome home!”


“Thank goodness!” Jessie said with a bright smile, waving to those outside through the window. “We’re home, handsome fox!”


“I won’t feel like it til we’re back in our apartment,” he chuckled as the antlered co-pilot came out and began to open the hatch.


Kit all but ran down the stairs as soon as they were extended, and he laughed and embraced Martha as they came towards the jet.  “I’m so glad to see you!” he said excitedly, then he reached out and took Rick’s paw without letting Martha go.  “God, I’m so glad to be home!”


“We’ve missed ya, friend,” Rick said with a gentle smile.  “The office just didn’t seem the same without you there raggin’ on everyone.”


“I’m just glad you didn’t fire me,” Kit laughed as Jessie waddled down the stairs.  Martha rushed over and embraced her, and put a paw on her huge belly with a bright smile.


“How can I fire you, you’re a partner,” Rick noted, then he laughed.  “And you certainly kept your work up even in Boston!  I think I should send you up there more often, you sent back way more material than you do down here.”


“Boredom can do that,” he grunted as Nick and Sylvia came down, carrying the carry-ons as the ground crew retrieved a couple of suitcases from the cargo hold.  “Rick, Martha, I think you remember Sylvia Wagner.  Vil hired her to help Nick down here in Austin, just like Barnett and Krichek.”


“It’s good to meet you again,” Sylvia said with a smile, offering her paw to Rick.  “Herr Kit and Fraulein Jessie think the world of you.”


“Well, it’s nice to see you, Sylvia,” Rick said for both of them.  “We never really did have much of a chance to get to know you.  I’m glad we’ll get the chance.”


“I’m surprised, though.  You certainly don’t look like a bodyguard,” Martha noted. “I thought you were just one of Jessie’s friends from Boston until they corrected me.”


“That is the idea, Fraulein Martha,” Sylvia said with a wolfish smile.


“Don’t let the fact that she’s short and wimpy looking fool ya, Martha, our little Sylvie’s one of the best,” Nick said, grinning at the German pinscher.  “Even I’m afraid of her.”


“You have reason to be,” Sylvia growled, giving him a cool look that caused both Barnett and Krichek to erupt into snorts and chuckles.


“I will get the bags,” Krichek offered.


Kit and Jessie didn’t waste any time at the airport.  Once Krichek had the bags separated and loaded into the cars, they piled in and headed home, Rick and Martha riding with them, with the four guards in Nick’s Expedition, which had been sitting idle in the parking lot since they left.  Kit made sure to pass by Avia to check on his plane, and much to his relief, it was sitting at its tie-down, and looked just fine.  Alice looked to even had it washed while they were gone.


It was a fast and easy drive home, along roads that were familiar and, in a way, inviting.  The mesquite trees and golden grasses of the low hills of south Austin had never looked so beautiful, traffic was light on U.S. 71 and then Congress Avenue, then 14th, then Guadelupe, as they turned onto the road that led to their house, slightly hilly, straight in that section, and with traffic lights on every other corner.  Even the lights cooperated with them, staying green as they went through, until they pulled up to the gate of Westwood.  Jessie made a flourish out of pressing the remote that opened the gate, which made Kit laugh, and they drove through and into their driveway.  Jessie’s car was sitting in the driveway, and the van was just behind it.  Kit parked behind the van, and then a veritable pack of furs boiled out of Lupe’s front door.  Lupe, Dan and Mickey from the complex were there, Sheila and Allison, Sandy, Charlotte, the other Jessie, Danielle, and Lisa from the sorority, and Sam and Kevin filed out quickly, and Kit laughed as the gang from work rushed out behind them.  The whole gang was here to greet them!


They never really even made it to the front door.  They were swarmed as soon as they got out of the truck, and pawshakes and hugs and kisses were exchanged for long minutes on the front lawn as Kit and Jessie felt a little overwhelmed at the enthusiastic greeting they received from their friends and family.  “Brah, we got brats and burgers and chicken and steaks ready to grill!” Lupe called as he shook Kit’s paw.  “We’re welcomin’ you home in style!”


“Didn’t you think we’d be tired after being away so long?” Jessie asked with a laugh.  “My house is a mess!  I need to get it sorted out!”


“We thought you’d love to see your real family again after months,” Sheila retorted as she kissed Jessie on the cheek.  “And you have until Friday to get things straightened out,” she added.


“Dude, where are the pictures?” Dan demanded.  “I know you got a bunch from Boston!”


“Oh good lord, Dan!” Kit barked, which caused an eruption of laughter.


“Charlotte, start the grill!  Mickey, roll the keg over from the center!” Lupe called.  “It’s party time!”


“Can we get our luggage in the house first?” Kit said archly.


“No!” came a unified shout of reply, which nearly made Kit fall over laughing.


Despite their declaration, they did manage to get into their front door as the gang went around to the back deck to start setting up for the welcome home party.  The large stack of boxes and crates in the living room was definitely unusual, but everything else was exactly as they left it, the house was nice and cool thanks to Lupe getting the AC on, and Kit had never in his life felt so relieved to be home in his life.  He and Jessie padded into the kitchen and found everything just as they left it, Jessie nodded when she opened the refrigerator and found no congealed messes, just sparkling clean yet empty shelves, and it was a sight for sore eyes to see the big restaurant-style oven, the island, and the hanging rack over it Kit had bought Jessie for her birthday.  That started an impromptu tour of the house, as he and Jessie went into every room both to make sure everything was alright, but also to see it, feel it, just be there so they could really feel like they were home again.  They went through every room in the house, from the basement to the attic, but they spent a long time in their master bedroom, as Jessie checked every drawer to make sure everything was as she left it, and she surreptitiously checked the “naughty” DVD in the closet to make sure it had been undiscovered, which could only make Kit laugh as she peeked into the box, then blew out a sigh and put it back on the shelf in the closet.  “I had to make sure!” she said petulantly, which made him laugh even harder.


They met Sylvia in the living room as they came back downstairs, as she and Nick put their bags on the couch.  “Your pictures don’t do your house justice,” she told them.  “This is a very nice townhouse.”


“Now you see why we love it so much,” Jessie told her with a nod.  “This is our dream house, Sylvia.  Lupe may have built it, but we decorated it, and we tweaked its design until it was just right.”


“And as soon as Laura can crawl, she will destroy it,” Nick said, which made Jessie laugh.


After dropping off their bags, they enjoyed a gorgeous Texas late morning and early afternoon grilling on the large patio and barbecue pit that stretched behind their and Lupe’s townhouses, taking up much of what would have been a grassy yard.  Mickey rolled the refrigerated keg tap dispenser over from the community center, Charlotte, Sam, and Danielle took command of the grill, and they had a wonderful couple of hours mingling with friends and family not seen since Vil’s wedding and even then not nearly long enough, getting the chance to catch up.  Sandy had been home for the summer, so she, Sam, and Jessie spent nearly an hour sitting at one of the erected picnic tables, gossiping and giggling like schoolgirls as Sandy told them all about her summer…not that they didn’t already know, since Sandy called Jessie at least every other day.  When she wasn’t doing that,  Jessie was laughing and talking about the impending birth, often putting her paw on her large belly and bemoaning the fact that now that they were home, she wouldn’t mind going into labor right now.  Kit made the rounds through the complex gang and the work crew and Sheila and Allison, catching up on the news and feeling just fine, being back where he belonged, and among friends and family for whom he cared deeply.  This was his home, this was where he belonged, in the townhouse with his wife, with Lupe nextdoor and Sheila, Dan, Mickey and Kevin just down the way, and knowing that when he went to work on Monday, Lilly, Barry, Jeffrey, Marty, Mike, Janet, Pat, Savid, Rick, Elly, Denise, and the new interns would all be there, working hard and having fun at the same time.  Where Martha might come to call at any time carrying a covered dish, or the sorority girls might crash their townhouse looking for a hot meal and a little conversation.


This was home, and nothing could compare to it.  Nothing.


Though the party was planned, it also wasn’t meant to last all day.  Everyone was aware of the fact that Kit and Jessie had just gotten home after months away, and they knew that they would probably like to have most of the afternoon to unwind, decompress, and start settling back into their familiar and comfortable surroundings.  But, the guys did do some little things for them.  Dan and Lupe vanished for a little while, and when they returned, they were loaded down with IGB bags carrying all the staples Kit and Jessie would need so they wouldn’t go hungry.  Lupe knew what brands they bought and what they usually kept in their pantry and refrigerator, since he raided them so often, so he brought back more than enough for them to feel like they wouldn’t have to go out to eat until they hit the store themselves.  Martha was one step ahead of him, though, for she had cooked them up a full dinner, all covered and needing only to be heated, her famous country fried steak, mashed potatoes, green beans, and spinach.  The party had started around 11:00am, but it was most definitely over by 2:00pm, as Lupe stood up on a table and called for them to start cleaning up.  “Alright, we done held them up enough!” he barked.  “Let’s clean up so Kit and Jessie can settle in!”


The whole gang helped clean up the patio, and then they started drifting home…at least mostly.  Sam and Kevin lingered after most of the others left, as did Sheila and Allison.  “I think they have news for us,” Kit laughed as he helped Lupe cover the now cool grill.


“More or less, yeah,” Sam laughed.  “I’m moving in.”


“Well, we have two spare bedrooms, but Hannah’s going to be using one of them,” Kit said, which made Kevin laugh.


“No, I’m moving into the complex with Kevin.  Together!” she told him, a bit tartly.  “I don’t have much, so I’ll be moved in by tonight.”


“She made sure to wait until I had the townhouse fully furnished and we set a date,” Kevin teased, which made Sam laugh.  “She wanted that concrete commitment before moving in.”


“And the sorority loses another one to marriage,” Jessie laughed.  “Congratulations!  When?”


“October tenth.”


“Ten-ten should be easy for him to remember when it’s anniversary time,” Sam said, which made Jessie giggle.  “We already have the church reserved.  Southside Baptist, down on seventy-one.”


“Yeah, I know where that is,” Kit nodded.  “What are you doing for a honeymoon?”


“A weekend in New Orleans,” Kevin laughed.  “Your cousin Terry offered to get us a nice hotel room.  But, with my work and Sam’s school, we just can’t take any more time.  We do intend on taking a trip during Thanksgiving,” he said strongly.  “We’re going skiing in Colorado.”


“I’ve never been skiing before, I’d love to try it,” Sam said.


“Skiing is fun, I’m going to take Jessie this winter,” Kit nodded.  “When she doesn’t have that little problem there.”


“This is not a little problem,” Jessie said primly, cupping her pregnant belly meaningfully.


“Vil owns a nice cabin in Aspen, I’m going to see if she’ll let us borrow it,” Kit said.  “So, what earth-shattering news are you  just waiting to tell us, Sheila?”


She laughed lightly.  “Not much, just that we decided on our plane,” she said.  “I put in the order for it on Friday, and they promised to have it ready by October first.”


“Nice, what did you buy?”


“A Cessna four hundred,” she grinned.  “Me and Ally are gonna share it.”


“Actually, Sheila’s going to pay for most of it, and I’m going to pay her back in installments,” Allison corrected.  “I have some money of my own, but not enough to pay for half of plane that costs three quarters of a million dollars.”


“Hey, that’s what friends are for,” she said simply, pushing lightly on Allison’s shoulder.  “You have a damn good reason to use it, anyway.”


“Yes,” she said with a glorious smile.  “Terry offered to buy me my own plane, then pay my half of this plane, but I told him no.  I don’t want your family to have a single reason at all to think I’m after him for his money.  But, he did rent a parking place for the plane at Lakefront in New Orleans so I have a place to park it when I go see him.”


“So, I’ll have a plane I can take up for joyrides or down to South Padre Island when I feel like going to the beach, and you’ll have a quick way to go see Terry whenever you have the time.  That’s win-win.”


“As long as you don’t fight over it,” Kit chuckled.


“Well, after we’re both trained on it by Cessna, I can always borrow yours if Ally has ours,” Sheila grinned.   “After all, I’ll be Cessna trained.  Won’t you trust me then?” she asked with an outrageous smile.


“So that’s why you picked a four hundred,” Jessie declared, which made Kit laugh and Sheila wink.


“Nobody’s going to be doing anything in that plane til I have it overhauled,” Kit declared.  “Monday.  After months sitting out on the tarmac, I want it thoroughly inspected before we go anywhere in it.”


“What, you don’t trust Cessna?” Sheila asked.


“I trust Cessna.  I just don’t take chances,” he answered.  “Two months exposed to the elements can seep into the plane, Sheila.  I want the mechanics up at Georgetown to check it out and make sure sitting for so long didn’t cause any damage.”


“Oh, well, nothing wrong with being careful,” she nodded.


“When my life depends on it running properly, nothing at all,” he answered seriously.  “When do you go for your training?”


“We’re not going anywhere,” Sheila chuckled.  “Cessna is sending two instructors down here tomorrow, and we’ll do our training every afternoon for three weeks starting Monday.  We traded the mechanic training with a second pilot training.  I think they’re the same instructors that taught you two.  David and Luke.  And some supervisor is also coming down with them, Amanda someone, the one that set up our training.  She said she has a bunch of customers down here she wants to visit, and she’s just gonna come down with the instructors.”


Kit laughed.  “That’s them,” he affirmed.  “It sounds suspiciously like they’re trying to be nearby when you deliver, pretty kitty.”


“I’ll have to cook them something,” she said with a smile.


After they said goodbye, Kit and Jessie bent to the task of getting the house back to normal…and that was going to be a daunting task.  The living room was filled with boxes they had to go through, much of it clothing and things from the house they had sent up from Austin, but some things that they’d brought home with them from Boston.  They rested a little bit, then tackled the large stack of boxes in a methodical manner.  Jessie would unpack them, organize the contents, and Kit would put them away.  The dumbwaiter got quite a workout that evening as boxes of clothes and other items were moved upstairs, to the basement, or to the attic as necessary, either put back where it belonged, placed in storage, or replacing something in the house that would be dealt with later.  Kit did install the TV and audio system that evening, replacing the TV and stereo in the living room.  That TV would go up to their bedroom, and the TV up there would go to the sorority.  The stereo they gave to Lupe for the community center, something he intended to put on a cart so it could be wheeled into the community rooms if someone wanted music.  The weapons that they’d brought home from Boston were secured away in the gun cabinet, and Kit made sure to put the MP7 down in the storage cabinet section under the glass doors, where Jessie put the K80, deciding to just leave it in its case rather than assemble it and put it in the rack.  Fortunately, the model of gun cabinet came with both the large storage area under the glass display, and also a pistol drawer, where they placed the Glock and Beretta, their resting places when not carried about.  And all of it, ever single door, drawer, and cabinet, locked, which Kit was sure to do, and he placed the key in Jessie’s jewelry box where it was easily accessible to both of them yet not easy to find by someone who didn’t know where to look.


They rested a while to eat Martha’s dinner and finally get around to calling Jessie’s parents and Clancy and the staff to tell them that they were indeed home, they were very busy, and they were alright, then they got back to work.  They had focused first on the clothes and the things they needed in their everyday lives, and they had finally gotten it all back where it belonged.  The clothes were back in the closets and drawers, the bathroom was restocked with their toiletries and back in working order, and the tools and items they’d taken to Boston with them were back where they belonged.  Kit also went through the laptops to transfer everything they’d done in Boston to the desktop, things like their articles, comic scripts, research, everything they’d done in Boston.  All the pictures and video they’d taken were also put on the desktop, some of it zipped up and sent to the office, the rest copied onto a DVD they’d take into the office on Monday.   After that, they got down to the business of deciding what to keep and what to replace with the things that they’d brought from Boston, which was what really took up most of their time.  They’d not realized just how much they’d brought home from Boston until they had to sort through it and find places to put it all.  Jessie’s shower gifts, the DVD collection, odds and ends they’d collected while up there, it all had to go somewhere, and it took until nearly 11:00 that night to figure it all out.


After they were all done, when the boxes had been broken down and set on the front porch for them to put in the community center for whenever someone needed a box, they flopped down on the couch in front of their new home theatre system--though absolutely nothing compared to the one in Stonebrook--and gave a great sigh of relief.


“Well, we’re all done, handsome fox,” Jessie said wearily.  “I think my back doesn’t like doing housework when I’m carrying so much weight down here,” she said with a chuckled, patting her belly.


“That’s why I’m doing the housework until you and Laura are two different furs,” he told her.


“I can still do my share of the chores!” she protested.


“You can, but you won’t.”


“Don’t go and get all protective on me now!”


“Now is the perfect time,” he said calmly.  “Doctor Mac told you to slow down, and you’re gonna slow down.  That reminds me, we didn’t call her and tell her the Tuesday appointment was a go.”


“We can do it tomorrow,” she said, sliding up to his side, tucking her legs under her sedately, and snuggling with him.  “I can’t believe we’re home, handsome fox.  Finally.  It feels so wonderful.”


“Tell me about it.  I miss Stan and the others a little bit, but nothing compares to this.  Nothing compares to home.  I’m just so glad that Laura will be born here, and not in Stonebrook.  This is where she belongs.”


“A true child of Texas,” Jessie giggled.  “Even though her parents sound nothing like a Texan.”


“I dunno, you’re starting to get that Texas drawl a little bit,” he told her, putting his arm around her.  “Much better than that cockneyed Ohio accent.”


“I don’t think you, mister bah in the cah, has any right to make fun of anyone else’s accent,” she declared.


“Hey, hey, hey, leave the true English alone!”


“That’s not true English.  I should know, I’m going to be an English teacher,” she said primly.  “You, sir, would get an F in my class!”


“Well, I think I’m just going to have to bribe the teacher in ways that would get you arrested for statutory rape if I were a real student,” he said, nuzzling her as she giggled.


“There won’t be any bribing and sweet-talking this teacher, mister,” she declared.  “Just wait til I tell Vil you failed English!”


“She’ll laugh in your face, because everyone knows that us Boston furs were here first, so we make the rules about what’s proper English,” he teased.


“The Vulpans weren’t on the Mayflower,” she retorted.


“Nope.  The Vulpans came to America in sixteen forty-two as part of the non-Puritan first wave of colonists, settled in Boston, and have been there ever since.  Of course, they own Boston now, but that’s beside the point.”


Jessie laughed.  “Well, I’ve never been more glad to take a city back and exchange it for a better one.”


Kit snorted, then burst out laughing at the idea of it.  “We should have got a refund,” he grinned down at her.


“And do what?  Go to McDonald’s?  We got the better deal.”


“I can’t argue with that,” he chuckled as he kissed her on her temple.  “About ready for bed, love?”


“In a bit.  I just want to sit here and cuddle for a while.”


“I think I can manage that,” he said, snuggling deeper into the couch with her and just being with her.  No TV, no radio, just the ticking of the grandfather clock and the wonderful sound of her breathing, and the soft warmth of her silky crème fur.


Jessie thought Kit was joking about taking over the house, but she found out very quickly that he was dead serious.


It actually annoyed her by dinnertime, because after a relatively easy day of hanging out around the house and going over to the community center for poker day, she came back and waddled into the kitchen, reaching for her apron to get back to the warm and comfortable surroundings of her own kitchen, her private domain, and found an invader already wearing the very apron for which she had been reaching.  “I can cook!” she protested indignantly.


“Mmm-hmm,” he said as he shook some salt into a pot of boiling water.  “Why don’t you get the big saucepan then?”


She moved to go to the island, where many of the more-used pans hung just over her head and within easy reach.  Jessie hung that saucepan directly across from the stove, as it was one of the ones she most often used, so she kept it within convenient reach.  It should have been hanging just over her head, within reach, but it was gone.  They were all gone, mysteriously, and she realized that Kit had put them all in the lower cabinets, where she would have to bend over to get them…and bending over was the one thing she couldn’t really do very well.


“Cheater!” she accused.


“Point.  Game.  Match,” he said calmly.  “Go knit or something.”


“Revenge is a dish best served cold!”


“So is beer,” he said, flicking his tail at her.  “Now shoo.”


She took great offense at the word shoo, so much so that she grabbed the hose from the sink, pulled it out, and called sweetly, “oh Kit, dear.”  When he looked over at her, she let him have it.  He spluttered when he got a face full of water, then retreated quickly away from her, getting out of range of her weapon.  He gave her a shocked look, then laughed despite himself as she calmly replaced the hose, turned, and waddled away.  “Since you’re doing all the housework, you can clean that up, too,” she said over her shoulder as she marched victoriously from the kitchen.


Jessie was utterly unrepentant at soaking her husband, and she ate dinner with a nearly disapproving aire, as if trying to find something wrong with his cooking to harp over.  But she had taught him well, perhaps too well for her own taste, and he provided a meal that was both nutritious and tasty.  However, she couldn’t be angry with him forever, especially not when he was just doing what he was doing because he loved her, and she offered something of a truce that night by sitting with him on the couch, sidling up to him, and putting her head on his shoulder.  He chuckled and put his arm around her.  “Going into work tomorrow?”


She nodded.  “I have a lot to do,” she answered.  “Talking with Jeffrey over the phone only goes so far, since he can’t show me the boards.”


“I know the feeling,” he grunted in reply.  “Having to describe faces and positions was getting old, especially since he won’t email unfinished strips.  He doesn’t want them getting out until they’re officially released.  How about that article?”


“It’s almost done.  It’ll be nice to be there when Rick edits it rather than trade drafts back and forth.”


“Welcome home, pretty kitty,” he chuckled.  “I almost can’t wait to go to the office tomorrow.  It’ll feel like my first day at work all over again.  I feel so out of the loop.”


“That’ll last about an hour,” she assured him.


“It won’t be all work, though.  I need to call up to Georgetown and see if they can take our plane for an inspection.   And I’ll call Alice and see if they’ll pull it into the hangar and have Tom go over it to make sure it’s safe to fly up there.  I’m sure they’ll do it for us.”


“They will,” she agreed.  “Are you going to keep working on that house idea?”


He nodded.  “Now that I’m home, it’ll be much easier to research it thoroughly and see how feasible it is.”


 “I think it’s a good idea,” she told him, “and I also think it’s a very good thing to do, helping furs who are in trouble through no fault of their own.  I know I’d be devastated if someone showed up and evicted us from our house.”


“Isn’t that the truth,” he agreed, nuzzling her lovingly.  “Just think, pretty kitty, we’re home.  And we’re all alone.  That means you can wander the house naked again.”


She laughed.  “Only in the safe upstairs areas,” she corrected.  “Besides, you can’t really see anything, I have too much baby in the way.”


“Well, I can always go by memory,” he said dryly, which made her glare shortly at him, then laugh ruefully.  “Besides, if Doctor Mac’s prediction is spot on, you only have thirteen more days of not seeing your feet, then you’re mine again.  All mine,” he said, brazenly patting the outside of her breast.


“I’ve always been yours,” she said lightly.  “I wonder how long it will be until we can make love again.”


“I’m patient, pretty kitty.  Until you’re totally recovered, I’ll be waiting for you.”


“You’d better.”


“Well, I could always go to the Top Hat,” he mused, then gasped and laughed when she slapped him on the stomach, just hard enough to sting.


“And if you do, you don’t want to come home,” she told him.


“You’d throw me out?” he gasped.


“In a heartbeat,” she answered calmly.


“Meanie.”


“But you love mean girls, or you wouldn’t have married one,” she countered.


He laughed.  “Point.”


“I just hope it won’t take long.”


“Oho, is my pretty kitty feeling a little frisky?”


“I just don’t want Laura to be an only child for long,” she answered.


“That’s a good reason,” he chuckled, snuggling a little more with her.


Jessie was right in that it took him only about 30 minutes to get back into the swing of things at work.


They were met with donuts and tea when they arrived at 9:00 on Monday morning, as they chatted and got back to a sense of normalcy with the gang, but then they went to their offices and got back to work.  Neither of them had stopped working when they went to Boston, but being back in the office made it feel like they were truly back at work.  Instead of passing articles, research, and scripts back and forth via email and direct transfers to the servers, having to pick up a phone to confer with the others over research, article subjects, scripts, or edits, they instead just walked to an office.  Kit had a long meeting with Rick first thing, as they went over the books and the projects and the plans for the future in detail, since Kit had over two months to catch up on as far as work went.  They went over the financial health of the magazine in great detail, which was surprisingly good despite the downturn in the economy and the more serious outlook among print media.  The expansion Kit had engineered when becoming a partner had more than paid off, and circulation was higher than ever.  Despite print being a dwindling media in the age when furs could surf the web on cell phones, Lone Star managed to keep high interest among a large block of age groups, from high schoolers all the way up to baby boomers.  A mixture of highly interesting weekly features, School Daze and Missy and Cutler, and excellent writing and investigative reporting kept readers coming back week after week.  Barry and Marty had made names for themselves in the realm of investigative reporting, and Lilly had truly come into her own as a staff writer.  Even Mike, whose writing was restricted mainly to technical issues, had a very successful article.


Kit wasn’t surprised, however, to find that Jessie’s articles were among the most popular, especially with femmes.  Jessie may be an English major, but she had a style of writing that was both highly understandable and extremely communicative, and her background as an English major gave her a vast vocabulary with which to work.  She could make someone feel something in her writing, able to convey mood and emotion with amazing clarity, and she had the rare gift of being able to describe an object, scene, or setting in minimal words yet convey the texture of the object or place in a way that made one feel like they were actually there.  Jessie wrote her comic strip and her weekly feature, which was Austin, life, and just general things that mattered to femmes, written by a femme.  Her pregnancy and her preparations for motherhood had been the focus of many of her articles over the last few months, and there were also quite a few articles about Boston, Stonebrook, and the staff as well.  Kit wasn’t the only one who had described their adventure in Boston through writing.  Kit had told his side of it, and Jessie had told hers.


Outside of the writing, things were still good for the magazine.  They raked in more royalties than ever as they sold rights to their articles and features to other publications, and the website was making a great deal more money than even Rick and Kit had expected through ad revenues and a few pay features.  School Daze was now officially a nationally syndicated comic, and Missy and Cutler had even begun to spread into Sunday comic sections throughout Texas, Oklahoma, and Louisiana, as papers who ran School Daze found an audience for the spin-off.  They had decided to lower their royalties a little more for the strip, and the result was they got even more papers to sign on…but they would go no lower.  An average strip earned $10 in royalties, but they were standing pat at $25 per week.  Despite the downturn in newspaper profits and circulation, papers couldn’t deny that the strip was worth $25, because in some cities, like Dallas, furs bought the paper just to read School Daze.  In addition to the royalty revenue, Jeffrey had designed several tee shirts and coffee mugs, and from the looks of the pre-orders that had started rolling in on Friday night, the idea of merchandising the comic was a huge success.  Jeffrey had offered four different tee shirts and three coffee mugs, and in just one weekend they had thousands of orders filed for them. They had contracted with a local silkscreener for the shirts, and a glass and crockery company down in San Antonio had agreed to do the coffee mugs for them.  And were those contractors happy they took the job, since they had 4,384 orders for tee shirts and 1,093 orders for coffee mugs, more than making it economically feasible to produce them.  Rick had wisely decided to order 1,000 of each tee shirt and 1,000 of each style of mug after seeing the initial orders, confident they’d sell the stock.  It was more than worth the $17,044.80 it cost them for the shirts and the $4,674.60 for the coffee mugs. That seemed like a big chunk of money, but given that they were buying the tee shirts at $4.02 per unit and coffee mugs at $1.47 per unit, and selling them at $10 per unit and $4 per unit, that was just pure profit after they deducted shipping costs out of it.  They got that good of a deal on them because, like in most things, buying in quantity resulted in a lower cost per unit, which would have been $6.28 per unit if they’d ordered 200 or less.  By ordering 1,000, they’d pushed the cost per unit way down, and that widened the profit margin provided they could sell out.  Processing the orders and shipping out the tee shirts was going to be a time-consuming process, so much so that Rick decided to hire a temporary office worker whose sole function would be to fill the orders.  Rick had space for the boxes and boxes of shirts and mugs on his ranch, and they had a large storage room in the office where they could keep a supply of them, so the temp’s job would be to mail out those tee shirts and mugs to their customers.  The first shipment of 200 of each shirt and 100 of each mug was due to arrive on Thursday, and one of the things Rick had to do was clean out his barn and get it ready to handle a four large boxes of tee shirts and coffee mugs.


Once Kit was confident their capital and cash flow were stable, they discussed their future plans, which expanded the meeting to include Savid, Barry, and Mike, who were the heads of the other major departments.  Now that Kit was back, Rick intended to expand the staff again, expand circulation, increase the pages of the magazine, and offer a few more features both in the magazine and on the website.  Rick intended to hire another researching assistant, two more writers, one more artist, one more computer fur, and definitely another office worker to take some of the strain off Denise and the interns.  Each of those hires would cut into their profit margin, the expansion of the magazine to 52 pages would cost more to produce, but a business that did not aggressively expand faced the possibility of failure.  Lone Star was hot, and they had to strike right now, while the magazine was popular.  They had to keep their readers and attract new ones, and that was done by offering more and more for them to read and experience if they bought an issue and still maintain their high quality of writing and features.  If they didn’t take advantage of the magazine’s success and popularity, they’d be shooting themselves in the foot in the long run.


They didn’t finish the meeting until lunchtime, so the entire gang went down to the Olive Garden and enjoyed a nice lunch, and got back to the office a little later than a standard lunch break.  After lunch, though, Kit settled back into his office and his routine, at least after setting up a maintenance appointment for the plane and having Alice pull it into the hangar to have the mechanics make sure it was safe to take to Georgetown.  She did that for him gladly, for it would take any one of the mechanics only five minutes to inspect the plane and ensure it was safe for the ten minute flight up to Georgetown.  By 2:30pm, Kit felt almost as if he’d never left Austin, for he was fully back into the routine of the office, and Pat was again spending almost as much time standing by his desk looking over his shoulder as they discussed a project as he did at his own desk out in the big room.


“I can’t tell ya how nice it is to talk to you face to face again,” Pat laughed as they discussed the requirements for a new project Lilly had put in their inbox, which dealt with a change to Austin’s bar zoning laws that would make it harder for new bars to open.  She wanted to do a piece investigating the impact of that law on the college social scene, and for that she needed the researchers to dig up some facts for her, mainly on how similar laws had affected other cities with similar college populations.


“A lot nicer than using the phone or Skype, isn’t it?” Kit laughed.


“I’m surprised Jessie’s been here all day,” he noted when they saw her through his open office door, heading for Jeffrey’s office across the way.  The two of them had been closeted up most of the time Kit and Rick were in their meeting, and she’d obviously not gotten everything settled with him if she was going back now.  “She must be due any day now.”


“In about two weeks,” Kit told him.  “Her mother is supposed to be here on Friday, but my sister’s mother-in-law’s going to be down here tomorrow.”


“Abby’s coming here?” he asked with a sudden grin.  “We met at the wedding,” he said quickly.


“They bought a vacation house down here just so they have somewhere to stay when visiting, as if they’ll ever visit after Jessie delivers,” he snorted.  “She said she’d be down tomorrow, and I think she’s bringing her sons, but I’m not entirely sure.  I’ll call tonight and ask.”


“Harry and Mike are coming too?” he asked with a sudden smile.  “I hope they bring Charlie!”


“You really mingled while you were there, didn’t you?” he asked with a chuckle.


“Sure did,” grinned in reply.  “I’ll get busy on this.  I’m pretty sure that Rick’s gonna keep you busy with other stuff the rest of the day.”


“I’m done with Rick for now,” Kit told him.  “But if you want it, I won’t argue.  I haven’t had a good chance to roam yet.”


“That’s another reason I’m taking it,” he chuckled as he filed out of the office.


He spent the rest of the day doing just that, more or less roaming around the office and chatting with everyone.  He’d talked to everyone in the office quite a bit while he was in Boston, but it wasn’t quite the same as padding into an office and gabbing, or hanging out at Elly’s desk, or teasing the interns as they went about their tasks.  He  more or less wasted the rest of the day, but since all his work for the day was more or less finished, it was his first day back, he was one of the owners, and everyone tended to do it which made it part of office culture, nobody really said much to him about it.


By 5:00, however, he was ready to go.  Jessie had been at the office all day, which was unusual for her, and besides they had something else to do.  Martha had brought Jessie’s van, and they had to take that home as well as go to the airport…which took a bit of maneuvering.  Kit followed Jessie home, then he got in her van and she took him to Bergstrom.  “See you in Georgetown, love,” she told him, kissing him.  “Don’t waste too much time jabbering with Alice.”


He laughed.  “I won’t, I promise,” he said as he climbed out of the van.  He went into Avia’s hangar and saw Mike and Alice near their plane, which was in one of the front maintenance spots, spent a few minutes saying hello, then Mike used the crawler to tow his plane out onto the tarmac.  Once out there, he gave the plane a thorough walk-around inspection to make sure there was no damage from it sitting at the tiedown for so long, then climbed in and performed the full preflight checklist, paying very close attention to everything as he worked his way down the checklist, listening, waiting, even smelling from time to time to make sure everything sounded and acted normally.  The Garmin seemed a touch sluggish as he worked through the onboard computer startup section of preflight, but that was from it sitting so long.  It spent nearly four minutes as the XM section of it negotiated with the servers to search for updates and do all those other computer things, but he let it do that on its own as he continued the preflight.  When it came time to start the engine, though, he had no problems.  It started right up on the first try, and it purred as smoothly and easily as he remembered.


Once he was done with preflight, he taxied out and quickly got back into the swing of flying.  It had been months since he’d been in the cockpit, but everything came back to him almost immediately as he fiddled with the Garmin to set it up for the very short flight to Georgetown, then negotiated with air traffic control as he entered the queue for takeoff from the short runway, 36 Right.  He’d be taking off due south and would have to swing around and head up to Georgetown, but that wasn’t a problem.


His caution seemed a bit silly once he got the plane in the air, for it was smooth and easy and felt just like it always did, responsive and effortless.  He was swept up in the momentary joy of flight as he executed a banking, climbing turn to head for Georgetown, using ground landmarks to navigate rather than bother to use his Garmin as he leveled off at 1000 feet for the short jump over the city, the minimum allowed altitude for flying over the city when not actively landing at Bergstrom, and he saw a gorgeous view of Lake Travis and the hill country out his left window, and the rolling low hills of the eastern ranchlands sprawled out from his right window.  He flew over I-35, and much to his amusement, he actually saw Jessie’s van as she left north Austin heading for the airfield.  He passed over her as he got clearance to land at Georgetown and lined up with the runway, and touched down smoothly and easily 12 minutes after taking off from Bergstrom.  He taxied over to Georgetown Cessna, which was the maintenance shop, and parked the plane at a tiedown just in front of their hangar.  A short ferret scurried out from the small hangar as he tied it off.  “This the Vulpan Cessna four hundred?” he asked.


Kit nodded.  “I have an appointment for nine tomorrow morning.  They said I could tie the plane down here today.”


“Surely surely,” he nodded.  “Just wanted to make sure it was you, that’s all.  We’ll take her in and do the inspection and two hundred hour maintenance first thing in the mornin’.  Should be done sometime Wednesday.  Since you’re here, we can get the paperwork out of the way.”


“Sounds good.”


Jessie arrived just as they finished up.  The mechanics would perform a thorough inspection of the plane, inside and out, and since it was close, they’d also do the preventive maintenance planes needed from time to time.  Cessna had a very rigid schedule of inspections of maintenance based on the number of hours flown, but Kit and the mechanics both agreed that since the plane had sat for so long, going ahead with the next maintenance was a good idea.  “When will it be done?” she asked.


“Sometime Wednesday, ma’am,” the mechanic answered.  “We’re gonna go ahead and do the two hundred hour scheduled maintenance on it while we have it in.”


“But it’s only got a hundred fifty hours on it since the last maintenance.”


“It’s also been sitting for two months without so much as being turned on,” Kit countered.  “And since they’ll have it open to do the inspection, it’s not much extra work for them to go ahead and do it now.”


“Ah.  That’s a good reason,” she nodded.  “I was thinking of taking a joyride tomorrow, but I can wait until Wednesday.”


“You’re a pilot, ma’am?” the mechanic asked.


“Yes I am,” she said with a smile.  “I love our plane so much, I learned to fly it myself!”


“Nice planes can do that,” he chuckled.


It turned out, though, that Jessie was indeed taking a plane ride that evening.  When they got home, Nick came over and finally upheld his promise to take Jessie up in his Beech King.  He too wanted to check his plane after being gone for a couple of months, but unlike Kit, he’d had it done there at Bergstrom, which had a Beech mechanic there that had towed his plane in and checked it over for him last week.  Kit and Sylvia ended up going along for the ride, sitting in the back seats as Nick explained the Beech to Jessie, almost a flying lesson, teaching her how it was different from the Crusader twin in which she’d earned her multi rating.  Kit was already rated on Beech Kings, but not one quite so new or nice.  This was a Beech King Air C90B, where he’d been flying the old steam gauge models.  Nick’s Beech had glass panel displays and a flight computer, a Collins suite which Kit had never used before, so he listened almost as intently as Jessie as Nick explained how his Collins differed from the Garmin.  Sylvia was both quiet and relaxed as Nick taxied them out, and they were airborne soon after.


They flew around for about an hour, and Kit found that Nick had made a good choice.  The King was a good plane, rugged and dependable, and these new Beeches were also a very smooth, comfortable ride, stable in the air, and looked to be very easy to fly.  Nick’s hold on the yoke was almost negligent, hinting that the controls were soft and responsive, a suspicion confirmed when Nick let Jessie take over from the right seat.  She had no trouble at all flying the plane, and hearing the questions she asked made him smile in pride at just how much of a pilot his pretty kitty had become.


When they got home, however, they got roped into helping Sam move.  She only had a few boxes of stuff, but Kevin got caught up at the firm and hadn’t come home yet, so Jessie and Kit helped her pack her things in the van and Jessie drove them back.  Sam already had keys and the alarm code, so she opened the door of her new townhouse and saw that within it was clean and neat, with new furniture, but almost no sense of style at all.  There were no curtains, just Venetian blinds, nothing in the walls, just a blank house that almost looked like a hotel room.


“He bought furniture, but not much else,” Jessie noted as she carried a box in behind Sam.


“Yeah, well, he’s been a little broke lately,” Sam answered.  “I guess you two know what it takes to furnish a place this big.”


“Sorta, since most of our furniture was gifted to us,” Jessie laughed.  “But I remember how much it cost Kit to furnish the old apartment.  I can imagine how much more it’d cost for one of the townhouses.”


“Yo, you guys need help?” Mickey called from the door.


“A few boxes left in my van, Mickey,” Jessie answered.


“No sweat, your work mule has arrived!”


With Mickey’s help, they got everything stacked in the living room in a matter of minutes, and visited with Sam for a few minutes before leaving her to the task of moving her things in and making the townhouse her home as much as Kevin’s.  Kit had no doubt that Sam would use the bare nature of the townhouse to stamp her style on it, which was already half hers, since Kevin had bought the furniture of which Sam approved.  He’d rented the townhouse fully knowing that he was renting their new home, and he made sure Sam was fully involved in its furnishing.


Lawyers were smart.  Good ones were, anyway…and Kevin was a good lawyer.


By dinner, it was like they’d never left.  Kit and Jessie both felt fully and completely home, and though Kit wasn’t letting Jessie do any chores, they both felt completely acclimated to being back where they belonged.


That was a relative feeling, however, for Boston and their time up there quickly intruded into their lives, in the arrival of Abigail Brighton.  She arrived without telling anyone when she was arriving, wanting to surprise them, and surprise them she did.  She did, however, get hold of Vil, who got her in touch with Nick, who sent Krichek to go pick her up and escort her around town.  Vil’s sending extra guards wasn’t just about Kit and Jessie.  She had originally hired Nick to act as a general security consultant and agent for all Vulpans and guests visiting Austin, and though there was more threat and more guards, they still fulfilled that other part of their duties of being available to guests.  Krichek drove Abigail to the office, where both Kit and Jessie were; Jessie had come in again that day to work on next week’s article and work with Jeffrey on a new tee shirt idea about Missy and Cutler.


That had led to an expansion of the crew by one.  Rather than hire a worker, Rick went through a temp agency he knew and trusted, and Lou Yetz was the result.  He was a small, willowy calico mouse, but he was a hard worker who understood the duties for which he’d been hired.  His first act that morning was to work with Mike and Kit, the resident IT guru and accountant, to set up an efficient yet simple system for filling orders and keeping track of everything.  That was ready by lunch, and after lunch, he started.  Tee shirts and coffee mugs were quickly packed and stacked, addressed by paw, and then a FedEx driver swung by at the end of the day to collect up four boxes worth of outgoing orders.  But Abigail interrupted that around 1:20pm, when she arrived without warning with Krichek in tow.  She hugged and kissed her way through the office, since she had met nearly everyone there, pausing only to be introduced to Lisa, Paula, and Lou.  “And why are you working, dove?” Abigail chided when she kissed Jessie in greeting.


“Well, I can sit around at home or sit at my desk here,” she winked in reply.


“At least here she isn’t tempted to do housework, which she’s forbidden from doing until she delivers,” Kit added as he hugged Abigail.  “When did you get in, Abby?”


“Just now,” she answered.  “Krichek here is going to take me to our new vacation house.  My staff is supposed to be there by now waiting for us.”


“Where are the boys?”


“Coming in later this week,” she answered.  “Winston has them on something of a world tour.  He’s promoted both of them to take over for Ken, so they’re going around meeting everyone they need to know to do their jobs.  I think they’re in Singapore right now.  But Charlie’s supposed to be flying in tomorrow.”


“I was hoping Charlie would come!” Pat said in excitement.


“You think he’d miss this?” Abigail smiled.  “He’s all but a Brighton by name, he’s been hanging around for so long.  Besides, he still hasn’t got a job since getting out of the Marines,” she laughed.  “He’s still going through his ‘I don’t want to work’ phase.  He’ll get over it soon.”


“I didn’t realize that Ken had a job like that,” Janet mused.


“He was a globetrotter, dove,” Abigail smiled.  “He’d be in London one day, Paris the next, Cape Town the next, Bombay the next, and so on.  But with him being married now, he doesn’t have the time to run all over the world, so Winston fired him.  He has a much more important job now…giving me a grandson!”


“What if it’s a girl?” Marty asked with a chuckle.


“Well, Jessie here is already providing the granddaughter, so Ken had best not disappoint us!”

“He might rebel and give Vil a daughter, you know,” Kit chuckled.


“Well, we could forgive him for that.  It’s not like he only has one chance,” she grinned.  “Now, I’m going to go take charge of our new house.  Krichek dear, time to go!”


“Da, Misses Brighton,” he said with a nod.  He glanced at Janet and chattered at her in Russian, and Janet laughed and answered.


“I didn’t know you speak Russian, dove,” Abigail laughed.


“I’d better or I wouldn’t be able to talk to half my family,” Janet smiled in reply.  “I’m the true daughter of immigrants, Misses Abby.”


“I’ll see you two tomorrow, duckies,” Abigail told them.


“Why not tonight?  Want to have dinner?” Kit asked.


“Not if you’re cooking,” she answered with a light smile, which made him laugh.


In actuality, Abigail wanted that evening to get their vacation house set up and meet her new staff.  She had four workers at the house; a butler/chauffer, a cook, a maid, and a groundskeeper/general handymale…though in a house that size, those were just titles.  All the staff would do whatever was needed.  Kit had seen pictures of the house, and it was what Kit would consider to be very large and luxurious, but to someone as rich as the Brightons, it would be “small and cozy.”  While Kit and Jessie spent the evening getting the nursery completely ready and training themselves in the mysteries of car seats and diaper tables, Abigail was getting the vacation house prepared for the Brightons to arrive to inhabit it.


Wednesday, Jessie stayed home with Sylvia keeping her company while Kit went to work, and now that he had most of his work fully caught up, he was free to pursue some other matters.  After the morning meeting with Rick and ensuring that the issue was ready, he delved into his real estate idea.  He spent most of the day researching the feasibility of the idea by making some calls, searching through records of properties that were in danger of foreclosure, and studying the families that lived within those houses.  He found what he considered to be his test case, one Juan Ortiz, naturalized American citizen from Guatemala, who had a wife and two children.  Juan had worked at an auto dealership as a service writer until the dealership closed, and it took him four months to get another job; he was now working at Baxter Ford as a service writer.  But those four months of unemployment had been crushing because his wife had been on maternity leave for the first month, and then forewent the rest of her leave to return to her job at Wal-Mart.  Juan had had an exemplary credit history up until he got laid off, and his financial troubles weren’t really his fault.  He was three months behind on his mortgage and was saddled with credit card debt incurred trying to keep his family treading water during his unemployment.


Their house was exactly the kind of property he envisioned when he got this idea.  It was a very modest three bedroom in south Austin, down near 71 and only about two miles from the church where Sam and Kevin were going to marry.  It sat on a .45 acre lot, which was quite small, and the house looked absolutely normal.  A house like that was going for $85,000-$140,000 or so before the housing crash, but the three other houses for sale in that neighborhood were on the lists in a range from $52,500-$94,000, the average of which was almost half of what they’d been going for just a year ago…which was because there were two foreclosed houses in the immediate neighborhood, which drove down the value of the surrounding property.  The house, when he drove by, looked well-worn but also maintained, with a very small fenced-in yard in the front where a little collie puppy ran back and forth playing with a frisbee by itself, the idyllic “lower middle class” modified ranch style house with a garage.  At auction, a house like that would, if it followed the statistical trend, go for about $45,000.  Given that the house was easily worth $45,000, Kit talked to a couple of bankers in town and found that getting a $45,000 mortgage would be easy for him, because he had rock-solid credit and strong collateral.  When he talked to his own bank about mortgages, they almost laughed.  They had absolutely no doubt it would be paid back, and the loan officer offered him a rate of 3.25%.  The current going rate was 5.25%, but the name Vulpan was worth shaving some percentage off that number.  The bank had no qualms about giving Kit a very generous rate, because his family had $6.73 billion when the entire family was taken together.  Both because he was a Vulpan and he had some $162,756 in his bank accounts at that moment, and because the bank would not want to anger his family, they were more than willing to give him a rate far below what others would receive.


Just another way the rich profited from being rich.


Insurance wasn’t as bad as he thought.  The house wasn’t in a flood-prone area, so he wouldn’t have to buy flood insurance, which was a good thing.  For the house insurance, buying a policy that basically only covered fire and unintentional damage, such as storm damage, and only having to insure for $45,000, he’d only have to pay $47 a month given where the house was and the kind of policy he intended to take out.  That wouldn’t add much to the base rent at all.


Adding it all together, mortgage, insurance, putting back a little each month towards annual taxes and repairs, and adding $60 to guarantee a profit, Kit came to a final rent of $350 a month.


Comparing that final rent total to the Ortiz family’s annual income, Kit found that the deal would be quite workable for them.  It would reduce their house payment by $550 given that their mortgage was currently underwater in relation to the value of the house, and that reduced payment was more than within the financial constraints of the family.  They had a lot of credit card debt to pay down, but the rent they would pay to Kit would be cheaper than rent they’d have to pay on a house or apartment large enough to house the family.  So long as Juan didn’t lose his job, it was definitely doable.


Talking with Kevin over the legal ramifications of it, however, considerably changed his plan.  Kit went to his firm and the two of them sat at his desk, which was still a cubicle near one corner of the main office area, within easy sight of Delores Kittimer’s door.  Kevin hadn’t yet earned an office of his own, but that wouldn’t take long given that he was one of their best rookie lawyers.  Kevin listened to the entire idea, read over the conditions of the lease agreement that Kit had brought him, then leaned back in his chair.  “Legally, it’s pretty safe,” he declared.  “It would all come down to the lease agreement, which I could write for you in about ten minutes given you’ve laid everything out in this word file.  But why risk buying at auction?  I suggest you go straight to the bank and offer them what you think you’d pay at auction as a short sale.  Given the bank wouldn’t have to pay the costs of foreclosure, odds are they’d jump on it.”


“A short sale, eh?” Kit mused, putting his elbows on the desk.  “I hadn’t considered that.”


“Didn’t you research it?”


“Of course I did, but I thought I could get a cheaper price at auction.”


“I think you could easily get what you intend to pay at auction if you approach the bank directly.  Banks never want to foreclose, and if they can get as much from a short sale as they can from an auction, they’ll take the short sale. They recover more that way since they don’t have to pay to foreclose.”


“Hmm.  I think that’s a good idea.”


“I’ll draw up a legal lease agreement while you go threaten the bank,” Kevin grinned.  “I’ll make it more or less ironclad, but also with a couple of logical outs for both sides.  You’re sure you want to lock in the rent?”


He nodded.  “I want the only way it can raise is as a flat percentage based on increase in annual taxes.  The idea isn’t to make money off one house, it’s to make money off a series of them, and an ironclad rent that can’t be raised on a whim is a solid indicator to the renter that I’m serious about it.”


“Ah, got it.  I’ll go talk to Rogers, he’s our resident real estate law expert, and make sure your conditions are legal.  If they are, this lease will protect both you and the renter.”


“The best kind.”


“Should be done by the end of the day.  I’ll swing by and drop it off at your house after work.”


“Well, that’ll be easy now given you live four doors down,” Kit chuckled.  “How’s it with Sam?”


“Much better than I thought it would, even if my bathroom is suddenly inundated with bottles.”


After talking to Kevin, Kit went to the bank holding the mortgage and had a little talk with them.  They were a little surprised by Kit’s interest in the house, and as he expected, they initially turned down his offer to buy the house at what he thought was a fair price.  That, however, was simply how banks worked, and he knew it.  They would try to sell the house for the most possible, to recoup as much as possible.  Kit, however, was a Vulpan, and he knew how to haggle.  They went back and forth over the price of the house for an hour, and Kit set a price lower than his original auction estimate and told them they could buy it from him now, or they could foreclose and get the same amount when he bought it at auction.  Either way, they’d get the same amount of money, but the difference was they’d pay more to foreclose on the house, and therefore get less profit, then they would if they simply executed a short sale.


An hour after he left the bank, they called him back, and reluctantly agreed.  They would sell him the house at $42,500 as a short sale.


So, on his side, the idea was feasible and workable.  It would come down to the Ortizes to find out if it would fly, because the other half of the plan was to have the prior owners sign a lease to live in the house.  Kit wouldn’t go through with the sale unless he had an agreement from the occupants.


Coming close to closing time, Kit picked up the phone and made the initial contact.  “Service, this is Juan, may I help you?” Juan Ortiz called in his Spanish accent, but he spoke excellent English.


“Hello, Mister Ortiz, my name is Kit Vulpan.  I know that this is coming right out of the blue, but I wanted to talk to you about your house.”


“Are you from the bank?” he asked immediately.


“No, I’m what you might call an independent entrepreneur,” he answered.  “I wanted to talk to you about a plan that would let you stay in your house and convert from an owner to a renter.”


“What do you mean?”


“It’s a little difficult to explain over the phone, and you’d probably think I was a scam artist regardless,” he chuckled.  “So, how about you come by my work after you get off and listen to what I have to say?”


“Well, give me the basics so I know whether to show up,” he countered.


“What I was of a mind to do was to buy your house, then turn around and rent it to you at a reduced rent,” he said.  “If it works right, you don’t have to move out, and it would cut down your monthly payment quite a bit.”


“That sounds…weird,” he said after a moment.


“It’s simple, actually, but I’d like to talk to you about it face to face.  Show you exactly what I have in mind.”


“I, I think I can do that.  I’m off in a half hour for lunch, how about then?”


“That’s fine.  I work at Lone Star magazine, our office is on third and Congress.”


“You’re that Kit Vulpan?  I read your magazine!” he said with a sudden laugh.


“Yeah, that’s me,” he chuckled.  “So, at least now you know I’m not a con male.  Swing by our office on your lunch break and I’ll show you what I’m working on, and we’ll see if it’s workable.”


“Si, yes, I’ll be there!”


Juan Ortiz was punctual, showing up exactly thirty minutes later.  He was a gespato, which was a term for Spanish wolf mixed breeds that were quite common through Latin America, the result of Spanish settlers and Conquistadors taking native wives.  Juan was part wolf and part feline of some kind, and he had a wolf’s muzzle but had cat ears and spotted and banded fur that was actually quite attractive.  He shook Kit’s paw when he arrived in his office, and with Kevin right there to listen in to make sure what they talked about wasn’t illegal, and also with the lease agreement in paw, Kit explained his plan in detail to Juan, stressing that the agreement included signing a lease.  “The bank is going to sell me the house for forty two-five, which is about what they’d get for it at auction.  After I convert that into a thirty year mortgage, you’d be paying three hundred fifty a month in rent.  That rent would be enough to cover mortgage, taxes, and put a little extra back each month for big repairs, but you’d handle small repairs yourself.  When it’s something big, we’d work together to get it done.”


“Only three hundred fifty?” he asked in surprise.


“A thirty year fixed for forty or so thousand averages out to about a hundred twenty a month,” Kit told him.  “But there’s also annual taxes, insurance, putting money back for repairs, and let’s face it, I do have the right to earn a small profit from the deal.  I’m not doing this entirely for charity, Mister Ortiz.  But as you can see, my profit will be very small out of this agreement, sixty dollars a month.  And I don’t think you’re going to find anything in Austin big enough for your family for three hundred fifty a month.”


“You’re right about that.  Seven hundred was the cheapest I could find, and that was a rathole.”


“We’ve already drawn up a lease,” Kevin told him.  “We’ll let you take it home and read it.”


“What does it say in general?” he asked.


“Mainly, it’s simply an agreement that you don’t move out two months from now.  Kit’s putting his own money on the line, so the lease agreement is initially for five years, with options to extend.  The rent is a flat percentage over the mortgage and the annual taxes, and it can only change if the government changes the tax rate.  So, you’re locked into the lease, but you’re also guaranteed that the rent won’t increase, and you’d pay less rent than you would if you moved out of the house and rented an apartment.  It states that you’re responsible for small repairs of up to five hundred dollars and also non-necessary remodeling, you split the cost with Kit of necessary repairs over five hundred.  There is a clause, though, that states that the rent can increase if excessive repairs have to be made, to cover the cost of those repairs.  But the rent returns to its base after that’s paid back.”


“That’s a strange clause.”


“It’s to prevent a tenant from getting the bright idea that one way to get Kit to help pay for non-necessary remodeling of the house is to knock holes in the walls and make a claim for it,” Kevin answered.  “Basically, the lease more or less states that though Kit will own the house, you’ll be responsible for its upkeep up to a certain point.  Kit will help pay for big repairs because you may not have the money to afford it, but little things are your responsibility.  There’s also an option in the lease that basically allows you to rent to own,” he finished.  “You get credit for mortgage payments Kit makes from the rent you pay him, and after five years, you have the option to buy the house from Kit by paying what’s left owed on the house, or sign a new lease to continue the agreement.”


“But my credit will be ruined.”


“Not as ruined as you think,” Kit told him. “By selling the house to me, you avoid the foreclosure.  That won’t hit your credit.  Pay off your other debts, and you should have solid credit by the end of the lease, and could probably buy the house back from me.”


Ortiz’s eyes lit up, and he leaned back in his chair, nodding.  “I’d like to read the lease.”


“Here you go,” Kit told him.  “Read it over, talk about it with your wife, heck, talk to a lawyer if you want to, then call me,” he said, taking one of his cards and passing it to the wolf-looking mixed breed.  “I don’t want you agreeing unless you feel absolutely sure it’s what you want to do.”


After printing out the lease, Ortiz said his goodbyes hastily and rushed from the office.  Kit glanced at Kevin, who only chuckled.  “He’d be an idiot not to agree,” Kevin told him.  “He won’t get three hundred fifty a month anywhere in Austin.  That’s half what he’d pay in rent.”


“Probably.”


Charlie arrived more or less as they finished up at the office, storming into the office all chatty and happy, shaking paws, making all kinds of suggestive, flirtatious comments to every unmarried femme in the office—which was every femme but Jessie—and making his presence known. Charlie had made friends of just about everyone while at the wedding, and he roamed the office, delaying everyone going home, then stormed out as quickly as he’d arrived.  “Gotta go see Abby and settle in at the vacation house, then I’m meeting Sheila, she’s taking me clubbing!  Said something about a club called the Top Hat.”


Kit and Jessie exploded into laughter.  “She’s taking his innocence right off the bat,” Jessie snickered.


“Look who’s talking,” Kit teased.


“This proves I’m not innocent anymore,” she countered, pointing down.


“And if I took you to the Top Hat, all your cheek fur would fall out,” he noted.  “You just think you’re not innocent because you’re married.  You are still the vestal virgin in some ways.  And I like you just the way you are.”


She kissed him on the muzzle.  “Well, what more does a girl need?”


“Oh, a thirty-eight D chest, maybe an inch longer legs, a practicing contortionist, and a totally depraved mindset that’ll make her try anything,” he said casually, which earned him a swat.  “What, you asked!”


“There are some questions that have no right answer, buster,” she told him.


“Don’t I know it,” he sighed, then laughed as she swatted him again.  “At least I can make due with you!” he added as he backed away from her.


“Make due?  Make due?” she protested, and Kit ran for his office.  The gang laughed as Jessie waddled after him, and he made it to his office and shut and locked the door.  “Rick, get me my purse!” she called.  “He forgets I have a key to that office!”


“Bring it on, you fangless weenie!” Kit shouted through the door.


“Such a brave male when he’s hiding!” she called back.


The gang decided to watch this bit of entertainment, as Marty brought Jessie her purse, and they exploded into laughter when she rolled up a newspaper and advanced on the door.  She unlocked it and pushed the door open, then squeaked in surprise when Kit grabbed hold of her and pulled her into an embrace, then kissed her with enough passion to make her drop the newspaper and clutch onto him for dear life, one of her feet rising up and bumping into her tail.


“That’s one way to get out of a punishment,” Mike laughed.


“The only way,” Janet added.


Kit didn’t have long to wait to hear back from Juan.  He called back while he was cooking dinner, and Jessie brought the phone in.  “Handsome fox, it’s someone named Juan.  Is that the guy?”


“That’s him,” he nodded, putting down the wooden spoon he’d been using to stir browning ground beef and taking the phone.  “This is Kit.”


“Hello, Mister Vulpan.  I talked it over with my wife, and we’ll take your deal.”


“Well, that’s good to hear, Mister Ortiz.”


“We already signed the lease,” he laughed.  “I can bring it back to you.  I’m about to test drive a customer’s car to make sure of the repairs, but I can swing by wherever you are and drop it off.”


“That’s fine with me.  I live in Westwood.  Sixteen forty-two Guadelupe.  If you’re facing the pool, the second townhouse past the gate, on the right.”


“That’s not far from the dealership,” he mused.  “I should be over in about fifteen minutes.”


“Good, you can meet my wife,” he said with a chuckle as he slapped Jessie’s paw away from the spoon.


Juan was anything if not punctual.  Almost exactly fifteen minutes later, the doorbell rang.  Jessie answered it and invited him as he mixed the sauce with the ground beef and dug the other ingredients out of the refrigerator, which he’d cut up the night before.  “Tacos are ready!” Kit shouted as he put the bowls on a platter and started carrying it towards the dining room.  He met Jessie and Juan in the dining room, as Jessie giggled and thanked Juan for his congratulations for the impending birth of their daughter.  “My wife delivered just four months ago,” he added.  “A week after I lost my job at Turnpike, when it closed down.  That was very stressful,” he said.


“I can imagine.  A baby on the way, your wife can’t work, and you lose your job.  It sounds terrible!”


“Well, thanks to the generosity of you and your husband, Misses Vulpan, I think we can get back on our feet,” he said with sincere gratitude.


“My handsome fox always says the best kind of deal is the one that benefits both sides,” she answered as he set the platter down.  “You get to keep your house, and we earn a little money we intend to put back for little Laura’s education,” she said, patting her stomach with a smile.


“Si, yes, it is,” he nodded.  “Here’s the lease, Mister Vulpan,” he said, offering a manila folder.  “My wife and I both signed it.  She came to work to do it,” he laughed.


“Well, tomorrow, I’ll call you bank and get things moving,” he answered.  “Odds are, I’ll close on it by the end of the week.”


“That fast?”


“I have certain advantages, Mister Ortiz.  I’ll write them a check.  That clears up a lot of the red tape that slows things down.”


Juan laughed.  “I can imagine!” he said.  “But you said you’re getting a mortgage?”


Kit nodded. “I only have so much cash, Juan.  I buy the house with cash, then mortgage it for exactly what I paid for it.  I get the cash back, which I can use to buy another house.  That’s how it works in real estate.  With just a little capital, I can buy a whole lot of property, so long as I can get banks to offer mortgages, and pay those mortgages.”


“Ahh,  si, I get it,” he nodded.  “So we shouldn’t pay our mortgage payments?”


“Forget them,” he said immediately.  “As you saw in the lease agreement, your rent won’t be due until the fifth of the month, and the rent won’t start until after I get the mortgage on the house from my own bank.  So you should look at starting to pay rent in November.”


“You mean we live in the house for a month for free?”


“More or less,” Kit shrugged.  “I think you could use that month to sit down and look over your other debts and work out a payment plan.  And remember, your first month’s rent is actually you paying your security deposit.  The rent you pay from the month after the first are the ones that will count towards the mortgage.”


“I’ll remember,” he answered with a nod.


“Would you like a taco, Mister Ortiz?” Jessie asked.


He laughed.  “Si, I gave up my lunch to talk to your husband, Misses Vulpan.  If you’re offering, I would very much like a taco.  But since I’m in a customer’s car and I should be on the road right now test driving it, excuse me if I don’t stay.  I can always take it back with me and eat it at work.”


“Mean fox, making him go without food,” Jessie accused.  “I’ll make you up a plate, Mister Ortiz.”


“Oh, here,” Kit said, taking out his wallet.  “I’ll give you my card, it has my work number on it.”  He fished out a pen from his portfolio and scribbled on the back.  “The number on the back is my personal cell phone and home phone.  That way you can get in touch with me.”


“I’ll give you our home phone number as well.  I take it I just bring the rent by?”


“Or mail it, whatever works best for you,” he answered.  “I’ll call you and keep you up to speed on what’s going on.  I’m sure you’d like to know.”


“Oh yes, please,” he affirmed.


The door in the living room banged open from the sound of it.  “Hey cousin!” Sheila boomed.  “Where are you?”


“Well, you get to meet Sheila before you go,” Kit chuckled.  “Dining room!” he called back.  When she arrived, Kit saw that she was dressed to kill and ready to go clubbing, wearing a glorified bikini top and a pair of shorts, that showed off most of her lithe form.  “Juan, this is my cousin Sheila.  Sheila, this is Juan Ortiz.  I just bought his house.”


“Ah, your real estate plan, eh?  Well, nice to meet ya,” she smiled, shaking his paw.  “I feel sorry for you, being in the thrall of my cousin.  He’s a bastard.”


“Sheila!” Kit barked, to which she laughed.


“He may be so, but the lease agreement I signed definitely was not,” Juan answered.


Sheila laughed.  “Oooh, tacos!  Hope you made enough for one more!”


“Aren’t you going out with Charlie?”


“Of course, but a femme needs her energy for what we’re doing tonight,” she purred in a predatory manner.  “I warned him to eat before we leave, there’s no restaurant there.”


“True.”


Jessie returned, and Juan was politely quiet as Sheila and Jessie bantered a little, as she made Juan a couple of tacos and put them in a disposable Ziploc container, one of the cheap plastic ones.  “Here you go, Mister Ortiz,” she smiled.  “Just be careful.  Kit cooked, so I can’t promise you won’t get sick.”


“Ya, ya, ya, you’re just jealous because I won’t let you cook,” Kit countered, which made Sheila laugh and Juan smile.  “Just for that, the next meal gets doused with stuff off the top spice rack.  Liberally.”


“You’re the one that has to live with it if you make me sick, buster,” she countered.  “I’ll throw up on the carpet and watch you clean it up.”


“I think she’s got you on this one, cousin,” Sheila grinned.


“Oh, make your taco and scram,” he told her shortly.


“I do need to go.  Thank you for the dinner, Mister Vulpan, Misses Vulpan, and thank you very, very much for calling me out of the blue today.  I thought we were going to be thrown out of our house for sure, but then you show up like a guardian angel.  I can’t thank you enough.”


“Just make sure you pay your rent on time,” Kit chuckled.


Juan shook their paws, then nodded to them and let Jessie walk him to the door.  “So, did you rape him?” Sheila asked.


“Nowhere near,” he answered.  “I’ll make about sixty dollars a month off the deal I made with him.”


“That’s it?”


“Yes, that’s it.  But Juan’s won’t be the only house I buy.  I may only make a little money, but after I buy about twenty houses, do the math.”


“Oh.  Ohhhhhhh,” she said, her eyes widening.  “Hell yeah, cousin!  As long as you can make them pay their rents, you’ll make a killing!”


“The beauty of it is, as long as I’m very careful about which houses I buy and the furs that live in them, it’s guaranteed money.  Even if a tenant ends up violating the lease or moves out, I still bought that house for far less than market value, and I can rent it out much more cheaply than anyone else.”


“But that’s a lot of legal mess, dealing with real estate.  My mom had a few rental properties, but it was such a headache she sold everything and got out of the business.”


“That’s why I have Kevin and the law firm.  They have a couple of real estate lawyers,” he answered.  “And once I have about ten houses, I’m going to organize things a little.  Lupe’s already signed on to have his handymales go out and do service calls on the houses for far cheaper than I’d get through a contractor, and me and him are talking about turning the idea into a real estate company.  He was talking about working on finding the right kinds of houses out of his office in his spare time.  Lupe has a lot of spare time on his paws even with the complex, and he really knows the real estate business.”


“He should, he’s in it, in a way,” Sheila chuckled.  “And that’s not a bad idea.  Maybe I should buy in,” she mused.  “We could start the Vulpan Real Estate Company.”


“Sixty dollars profit per unit isn’t much.”


“But after we own five hundred houses, it’ll split nicely,” she countered.  “And my money would go to good use, helping furs down on their luck because of the recession keep from getting kicked out of their houses.”


“What is this?  Sheila showing she has a heart?” Kit teased.


“Yeah, it’s right under this,” she retorted, grabbing her left breast crudely.


“Make your taco,” Kit commanded.


Abigail was everything he expected her to be.  She was affable, charming, kind, sincere, and maybe just a touch nosy, but she had a good heart and sunny disposition.  And he knew that she would drive his family insane.  She intended to go to Boston after Jessie delivered and get to know the in-laws, and Kit was certain now that Abigail would upend the Vulpans in the worst way, for she acted nothing like Vulpans did…and since she was old money, they couldn’t even snub her for not knowing the rules.


But for Kit, she was a delightful femme that he enjoyed having down in Austin.  She threw a dinner party the day after Charlie arrived at her vacation house, now that she had it all settled in, and she invited not just Kit and Jessie, but all their friends, the guys from work, just about everyone that had come to the welcome-home party they threw when they got back from Boston.  Abigail was intrigued by the tradition of the Texas barbecue, and her house had a very large and almost sinfully luxuriant barbecue pit near the pool, so they had a nice afternoon cookout.  Jessie was still the absolute center of attention, and that just made Kit happy, for she deserved every bit of it.  There were a few amusing things to watch, though, like the deer-in-the-headlights look Charlie had.  Sheila had introduced Charlie to a level of sin and debauchery he probably hadn’t known existed, and he looked a little scattered even nearly a day after she took him to the Top Hat.  Sheila wore a smug little smile, and Charlie almost flinched every time she draped her arm over him.  Charlie had had a taste of the infamous Vulpan girls up in Boston--probably literally--and Sheila had proved to him that the Vulpan Party Pack really was like that.


They had a very good time over at Abigail’s, and were maybe a little late getting home given that they had to go pick up Hannah at the airport in the morning.  Jessie’s back was hurting, so Kit gave her a long, gentle backrub and then sent her off to the bathroom to take a hot bath.  Kit had some writing to do, so he retired to the den to get it done, working on an article that would be in the issue two weeks from today, dealing with how it felt to be an impending father, the feeling of responsibility and all the new worries, and a humorous little anecdote about how he and Jessie had had trouble putting the crib together, and various other little mysteries that had entered their lives now that they were about to be parents.  He got most of the article written, then glanced at the clock and realized it was nearly ten.  Hannah was set to come in around nine, flying in on the Brighton’s private jet that Abigail had sent up for her.  Jessie had set up the guest room for her mother that morning, so at least that was ready to go.


“Kit,” Jessie called from the living room.  “Kit.  Kit!”


“I’m in the den, love!” he called.


“Well, get in here!” she called.  “And call Doctor Mac!”


“What?  Why?”


“Because my water just broke!” she answered.


He knocked the chair over in his rush to get into the living room.  Jessie was wearing a bathrobe, and had both paws on her stomach as she stood, her face just a touch concerned.  “Are you alright?” he asked urgently.


“I will be in a second, I think I just had a labor pain,” she answered.  “My water broke as I was drying off,” she told him.  “Call Doctor Mac, love.”


He snatched up his phone from the shelf and used speed dial to get in touch with her.  “Jessie’s water just broke, Doc!” he called as soon as she answered the phone.


“Good!” she said brightly.  “Earlier than I expected, but good!  Put her on so I can talk to her while you go get her suitcase, Kit.”


He did just that, giving Jessie the phone and rushing upstairs.  They had a suitcase packed for Jessie holding everything she’d need for her trip to the hospital, and hurried downstairs with it.  “Just a little, but not much,” Jessie’s voice reached him.  “No.  At least I didn’t ruin any clothes, I was drying off from a bath when it broke,” she said with a laugh, then winced slightly.  “Okay, now I’m feeling a little something,” she announced.  “I thought I wasn’t supposed to start feeling real labor pains for a while after my water broke.  Oh, okay.”  She pushed the phone at Kit.  “She wants you.”


“Yeah, doc?” he asked into the phone.


“It’s the real deal,” she answered.  “Jessie has a little time before she goes into full labor, so take her upstairs, help her put something on other than a robe, then take her to the hospital.  I’ll call ahead so they’re waiting for you, and I’ll be down in just a bit, alright?”


“Okay, Doc.  How long til she goes into labor?”


“It’s not a set time, but from the sound of what she told me, she has enough time to get dressed.”


“Alright.  See you there, Doc.”


Kit was both wildly excited and very concerned as he helped Jessie go back upstairs, taking each step one at a time, then all but literally dressed her himself.  Jessie looked to be in a little discomfort, but no outright labor pain as he helped her into a pair of stretch pants and a tee shirt, and for some strange reason, she insisted on wearing a bra.  Kit put a paw on her belly and literally felt Laura moving around in there.  “Yeah, I know,” Jessie said with a weak chuckle.  “Alright, handsome fox, let’s get going.”  She winced again.  “I think we should really be on our way, love.  That wasn’t just a back spasm.”


He helped her down the stairs as quickly and carefully as he could, then grabbed the suitcase and helped her out the door.  He helped her over and into the passenger seat of her van, then hurried around and got in.  He backed out with one paw while his phone was in the other, after quickly dialing Vil.  “Sis,” he called.


“It’s a little late, bro, what’s going on?”


“Jessie just went into labor,” he announced.


“So soon?  Oh, hell!  Ken!  We gotta get to Austin now!” she boomed, clearly not meaning to shout into the phone.  “I’ll call John and Hannah, bro.  Abby said she was sending a plane up for Hannah, right?  Is it already there?”


“I have no idea.”


“I’ll call her and find out,” she declared.  “You just get Jessie to the hospital, I’ll call out the cavalry.”


He chuckled.  “Sure thing, sis.  Want to talk to Jessie?”


“Sure!”


He gave Jessie the phone as he pulled out onto Guadelupe, then fished Jessie’s phone out of her purse while Jessie talked to Vil.  “Nick,” he said when the wolf answered the phone.


“Yeah, mate?”


“I’m taking Jessie to the hospital, she’s going into labor,” he said.  “We’re already on our way.”


“Oi, so soon?” he asked in surprise.  “No worries, I’ll spread the word, and I’ll have Sylvie there as soon as she can make it!”


“Okay.  Excuse me if I cut this short, I do not want to drive and talk on the phone right now.”


“No worries, hang up and get that femme of yours to the hospital!”  And to reinforce the order, Nick hung up.


Kit drove like a little old lady, but also with a certain urgency.  He was the epitomy of a defensive driver, keeping well away from everyone else, as Jessie continued to chat with Vil, mainly Vil keeping her distracted, as they made the three mile trip from the house to Austin General.  Doctor Mac was literally as good as her word, for an raccoon orderly bustled out as soon as Kit pulled up to the emergency room door, pushing a wheelchair before him.  Nick’s Expedition screeched to a halt behind the van, and Sylvia, Krichek, and Barnett boiled out of it before Nick pulled out to go park his truck.  “Here you are, Misses Vulpan,” the orderly said as Jessie transferred from the van to the wheelchair.  “Doctor MacNair is already on her way, and we have a room waiting.  We’ll just roll you past the admission desk and let your husband take care of the paperwork.”


“I will park van, Kit,” Krichek told him, holding his paw out for the keys.  “Go!”


Kit nodded gratefully as he gave Krichek the keys, then rushed in with Jessie with Barnett and Sylvia behind him, Sylvia holding Jessie’s suitcase.  Kit was held up at the admissions desk as he more or less signed Jessie in.  They’d already made the arrangements to have the baby here, so all the big information for which Jessie would need to be there was already done, so all Kit really had to do was sign a couple of papers and then move on.  Jessie already had a room literally just down the hall from the delivery room, a short wheelchair trip from the admission desk and to the elevator.  Austin General’s maternity ward was on the fourth floor, the biggest in Austin and one of the best in Texas, and Kit was ushered into the room in time to see two nurses, a bobcat and a young sable, helping Jessie undress, a hospital gown waiting for her.  Kit quickly opened the suitcase and made sure everything was in it, but almost immediately he realized that they hadn’t packed the cameras into it yet.  They hadn’t expected to be doing this for another ten days!


Easily solved.  As one paw put Jessie’s things away in the dresser provided in the room, he called Lupe.  “Lupe, get up,” Kit called.


“Brah, what you calling so late for?” he asked.


“Jessie’s water broke, she’ll be going into labor any minute,” he declared.


“Already?  It’s too soon!”


“Tell that to Laura,” Kit chuckled.  “Listen, I need you to get my camera and video camera and bring them to the hospital.  I hadn’t packed them yet, and I didn’t have time to think about it.”


“Sure, brah, sure!  They still in the den?”


“Yeah, in the shelf right by the computer desk.  The spare batteries are on the charger on the bottom shelf, and there’s a little pack of cards right by the cases.”


“No prob, brah.  What room she in?”


“Four twelve,” he answered.  “If we’re not in the room, then Jessie’s delivering, so just wait in the waiting room.”


“Sure, sure!  I’ll warn Dan and the others before I head out.”


“Don’t wait too long, I’d like to be able to take some pictures!”


“No sweat, I’ll do it the mean way.”


Doctor Mac strolled into the room, wearing green scrubs and with a stethoscope hung over her shoulders casually.  “I see you made it,” she chuckled.  “You two, go wait in the waiting room,“ she commanded Sylvia and Barnett.  “Lay down, Jessie,” she ordered as the two guards filed out, a bit sullenly, grabbing the stethoscope in a paw and setting it in place in her ears.


“The doc’s here, so I gotta go.  Get over here,” he told Lupe.


“I’m on the way, brah,” he answered, then hung up.


Jessie submitted to the doctor’s examination, which included an examination of her pubic regions.  “Well, you’re dilating, so Laura’s serious about blowing my delivery date out of the water,” she chuckled.  “You’ll be going into labor any time now, hon.  We’ll let you stay here until Laura’s ready, then roll you down for the delivery, alright?”


“Okay, doc,” she answered.


“Remember your La Maz, Jessie.  And you’d better spend some time helping her instead of being on the phone the whole time, Kit.”


“I do have to call a few furs, but I’ll make it quick,” he assured her.


“Alright.  Don’t make me take your phone, though.  I’ll do it,” she warned, which made Jessie laugh, then she winced.


“Ow!  Ow ow ow ow!” she gasped.  “That was--ow!”


“I think you’re starting labor, Jessie,” Doctor Mac smiled.  “Just remember to breathe, and you should be alright.  And I’ll either be right here with you, or just down the hall talking with the nurses.  Now let me go talk to the floor manager about the delivery room. I’ll be right back.”


Kit sat on the bed and held Jessie’s paw as he called Rick.  “Rick,” he said even before Rick could fully answer the phone.


“You wouldn’t be calling this late if it wasn’t serious,” Rick noted.  “Jessie?”


“Yup, she’s just started labor,” he answered.  “Can you do me a favor and let everyone know?  Doctor Mac threatened to take my phone if I did it.”


Rick laughed.  “I’ll take care of it, son.  Need me to call Vil?”


“And have her spank me for not calling her first?  Please,” he snorted, which made Jessie laugh.


“I know who you’re talking about,” she grinned, then she sucked in her breath and winced.


“I’ll have Martha call around while we’re on our way up,” Rick assured him.


That was the start of a very, very, very long night for Jessie.  She went into full-blown labor not long after Kit called Rick, and it was not fast.  Kit was right there with her, holding her paw, brushing her hair back, doing anything he could to make her feel comfortable as she endured the painful contractions, urged her to practice her breathing, and it seemed to go on forever to both of them.  And much to her credit, Doctor Mac was there with them.  She gave Jessie a quick exam about every ten minutes or so, timed her contractions herself, which never seemed to come any shorter which was an indication that birth was imminent, but other than that she was a quiet, reassuring presence in the room, and that was very much unlike what most doctors did.  Most doctors let a nurse take care of such things and only showed up for the important parts but Doctor Mac wasn’t like other doctors.


Jessie was in labor long enough for her family to reach Austin, and Kit was startled to see John and Hannah rush into the room to see them while Doctor Mac was out talking to another doctor.  “We made it in time!” Hannah said with an explosive sigh.  “Thank God!”


“I’d rather not thank him at this particular moment,” Jessie said weakly, her fur and blond hair matted from sweat and the cool cloths Kit had been putting over her forehead.  “I’ve been in labor for four hours!”


“I was in labor for nine hours with you, Jessica, and even longer with Jennifer and Ben,” Hannah told her casually.  “Long labors are something of a curse that runs through our family.”


“I knew there was something to be said for using birth control,” Jessie grunted, which made Kit laugh despite himself.


Doctor Mac strode into the room.  “Get your scrubs on, Kit,” she declared.


“It’s time?” Jessie asked, then she winced and her grip on Kit’s paw became almost crushing as she suffered another contraction.  “Oh, please say it’s time.”


“It will be soon,” she said calmly, coming over and sitting on the bed.  “Your contractions are at three minutes now and shortening, so you’re just about there,” she said with warmth, patting Jessie on the shoulder.  “So, let’s get Kit ready, and we’ll be taking you to the delivery room as soon as your contractions are about a minute apart.”


“Okay,” Jessie said, panting a little.  “I didn’t expect it to take this long.”


“It’s worth it, though, isn’t it?”


Kit dressed in green scrubs not too much different from the ones Doctor Mac wore, and he again sat by Jessie and comforted her as best he could.  Her parents, like everyone else that had tried to visit, had been banished to the waiting room, leaving him with her as he tried his best to nurse her through the pain of labor.  When not wincing, gasping, or groaning in pain, she gave him weak smiles and kept firm hold of his paw, often running her fingers along the scars on his forearm, the jagged white lines than ran up from his dark mittens and into his reddish fur.  He hated seeing her in pain, and in a strange way, she was trying to comfort him, ease him through seeing the femme he loved enduring a long labor.


God, did he love her.


But finally, blissfully, Doctor Mac called for a gurney.  Jessie’s contractions had narrowed to whatever threshold Doctor Mac felt was necessary, and in a surprisingly short time, Jessie was wheeled from the room to a delivery room, which was surprisingly small, with a intimidating-looking table with stirrups flanked by several pieces of medical equipment.  A nurse helped Jessie onto the table, and Kit took his assigned spot at her right side as Doctor Mac put on a surgical mask, called in a nurse, and seemed to get ready to deliver the baby.


Doctor Mac was clearly someone who had a lot of experience with such things, for not two minutes after Jessie had been put on the table, she seemed to go into real labor.  Her contractions narrowed down shockingly fast, and a nurse put a blanket over Jessie’s distended belly.  “Alright, let’s make this smooth and easy, Jessie,” Doctor Mac called.  “When you feel an overwhelming urge to push, don’t ignore it.  Just say it’s time and do it.  You’ll know when that is,” she said when Jessie lifted her head to look at her.


“Handsome fox,” she panted from the table.


“Yes love?”


“If you take a single picture of me in here, I’m going to kill you.”


Kit laughed despite himself, then leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.  “I won’t take a single picture until Laura’s in your arms, I promise.”


All those long hours in labor seemed to prime Jessie for delivery, for when it started, it happened.  Jessie’s eyes snapped shut and she gasped.  “It’s time!” she declared, then she gritted her teeth and her grip on Kit’s paw was like a vice.


“Push, Jessie, push!” the doctor ordered.  Jessie seemed to obey that command, because Kit feared for the bones in his paw.  He put his other paw on her shoulder and patted it as he looked down at Doctor Mac, who had her paws between Jessie’s legs.  “Well now, here she comes,” she announced, “I see a little nose!  Push, Jessie!”  Jessie cried out for the first time, a real scream of pain and not just a grunt or groan, and she hunched her shoulders and pushed, her eyes shut tightly and a look of dreadful concentration on her face.  She drew in her breath and then hunched again, giving a strained, growling cry, then she cried out again.  “Almost there, Jessie, one more push!” Doctor Mac called.  Jessie dropped back to the table, panted, then sucked in her breath and gave the doctor that push, again hunching up her shoulders and lifting her head off the table as she pushed.  Kit actually saw Jessie’s stomach suddenly heave, then deflate noticeably, and Doctor Mac shifted from her concealed position at the base of the table.   “And here she is, Laura Beth Vulpan!” Doctor Mac announced happily as the nurse rushed in.  Kit saw his daughter for the first time, and she was a wet, stained, streaked little thing that looked like a hacked-up hairball…but he expected that.  Babies weren’t all that pretty until after they were cleaned up.  His heart lurched when he realized he heard no crying, and was shocked to see the nurse hold Laura up, the umbilical cord still attached, and hold her upside down just enough to tilt her head down.  A thin stream of liquid issued from Laura’s nose, draining from her lungs, then she took a gurgled breath, then began to cry.  The nurse wrapped Laura in a blanket as Jessie held her head up to look, and Doctor Mac used forceps and a pair of scissors to cut the umbilical cord close to Laura’s stomach.  “Nurse Winters will go clean her up , measure her, and bring her right back, but we’re not done here, Jessie,” she warned.  “Let’s deliver out the afterbirth, and then you can hold your daughter.”


At least they never took her from the room.  As Jessie expelled the placenta from herself, which seemed much easier on her than the birth had been, they watched as the nurse cleaned up Laura.  Kit saw almost immediately that Laura had fox markings.  She had dark mittens on her paws and feet, and her tail had a three-banded tip, the Vulpan tail, a dark end with a white tip.  As she was cleaned up more and more, Kit saw that she had fox coloration as well as the mittens.  Most infants were born with fur on the tops of their heads rather than hair, which then grew out to become hair, but Laura wasn’t like that.  She was born with hair, a head full of blond hair not too far from the color of her mother’s hair.  The nurse looked down, then gasped and smiled as she looked into Laura’s face.  “Well, that’s certainly a lovely pair of eyes you have, little lady,” she told Laura as she finished cleaning her up.


“What color are they?” Jessie asked.


“She has her father’s eyes,” she answered.


“Vulpan eyes breed true!” Kit laughed, patting Jessie on the shoulder.


“Now for the important part,” the nurse said with a chuckle, measuring Laura‘s length.  “Twenty-one inches,” she announced.  “Six pounds, eleven ounces,” she added after putting Laura on a small scale on the counter.  “Completely healthy, from the looks of her.  And ready for you now, Misses Vulpan.”


All cleaned up and wrapped in a blanket, the nurse brought Laura over to them.  Kit’s heart melted when he saw his daughter up close for the first time, and she was all fox.  She had fox coloration, fox markings, and she had Vulpan eyes.  The only real unusual thing about her from a fox perspective was her blond hair.  But that didn’t matter.  If she came out all cat, Kit would have loved her just as much.  After all, she loved Laura’s mother, and Laura’s mother was all cat herself.  Jessie gave a happy little squeal as she gingerly took her infant daughter from the nurse, and Laura’s crying seemed to ease.  Her eyes opened, her left eye amber and her right eye green, and she looked up at her parents with a startled yet sober look in her eyes, as if she was mystified by the sight of them.


“Hello, my little Laura,” Jessie cooed in a voice so tender it made Kit’s heart melt anew for his wife.  “Am I glad to finally see you!”  Jessie touched Laura’s face gently, lovingly, and Laura freed one of her tiny arms from the blanket and reached up for Jessie’s paw.  Kit clearly saw that she had inherited at least one thing from her mother…claws.  She had retracted claws on the tips of her fingers, which extended as she touched her mother’s dark-furred paw.  Jessie blinked when the flash went off, Laura blinked as well, and almost started crying again had Jessie not rocked her gently on her breast.


“Now that I have the picture,” Kit chuckled, leaning down.  Jessie smiled lovingly at him and helped him take hold of Laura, and he held her in the crook of his arm, gazing down at her with gentle wonder.  This was his daughter.  She was so tiny, so tiny…and so beautiful.  Kit fell in love for the second time in his life, looking down at his infant daughter, Vulpan eyes staring into Vulpan eyes for a fleeting moment before Laura yawned and closed her eyes, content to be held.  He held her for a long moment of utter contentment and joy, and then tenderly, carefully, and gingerly settled her back into her mother’s arms.  “Happy mother’s day, my pretty kitty,” he told her with a smile.  “And happy birthday, Laura Vulpan.”


“At five twenty seven a.m. on Friday, September twentieth, two thousand eight,” Doctor Macnair told them with a smile.  “That makes your little girl a Virgo, you know,” she added.  “Now, as soon as I get the post-partum exam out of the way, we can get Jessie back to the room so everyone can get a look at Laura.”


The post-partum exam didn’t take very long.  Doctor Mac had the nurse check Jessie’s blood pressure and pulse as she performed an exam of Jessie, making sure Laura’s birth didn’t do any damage to her birth canal.  It only took about ten minutes to complete, the entire time.  After the exam and Doctor Mac signing off on Jessie to return to her room, with the nurse and Kit helping, Jessie very gingerly moved from the table to a waiting wheelchair, never letting go of their infant daughter.  Laura didn’t wake up during the move, and Kit was the one that pushed her out of the delivery room, with the nurse and Doctor Mac right with him.  They only had to go about thirty feet to get to Jessie’s private room, which had its own crib.  Austin General, and Doctor Mac, were of a mind that it wasn’t good to separate the babies from the mothers after birth, so each room had a crib for the baby.  In double rooms, babies crying and keeping mothers awake might be a problem, but Austin General also didn’t believe in keeping mothers in the hospital any longer than absolutely necessary.  Jessie would be discharged 24 hours after the birth, during which time both mother and child would be given complete exams and check-ups to ensure they were healthy and there were no hidden complications.  But once they were sure of it, mother would be back home 24 hours after delivering, with her new infant.


They helped her into her bed, and then Doctor Mac went out and allowed visitors, but she set very strict limits on time, because both Jessie and Laura needed to rest.  Naturally, the first ones in were Vil, Kendall, Rick, Martha, John, and Hannah.  They gathered around the bed and fussed over both Laura and Jessie.  Vil laughed when she touched Laura’s tiny paw.  “I see you left your mark on her, Jessie, and more than just the hair,” she remarked.


“She’d better have claws, or she’s not my daughter,” Jessie said with a weary but light smile.


“Does she have--”


“Yes, she has Vulpan eyes,” Kit cut her off, which made her laugh ruefully.  “Looks like I won the war,” he added, smiling down at his wife and daughter.  “Laura’s all fox except for her claws.”


“I’ll beat you next time, love,” Jessie smiled up at him.


“I told you the fox in you would make it certain.”


“We’ll see with the next one, won’t we?” she challenged.


“Well, I’m just glad both you and the baby are alright,” John told them.  “That nazi of a doctor of yours said we only get two minutes, so let me get a couple of pictures of the new parents and our granddaughter.”


“Too right, we need pictures,” Kendall nodded, taking out his camera.


Laura took the entire camera thing rather well.  She didn’t wake up as the flashes went off, as all three couples took pictures of Jessie in bed, Laura in her arms, and Kit sitting on a stool just beside them, a paw over Jessie’s, which was over Laura.  And when two minutes were up, Doctor Mac showed up and bullied them all out of the room.  They were replaced by six more almost immediately, Sheila, Terry, Allison, Sam, Kevin, and Sandy, and they too were only given two minutes to visit, and the cameras came out quickly.  Mike, Lilly, and Janet, who came in with the third group, made no pretenses, for their cameras were out and ready, and Mike and Janet both were already literally snapping pictures as they walked in.  Kit was a bit surprised as the groups came and went every two minutes, for everyone they knew in Austin was there, and more than just them.  Abigail and Charlie were among those who visited, and after kissing Jessie on the forehead, she patted her arm.  “Winston should be here soon, and the boys will be here as soon as they can,” she promised.  “Winston before the boys.  He’s flying in from London, but the boys are flying in from Singapore.  That’s a much longer flight.”


“That’s alright, I’m happy knowing they cared enough to drop everything to come running,” Jessie assured her.


“Why, you’re family, dear!” she said.  “What family wouldn’t drop everything at the drop of a hat for such a happy occasion!”


It turned out that the Vulpans were that kind of family.  Unlike the Brightons, the Vulpans saw the birth of Laura to be the first sign of the Apocalypse, and none of his family outside of Vil, Sheila, Muffy, and Terry came down, which was just fine with him.  The presence of his family would have just been salt in his wounds, and he was just as happy that they hadn’t come as they obviously were at not having to look a mixed breed Vulpan and know that the family “purity” had been compromised.


It took a while, but eventually the two minute rotations of visitors reached its end.  The last ones to visit, Sandy, Lisa, the other Jessie, Danielle, and Pat, were herded out by Doctor Mac, and she closed the door meaningfully.  “I want you to get some sleep now, Jessie,” she commanded.  “You had a very long night, and you need to recover.  Just put Laura in her crib and get some sleep.”


“But I don’t want to let her go yet,” she protested, gazing down at her sleeping daughter.


“She’ll sleep better in the crib, Jessie, and take it from an obstetrician, sleep is good for her right now.  She had something of an ordeal today too, after all, and she needs to rest.  It’s hard on more than just you, you know,” she smiled.  “She’ll sleep a little bit, then she’ll be hungry and you’ll get your first opportunity to breastfeed her.  So, let Kit put Laura down for a short nap, and get some sleep yourself.  And no more pictures!” she declared.


Kit laughed.  “I don’t have to take any more, I’m sure I’ll have a few thousand to choose from once the others get them all burned on DVDs.”


With Doctor Mac’s professional observation and advice, for the first time, Kit put his daughter in bed.  He collected her up from Jessie carefully, making sure to support her neck and head since it was very vulnerable right now, then held her for a long moment, gazing down at her with both love and wonder.  But a touch on his arm reminded him he had a task to perform, so he carefully placed her in the crib bed, then carefully smoothed her fur and hair back over her eyes, between her impossibly tiny little ears.  She was so small, so defenseless, Kit felt a powerful need to protect her rise up inside him, an instinctive parental response to seeing his tiny daughter lay there, so small and in need of him.


Fortunately, the crib was literally against the side of Jessie’s bed on the other side of the stool, so Laura was literally within reach of her.  She seemed to want to reach out for her daughter about ten times in the first minute, as Kit sat on the stool and took her paw, then he leaned over her and kissed her tenderly as Doctor Mac quietly withdrew from the room.  “Congratulations, my pretty kitty,” he said in a gentle voice.  “We’re parents.”


“Isn’t it wonderful?” she asked dreamily.  “I never thought this day would get here.”


“I’m just glad it’s over.  I hope you never go through a labor like that again.”


“It was so worth it,” she said immediately, gazing over at the crib, where her daughter was sleeping, then she yawned.  “I am a little sleepy.”


“You were up all night,” Kit smiled at her.


“So were you.”


“That’s alright, I’m a Vulpan,” he said with a sly smile.  “I’m ten times better than other males.  A little lost sleep?  Ha!  I can--” he cut off and dropped his head down against her chest and made exaggerated snoring sounds, which made her laugh.  “There, that’s one of the best sounds in the world,” he said as he raised his head, and he kissed her again.  “Now get some sleep, pretty kitty.  I’m going to go out there and face the rampaging horde, then take a little nap myself.”


“You know I can’t sleep without you near me,” she complained, reaching out and grabbing hold of his forearm.


“Then lay back and go to sleep, love.  I’ll be right here until you do,” he told her, stroking her hair back from her face.  She leaned back, and her expression softened and relaxed when he sang her a lullabye.


She was asleep before he was done.


Austin General’s approach to the maternity ward was definitely unusual as far as hospitals went, for they preferred mother empowerment.  Babies were kept with the mother instead of a mass baby room much like what furs would see on TV.  They didn’t hold a mother for any longer than absolutely necessary, sending them home usually 24 hours after childbirth, and only holding them for that long to ensure there were no complications to the mother or the baby, though they did require the mother and baby return for three exams over the two weeks after the birth.  But during that time, they conducted what Doctor Mac called “life lessons,” where a nurse and Doctor Mac herself would assist the new mother with the baby for that first day to show her exactly what to do.  The vast majority of mothers came into it with extensive advice or experience either with prior children or others, but it still was a good thing for the mother to see a nurse bathe a baby, or feed a baby a bottle, and Doctor Mac was there to give her patients a practical lesson in breastfeeding.


Jessie’s first day with Laura was filled with both hospital activity and quiet observation.  She got to see how the nurses and Doctor Mac handled Laura, and she learned the best techniques for picking her up, holding her, and putting her down.  From the nurse, she learned the most effective method of sponge-bathing a newborn, and she also got her first opportunity to breastfeed Laura after they both woke up, under Doctor Mac’s watchful eye.  Despite Jessie’s intent to breastfeed Laura, she learned the proper technique for bottle feeding from the nurse as well, and Jessie was the one that had the dubious honor to be the first fur to change Laura’s diaper.


But it wasn’t all about the mother.  Kit too underwent these simple lessons, which were simply real-life demonstrations of things he’d already been taught using his own daughter as a test subject.  Jessie may have  been the one to do things first, but Kit was right there watching, oftentimes taking pictures, and he too learned first by watching, then by doing.  Kit was the one that got to change Laura’s second diaper, and he bottle-fed Laura while Jessie was being given a couple of tests down the hall.


It was such a magical feeling to sit there holding his daughter as she nursed from the bottle, held at an expert angle, but also under the nurse’s watchful eye.  He still couldn’t quite get over the feeling, the idea, that this exceptionally tiny little female was his daughter, and he felt like he was the luckiest male on earth to have such a perfect wife in Jessie, and now to have a healthy, happy, serious little baby daughter.


And oh, was she serious.  Outside of when she was born, Laura had yet to truly cry.  She made a few fussy sounds now and again which were instantly quelled when she was fed, but outside of that, she was a quiet little girl.  Her Vulpan eyes gave her a penetrating stare, and it also gave one the impression that she was a very intelligent and sober little femme, regarding everything and everyone around here with that serious gaze.  At least when her eyes were open, anyway.  Newborns slept far more than they did anything else, Doctor Mac had told them, and thus far Laura had proven the doctor right.  In the ten hours that Laura had been born, she had been asleep for about nine of it.  She’d woken up three times to eat, and after eating, she’d gone back to sleep after only a few minutes of activity, where she would look around, move her arms, legs, and tail, and then as if that little bit of activity tired her, she would settle down and go to sleep.


There was a constant flow of visitors in and out.  John, Hannah, Vil, Kendall, and Martha had all but taken up residence in the hospital, coming in and visiting for a while before being herded out by Doctor Mac to give Jessie a little rest.  Rick had gone on to work, but he dropped by with most of the gang from work around lunch to check up on them, and also so Mike, Lilly, and Janet could take even more pictures of Laura, this time by herself in her little crib.  Winston Brighton arrived not long after Laura had been born and had taken his turn holding her, and the Brighton boys had arrived around noon, crowding around the bed where Jessie held Laura and showering her with praise even as they made funny faces at Laura.


When not being visited and taking care of Laura, Kit caught little naps here and there in a chair by the window.  He’d sat vigil by Jessie’s bed that morning until she was sound asleep, then had retreated to the chair to get a short nap.  He’d been returning to that chair throughout the day, at least until Doctor Mac literally threw him out of the hospital around sunset, so he could get some rest.  Not just Jessie’s room, not just the fourth floor, the hospital.  She sent him home and told him in no uncertain terms not to come back until tomorrow morning, when he could come pick Jessie and Laura up and take them home, and he had better get some sleep.  He would have gone crazy, but Vil took him in paw and kept him busy, kept his mind occupied, dragging him to the Brightons’ vacation house to visit with his in-laws, a private affair of just Kit, Vil, Terry, and the Brightons, which was the new core of what Vil considered close family.


Naturally, they spent most of the time going through all the pictures everyone had taken, which Vil had collected up and compiled.


The pictures didn’t stay private, either.  The very first thing Mike did after he left the hospital was run to the office and hastily post the best of the lot he’d taken showing Kit, Jessie, and Laura on the magazine’s website, which formally announced the birth of Laura Beth Vulpan to the general public.  And because of the nature of the internet, it wasn’t long before that picture started showing up on other websites, mainly gossip sites, and quite without Mike’s permission at that.  A picture of Laura even managed to find its way onto the CNN website.


Vil sent copies of the pictures back to Stonebrook by courier at Clancy and Stanley’s request once Mike had a DVD of every picture everyone took compiled, which he paw delivered to the Brighton house just before they sat down to dinner.


After a distractingly pleasant dinner with the Brightons, Kit returned home to his empty house and tried to sleep, but about all he managed was to doze off on the couch with his laptop showing a slideshow of the picture DVD.  He just could not get over the fact that he was a father, and he constantly wanted to look at pictures of his wife and daughter since Doctor Mac threatened to do some very mean things to him if he showed up at the hospital a second before 8:00am.


He disobeyed her anyway.


He was at the hospital bright and early at 7:30am, and luckily for him, Doctor Mac hadn’t arrived yet.  The nurses let him into Jessie’s room, and he gave her a crushing hug.  “Feeling better?” he asked her.


“Some, yes, thank you handsome fox,” she answered.  “I’m still pretty sore and a little tired, but I’m ready to go home.”


“Where’s Laura?”


“The nurses have her, they’re giving her an exam.  If she passes it, we can take her home,” she answered.  “I’ve already been cleared to go home, we just need Doctor Mac to sign me out.”


“Good.  Well, how does it feel to be able to see your feet again?” he asked, putting a very gentle paw on her recently deflated belly.  He felt a tiny bit of residual fat there, but he knew his wife, and knew that she’d be back to her sleek, trim self as soon as she felt up to exercising.


“Feet, pft, I’m just glad I can get up out of chairs again,” she laughed.  “And I love holding our daughter much more than having her under my heart.”


“Any of those symptoms Doctor Mac warned about?”


She giggled.  “A couple,” she answered.  “My nipples are sore, but Doctor Mac said that would ease once I got used to feeding, and I’m wearing these pads they gave me because the milk keeps leaking out,” she said, touching her breast gingerly.  “It beats having dark spots on my shirt.”


“Well, at least I’d know where to keep my eyes,” he teased lightly.  “Your folks have all but taken over the house,” he told her.  “Hannah brought pots and pans,” he grunted.


Jessie laughed.  “She’d better not hog my kitchen.  I fully intend to go back to cooking now that you can’t use my pregnancy as a leash.”


“I’ll just have to get a real one,” he told her, kissing her lightly on the muzzle.


A nurse padded into the room, pushing a wheeled gurney that was more like a stroller than anything else.  “And here we are, Misses Vulpan,” she called.  “Laura passed her exam with flying colors, so all you need is your doctor to sign you out, and both of you are on your way home.”


Kit literally blocked Jessie from the rolling crib, reaching down and gingerly picking up his daughter.  She opened her eyes and regarded him quite seriously, then she yawned impassively.  “Hey, little angel,” Kit cooed to her, touching her gently with the tips of his fingers.  “How was your first night free of your evil mother’s womb?”


Jessie laughed.  “She had a very quiet and comfortable night,” Jessie told him.  “She woke up around one because she was hungry, but outside of that, she’s been a very happy little baby.”


“In other words, a quiet baby,” Kit smiled.


“Enjoy it while you can,” the nurse said lightly.  “They start quiet, but just get louder and louder as they age.”


“That’s what duct tape is for,” Kit said immediately and seriously enough to make both Jessie and the nurse gawk at him, then both erupted into laughter, which made Laura open her eyes and fuss just a little bit, voicing her displeasure at being woken up.  Kit rocked her slightly in his arm until she calmed down, which only took a few seconds, then she yawned and again closed her eyes and seemed to fall asleep.


“Is everything ready at home, love?”


Kit nodded.  “I couldn’t keep your mother out of our room, but I didn’t sleep there anyway.  I fell asleep on the couch watching the picture DVD Mike made.  He gathered every picture everyone took of Laura and put them on one DVD.”


“Oh, good!” she said happily.


Doctor Mac filed into the room, then stopped at the doorway and chuckled.  “I warned you about showing up early, Kit,” she said with a teasing smile.  “But it’s good you’re here.  Both Jessie and Laura have passed their physicals with flying colors, and I’m going to let them go home.”


“That’s good to hear,” Kit nodded.  “When’s their next exam?”


“Monday,” she answered, “here.  Then they have another exam on Thursday, and another one a week from Thursday.  Hospital policy,” she added absently.  “After that, Jessie’s going to have weekly appointments with me for about a month so I can make sure she recovers completely, and then I’ll be referring her to a general practitioner.  I’ve already scheduled Laura an appointment to see Doctor Lewis Wilstein, the pediatrician I recommended to you.  He’s the best pediatrician in Austin.”


“As long as it keeps the two most important girls in my life healthy, I won’t say a word,” he answered.


“Did you put a baby seat in your car?”


He nodded.  “Already installed,” he answered.  “Do I need to go get the stroller?”


“No, the hospital provides them,” she told him.  “And you have to use it.  They won’t let you carry Laura to the car.”


“Why on earth not?”


“Because they were sued five years ago by a mother who dropped her baby,” the nurse answered.  “So, now the policy is the baby has to leave in a stroller.”


“Stupid furs, suing over every little thing and ruining it for everyone else,” Jessie fumed with uncharacteristic heat.


Jessie packed up her things from the hospital room as Kit signed the papers that released Jessie and Laura, and in a surprisingly short amount of time they were ready to go, but they weren’t alone.  Jessie had called Vil to tell her she was being released, and Vil and all the Brightons had rushed over to the hospital to attend the happy event.  Nick and Sylvia were also there, quietly accompanying Jessie, doing their jobs as guards but not being overt about it.  Rick and Martha were also there, and Rick took quite a few pictures of the Vulpans exiting the hospital and moving towards their van, which Sylvia had kindly retrieved and brought to the drop-off circle outside the main entrance.  A hospital nurse supervised and gave a few words of advice as Jessie transferred Laura from the stroller to the baby seat, and once the nurse was satisfied she was safely and snugly secured, Sylvia gave over the van to Kit, though she did ride in the front seat while Jessie sat in the back seat beside Laura, not wanting to even be separated from her by a car seat.  Vil and Kendall were also riding with them in the third row, behind Jessie and the baby, and the Brighton limousine was waiting to follow them back to the house.


“Ready to go?” Kit called, looking at Jessie through the rearview mirror.  She gave him a thumbs-up, so he pulled out and headed towards home, driving slowly and carefully.


Sheila, John and Hannah were waiting for them at the townhouse, opening the door and rushing out as Kit parked the van.  Jessie hugged her parents in tandem as the Brightons and Nick pulled up in front of the house, then the two cats gawked and marveled at the newborn infant napping in her car seat.  “I have everything all ready for her,” Hannah announced as the Brightons joined them.


“Then let’s take our daughter inside,” Jessie said with a beaming smile.


“Not without pictures!” Sheila protested, taking out a video camera and rushing towards the front door.  “Okay, Laura comes home, take one.  Annnnd, action!” Sheila barked, putting the camera up to her face.


“Take one?” Winston protested.  “I don’t believe that this is so difficult we have to practice!”


“I dunno, old male, you can’t seem to do anything right the first time,” Harry teased.


“Eh?”


“Wot, look at Ken,” he said, pointing at Kendall.  “You definitely had to try again to get it right.”


“Jealous,” Kendall said airily.


“Very,” Michael agreed.


“I blame that on your mother.”


“Don’t put this on me, Winston!” Abigail protested.  “You named him, so he’s your mistake!”


“Ken’s not a mistake,” Charlie said with a sly smile.  “He’s more of an accident than a mistake.”


“A catastrophe,” Harry corrected.


“Oi, you’re not even in our family, Chuckie!” Kendall pointed out.


“I’m the son Winston wishes he’d had instead of you,” he answered smoothly.


“Aren’t you so glad you married into my loving family, Vil?” Kendall asked blandly.


“Yo, you’re holding up the show, here!” Sheila called from the door.  “Stop preening and get moving!”


With a little fanfare, and with Lupe, Dan, Sam, Kevin, and Mickey wandering over when they realized they were home, Jessie carried Laura into the house.  Hannah had moved the crib that they’d put down in the dining room into the living room, but that was easy given it was on wheels and was going to be moved around to wherever it was needed downstairs.  Jessie gently placed Laura into the crib, and they all crowded around the crib to look down into it.  Laura endured all the attention like a champion, looking up at them all with her calm, sober eyes, then she yawned and closed them and promptly went to sleep.


“Isn’t she just a little angel?” Sam asked in a whisper.


“She’ll be a little devil in about two years,” Kendall chuckled.  “They’re cute and lovable at this stage so you don’t murder them later.”


“Just for that, there will be no nanny, Ken,” Vil warned.  “I’ll have you care for our first born.”


“I’m up to it,” he said with a smile.  “Just you wait, little Laura, you’re gonna be spoiled sooo rotten.  Billionaire grandparents-in-law, millionaire aunt, Kit and Jessie will have to buy a warehouse just to hold all your presents.”


“Shh, don’t give it away,” Abigail protested.


“I was going to buy her Rhode Island, she can put her presents there,” Vil said lightly, which made Kit laugh.


“Hey, feel like spoiling a poor yet honest lawyer?” Kevin grinned.


“There is no such thing as an honest lawyer,” Sheila countered lightly.


“We’ll let Kit and Jessie give your first born all Laura’s paw-me-downs,” Abigail said with a roguish smile.


“Hey, I’ll take ‘em,” Kevin said immediately.


“Make room, sheesh,” Lupe protested, elbowing Dan and looking down into the crib.  “What a cutie!”


“She is off limits, Lupe,” Mickey said lightly.


“I think she’s a bit too young to go on a date, Mick,” Lupe countered.


“She’s almost your size,” Dan said calmly.


“Ahh, cork it, ya overgrown cat,” Lupe snorted, which made Jessie giggle.


“Thank God you got home in time to deliver her here, Jessie,” Dan said.  “She’s not a Yankee.”


“You’re about to offend half the room, Dan,” Sam chuckled.


“True Yankees are proud of the title,” Vil told them.  “I am a Yankee.  Anyone born and raised in New England is proud to be called a Yankee.  We’ll have to make Laura an honorary Yankee.  She should have been born in Stonebrook.”


“Not in this lifetime,” Kit snorted.  “This is her home, Vil, this is where she belongs, and here is exactly where she needed to be born.”


“Well, that reminds me.  Have you hired a nanny to take over when Hannah goes back home?”


“Why would we need a nanny?” Jessie asked.  “We can take care of Laura just fine ourselves!”


“But what about when you back to school in January?”


“I’ll be taking her to work,” Kit answered.  “There are plenty of paws there to help out if I need it, and my office is big enough for a crib.”


“Besides, a nanny wouldn’t have anything to do when I’m home.  And I don’t think I’d like a stranger living in our house.  That would be creepy,” Jessie added.


“That’ll work until she starts crying,” Vil said.  “I think you need a nanny, guys.  Or a dependable babysitter if you don’t want to go the nanny route.”


“Well, I’ll hire a dependable nanny, and you can drop Laura off at our vacation house when you need a babysitter,” Abigail announced.  “That way the nanny doesn’t live in your house, but you can still have that option.”


“That’s what I was going to suggest,” Vil chuckled.  “Bringing Laura out to my ranch, once it’s built.  I already have a nanny lined up that’s going to move to the ranch when it’s finished, and that way you’ll always have an option if you need it.”


“But it would be a stranger,” Jessie protested.


“I think Luann would be offended if you called her a stranger,” Vil chuckled.


“Luann?” Jessie asked in surprise.


Vil nodded.  “She asked to be transferred down to the ranch, and I approved.  Luann’s taking classes and training with some professional nannies as we speak so she can do the job.  I think Laura would be safe with Luann.”


“Well, that’s very kind of you to think of it, Vil.”


“It’s not just for you,” Vil smiled.  “When I have a baby, I’ll need a dependable, trustworthy nanny here in Texas too, so Luann’s going to be an asset to both of us.  Luann misses you guys, and unlike Stanley, she doesn’t have huge responsibilities that hold her in Stonebrook.  When she heard about the ranch I’m building, she asked to transfer down to it so she’s closer to you two.”


“Aww, that’s so sweet of her!” Jessie said with a smile.


“Besides, that way Laura’s also close to the Arabian thoroughbred I’m going to buy for her,” Vil grinned.


“Behave,” Kit chided.


“Make me, brother,” she winked in reply.


“I think that’s a solid idea,” Winston agreed, reaching down and touching Laura.  “Trust me, Jessie, when you’re a very busy woman, having a nanny available to help can be invaluable.”


“We had nannies to help with the boys,” Abigail agreed.


“So that’s what happened to them,” Charlie grinned.  “I always wondered.”


“I think we can move this somewhere we’re not bothering the little angel,” Mickey said quietly when Laura stirred.  “I think she’s trying to sleep.”


“I’m about to make breakfast,” Hannah announced.  “You’re free to stay if you want.”


“She’s so free with our food,” Kit noted to Jessie, who giggled.


“Nah, I’m good, but thanks for the offer, Misses Williams,” Lupe said.


The others drifted away, one by one, until only Kit and Jessie were left.  They stood by the crib, Jessie leaning into Kit and with his arm around her, as they gazed lovingly down at their infant daughter.  “She’s so beautiful,” Jessie whispered.


“Almost as beautiful as her mother,” Kit answered, kissing her on the temple.  “I’m just glad you’re okay and she’s okay.”


“So am I,” she answered, her fingers tracing the scars on his back absently.  “Are you ready, handsome fox?” she asked cryptically.


He understood exactly what she meant.  “I think I am, pretty kitty,” he answered.  “We’ve waited nearly a year for this moment.  With Hannah here to prevent me from doing something stupid, I think I’m ready for this job.”


“It’s not a job, it’s a labor of love,” she said with a light laugh, leaning against him.  “Emphasis on the love.”


“Well, I think we’re ready, pretty kitty.  After all, this is what I was born to do.”


“Get me pregnant?”


“Be your husband and the father of our children, and love both you and them with all my heart, for ever and ever.”


She sighed in contentment.  “I think you’re right, love,” she told him lightly, leaning against him.  “I’m sure you’re right, actually.”


“I’m so glad,” he drawled, reaching down into the crib.  Jessie leaned in with him, and they both laid their paws gently and lovingly over their infant daughter.  Laura stirred slightly, but remained asleep.  For her, all was right with the world.


And it was also for her parents.
