Chapter 29

When Rick and Martha came home, they were both almost dreamily content, and their fur was sun-bleached from day after day out in the Hawaiian sun.  Kit and Jessie picked them up at the airport, and the first thing they did after he got them home was show him an onslaught of pictures.  Kit and Jessie saw quite a few pictures of the Sanders and the Williams enjoying their trip, from the luau they attended on the first night, pictures of black sand beaches, pictures of breathtaking scenes from a helicopter, and pictures of a whale they spotted during their boat excursion.  Vil had put them in swanky rooms, they had a rental car at their disposal, and had paid for their helicopter tour and their boat trip.


But the vacation didn’t dissuade Rick from work, for he was there the next morning, where he wasted no time getting to know Eliza and Pat better, and also talking to Kit and Jeffrey while they were at lunch to gauge their performance during their first few days.  “Elly’s very, very good,” Jeffrey said.  “She’s already taken over doing the designing on the Frontage ad.”


“Elly?” Rick asked.


Jeffrey nodded.  “That’s what she likes to be called.  She can caricature as well, so she can do editorials.”


“So, so far so good?”


Jeffrey nodded again.  “She’s a hard worker.”


“What about Patrick?”


“Pat, and I’m glad you found me before you found him, or I might have missed out on this job,” Kit chuckled.  “He’s easily as good a researcher as I am.  He’s thorough and he’s fast.  I wouldn’t bat an eye giving him any project.”


“Good,” Rick said, “because you have more important things to do than handle all the research.”


“Such as?”


“You’re a partner, son, you have other duties.  I want you to take a firmer paw in the editing.  So, I want you to at least split the research evenly with Pat and start working with me and Savid.  Eventually, I want you to master every aspect of the magazine’s operation, from Denise’s front desk to handling the main editing.”


“Practice what you preach, old dingo, you don’t bother Mike at all,” Kit laughed.


“I avoid this modern sorcery,” he winked in reply, pointing at his computer.  “I leave imperiling mortal souls to the digital Satan to the youngsters.  How are the strips going, Jeffrey?”


“Fine now,” he chuckled.  “Kit and Jessie have put in about five weeks of scripts in advance, and I’m about three weeks ahead on the art.”


“So, does Jo-Jo really blow up the bell tower?” he asked curiously.


“You’ll find out on Friday,” Jeffrey grinned in reply.


“I’ll find out as soon as you submit the strip so I can put it into the issue,” he snorted.


“I’ll send you a blank template that’s the same size as the strip,” he teased in reply.


“And you’ll find yourself at half pay this week, too,” Rick warned, which made both Kit and Jeffrey burst into laughter.  “Have you considered who you’re going to syndicate with?”


“No one right now,” he answered.  “We decided to do our own syndication, not go through a syndicate and have to pay them a share of the profits.  The American-Statesman has offered to pay to run the strips, so I might just start with that and see how it goes.  They only have a hundred and three, so they’ll recycle pretty quickly unless they take them weekly.”


“I’ll let it be known through the editor’s circles that School Daze is now available for reprint if you want.”


“That works for us, boss.  But we wanted to let you know something.”


“What?”


“One quarter of the profits from syndication are going to the magazine,” Jeffrey told him.  “The strip started here, so the magazine deserves to profit from getting the strip off the ground.”


“You don’t have to do that, son,” Rick shook his head.  “We get all the readership boost we need from the fact that the new strips are only found here.”


“Well, me and Kit agreed to it, and you don’t have a say, boss,” Jeffrey told him.  “We decided that the magazine is as much entitled to profits off the strip as we are, so it gets a quarter of the syndication revenue.  But, I do expect steady and healthy pay raises,” he winked.


Rick laughed.  “You have my promise.  And next month, I’m gonna contract to a health insurance provider, so we’ll all have health insurance too.”


“That’s good to hear.”


Rick’s offer to let it be known that the strip was available for syndication didn’t seem like such a big deal…at least until Friday.


Friday, much to Kit’s surprise and delight, nine newspapers and three magazines had contacted Jeffrey to bargain with him over syndication for School Daze and Missy and Cutler.  Kit had made it clear to Jeffrey that handling the business of the strip was his responsibility, and though he was young, he wasn’t dumb.  He bartered very nice syndication fees from them of $50 per week, which was an extremely high fee as far as syndication went, but the other publications considered the fee acceptable to get access to the strip, because it was already popular.  Jeffrey also made it clear that they could run the strips daily if they so pleased, but that the strip itself was weekly and they’d eventually find themselves out of strips.  He also made it clear that reprint rights would lag behind Lone Star by two weeks, which permanently protected the magazine’s first print rights to the strip.


The publications bought the rights with those conditions without even hesitating.  The three magazines were all either weekly or monthly, so the weekly nature of the strip didn’t bother them, but the newspapers found themselves in a curious predicament.  The Houston paper decided to split the difference and run the strip as a daily until they ran out and then switch to weekly, but the Dallas paper decided to run the strip as a 4-strip block every week in their weekend section, which would delay them hitting the end of the available strips.


Either way, it was $600 of weekly income, which was split up as $150 for the magazine, and $225 each for Kit and Jeffrey; Jessie had declined to ask for a share, since she was part owner of the other strip with Jeffrey and her marriage to Kit gave her access to his share anyway.  And they got it by syndicating themselves and not going with a syndication company, which would have probably gotten a $20 a week fee and then taken half of it for themselves.  The simple truth was, Jeffrey and the Vulpans had a successful strip that other publications wanted to reprint, and they were smart enough to make those publications deal with them directly, and pay real money for it.


Jeffrey left that as the conditions of syndicating the strip to all publications, and every day another publication called the magazine to talk to Jeffrey about it, trying to bargain him down.  But he was steadfast, for he knew that they’d eventually settle for the same deal if they wanted the strip.


Rick had agreed to manage the actual finances of the syndication, and it was he that cut the first royalty checks to the strip, Kit, and Jeffrey on the first Friday after they syndicated.  Rick decided to put the magazine’s portion of the income into a special fund that would become the yearly bonus for the magazine, splitting it evenly with all the employees except for Kit and Jeffrey, so everyone could profit from the strip that helped anchor their magazine’s readership.  Even though it was only $150 a week for now, it would also have a good five months to pile up before it was handed out in mid-December.


“I wish I didn’t have to cash this,” Jeffrey laughed as he looked at his first royalty check for his work.


“Don’t,” Rick chuckled.  “I’ll draw the money out as pure cash for you.  Just frame the check, just make sure you void it on the back so someone doesn‘t steal it and try to cash it.”


Jeffrey laughed.  “Nah, I’ll cash it.  But I’ll make a copy of it first and frame that.”


“Now that’s smart thinkin’,” Rick grinned.


“With Elly and Pat here and taking part of the load off us, me and Kit have agreed to accelerate the strip production,” he told Rick.  “We’re going to see if we can take it to a daily.  If I have enough time to do the art, since Kit seems to be able to bang out a whole month of scripts in like an hour,” he said, giving Kit a playfully dirty look.


“Hey, my part of the job’s easy,” Kit shrugged.  “Besides, if we can sustain a daily production rate, it’ll make the strip much more appealing to newspapers.”


“So this week I’ll see if I can produce five strips,” Jeffrey told the dingo.  “But we’re leaving Missy and Cutler as a weekly, so that means I only have to produce six strips a week.  I think I can do it.  I just need about four hours a day to produce a good quality strip, and the other four hours I devote to the magazine.  I can do the other strip on Saturday, and that leaves me with a day and a half off.”


“If you follow that schedule, anyway,” Rick mused.  “The first night you go home and you’re bored, you’ll end up working on the strip.”


“Probably,” Jeffrey agreed with a laugh.  “Is that alright with you, boss?”


“Surely it is,” he nodded.  “I told you we’d put you on part time so you could pursue your own work, so four hours a day is just fine.  And if you choose to spend that free time working on School Daze, who am I to argue?  It just helps the magazine,” he chuckled.  “So, you want a block for five strips reserved in the next issue?”


Both of them nodded.  “If we’re gonna run five strips a week, the newspapers will see they can run it as a daily and not run out of material for a long time.”


“If you find you can sustain the pace, I’ll announce that School Daze will print five strips a week from now on, and pass it on that it’s now a daily strip.”


“And we’re gonna adjust our deal with the syndicators and tell them they only have to stay a week behind, if they ever catch up,” Jeffrey said.


Kit took the $225 that was the Vulpan share of the royalties and banked it, but Jeffrey took his check and made 2 copies of it.   One he hung in his office, the other he hung in his studio in his apartment.


That was just one way in which Elly and Pat had impacted the office.  It gave Kit and Jeffrey more time to work on the strip, but they also showed that they had some unique talents of their own that they were happy to share with the magazine.  Elly was quite good at both caricature and illustration in a way Jeffrey was not, and so it was one of Elly’s illustrations that graced the cover of their next week’s issue, a wonderful illustration of the Texas capitol building that highlighted the top story of the week, which dealt with U.T.’s budget and the state money granted to the school by the state government.  Pat, it turned out, was good at writing poems and riddles, so he added a riddle into the issue, with a prize of a Lone Star tee shirt to the first person who emailed the right answer.  But Pat’s riddles weren’t easy, and it took nearly five days before someone got the right answer.


That week, as promised, there were five strips of School Daze, all part of a running series, or arc, dealing with a one of Jo-Jo’s inventions run amok, which was a self-spinning, levitating yo-yo that ravaged the entire campus, chipping bricks, breaking windows, and denting doors.  The yo-yo was attracted to the color green, so it chased anyone wearing green all over the campus, or at least until they got outside and the yo-yo buzzed randomly over the grass until it wandered beyond the lawn and again went crazy.  There was also one strip of Missy and Cutler.


Elly seemed inspired by Jeffrey’s work and Pat‘s contest, so she also included her own contest in the issue, providing a three strip panel with the final panel’s word bubbles left blank, and calling for readers to supply their own word bubbles to the panel to make it funny.  The winner would also get a tee shirt, and their word bubbles would be printed in the next week’s issue.


The week passed quickly for Kit and Jessie, though.  Jessie’s birthday was coming up fast, and their next issue was going to release on July 4, though Kit, Jessie, Rick, and Martha wouldn’t be there.  They worked hard to get everything put to bed so they could leave on Friday and come back Sunday morning, while Jessie got everyone ready to go.  Kit and Jessie were bringing, Rick, Martha, Sheila, Allison, Sam, Kevin, Lupe, and Danielle with them, and it was difficult getting hotel rooms for everyone, since it was July 4 in Boston.  Jessie also made it clear that this wasn’t a free ride for the guests, they had to pay for their own hotel rooms.  That was what made it so tricky, and eventually the Vulpans had to assert their authority, or more to the point, Kit did.  Instead of trying to get everyone into hotels, he instead arranged to have them stay in the guest houses at Stonebrook.


That was easy for him to do, since he and Vil were the deeded co-owners of the property.  Though he would never live there, it was his property, and if he wanted guests to stay in the guest houses on the manor’s grounds, then no one, not even Uncle Zach, could reject it.  Zach lived at Stonebrook by Kit’s suffrage, and he had no say in what Kit did with or to the property.  Kit would never sleep anywhere near that place, so Vil was going to put them up in her personal house in Chelmsford, which kept him far away from the rest of his family.  Kit would stay in Boston overnight, but he would come nowhere near the rest of his family, keeping his wife far away from them, and the extent of his foray into the city would be limited to going to the concert, which would be attended by everyone, even Clancy.  Outside of that, he would go no further into Boston than the hotel room near the airport.


Boston didn’t frighten him as much as it did before he learned of Vil’s hamstringing of the family concerning him, but that didn‘t mean that the ghosts of Boston wouldn‘t continue to haunt him.


Luke had also called him and told him that the jet was chartered and ready.  A Cessna pilot would fly it down to Austin on Thursday night and stay in the city over the weekend while Kit used it, then fly it back when the returned.  Kit reviewed his manuals and materials for the CJ3 in preparation to pilot it, which seemed easy now that Pat was there to help him research.


Work seemed almost…easy now.  Pat was such a good partner for Kit that the two of them could plow through almost everything they were given with blazing speed, yet also provide the same standard of excellence that Kit demanded.  The problem was that, right now, there was too much work for one researcher but not enough for two, so Kit and Pat found themselves with spare time, which they both used trying to help others in the office as they could.  Kit knew that their workload would increase when Rick increased the pages per issue and hired another writer, both of which were slated for July.  When those happened, there would be enough work for both of them.  Until then, Kit would continue to learn about editing with Rick and Savid while Pat roamed the office putting in a helpful paw wherever it was needed.


When they put the issue to bed on Thursday evening, Kit and Jeffrey both received their normal paychecks and royalty checks that were now at $300, for now they had 16 publications syndicating the strip, the furthest out being the Times-Picayune in New Orleans.  Again, Kit was not surprised to find that the publications were willing to pay $50 a week for the strip, which was higher than fees for comics, and again he felt vindicated in having them handle the syndications themselves, which let them keep the entire syndication fee.


Kit took the afternoon off, though, and would be off the rest of the weekend, because he was going to fly.  He met the Cessna pilot down at Bergstrom because he wanted to take a short test flight in the jet with the Cessna pilot before he took it up solo.  He’d only piloted a CJ3 in the simulator, and he wanted at least one take off and landing with a rated pilot in the right chair before taking it solo.  The pilot was, surprisingly enough, Justin.  The leopard met him outside of the Signature hangar, where they had the jet parked, shaking his paw fondly.  “So, did Jessie bring me any cookies?” he asked.


Kit laughed.  “None made, but I think you could come by for dinner tonight,” he offered.


“That sounds heavenly.  So, shall we?” he asked.


The jet was parked outside on the tarmac, and from the number on the tail, it had just come off the assembly line, and it had already been sold.  It had a registration number; someone in Texas had bought the plane.  It was painted with blue stripes and chasers, and when they got inside, he saw that it was set up with the eight passenger club configuration, eight seats with a lavatory in the back.  “Isn’t whoever bought this plane gonna be a little ticked you lent it to me?” he asked.


Justin laughed.  “We contacted the buyer, and they didn’t mind, since we’re more or less delivering it to Austin.”


“Really?”


He nodded.  “A flight charter company here at Bergstrom, so when you’re done with it, it goes back with us to Kansas to hold it for the buyers until they’re ready for it, then it comes back here.  The client already came out and saw it, but they don‘t need it yet, so they‘re letting you use it.  Vil set it up.”


“That’s my sister, always finding some way to take advantage of a situation,” he laughed.  “What’s the company?”


“It’s called AV Charters, it’s that little hangar up in the crossover, the one on the end on this side.”


Kit nodded, he’d passed by that hangar before, so he knew where Justin was talking about.  “Why didn’t you park it up there?”


“Like I said, they’re not ready for it yet.  I think they’re remodeling the hangar.”


“Oh.”


Kit hadn’t forgotten his training at all.  With Justin watching on, Kit finished preflight, started the engines, and taxied them out to take off on the short strip.  He found himself behind a Cargomaster, and had to wait nearly a minute before he was cleared to take off.  Justin just watched as they took off, and Kit took them quickly to 17,500 feet heading due east.  They passed within two miles of a little Piper, keeping a very close eye on the small single prop private plane as they passed it by, then he angled more to the south, enjoying the freedom of flying a jet on VFR rules, zooming along at 306 knots and knowing he could get to 417 knots, the maximum cruise speed of a CJ3, which was nearly 475 miles an hour, if he went up into the stratosphere.   The CJ3 was actually pretty large, the largest of the CJ series and the largest one that was single pilot certified, but it flew much like the Mustang they’d let him fly, light and responsive and easy to fly.  The avionics certainly made it like that, since the Pro Line flight deck made the plane easy to manage for a single pilot.  Kit and Justin discussed what he’d be doing for a cross country flight to Boston, and how he’d be letting the autopilot do most of the work.


“So, am I allowed out of the cockpit with the autopilot going when I‘m the only pilot?” Kit grinned at Justin.


“For short and reasonable trips, yes,” he answered.  “To the lavatory, to grab a snack, and so on.  But no sleeping, no playing cards back in the cabin, and so on.”


Kit chuckled.  “I’ll be carrying so much weight, I’m may have to stop somewhere to refuel,” he noted as he adjusted the engines and prepared to turn around.


“I doubt that, this thing has a thousand pounds of payload at full fuel.”


“I think I might.  We’ll be way over the payload at full fuel.”


“How many are you taking?”


“There‘ll be ten of us, gonna fill this thing up,” he answered.  “Between fuel, them, and their baggage, I expect we’ll be at around fifteen hundred pounds of payload, so I‘ll have to fill my tanks just to max weight.  I’ll be taking off at maximum weight.”


“Just remember that a max weight takeoff makes the controls a bit sluggish,” he warned.  “You’re best off using as much runway as you can to get up to about ten knots over lift-off speed, that makes it a bit easier.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”


“Hmm, that’ll be close,” Justin mused as he thought about it.  “Boston is well within normal range at full fuel, but if you’re gonna be five hundred or so pounds of fuel down on takeoff, you’d really be pushing it to try to make it all the way to Boston on one leg.  You’d have to get some help from prevailing winds.”


“That’s why I think I’ll plan for a fuel stop,” Kit said as they started a long, wide circle to turn around and go back to Bergstrom.


“Whatever you do, do not land at Tri-State Airport in Huntington, West Virginia,” Justin laughed.


“Why not?”


“It’s built on the top of a mountain, so the ends of the runway are like on cliffs,” he replied.  “It’s the closest thing you’d ever come to landing on an aircraft carrier.  It’s a nervous landing, especially at night.”


“It sounds like you speak from experience,” Kit chuckled.


“Guilty.  I suggest Lexington Municipal Airport.  Nice and roomy, and they use fueler trucks that come out to a staging area, since they get lots of refuelers landing there.  You’ll be able to do a hot refuel and be on your way after like a half hour.”


“I’ll take your advice on that one.”


Kit landed softly and smoothly back on the short strip, and taxied the jet back to Signature, parking it right where it had been.  After he shut down, he looked to Justin.  “Well?”


“You’re already rated, don’t look at me,” he winked.  “But would I feel comfortable letting you solo cross country?  Without batting an eye,” he affirmed.


“That’s all I wanted to know.”


After he dropped Justin off at Hertz, Kit went on to the mall and bought Jessie’s birthday present.  Jessie wasn’t big on jewelry, but he’d seen her eyeing an emerald and diamond heart pendant at Zale’s Jewelry in the mall, only $300, and he’d bought it using a piece of the money market funds he’d have to put back later.  He also bought her a kitchen set for their new apartment, a whole new set of knives and other cooking implements like tenderizers and spoons, and a cast iron rack to hang over the island from which to hang pots, pans, and other utensils.  The kitchen set and the rack he wouldn’t take with them, but he did take pictures of them to show her on her birthday so she knew what she got.  But the necklace was going with them.  He also bought a gold plated frame with Laura inscribed across the top, which would hold a picture of their baby when she was born.  The most expensive thing he bought wasn‘t the necklace, it was a complete $1500 set of Eagle Pro composite shaft golf clubs; three woods, nine irons, three wedges, and two putters, along with deluxe golf bag filled with golf accessories and a deluxe wheel caddy for when her pregnancy made carrying the golf bag too hard, since she had really become interested in golf over the last couple of weeks, she really liked the game.  Eagle clubs were rather pricy, but were also considered some of the best clubs available, useful for every skill level.  Kit had used Jessie’s clothes and had snuck some measurements of her while she slept to send to the company so they could give her clubs that were right for her, since clubs sized for the golfer were critical to the golfer‘s game.  He had also bought her a Remington 332 over-under 12 gauge shotgun she could use for skeet shooting, which put him back nearly $1,400, because it was specifically made for sport shooting, came with extra parts, and had a long reinforced barrel.  He’d seen a few high-level competition skeet shotguns going for as much as $8,000, so $1,400 for a competition-grade shotgun seemed like a bargain compared to that.  He was spending a whole lot on something she’d use only occasionally, but since Jessie had started shooting skeet again, he wanted her to have a good gun with which to do it, and she was worth it.  Almost as an afterthought, he bought a second shotgun, a Remington 12 gauge Wingmaster pump action, which was $600 at a local gun store, to use as an emergency backup in case they had to have her regular one fixed, and also for a guest to use, so Jessie didn’t have to share her shotgun with anyone else.  Jessie hadn’t just taken Sheila and Allison skeet shooting once, she’d taken them several times, so the idea of having a second shotgun available seemed like a good idea.  The pump action was also viable for skeet shooting, with a long barrel and the proper choke, but from what he’d researched most serious skeet shooters didn’t use pump action shotguns for sport shooting…but he couldn’t afford a second over-under.  When he asked John about pump-action skeet shotguns, he was told that many recreational skeet shooters did use them, and that it was a personal matter of choice.  Some furs could pump the shotgun to reload just as easily as others moved their fingers to a second trigger or the shotgun’s trigger switched over to the second barrel.  They’d keep them in a locked gun cabinet he intended to buy, upstairs in their bedroom when they moved, which should keep it well away from Laura once she became ambulatory.


How a pump action shotgun could cost less than a much less complicated over-under shotgun just mystified him.


He’d considered buying her a Stairmaster, her favorite workout machine, but the community center was going to contain a small yet complete workout center, with stair machines, rowing machines, stationary bikes, treadmills, and two fixed weight stations in the workout room, with a room that could be used for dance lessons, martial arts lessons, or other activities.


In all, Kit spent over $4000 on Jessie, plus the extra $600 for the second shotgun which he didn’t entirely consider a present for Jessie but he felt he didn’t spend enough.  She was his entire life, and he wanted to shower her with presents on her special day.  But, he felt that she would like his presents.  He bought her a piece of jewelry and gifts for her many hobbies, which would keep her busy and happy both before and after Laura was born.  She’d golf until her pregnancy made it too hard, then move on to cooking or skeet shooting or flying.


After shopping, he called Eagle and had them next-day ship the clubs to John and Hannah’s house, then called Hannah and warned her it was coming.  “Golf clubs?  Golf clubs, Kit?”


“She’s really gotten hooked on golf,” he chuckled.  “Sheila’s been taking her to play.  I have no doubt that she’ll go right back onto the course after she recovers from the pregnancy, the courses stay open here in Texas until December, then re-open in March.  I think there’s one private course here that doesn’t close at all.”


“That’s really surprising.  She doesn’t talk about golf.”


“That’s because Sheila kicks her butt,” Kit mused.  “But when she goes out next time with her own clubs, Sheila’d better watch out.”


“I hope you got her something other than golf clubs.”


“Of course I did.  I bought her a rack for pans we’ll use in our new apartment, a whole set of kitchen things for the new kitchen, I got her a gold frame with our baby’s name engraved on it, and I bought her a diamond and emerald heart pendant necklace.  Oh, and I bought her a competition-grade shotgun for skeet shooting, since she’s been taking Sheila and Ally skeet shooting lately.  Sheila was very annoyed,” he laughed.  “She likes to lord it over Jessie a little bit in golf, but Jessie mops the floor with her in skeet shooting.”


“I would think so, since she used to go with her father,” Hannah said with a slightly smug tone.


Justin joined them for dinner, and he got to meet Danielle, Sheila and Allison, who had come over for dinner as well, a dinner that both Jessie and Sheila had cooked.  They made lasagna italiano, steamed broccoli with cheese sauce, artichoke hearts, and homemade black bread.  “So, you two are taking flying lessons as well, are you?” Justin asked, looking at the two vixens over the dinner table.  “How far along are you?”


“We’ll do our test rides on July thirtieth,” Sheila answered.


“Do you like it?”


“I think it’s awesome,” Sheila grinned.  “Me and Ally are gonna go in together on a Cessna four hundred!  If we’re gonna fly a single engine, we decided to go for the best!”


“You could always borrow theirs,” he chuckled, pointing at Kit and Jessie.


“They’re stingy with it,” she complained.


“After you graduate and after I train you, I’ll let you fly my plane, but not a moment before,” Kit said adamantly.  “My plane is a hell of a lot more complicated than the one seventy-two trainers you’re flying at AAIA.  I’d like to keep my plane in one piece.”


“You think I’d crash?” she challenged.


“Not on purpose, but I think you’d say ‘watch this,’ and then I’d be visiting you in the hospital.”


Danielle burst into laughter, but sputtered to a stop as Sheila glared at her, which caused Allison and Jessie to burst into laughter.  “What do you do, Justin?” Danielle asked.


“I’m a flight instructor for Cessna,” he answered.  “When someone buys a jet, what I do is teach the owner or the pilot he hires how to fly the plane.”


“How much does something like that cost?”


“For a buyer, nothing.  We train one pilot and one maintenance technician for the owner as part of the price of the jet.  But if someone is buying the training, it depends on the training the pilot wants.  Rating in a Mustang costs about seven thousand dollars.  Rating in a CJ or an Encore is about six thousand.  Rating in a Citation ten, our most popular jet, is about twelve thousand.”


“Wow, I didn’t realize it was so expensive to learn to fly,” she said in surprise.


“It can be,” Justin said, to which just about everyone else at the table nodded.  “How much is your private costing you, Sheila?”


“Eight thousand,” she answered.  “But that includes everything.”


“I’ll be going for my air transport license at the end of the year, and after all is said and done, I figure I’ll have spent about a hundred thousand on flight training to get there,” Kit told her.


“That sounds about right,” Justin nodded.  “But if you want to learn to fly, Danielle, talk to him,” he said, pointing at Kit.  “He got his flight instructor’s permit while he was training with us in Kansas, so he can train pilots himself.  I’m sure he’d probably be much cheaper than learning from the school where Sheila’s going.”


“Yeah, we’re still a bit ticked over that,” Sheila grinned at him.  “We both think you owe us a little, like helping us get our instrument ratings.  It’s annoying as hell not being able to fly because a single little cloud is sitting over the airport.”


“I’ll help you, Sheila.  But it’s still gonna cost ya,” he winked.


“Bastard.”


“I’m a Vulpan,” he said simply, which made everyone burst into laughter.


Friday morning, Kit leaned over and kissed Jessie on the ear while she slept, putting a paw on her belly and feeling a little faint wriggling down there.  Little Laura had become a lot more active over the last week or so, and it wasn’t unusual to feel her kicking or moving as Jessie’s belly continued to expand and thicken.  Her “thin” clothes didn’t fit her anymore, and she had started wearing maternity-style clothes, pants with elastic waistbands and loose fitting shirts and blouses.  In the last couple of weeks, her baby bump had developed into full-blown, blatant pregnancy.  Furs who looked at her could tell she was pregnant now, not just a touch chubby around the middle, and that subtle change had done much for her mood.  Jessie was shy, but she was a beautiful femme and she knew it, and she had her own share of vanity.  She liked being thin, she liked being pretty, and it had stung her ego to think that others thought she was fat.  But now, they didn’t think she was fat, they could tell she was obviously pregnant, and that was like a dark cloud had been lifted off her shoulders.


She hummed lightly in her throat and opened her beautiful blue eyes, looking up at him a little fuzzily at first, but then he saw her eyes sharpen and a smile bloom as she looked up at him.  “Morning, my handsome fox,” she said in a near whisper.


“Good morning, my pretty kitty,” he returned, kissing her lingeringly on the lips, ignoring the fact that both of them had morning breath.  “Happy almost birthday.”


She giggled and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.  “My almost birthday, hmm?” she asked with a smile.  “And what present do I get for my almost birthday?”


“You get to go to the kitchen and make me breakfast while I lounge around in bed,” he said with a teasing smile.


She laughed.  “Oh really?  And what kind of present is that?”


“Well, you’ll be happy knowing that you’re making the most important male in your life happy,” he said flippantly, brushing her hair back away from her face.  “And after I smell breakfast cooking and it rousts me out of bed and into the dining room, I’ll get to sit at the table and watch your sexy little butt wiggle back and forth while you’re cooking the bacon.”


She laughed again.  “Let’s not even go there,” she told him with an amused twinkle in her eyes.  “I do not want you to have those kinds of thoughts of me while I’m cooking.  I’ll never be able to so much as boil water ever again!”


“You’re too late, I have those kinds of thoughts about you all the time, no matter what you’re doing,” he told her, then he leaned down and kissed her lingeringly.  “I’m having those kinds of thoughts right now,” he informed her.


“Well, I think we might have to do something about that,” she giggled, tightening her grip on him and pulling him down into her embrace.


After he finally let her escape from bed, they took turns showering, and Kit cooked breakfast.  They were going to head to the airport around one, since everyone had already been told that they had to be over at the complex at 10:00, where they would park their cars and pile into Kit‘s Pathfinder and Martha‘s van to get to the airport.  Everyone already knew that they needed to eat before they got to the complex, and that dinner was already planned for them in Boston before they went to the concert, as well as a couple of hours to sightsee in Boston.  Kit asked them to try to limit their luggage, reminding them this was only a weekend trip and they didn’t need to bring their entire wardrobes, but he did warn everyone that it was best to bring shoes to Boston if they wanted to sightsee in the time between dinner and the concert, that in some places in Boston one had to have shoes to get in; that was how they discriminated against tourists.


Since they’d decided to have a little married fun before getting up, they found that it was nearly time to go after they cooked breakfast.  Kit packed Jessie’s gifts in the Pathfinder in a box as she got their suitcase and attaché ready, and Lupe hurried over to his car as he was putting the box in the back.  “Hey brah, I’m ready to go!” he said, holding up a small suitcase.  “Two changes of clothes and Jessie’s gift!”


“Bring shoes?”


“In the suitcase,” he nodded.  “Brah, thanks again for this trip!  You know how long it’s been since I took a vacation?”


“We’re happy to take you, Lupe,” he smiled.  “You’re one of our closest friends, you deserve something for all that loyalty,” he winked.


Lupe laughed.  “So, I finally get to see the big mansion where you grew up!”


“Only from the outside,” he said.  “You’ll be staying in the guest houses on the grounds.  I wouldn’t let you stay in the house itself, there’s too much danger of a confrontation with my uncle.  He lives there.”


“Ah, yeah, the nefarious Uncle Zach.”


“That’s him,” he nodded as he packed Lupe’s suitcase in his truck, then closed the back gate.  “To prevent bloodshed, I’d rather keep us and him separate.  I won’t even be staying there.  I, I just can’t stay there,” he said, shivering.  “Way too many bad memories.  I’ll be pushing it just staying a night in Boston.  Jessie’s gonna have to cuddle up to me like a giant teddy bear to keep me calm enough to sleep.”


“Well, I think you should be alright for one day.  We ain’t goin’ nowhere we’ll run into your family, will we?”


“Nah, we’re just gonna run around the harbor and take the walking tour, and Jessie wants to show everyone the Cathedral of the Holy Cross, where we went to have our second ceremony to honor my mom’s wishes.”


Rick and Martha pulled up in the spot beside Kit’s truck in Martha’s van, and he saw that Danielle was already with them, having picked her up from the sorority before coming over.  Right behind her was Allison in her junk Camry, the car she drove when she didn’t want furs to know she had money, who went down and parked in a visitor’s spot, then piled out of her car with a small suitcase and a garment bag which held a dress.  “What are you bringing a dress for, Ally?” Danielle asked.  “They told me to wear jeans and a tee.”


“I’m going to go to a Broadway show with Terry after Jessie’s party, so I have to take something nice for it.”


“Oh.  Well, you gotta tell us what it was like when you get home!” she said brightly.


“I’m taking a camera, I’ll see if I can’t get a couple of good pictures,” she said as she put the suitcase and garment bag in the back of Martha’s van.


“Where’s Sheila?”


“I haven’t seen her yet, but she should be along in a minute,” Kit answered as Jessie came out with a camera bag and hurried over to the cars.  “Did you bring shoes, guys?”


“I remembered,” Danielle nodded.


“We have ours in our suitcase,” Rick added.


Sheila rushed up with her own suitcase as Lupe went to go get a bag holding snacks they could eat along the way.  “Sorry guys, I was making us some lunch we can eat on the plane!” she said.  “Lupe!  Go to my pad and get the Tupperware dish on my coffee table!” she shouted.


“Sure thing, baby!  Want me to lock up for ya?”


“Go ahead!” she answered.


“It’s so weird thinking about flying in a private plane,” Danielle laughed.  “We’re bringing our own food to eat!”


“If Sheila cooked it, it probably won’t be much better than airline food,” Kit mused, which earned him a swat from both Jessie and Martha, who had been teaching her to cook.


“Denigrating her cooking is denigrating mine!” Martha warned.  “Now, do you want to say that again?”


“Not while I’m in paw’s reach of you, Martha,” he told the great dane seriously, which made her laugh.  “Where the heck are Kevin and Sam?”


“Right there,” Sheila said, pointing as Kevin pulled up in a hurry on the other side of Kit’s truck.


“Sorry guys, there was a wreck on the interstate!” he said as he and Sam piled out of his Altima.  Kevin got their suitcases as Sam brought out a plastic bag holding drinks.


“Did you remember shoes?”  Kit asked as he put their suitcases in Martha’s van.


“Sure did, in our suitcases,” Kevin answered, and Sam nodded in agreement.


Jessie set the alarm and locked their apartment while Lupe returned with the lunch Sheila made, then he went back and locked up his own apartment and threw a set of keys to Dan, who had come out to see them off.  “Bring back a Red Sox pennant, guys!” he called as they pulled out of the parking area, waving to him and Mickey as they headed out.  Kit and Jessie were carrying Lupe and Sheila, while Rick and Martha were carrying Danielle, Allison, Kevin, and Sam.  They quickly drove to the airport, and Kit led Martha between the hangars and out onto the flight line, pulling up by the jet that Vil had arranged for them.  He used the keys Justin had left for him to open the cargo doors, then used the keyless remote to unlock the hatch and open it.  “Stay out of the cockpit!” he warned all of them as he helped Lupe and Rick load their luggage in the plane, making sure it was balanced, as the femmes and Kevin climbed the stairs and disappeared inside.  After they got the luggage loaded and secured, he locked up the cargo door and ushered Lupe into the jet, and he and Rick parked their cars in Signature’s long term lot.  When they got back, Kit sent Rick into the jet, and he did the walk-around, making sure the flight control surfaces weren’t jammed, nothing was leaking, the tires were in good condition, and everything looked to be in proper order.  He then climbed up into the jet himself, but didn‘t close the hatch, he only raised the stairs to get them off the tarmac so he could get their weight and know how much fuel to load.  He saw that there had to have been a fight of some kind over the seats, for Martha and Allison were in the first row, which faced backwards, and Sheila and Danielle were in the next row.  Kevin and Sam were in the next row, leaving Lupe and Rick to sit in the very back.  Jessie was stowing their food and drinks in the refreshment center by the hatch.  “What’s next, Kit?” Allison asked, looking over the seat at him.


“I have to weigh us and then figure out how much fuel to take on,” he said.


“How do you do that?” Danielle asked.


“The plane weighs itself,” he told her.  “It has a scale in the landing gear, part of a system called weight on wheels.  The plane knows how much weight it’s carrying.”


“That’s pretty clever,” she nodded.


“Planes are full of very clever things,” Kit chuckled as he squeezed past Jessie and climbed into the left seat.


The calculations didn’t take long.  He took the plane’s resting weight, which included the fuel that was already in the tanks, and pulled out the jet’s cheat sheet to calculate how much fuel he could take on without exceeding maximum weight.  Once he had his fuel figures, he used the radio to call it in to Signature.  In a matter of minutes, a fuel truck rumbled up to the jet.  It took them about twenty minutes to load the fuel he wanted, balancing it in the tanks, then he went back out and paid for it using the Transport card that Vil had given him.  The fuel furs pulled the chocks for him, and also helped him pull up the stairs.  He closed and sealed the hatch, then climbed back into the cockpit.  After making sure the fuel truck was well away from the jet, he started preflight.  “Everyone get ready, we’ll be heading out in just a minute,” he shouted as Jessie climbed into the copilot’s seat and strapped in, but kept he paws well away from the controls.  She instead watched him intently.  She knew she could rate to fly the jet herself, she had all the necessary ratings to qualify, so she had an earnest interest in watching what he was doing.  He started the engines, explaining it to Jessie in a low voice, then put on his headset and called the tower for permission to taxi out onto ramp for takeoff.  They sent him to the long runway for some reason, but that didn’t bother him.  He taxied out behind a Boeing 767, keeping his distance, and then an Airbus pulled up behind them, pulling out from the main terminal.  “We’ve got airliners sandwiching us, I hate that,” he grunted.  “Airline pilots like to ride your ass in their big jets,” he complained as the taxi ramp turned, and he glanced out his side window to see where the Airbus was.  “I always worry that they’re gonna lose sight of me and run me over.”


“Does that happen often?” Danielle asked from the cabin.


“It never has to my knowledge, but I still can’t help feeling like I might be the first in history,” he answered, which made her laugh.


After the 767 pulled onto the runway, Kit answered traffic control and heard other traffic, including a plane which had declared a flight emergency getting ready to land, then nodded.  “No wonder they put us over here, there’s a flight emergency over on the short strips,” he told Jessie.


“Yeah, I heard it,” she nodded, tapping her headset.


“Still can’t get over that, my wife the pilot who understands ATC jargon now,” he winked at her.


“You bet, handsome fox,” she smiled in reply.


“Cessna Tango one one one seven, requesting takeoff clearance three six,” he called after the 767 pulled into the air and Kit replaced it at the end of the runway.


“Cessna Tango one one one seven, cleared for takeoff runway three six, follow flight plan VFR,” the male controller answered, which Kit had put on the speaker so everyone could hear what was going on.


“Roger, flight plan VFR,” Kit answered, acknowledging that he would be under VFR rules until he got above 18,000 and then enter his filed flight plan.  They usually warned of that if they‘d be near commercial traffic.  “Alright, here we go guys!” Kit shouted, spooling up the engines.


They were in the air and climbing quickly, and he saw why they were warning him.  “Look at that airliner to our right,” he called over the intercom.  Everyone piled over on that side, those on the left getting out of their seats, and Jessie took video of it from her side of the cockpit.  “That’s an Airbus,” Kit added as they passed within about two miles of the jet as it maneuvered to land, preparing to circle the airport to land.  Kit saw why they had him wait on the runway, that was so the airliner could get out of the way as he climbed.  “Pretty cool, eh?” he called.  “You’d never see one this close in an airliner.”


“Is it legal to be this close?” Lupe shouted.

“Yeah it is, Lupe,” Kit answered.  “I’m a good ways from him and moving in a different direction.  He knows I’m here, and he can see that I’m flying away from him, not towards him.”


The Airbus quickly dwindled off in the distance, since it was flying away from them, and Kit monitored the pressurization of the jet as they climbed up and over 12,000 feet.  He ensured that the jet was properly pressurized, then explained to Jessie what he was doing as the jet ascended up into flight plan airspace.  He called into traffic control, then double-checked their input flight plan into the navigation system.  With that flight plan, the autopilot could take over and keep them right on course and schedule.  He optimized the autopilot so it would focus more on maintaining speed than fuel efficiency, since they had more than enough fuel to reach Lexington, then he let it take over once they were up at a cruising altitude of 40,000 feet.  “Alright, we’re level now,” he called to the others.


It was two hours of easy flying to Lexington, which Kit spent letting the plane fly on autopilot as he taught just about everyone in the plane just how a jet plane worked, and what most of the controls did.  He let them sit in the cockpit as well, usurping Jessie and letting them sit in the right chair in turns.  He didn’t make them sit down as they descended and landed at Bluegrass Airport, since Lupe, Sheila, Allison, and Danielle wanted to see what it looked like to land from the cockpit.  Kit just had them brace themselves as they soared in over Lexington, then landed easily.  A FBO there did indeed offer quick turnaround fueling in a little staging area near their hangar, so Kit negotiated with them over the radio as he taxied along a ramp approaching them, using a graphic of the airport on the center screen that even showed his location, and pointed out the location of the FBO to him.  He pulled into the stretch of tarmac and parked, and a fueler truck rolled up to them after he shut down the engines.  Being the solo pilot, he wasn’t about to idle the engines without him behind the controls.  He pulled out his cheat chart and calculated how much fuel he needed, then radioed that out to the fueler.  “Everyone stay on the jet, we’re out of here as soon as the fuel’s loaded,” he told them as he opened the hatch.


He oversaw the loading of the fuel, chatting amiably with one of the crew, then paid for it using the Transport card that Vil gave him.  “We can put this on file if you want, so you don’t have to get out of the jet next time,” the crewman offered as he gave the card back to Kit.


“No thanks,” he said mildly.  If it was his card where he’d see the statement every month and could catch any fraudulent charges, he would probably allow it, but he wasn’t taking chances with Vil’s gift.


“Alright, we’re on the way,” Kit called as he sealed the hatch.  “Next stop, Boston!”


“Vil wants to know when we’re getting there,” Jessie asked, putting her paw over her cell phone, looking over at him as he climbed into his seat and strapped in.


“Tell her about two hours,” he answered as he began a hot-start of the engines, at least after ensuring the fuel truck and all the crew were well away from the jet.  “We’ll be taking off from Lexington any minute.”


“She wants to know why we landed, she said they said the plane could reach Boston non-stop.”


“If we weren’t flying with eight passengers and all their luggage, yeah, we would’ve easily,” he chuckled.  “But we’re carrying an awful lot of extra weight.  We might have even made it to Boston on one leg, but I didn’t want to push it, it was too close to our range on the fuel we had.  Boston was right on the edge of my maximum range without violating reserves, and pilots always err on the side of caution.  One headwind or unforeseen problem, and we‘d have come up short.  It only cost us about forty minutes to land and refuel, that’s not bad.  I’ll take a planned forty minute layover over an unplanned layover in New York or Connecticut because air traffic control put me in a holding pattern.”

Jessie summarized that to “He said that we have so much extra weight that it made getting to Boston on one tank of gas too risky to try.”


“Well put,” Kit chuckled as he settled his headset over his ears.  After he had the jet ready to go, he bartered with the tower for taxi clearance as Rick, Kevin, and Sam crowded into the narrow doorway to the cabin, Sam with a video camera.  Kit pulled out in front of a Beech King and taxied down to the end of the runway, letting Jessie explain everything because Kit was too busy to give a narrative.  Jessie did a very good job, then had them brace themselves as Kit pulled out onto the runway, powered up, then executed a smooth takeoff.  “Two hours to Boston, guys!” he called.  “Tower, Cessna Tango one one one seven, course seven seven, roger,” he acknowledged when the controller had him change course to avoid incoming traffic not yet visible to him, adjusting his course.

He went back and ate lunch with Jessie, and embarrassed her half to death when he brazenly pulled up her shirt to show off her pregnant belly to Rick, Lupe, and Kevin.  “That’s my daughter in there,” he said with a smile, caressing her expanding tummy.  “My little Laura.”

“Buster, you’re making sure it’s your last child!” Jessie warned, smacking him on the shoulder and pulling her shirt back down, her cheeks ruffled.


“Jessie, no, if you kill him we have no one to land the plane!” Lupe laughed.


“I can land us, I saw him fly the simulator enough,” she growled as he snatched one of the sandwiches Sheila made and retreated quickly back towards the cockpit, laughing.


“Yeah, I’m just surrounded by pilots here,” Lupe chuckled as Kit got back in his seat.  “Kit and Jessie fly, and the two vixen babes are learnin’!  I should learn too, just to fit in with the crowd!”


“I couldn’t fly this,” Allison protested.


“Yet,” Jessie corrected her.  “It’s not so hard to fly a jet, I think, there’s just lots more controls.”


“Next time we need to get a jet where I can stand up straight,” Rick chuckled.


“Sometimes it pays to be short, brah,” Lupe laughed.


It took them about 95 minutes to get to Boston from Lexington, and Kit had to pay attention, because he was landing a small jet at Logan International Airport, which usually wouldn’t even be allowed under most circumstances.  Logan was a huge international airport that looked at general aviation as dirt under their claws, since it was a huge commercial airport that served airliners.  The airport had a spiderweb of six runways, and Kit spent a goodly amount of time studying a chart of the airport he clipped to his yoke, so he’d know exactly where he was going when they finally told him where he was landing.  But, landing didn’t come quickly, for Kit was put in a holding pattern because of a flight delay, which made him feel quite justified in landing to refuel, or he’d be declaring a flight emergency and pissing off a whole lot of furs, and probably get his tail hauled in by the FAA for a review.  Finally, though, they gave him permission to land on runway 4L, which would at least make it easy for him to get to Signature FBO, which was where Vil said she’d arranged to park the jet overnight.  He touched down right on the stripes, almost in the intersection of runway 9R, then hit the brakes and thrust reversers to slow down enough to get off the runway immediately, as ordered by the controller.  He pulled off and turned onto a parallel taxiway, moving slowly behind a Air France 767 as it ambled along towards the terminal.  They made their way slowly yet surely to the very corner of the airport, where Signature had their hangar and terminal.  A signalfur guided him in, parking him at an open-air spot right by the terminal, and then workers ran out and chocked the wheels after he shut down the engines. “We’re here!” he called, taking off his headset.  “Sheila, go find Vil, and you guys unpack our stuff while I do postflight!”

When three limousines pulled up onto the flight line, he figured that Vil knew they were there.  He finished up postflight and secured the controls, then came down the stairs to see Vil hugging Jessie, and all the others gathered around her.  Kendall was with her, as was Muffy and Terry, and much to Kit’s shock and surprise, Aunt Sarah and Uncle Brian were with them.  It was clear that Sarah had come to see Sheila, for the two were sharing a surprisingly loving embrace.  Brian was shaking paws with Kevin.  Seeing his elders there tempered his enthusiasm quite a bit, and he saw that he wasn’t the only one.  Allison stood just outside the group with Terry, and the two of them were talking without touching.  Kit noticed Brian giving Allison a long, appraising look…which wasn’t a surprise, since Allison was a drop-dead stunner of a vixen, and she was wearing a pair of half shirts that were layered and a pair of shorts, which showed off her perfect figure.  Kit came up to them almost reluctantly as workers emptied their cargo hold, and hugged Vil while keeping his eyes bored on Brian and Sarah, his expression making it abundantly clear he did not want them there.

“I’m here to see my daughter, not you, Kit,” Sarah told him simply.  “God help me, but I’ve actually missed her since she moved to Texas.”


“Mom!” Sheila protested.


“Muffy was coming to see you, so I decided to tag along,” Brian shrugged.  “How have you been, Kit?”


“Good enough,” he said as Jessie hugged Muffy, then his cousin embraced him warmly.


“Hey you, how you been?” Muffy asked.


“It’s been fine, cousin,” he told her, patting her on the back.


“Just pack the suitcases anywhere, we’ll sort them out at Stonebrook!” Vil barked to the workers, who were trying to figure out which suitcase went in which limousine.  “We’re going to go see Clancy first, bro, then go on to the city.  Would you please reconsider and stay at Stonebrook tonight?” she asked, almost pleadingly.  “You can stay in a guest cottage, bro, you don’t have to stay in the main house.  Clancy wants to you stay there, just once.”


“No, Vil,” he said sternly.  “The only reason I’ll even go there now is because Clancy is there.”


“I think you’re being a tad immature, Kit,” Sarah told him.  “Lucas has been dead for over a year.  I doubt his ghost is haunting the manor.  You should be in the family estate, not hide in Chelmsford with your sister,” she sniffed.

“Then call me immature, Sarah,” he said, a bit coldly.  “You forget, I have this to remind me of how wonderful my life in Boston was,” he said, pointing at his missing ear.

She fell silent.  She knew that she had no defense against that argument.


“Let’s not start a family war right here on the tarmac,” Vil said briskly.  “Let’s get going.  Everyone just pick a limo, they’re all going to the same place!”


Kit made sure that Brian and Sarah were in some other limo before picking one…or more to the point, getting pulled into Vil’s limo.  Kit and Jessie shared the limo with Vil, Allison, Kendall, and Terry, as Sheila went to sit with her mother.  “Wot, Kit, I didn’t realize things were quite that tense in your family,” Kendall said.  “Villy told me that you and your family were at odds, but that was more than just at odds.”


“I hate my family, Ken,” he said honestly.  “Outside of Vil, basically anyone older than me in the family can go to hell.  I’ll never forgive them for what they did to me.”


“Yet you’re friends with Sheila.”


“Sheila was too young to understand what was going on when it happened.  That’s why I don’t necessarily blame my younger cousins, and I’ll associate with them.  But my elders did know what was going on, and since they did nothing, I’ll never forgive them.”


“One of our few points of contention, I’m afraid,” Vil sighed.  “I think he’s being entirely too stubborn.  He can take his pound of flesh out of the elders, then forgive them and move on without having much to do with them.  That would go a long way to settling things down in the family.”

“How would you feel if the family left you for dead, Vil?” he asked hotly.  “It was bad enough laying in that hospital bed, but to do it alone, with only Suzy—“  He cut himself off when Jessie put her paw on his arm and gave him a compassionate look.  “I would have forgiven them for abandoning me if they’d just come when I was in the hospital, but they did nothing.  And because of that, they will never get a kind word from me.”


“Well, then perhaps your family should just stop trying,” Kendall said.  “And forgive me, dear lady, for not giving you a more proper greeting,” he said, kissing Allison’s paw rakishly, clearly trying to lighten the mood by irritating both Vil and Terry.  “Kendall Brighton, at your service.”


“Allison Gallagher,” she returned, giving Terry a light smile in return of his slightly jealous look.


“So, you’re going out with Terry?”


“This is our first date,” she answered.  “We met when he came down to see Kit.  He had to convince me I should bother with a two thousand mile relationship.”


Kendall laughed.  “I know the feeling, milady, I live in London and my girlfriend lives in Boston.  Yet I jump across the pond at least once a week to see Villy.”


“I will make you stop calling me that,” Vil growled.


“So, you may have a long-distance relationship, but ours is international.”


“Once a week?  How do you afford it?”


He laughed.  “I’m a Brighton, Allison.  My old male is all but drooling over the idea of the Brightons and the Vulpans marrying, so he ferries me over on his private jet just to make sure I have plenty of opportunities to woo Villy into marriage.”


“You’re awfully brave to say that out loud,” Allison smiled.


“Nothing but the truth, Miss Allison,” he said with an outrageous smile.  “But I’m rather taken with Vil despite my old male pushing me at her.  I know it, she knows it, but it seems that we actually like each other.”


“There!” Vil said.  “See that, Ken?  You can call me by my proper name when you want to!”


“But I like calling you Villy,” he grinned.  “I like seeing your hackles up.  They’re such cute hackles.”


“They’re usually the last thing a fur sees before I have them gutted,” she warned, which made Allison giggle.


“Then I’ll just have to be careful,” he winked.


“I don’t think annoying your girlfriend is going to make her amenable to your marriage proposal there, Ken,” Jessie smiled at him.


“If a male wants a femme like Vilenne Vulpan, he can’t play by the rules,” he said immediately and with utter honesty.  “If I knuckle under to her, she won’t respect me.  If I walk on eggshells around her, she’ll think I’m being fake.  If I try to assert authority, she’ll bristle, because she’s used to being in charge.  So, all I can do is approach her as an equal, and equals aren’t afraid to tease each other,” he said, blowing a kiss at Vil.  “So, how did you meet Terry, Allison?” he asked curiously.

Terry and Allison took turns describing how they met, and how Terry had pursued Allison despite her misgivings, which she made vague, hinting that it was the distance between them that put her off.  “But he wore me down,” she said with a smile, touching Terry’s arm.


“It was worth the effort,” Terry returned, patting her knee.


“If it wouldn’t earn me the eternal hatred of two femmes in this limo, I’d say that you’re very, very beautiful, Allison,” Kendall told her, which earned him a hot glare from Vil.


“Watch it, male, I can have you replaced from my stable of suitors,” Vil warned, which made Kit laugh.


“But if they were anywhere near half as interesting and intellectually stimulating as me, I’d have been replaced already,” he said flippantly.


“He has such a high opinion of himself,” Jessie mused to Vil with a slight smile.  “You need to do something about that.”


“Oh, there’s a reckoning coming, believe you me,” she warned.  “I’ll knock that British superiority right out of him.”


“But I won’t let you until after we’re married,” he winked.  “Until then, I’m a lump of clay your fingers are twitching to mold, but aren’t allowed to touch.  Part of my irresistible charm, you know,” he said with a nod to Terry, which made just about everyone, even Vil, laugh.


Kendall amused them for the rest of the ride, at least until they turned onto Stonebrook Road.  Kit fell silent and watched as they went through the huge gates of Stonebrook Manor, feeling that familiar sensation of fear and anger rise up in him as they went down a driveway road he knew so well.  It had been late winter last time he was here, but now it was the middle of summer, and the gardens and lawns were bursting with vibrant color, the centerpiece being the Vulpan crest laid out in flowers in front of the grand entry, where the front drive circled around the grand front entrance, which was rarely if ever used.  The limo went around to the garage, and instead of pulling into the drive-through garage, she instead had them stop in the large paved courtyard beside it.  “Alright, let’s sort all this out!” she shouted as a horde of servants hurried out.  “Bring up a cart for each guest house, Stanley, and load luggage accordingly,” she ordered the chief butler, who was Clancy’s son, a tall, thin, stately-looking fox that was about 45.  Stanley’s son, Bartholomew, was attending him, the next generation to serve at Stonebrook.  “Rick and Martha in the pool house, Lupe in the boat cottage, Allison in the garden cottage, Danielle in the autumn cottage, and Kevin and Sam in the gazebo house.”

“What of you, Master Kit?  Are you staying with us tonight?” Stanley asked hopefully.


“Afraid not, Stanley,” he said, shaking his head.  “I’ll be staying in Chelmsford tonight, with Vil.”


“Ah.  Well, we keep your room ready for you, Master Kit, for whenever you do finally decide to come home.”


“Each guest house has a phone,” Vil called as they started milling around.  “You have to dial nine to get an outside line, and if you dial zero, you get the main house.  The staff will bring what you need out to the guest houses, so if you need towels or you want something to eat, just ring the house.  We have two pools on the grounds, an outdoor pool and an indoor pool.  The indoor pool is part of a gym, feel free to use it.  We also have a tennis court and basketball court outside, and a racquetball court in the gym.  The golf carts are yours to use while you’re here, but if you wreck it, you buy it,” she warned.  “So no drag racing or hot rodding on Stonebrook carts!  If you get lost, remember this:  uphill always leads back to the main house!  The grounds are fenced, so you can’t possibly end up off the grounds unless you climb the wall or go through a gate.  Servants will lead you to your guest houses.  Go settle in and rest a while, and be back here at the main house in two hours!  Two hours, then we go have dinner and sightsee Boston before the concert!”


Stanley pulled out his cell phone, which had a push to talk feature, and he used that to summon more servants and also to have the garage bring around more carts.  Kit left them to their preparations to enter the garage, and, with Jessie holding his paw, they traced the familiar path leading to Clancy’s door.

Clancy allowed them in after the first knock, and they found him sitting at his chair, sipping a cup of tea.  He had a quilt tucked in around his legs, and he looked much better than he had in March when they came to see him.  His fur was glossier and thicker, and his eyes had lost that listless quality, though he was still quite thin.  “Ah, Kit, Jessica,” he said with a bright smile, and they hugged him in his chair.  “I’m so glad to see you, my boy.  How was your flight up?”


“Kit flew us, Clancy!” Jessie said, giving him a bright smile as they sat down on the sofa facing Clancy’s chair.  “Vil rented a jet for us, and Kit flew it!”


“She told me she would.  Did you enjoy it, my boy?”


“I loved it,” he laughed.  “I finally got to use all that training Vil paid for.”


“It’s a sad state when a Vulpan has to rent something,” he sighed, which made Kit laugh.  “Now, I see that Miss Jessica is starting to look quite radiant.  Have you any new pictures of the baby for me?”


“Not yet, I’m not scheduled for another ultrasound for two weeks,” Jessie laughed.  “But we would like you to come down and see Laura when she’s born, if you feel up to it.”


“I’m feeling quite chipper nowadays, my dear,” he smiled.  “It took me quite a while to recover from that flu, but I have recovered.  Instead of catching up in this room, I’d prefer a walk through the garden.  You truly must see our garden when it’s in bloom, Jessica.”


That was what they did.  Clancy walked with his cane as they strolled through the large and well-maintained garden on the far side of the house.  The garden was one of the physical reminders of his mother, Beth Vulpan, who had a love of flowers and had expanded the size of the garden and had also built a small greenhouse where she could grow flowers year round.  Clancy could name every single flower, and gave Jessie quite the lesson in botany and gardening.  “I used to tend these very flowers beside your mother, Kit,” he mused.  “She introduced me to gardening as a hobby, which I pursued with enthusiasm until arthritis made it too hard to kneel down.”

“We named our baby after her,” Jessie said.  “Laura Beth Vulpan.”


“It would have been more proper to name her Elizabeth, since that was her name, but she did prefer to be called Beth,” Clancy chuckled.  “And she would be quite pleased to know that you thought so much of her, Jessica, even though you never knew her.”


“I’ve heard Kit talk about her enough to feel like I could have been her friend,” she said.


Clancy chuckled.  “Ah, if only it were so, my dear, but no, she would not have befriended you quite so easily, my dear.”  He picked a small violet flower from a bush.  “Elizabeth was a wonderful femme, Jessica.  She was kind, caring, loving, and strong.  But, like so many in her social class, she was not the perfection that Kit recalls.  She would not have approved of your marriage, my dear,” he said honestly.  “She was a purist.”  He saw Kit’s sudden frown, but brushed him aside.  “I know it can sometimes be hard to hear the truth about someone whom we loved more than life itself, someone whom we only have memories.  Time apart after they pass tends to make the blemishes fade, and leave nothing but that picture of perfection we build in our minds.  But it is good for you to know the truth of Kit’s mother, my dear.  I think that as a femme, she would have found you a delight and a wonderful, kind, caring young cat, much like herself.  But in some things, Beth could be as blind as Lucas.  She would have approved of you being Kit’s friend, but not his wife.  Sometimes it’s best to remember the faults as well as the strengths, for that lets us love our friends and family who have passed on without putting them on a pedestal they would probably not entirely like to occupy.

“The truth, my boy, is that your mother would have forced you to marry within your class, as she and your father did, as all Vulpans do except for you.  But that does not mean that we must love her less.  I cannot come out into this garden without a thousand wonderful memories of Beth filling me so much I smile,” he mused, smelling the little purple flower, then giving it to Jessie.  “But now, I’m sure she sees how truly happy you are, and she smiles down upon you from above.  Beth was many things, but what defined her more than anything else was the fact that she was a mother.  She would be happy for you so long as you are happy, even if she disapproves of the choices you made.”


“Why do I get the feeling I should be looking for a moral here?” Kit asked.


Clancy chuckled.  “Just a little advice, from a grandfather to an expectant father.  Your daughter will not be the perfection you think she will be, my boy.  She will try your patience.  You may even want to strangle her.  But you will always love her, despite her attempts to drive you insane.”


“Oh, I’ll love her, Clancy, there’s no doubt about that.  I couldn’t do anything but love something that’s a part of my Jessie.”

“Just remember that when you catch her drawing on the walls,” he said, which made Kit laugh.


They walked along and talked of less important things, hearing about Clancy’s newest hobby.  Clancy was an amazingly well educated fox, endlessly curious, and as such his hobbies changed quite often.  He had studied archaeology as a hobby, and genealogy, and was still an avid student of history…which was one reason why Kit had taken history as a major after the accident, since Clancy had taught him so much about it as a child.  But his illness had brought about a need for sedentary activity, and he’d become quite curious about blogs and the dissemination of information on the internet.  Clancy, being quite ready to embrace technology rather than be anachronistic like most furs his age, was already exploring the many blogs and teaching himself about blog culture and society.  He had even started his own blog, about Massachusetts politics…and he certainly knew about everything there was to know about that, since he was a lifelong employee of the Vulpans.

Few 73 year olds could boast both a Mac desktop and a Macbook sitting on his desk.

As Jessie and Clancy walked, Kit stopped to look at one of his favorite features of the garden, a small bronze fountain of a vixen pouring a jug, from which water flowed over rocks at her feet and into the fountain pool below.  He wondered why Clancy decided to bring that up, to bring up his mother in that way.  Maybe he was just being honest, and didn’t want Kit to forget the reality rather than his memory of his mother.  But he’d only been nine when she died, and such things would have never really mattered to him.  His mother had never really talked to him about when he’d get married, what he remembered of her were things like her sitting on the edge of his bed, reading him stories, her holding his paw as they walked, her gentle voice, sitting in her lap and smelling the perfume from the soap she used in her fur, and her glorious smile….


He blinked.  Clancy was right.  All he had of his mother was a construction, an image of the perfect mother.  But she was from an aristocratic New York family, the Stocktons, who had made their money in the newspaper business.  She had been born into the ranks of the idle rich, and her marriage to his father had been arranged at first.  But his mother and father had come to love each other deeply, to where the fact that they had been matched had vanished in the mists.  His mother had never hired a nanny like many other Vulpans did, too busy for their own children, she had been devoted to Vil and Kit.  He guessed that was why it was so devastating when she died, because it had been so sudden.  He still remembered her funeral, almost unbelieving that she was dead, thinking she would open her eyes and sit up and laugh at any moment, at least until they lowered the casket into the grave.  That was when he knew, and he remembered that his father and Uncle Jake had to grab hold of him, then Clancy had to all but drag him away to keep him from trying to stop them from putting his mommy in the ground.

That was so long ago.  A lifetime ago.  That had been the beginning, where it all began.  His marriage to Jessie and everything that led up to it could be traced back to that one moment, for that was the moment that the father he had always known had also died, and left him an orphan in his soul.

A paw on his shoulder made him blink, and he saw Jessie, looking at him in concern.  She always seemed to know what he was feeling, for she gave him a gentle, compassionate hug.  He buried his muzzle in her hair, held her close, felt her belly press up against him, reminding him of the new life growing inside her, and he felt her paws slide down and under his shirt, then come to rest on the scars on his lower back, the place to which they always seemed to be attracted.  Just her presence seemed to banish the dark memories and remind him of the good that had come into his life after all that struggling…and he would gladly struggle through it again, even longer, if Jessie would be the reward waiting for him at the end of the gauntlet.  “Are you alright, my handsome fox?” she asked quietly.


“Just too many bad memories,” he replied.  “But you always chase them away.”


“For the rest of my life,” she whispered.  “I’ll always be your guardian angel.”


“I love you, Jessica Desdemona Vulpan.”


“And I love you, Kitstrom Lucas Vulpan.”  She kissed him on the muzzle.  “Now let’s go, Clancy wants to walk us to the reflecting pool.”

They spent the entire two hours with Clancy and then walked him back to his apartment, but when they tried to urge him to come with them, to spend the evening with them, he declined.  “I’m much more content to stay here, my boy,” he told them calmly.  “I’m just a bit too old to roam all over Boston and then go to the concert.  So go on and enjoy your evening.”


“I wish you’d change your mind,” Kit said, giving Clancy a warm hug.


“I’m quite sure, my boy.  Now go enjoy your evening, and I will see you tomorrow.  Vil has agreed to ferry me to Cincinnati so I can attend the party.”


“She’d better have, I asked for you to be there,” Jessie told him, kissing him on the cheek.


He almost seemed embarrassed, patting her on the forearm.  “Get on your way, before I start trying to steal you from young Kit,” he said, which made both Kit and Jessie laugh.


They hurried back down the familiar halls, heading for the garage, when he turned a corner and found himself almost face to face with his uncle Zach.  Kit almost had his heart freeze in his chest when Zach and his wife, an effete bitch named Alicia, were moving through the hall that led from the garage.  Kit almost instinctively put an arm out to stop Jessie, then backed both of them up, giving Zach a cold stare.  He didn’t say a word, but he did get out of Zach’s way.  Zach kept eye contact with him the entire time, and a muscle under his white ruff on his muzzle twitched, betraying his almost overwhelming desire to say something.


It turned out, though, that Alicia was not quite as reserved as Zach.  “You have some nerve bringing her into Stonebrook,” she said snobbily, pointing at Jessie.  “I’m sure your father is rolling in his grave!  Or is that why you did it, just to spit on the memory of your father?”


“Alicia,” Zach said warningly, but Jessie had drawn herself up in righteous indignation, and Kit saw there was no stopping her now.


“What right do I have?  What right do you have!” Jessie snapped hotly.  “This isn’t even your house!  You just live here to make life miserable for Vil!”


“We are the real heads of the family!” Alicia shouted.  “Lucas should have never put his daughter in the chair, but no, he couldn’t let go of his pride as the family head, even for what’s best for the family!”


“So, you’re feeling betrayed and use that as an excuse for being childish, no wonder!” Jessie shouted back.

“Childish?  This family has gone to the cats since Vil took control!” she said shrilly.  “A Vulpan marrying outside the species, Sheila leaving Harvard to be some, some line cook, Terry dating some commoner Texas tramp, and Vil sitting back and letting it happen!  It’s a scandal!  And it’s all your fault, Luke!  You’re destroying the Vulpan name!”


“DO NOT CALL ME BY HIS NAME!” Kit thundered, which made Alicia start and retreat back behind her husband.  “He is no part of me!  You ask if I’m spitting on his grave?  I am, every day, every day until I die!  I hated that bastard for what he did to me!”


“He obviously didn’t do enough!  It’s too bad that car didn’t kill you, Lucas Vulpan!” she snapped.  “Because you’re an utter failure as a Vulpan!  We should never have allowed you back into the family!  It’s just a damn shame Cybil’s assassin was incompetent!”


Kit only just barely managed to grab hold of Jessie, and that was a damn good thing, else Alicia would have lost some pieces of her face.  Jessie’s claws were unsheathed and she snarled at Alicia, showing off her impressive little fangs.  She struggled against Kit as she tried to claw out Alicia’s eyes, and Zach wisely backed his wife away from her, getting between them.  “You arrogant bitch!” Jessie spat at her.  “Wishing for someone to die just to save your reputation?  You’re even worse than Cybil!”

“Jessie!  Jessie, stop!” Kit said, trying to avoid grabbing her around her stomach.  “Just leave it be!”

Jessie growled, laying her ears back, but then she blew out her breath in a short snort and stopped fighting him, letting him pull her back so he was between her and Alicia.


“I won’t leave it be!” Alicia spat in reply.  “Leeching off the family, pretending to want nothing to do with our money but stealing it from us whenever you can!  You certainly didn’t waste any time forcing your sister to give you Vulpan stocks, so you can leech from your father’s hard work!  What else have you taken from our family, hypocrite?  Or are you simply content to leech from Vilenne?”

“Alicia!” Zach barked.

“But—“


“No, Alicia!  Just leave it alone!”


“You’d better listen to him, Aunt Alicia.  Haven’t you read the agreement between me and your husband?  If I return to Stonebrook and take up residence, you and your family have to leave, and you cannot come back.  If you don’t, then you violate the contract, and you surrender everything you gained from my father’s death.  That means basically everything.  What Zach is warning you about is I have power over you.  Just remember that this is mine and Vil’s house, we allow you to live here, and I can evict you like any other landlord!  So keep talking, bitch,” Kit growled, glaring at her.  “Just give me a reason to move back home.  I dare you.”

She looked like she’d bitten off her tongue, she made such a hot and angry face.


“So remember that the next time you want to insult my wife or wish I were dead,” he said with a cold glare.  “Because I’ll move back into Stonebrook and force you out if for no other reason than to spite you.  I’m still Vulpan enough to devote my life to ruining yours, Alicia, the same way Vil is crushing Cybil as we speak.  The children of Beth and Luke Vulpan share the same ruthlessness when you piss us off.  Remember that.”


“You don’t scare me, Luke,” Alicia spat.  “You’re too much of a coward to return to Boston.”


“You go too far, Alicia,” Zach said in a commanding voice.  “You can accuse Kit of many things, but not cowardice.  Now go,” he ordered, pointing down the hall.  Alicia gave them a cold stare, then turned and marched down the hall, towards the east wing, her tail straight behind her and her nose in the air.  “I’m…sorry about that,” Zach said reluctantly.  “Alicia should not have said those things.”

“Don’t apologize for her saying what you believe,” Kit told him coldly.  “Just make sure we never cross paths again.  If I come to Stonebrook to see Clancy, just stay the hell away from me.  Because if you don’t, if I ever see yours or Alicia’s face in Stonebrook again, I will move back and force you out, just because you violated your word when you said that we would never have to deal with each other again.”

Zach gave him an imperious look, and looked on the verge of saying something.  He finally nodded, reluctantly, and hurried after his wife.


“What a stuck-up bitch,” Jessie growled, which made Kit put his paw on her shoulder.


“Just let it go, love,” Kit told her.


“I’m not sure I want to,” she said vindictively.  “She said she wishes you were dead!”


“That’s the sentiment of most of my family, Jessie. Don’t let Sheila, Terry, and Muffy fool you.  You’ll notice that none of my other cousins will have anything to do with me.”


“That’s not the point!” she declared.  “I don’t care how much you don’t like someone, you just don’t say something like that!”


“I ignore them, love,” he said as they started for the garage.  “They’re just hateful because I’m happy and they’re not.”


She was silent a moment.  “Promise me one thing.”


“What?”


“That you carry out your threat,” she said in a strong voice.  “If your uncle Zach or that horrible femme he married ever give us another unkind word, we force them out.”

“That’s a promise,” he said immediately.


They met Vil and about half the others out on the paved courtyard, where Lupe was driving his little golf cart in circles around Danielle and Allison.  Rick and Martha, who had the closest guest house, had walked up, and Kevin and Sam were visible driving up along one of the paved paths leading away from the house.  “Brah, this place is incredible!” Lupe said to him with a huge grin.  “The house they put me in by the boat dock has three bedrooms in it!”

“I think the smallest of the guest houses is the autumn cottage,” Kit told him as Lupe stopped the cart.  “It’s a four room cottage, perfect for a single fur staying a few days.”


“Why are there so many guest houses on this estate, Kit?” Allison asked.


“Because the Vulpans are a very large family, and our father didn’t really like guests in the main house to stay longer than overnight,” Vil answered for him.  “So he had a series of guest houses built on the estate grounds to accommodate family or other visitors, spread out so each house feels like it’s alone, to give a sense of space.  There are eight of them out there.  The three we’re not using are the river cottage, the gate house, and the brook cottage.”

“That house I’m in is bigger than my house in Austin,” Allison chuckled.


They again divided up into limos for their trip into Boston, and Kit and Jessie found themselves again with Vil and Kendall, but now with Rick and Martha.  Kit and Jessie related their brush with Zach and his wife outside the garage, which made Vil scowl darkly when Jessie told her what Alicia had said.  “I think I might want to step on that bitch a little bit,” she growled.


“I already made Kit promise that the next time they insult us, we’re moving to Boston,” Jessie declared.  “We have to introduce Laura to the family, after all,” she said with a slight smile.

Vil laughed.  “I’ll make a Vulpan out of you yet, Jessie,” she told her.


“God, I hope not,” Kit sighed.


They spent most of the afternoon leading up to the concert showing the Texans the city of Boston.  Vil had lived in Boston all her life, and she had a surprising knowledge of the city that someone that rode in a limo all the time.  She started at the back bay, and worked her way inland, starting at Copley Square and the huge public library.  They visited the museum for the Boston Tea Party, then saw Ben Franklin’s birthplace, then visited the church garden, then moved on to the Cathedral of the Holy Cross.  They went to the state capitol, and Vil used her clout to get them inside to tour the state houses, then they went down to the Governor’s mansion and got a tour while the Governor was at the harbor, preparing for the concert.  She took them to Fenway Park, to Louisburg Square, and then they went to the U.S.S. Constitution.  She pointed to one of the Vulpan Shipyard facilities, just down the coast, a smaller facility that served mainly as a repair facility for destroyers and minesweepers.  When Lupe professed an interest, she took them there, scaring the life out of the security guards that were keeping watch over the facility that was closed for the holiday.  Vil gave them a tour of the repair facility, with its three drydocks, two of which were occupied by the destroyers U.S.S. Ingraham and U.S.S. Taylor.  “They’re in for repainting and inspection,” she explained.  “We built that one, but San Pedro built that one,” she added, pointing at the Ingraham.

“You mean Vulpan Shipyards doesn’t build all the Navy ships?” Lupe laughed.


“About two thirds of them, we do,” she said with pride.  “And now that I’ve bought out Avondale, it’s closer to three quarters.”


“Don’t they get on you for anti-trust?” Lupe asked.


“Anti-trust laws don’t apply to awarded contracts,” Kevin answered.  “Because it’s a competition.  If Vulpan Shipyards can beat all other competitors for the contract, then they get it.”

“Right.  As long as we can build ships better and cheaper than our competitors, we will win the contracts.  Most of the contracts we don’t get are for ones like that ship over there, where the Navy wants a certain number built by a certain date.  We can only build so many at a time because we have all those other contracts, so other shipbuilders get those contracts.  But I’ll bet you a million dollars that that ship there will be decommissioned long before our ship,” she proclaimed.  “Vulpan-built ships are better than anyone else’s, because we know what we’re doing, and we don’t settle for anything less than perfection.  I wouldn’t let that ship out of our shipyard unless it meets our quality standards, which are much higher than the Navy’s.  Add that to our established cost-efficient system and Vulpan Steel, which cuts the cost of materials compared to our competitors, and that adds up to letting us build the ships cheaper than our competitors too.  That’s why we consistently beat out all our competition for new contracts.  Other companies just can’t build them as well as we can, or as cheaply as we can, and the Navy knows it.  We have an unparalleled track record.”

“She’s so modest,” Lupe teased.


“I’m never modest about our family business, Lupe,” she answered with a smile.  “Because I’m proud of it, and I’m proud to run it.  You just ask any Navy officer which company he wants to build the ship he’s sailing into battle.  I’ll guarantee you, they’ll want to be in a Vulpan ship every time.”

After the tour of the drydock facility, they went to the harbor.  Vil had gotten them a private box for the concert, in an area populated by the rich and elite of Massachusetts; the Vulpans, the Reeves, the Vances, the Kennedys from Cape Cod, the O’Malleys from Worcester, the Jenkins of which Suzy was part, the Bristols, and the Astors, the last segment of that famous old family.  Kit didn’t recognize anyone in their stand except for a couple of his cousins, Victor and Bridgette Bristol Vulpan, with her husband Paul Bristol, eight year old son Tyler and her six year old daughter Theresa.  Sheila’s uncle Gordon Vance was also there that Kit could recognize.  Bridgette and Victor, Kit noticed, kept their distance from them.  They settled in as the audio system piped random music in for the audience, Kit sitting with Jessie on one side and Vil on the other, doing his best to ignore the occasional camera flash in their direction, as reporters and photographers took pictures of the VIPs that had come to the concert.

“Man, I feel like I’m courtside at a Spurs game,” Lupe said, looking around.


“This will be better than basketball, Lupe,” Vil chuckled.  “Now sit.”


It was much better than basketball.   The concert lasted nearly 90 minutes, and as per tradition, the final piece of the night, Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture, was choreographed with fireworks.  The concert was the high point of the year for the Boston Pops, and they worked very hard to always make it the best part of all the festivities that took place on Independence Day.  Lupe and Danielle seemed absolutely spellbound by the fireworks, and Jessie was elbowing him and pointing with every new explosion as he tried to watch the musicians.  But the performance was definitely worth flying all the way up to Boston and braving the demons of his past to see it, because it made Jessie very happy, it made his friends happy, and it made Vil happy that he’d come back to Boston.  He could face those bad memories if it gave those he cared about good ones.

After the finale, there was a brief silence, then a thunderous round of applause that lasted nearly five minutes.  “Now that’s how you have a concert,” Vil chuckled as she stood up.  “Let’s get back to the limos before the traffic gets too heavy.”


The limos were all parked nearby, more than just theirs, waiting for the VIPs to arrive.  Vil got them all into the limos quickly, and they were on their way.  Kit and Jessie were again with Vil, Kendall, Rick, and Martha.  “My, that was definitely worth the flight up,” Martha mused.  “What time are we leaving tomorrow?”

“I’d like to be in the air by ten,” Kit answered.  “Terry and Ally have tickets to a Broadway show, and I’d like to give everyone some time before we head to the hotels.  We do have all the reservations set?”

“Silly questions,” Vil chuckled.  “Yes, I have everything set up.  You and Jessie are staying at her parents’ house, and everyone else is in the Cincinattian.  I’ll be heading back tonight, and Terry has chartered a private jet to fly him and Allison from Cincinnati to New York.  They should get there just in time to get to their show.”


They returned to Stonebrook, and Kit could only be thankful that it was dark, for it gave him this strange feeling that he was invisible to the house, to the ghosts inside that haunted him.  The limos all pulled around back, and Kit waited in the limo as Vil got out to help everyone get back to their guest houses.  Jessie stayed with him, holding his paw and patting it lightly.  She was such a godsend, always seeming to know when he was upset and there to chase the bad memories away.  “I was hoping that bitch would come out and yell at you some more,” she noted absently as she looked around outside, at their friends getting into golf carts.  “So we could do something about her.  I’d love to see the police pushing her out the front gates with her trying to carry her thirty suitcases full of clothes.”

Kit laughed helplessly.


Vil and Kendall rode with them in the limo as they went to Vil’s house in Chelmsford.  Chelmsford was a suburb of Boston, and it was nearly a forty minute drive to reach it from Stonebrook.  Boston’s suburbs were massive; the 495 outer loop around Boston was somewhere around 80 miles, and the loop was nearly 20 miles from the city.  It was on 495 that they traveled once they got away from the city, avoiding I-90 both because it was a toll road and because it was always crowded.  The limo driver knew every back road and street in Boston, and he guided them through a maze of secondary roads that actually got them to 495 faster than if they’d taken the interstate.  After they got on the outer loop, it was a 20 minute drive to the Chelmsford exit, and another ten minutes to reach Vil’s house.  It was a new house, built back away from a winding road so the trees hid it from view, with a stout iron gate manned by a lone security guard.  The guard opened the gate as they approached and waved them in, and her house came into view as they cleared the blocking trees.  Vil’s house was not a “house,” it was a mansion.  Much smaller than Stonebrook, but still a mansion, with three stories and two small wings off the main house.  Kit had never been to this house, for she had had it built especially for her about two years ago, finalizing the plans just before leaving for England and coming home to find it built and waiting for her.  It was a “new old” style, looking like it was a hundred years old but was made with all the modern conveniences and with a very modern floorplan.  It had no grand entrance hall like most mansions did, no wings, no ballrooms.  She didn’t really need them, for that was what Stonebrook was for.  Her house, which she called Hart’s Crossing because of the many deer that roamed in the area, was truly a house, designed for her to live inside.  They entered through a door in the back, where her enclosed and attached garage was located, with a huge hangar-like garage opposite the house, which Kit knew held the classic and antique car collection that their father had left to her.


The garage was large enough for three limousines to sit side by side, a similar two-door circle design as Stonebrook where a limo or car entered through one door and left the other.  A single servant met them in the garage, a tall, thin raccoon with black hair who opened the door for them as they got out.  “Evening, Will,” Vil greeted as she got out of the car first, and Stav and Marcus got out from the front.


“Evening, madam.  Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes.  Was the concert as good as it looked on television?”


“Oh yes, it was quite good,” she nodded.  “Will, this is my brother Kit, and his wife Jessie,” she introduced.  “Guys, this is Will Marks, my butler and head of staff here at Hart’s Crossing.”


“Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” Jessie said, offering her paw to him.


“A pleasure, madam.  Madam Vil speaks very highly of you both,” he said with shake of Jessie’s paw.  “We have your room ready for you, and your room as well, Master Kendall,” he said to Kendall as he got out of the limo.


“I do hope she didn’t put me in that closet.”


“No, sir, she put you in the attic this time,” Will told him in a deadpan voice that made Jessie giggle uncontrollably.


“This time?”


“He fell asleep on the couch last time he came here, I had them put him in a guest room,” Vil shrugged as she swept past the raccoon.  “Let me show you my house.”


Vil’s house inside was a reflection of the woman, for she had designed it and decorated it.  The layout of the house was very practical, dominated not by large, grand-looking rooms filled with ornate or extravagant furniture, but by medium-sized rooms that each served specific functions.  Some rooms were clearly for show, filled with works of art laid out for display, or pristine rooms filled with antique furniture that was for formal occasions, but those rooms were divided off into the north side of the house.  The south side of the house was filled with rooms clearly meant for living, a spacious living room decorated in rich golds and browns, a large kitchen that was staffed by two cooks but looked more like the kitchen out of a large middle-class house, an exercise room, a billiards room, a home gym, a conservatory where Vil could practice playing the violin, which she learned while in England, and was still learning.  She had a room for each of her hobbies, for she was an avid billiards player, she liked to run and worked out religiously to keep her slim figure, she was learning to play the violin, and enjoyed swimming, which was why there was a full-size indoor pool beside the garage, enclosed in glass.  The room where she spent the most time, however, was her personal office, which looked like something out of a stock broker’s dream.  She had a large desk with five computer monitors arrayed around it, two on the desk and three mounted on the wall behind it, and her office was complete with a couch, TV, and her game consoles, her Wii and X-Box 360.  Vil played video games to relieve stress, and she enjoyed computer simulation games like Civilization and SimCity, games that allowed her to use her ability to organize and manage resources to produce results.  She used to play tactical war simulation games like Warcraft, but she mastered them too quickly for them to truly challenge her.  Kit would guarantee that one of those monitors on her desk would have a game of Civilization IV running on it when she was home and using her office.

The small wings of the mansion were, again, part of Vil’s way of thinking.  The east wing was where her 12 servants lived, and the west wing was a “guest wing” that had everything it needed to be its own house, even its own entrance and kitchen.  It was part of her need to separate herself from “outside,” even considering her own servants to be outsiders.  They cleaned her house, cooked her food, washed her clothes, kept her life ordered and running smoothly, but they lived in their own wing, separated from her and her sense of personal space.  And the guest wing was a similar thing, allowing a guest in her house, but walling that guest off in a wing of the house, creating a line between her and her guest.  It was the guest wing where Vil brought Kit and Jessie after the tour and showed them around.  “You’ll be staying here tonight,” she told them.  “I’ll stick Ken in a guest room in the main house.  A small one with no bed,” she said, giving him a light smile.

“Two words for you, Villy.  Holiday Inn.”


“Any time you want to leave, duckling,” she replied.  “Now let’s go eat, I’m starving.”

God bless Vil, because she didn’t try to wow them with fancy food.  A hamburger awaited Kit at the dinner table, and she’d had salmon steaks grilled for everyone else.  Vil wasn’t big on pomp and circumstance in private, which was another way she was different from most other Vulpans.  Their dinner was intimate and relaxing, a good end to what had been both a trying, emotionally exhausting and a fun day.  Vil seemed to sense that Kit was drained, so she sent him and Jessie off to bed.  Kit took a long, relaxing shower, and Jessie jumped in right after him after he got out, sitting in a full body dryer next to it as she showered, and they talked about the day.  “Just don’t let your uncle and that horrible femme taint the day, my handsome fox,” she said from the shower.  “It was a good day outside of that.”

“It was, but I don’t think I’m looking forward to going back to Stonebrook in the morning,” he answered.  “I’ll be glad to get out of Boston.  I’ll probably be rousting them all out of bed at the crack of dawn.”


Jessie turned off the water and stepped out of the shower, dripping wet and looking like a drowned rat, but still beautiful to him.  Her belly looked just a tiny bit bigger than it did a couple of days ago, not quite distended but obviously pregnant.  But to him, she couldn’t be any more beautiful.  He stood up and left the dryer and took his towel in his paws, then started drying her off…maybe a little more slowly than he would himself, enjoying putting his paws on her.  She glanced slyly up at him as he scrubbed the water from her back and shoulders, letting him dry her off, and letting him touch her.  She giggled when he wrapped her up from behind and pressed her against his front, leaning her head against his neck and shoulder.  “I’m getting you wet again,” she pointed out.

“I can dry off,” he answered, putting his paw on her expanding belly.  “God, I love you, my pretty kitty,” he breathed in her ear.


She reached up and behind her head, putting her paw on the side of his head, patting him gently.  “And I love you, my handsome fox.  What did you get me for my birthday, hmm?”


He laughed.  “Mean kitty, trying to trick it out of me in a tender moment.  I should punish you the way you punish me!”


“You wouldn’t dare hit a girl, my handsome fox,” she giggled, then she squeaked in surprise when he swatted her on the rump, right beside her soaked tail.


“You were saying?” he asked.


She laughed and grabbed hold of his paw, and marched towards the dryer, pulling him along with her.  “Let’s dry off, love,” she ordered.  “So we can go to bed.”


“We do have to get up early tomorrow.”


“Who said we’re going to sleep?” she asked archly.


She laughed when he started pushing her towards the dryer.


Vil just never seemed to sleep.

When Kit came out of the guest wing at 6:00am and came down into her kitchen, she was sitting at the small kitchen bay table in the corner, a cup of tea in front of her along with a plate of scones and bagels, wearing a simple white tee shirt.  Kendall was sitting across from her wrapped in a terrycloth robe, a cup of coffee in his paw, and he looked not entirely awake.  A possom femme and a young cat male, wearing gray uniforms, were busy at the stove and counter, cooking breakfast.  “Morning,” Kit sounded.  “Where’s the tea?”


“Over there,” Vil said, pointing to a small warmer on a counter holding a teapot.  “Brewed and waiting.  Where’s Jessie?”


“Still asleep, but she’ll be up in a few,” he answered.  “She doesn’t sleep long once I get up.  I think she misses me,” he chuckled.


“Of course I miss you, silly,” she said from behind him, padding into the kitchen.  “Thank you for the card, love, it was so sweet of you,” she announced, coming up and giving him a hug.


“Happy birthday, pretty kitty,” he told her.


“Thank you, my handsome fox.  He left a card on his pillow.  He’s so romantic,” she cooed, nuzzling him.

“Only for you, love.  I think if I was romantic with Danielle or Allison, you’d stripe me.”


“You bet I would,” she said with a giggle, and she sat down at the table as he went to the tea kettle.  “Pour me some tea please?”


“Of course, pretty kitty,” he nodded, picking up one of the overturned teacups by the kettle before one of the chefs could do it for him.  Kit swatted her paws away when she reached for the kettle and poured the tea himself, which made her chuckle softly.

“What would you like for breakfast, Master Kit?” she asked.


“Fried eggs over medium, bacon, toast, enough for two, if you please,” he answered as he poured another cup of tea.

“Happy birthday, Jessie,” Vil said, taking a small card from the table by her and giving it to her.”


“Thanks Vil,” she said with a smile, taking the card and opening it.


“Happy birthday, Jessie.  I’ll give you your card at your party.  Don’t want to ruin the surprise,” he said with a grin.


“Thanks, Ken.  All this attention, I’m feeling a little self-conscious here,” she laughed, then she read the pink card with a frilly rose on the front.  “Aww, you’re so sweet, Vil!” she gushed.  He brought the two cups of tea over to the table and set Jessie’s in front of her.  She gave him an appreciative smile and took a sip, still holding the card in her other paw.


“Mmm,” she hummed.  “This is good!”


“We don’t drink mass produced tea in this house.  Jing Sari, straight from India,” she told them.

“You’re too malely for me, Jessie,” Kendall quipped.  “No milk, no sugar?”


“He started me on this, and he drinks it straight,” she said, pointing at Kit when he sat beside her.  “I really like this tea, handsome fox.”


“It’s a little out of our price range, love,” Kit chuckled.  “It’s about two hundred dollars a box.  It comes out to about ten dollars a pot of tea.”


“And worth every penny,” Vil stated.  “I’ll send a few boxes home with you for your birthday, Jessie.”


“Aww, thanks, Vil,” Jessie smiled.


Vil’s cooks were good.  There wasn’t much to making fried eggs and bacon, but they got the eggs perfect, and even asked how crisp each fur at the table wanted their bacon.  They even had the choice of white, wheat, rye, or black bread toast.  Kendall seemed to wake up and get back to his usual chipper self after finishing his cup of tea, and was bantering lightly with Vil as Jessie finished her toast.  “So, how are we all getting to Cincinnati?” he asked.


“Half with Kit, half with me,” Vil answered.  “Kit has a bunch of luggage to tote in his plane, so I’ll probably fill every seat in my plane and let him carry the rest.”

“I wonder what it’s like to fly it yourself rather than hire a pilot,” Kendall mused.


“Just watch your pilot next time you fly home, you’ll get an idea of what it takes,” Kit told him.  “I enjoy it, so for me it’s not work.”


“And he got me into it,” Jessie laughed.  “And Sheila, and our friend Ally.”


“Yes, Villy told me, flew your plane home yourself,” Kendall smiled.  “How did you survive the stress?” he asked Kit curiously, which earned him a smack from Vil.

“I played games,” Kit chuckled.  “I trust my pretty kitty behind the controls with my very life, Ken. She’s a good pilot.”


“Can you fly jets, Jessie?”


“Not yet, but that’s next,” she answered.  “I have all the ratings I need to be rated to fly a jet.  After Laura’s born, when Kit goes back to get his ATP, I could try to get a rating.”

“You need your commercial first,” Kit reminded her.  “That’s more important than a jet rating.”


“I think I need this explained to me,” he chuckled.


They did just that over breakfast and continuing after they were dressed and ready to go.  Vil called Stonebrook and told the staff to wake up the guests and get them ready to go as Kit and Jessie finished the explanation.  “Ah, I see,” he finally said as they pulled out onto 495.  “So, you could fly a jet without this commercial license, but without it, you’re limited as to what you can do with a jet.”


“More or less,” Kit nodded.  “A jet rating without a commercial is what a rich private pilot would have, someone who has something like an Eclipse or a Mustang, a VLJ, a personal jet.  But pretty kitty would be much better off with her commercial.  That way, in case something truly drastic happened, she’d always be able to find work as a commercial pilot.  I want her to get her flight instructor’s rating too, all of them,” he said, smiling at her.  “She can always find work as an instructor.”


“Well, I don’t know if I need that,” Jessie giggled.


“Sure you do, you can legally teach Sheila and Ally.”


“Oh.  Ohhh, I could!” she said with a sudden enthusiastic nod.  “And keep them from bugging you!” she laughed.

“That did cross my mind,” he smiled lightly.


Thankfully for Kit, the visit to Stonebrook was brief.  He tensed up the second they passed through the front gates, and Jessie kept hold of his paw to keep him at least partially relaxed.  He did not, however, get out of the limo.  Vil and Kendall did, however, meeting his friends and watching as the Stonebrook staff loaded luggage and gifts into the limos.  Allison, Rick, and Martha got into the limo with them, and all three of them looked a little sleepy.

“Sorry to drag you out of bed,” Kit chuckled.  “Sleep well?”


“Too well,” Allison complained, rubbing her eyes and then yawning widely, showing off her vulpine teeth.  Like Kit, she had impressive canine fangs and the next couple rows of teeth behind them were sharply ridged, made to pierce and cut meat apart like scissors, but the rest of her teeth were omnivoric teeth, not truly carnivore.  Her front teeth and back molars were perfect for eating plants and grains.  “I think I’m going to nap on the plane.”

“There’ll be time, it’ll be about two hours to Cincinnati.  I guess I could nap too and let Jessie fly us,” Kit teased.


“No you won’t, buster,” Jessie replied with a light jab in the ribs.

“Oh, happy birthday Jessie,” Rick told her.  “Did you get any presents yet?”

“Thanks, Rick,” she smiled.  “And I already have the best present ever right here,” she added, patting her expanding belly with a gentle paw.

Logan was packed, but then again, it usually was.  Vil acted like a general when they got there, ordering everyone around as his friends and family milled around and workers collected up their luggage.  And they weren’t the only ones here.  Another limo pulled up, and Sheila, Terry, and Muffy piled out of it.  Muffy screamed “birthday girl!” and ran up to embrace Jessie as Kit watched a curiously chaste greeting between Terry and Allison.  He almost put his paws on her shoulders but then caught himself, looking Vil’s way, and she stood there and just looked up at him, her paws folded before herself demurely.  So, they started walking together, side by side, Terry with his paws behind his back and Allison with her paws before her.

Since Vil’s jet was also going to Cincinnati, and it was much bigger than the rented jet, Kit only ended up with five passengers; Allison, Terry, Danielle, Sheila, and Lupe.  Rick, Martha, Sam, and Kevin went along with Vil on her jet, along with Muffy.  Kit had everyone settle in as the workers finished loading the luggage and while he did the preflight inspection, then he used the cheat chart to figure out his maximum fuel load as Jessie locked the hatch.  “It’s about two hours to Cincinnati guys, so take a nap, or grab breakfast from the galley,” Jessie told them.  “Vil had them put in some donuts, coffee, and tea.”

“I need some coffee,” Danielle yawned.  “It’s not even seven!”


“Get it quick, we’ll be taking off soon,” Kit told her, then he radioed in his fuel request, and read the note left on his yoke about which airport to use and which FBO to call when he got to Cincinnati.  Vil had even had his flight plan filed for him…always thorough, that sister of his.

They were in the air about thirty minutes later, a good fifteen minutes ahead of Vil, and after he got them level, he went back and got a second cup of tea from the galley.  “Jess love, can you call and warn your folks we’re on our way please?” he asked as he took a sip of the tea.


“Sure thing,” she answered.


The plane handled like a dream for the flight to Cincinnati, and he touched them down around 9:45 at the city’s main airport, where Vil wanted him to land.  He should have figured that Vil would have organized things, for it wasn’t John and Hannah that met them at the airport, it was a quartet of limos.  Workers rushed out as soon as he shut down the engines, chocking the wheels and opening the cargo door.  Terry opened the hatch after Jessie explained how to do it, and Kit did postflight as the workers unloaded the plane.  Vil’s jet landed about ten minutes after them, catching up to them in the air, and it taxied up and parked beside the CJ3.  The others filed out of her Bombardier as workers unloaded several boxes from the plane, boxes that were rather suspicious in nature.

“Alright, troops, let’s get moving!” Vil barked.  “Terry and Ally have to be in New York in seven hours, we don’t have all day!”


Under Vil’s militaristic commands, they were on the move within twenty minutes, and at John and Hannah’s within forty.  They met them at the driveway, Jessie’s entire immediate family, John shaking his paw as Hannah gave her daughter a warm embrace.  “We have everything all ready,” she promised as Kit shook Ben’s paw and gave Jenny a warm hug..  “A birthday cookout, since this is too many to have in the house.”


Jessie gasped.  “Aunt Penny!” she squealed, and rushed towards the house as the plump cat came down the stairs.


“There’s my little mother to be!” Penny called, wrapping the taller cat in a great hug.  “Happy birthday, sweetie!”


“You came for my birthday?” she gasped.


“Sure did!” she laughed, kissing her on the cheek.  “Me, Jim, and Grandma Pearl came up from Florida.  Surprise!”

“This is better than a present!” she said excitedly as the plump cat pulled her into the house.  Hannah had tried to get more of the Williams to come, but none could manage it given the short warning. Jim, Penny, and Pearl were the only ones who made it.

Much like Kit’s birthday had been held out in the courtyard, Jessie’s birthday party, which started immediately on their arrival, took place in the backyard of the Williams house.  It was a chance for Jim, Penny, and Pearl to get to know the Vulpan family, as Hannah put out a feast of home fried chicken, potato salad, corn on the cob, and vegetables.  Kit could only smile as he watched Jessie, saw how happy she was to be surrounded by friends and family.  Jessie was a very social femme, shy in public but very kind and gentle and loving in a more intimate setting.  She was radiant, she bloomed like a sunflower basking in the glow of family, laughing and smiling, firmly the center of attention without ever seeming to understand it, even though it was her birthday.  But it being her birthday wasn’t why she was the center of attention.  It was her.  She was so sweet, so wonderful, everyone wanted to be around her.

And he had the absolute gift to be married to her.  What did he do to deserve such a wonderful femme? Whatever it was, he hoped he kept on doing it.  Jessie was his very life.  Without her…what would life be?  He hadn’t lived before he met her, he’d just, just existed.  She had shown him what life really was, she had pulled him out of the purgatory that had been his existence before he met her.

He was the luckiest male on earth.


After two hours of food, conversation, and fun, the cake was brought out.  Everyone sang to her, which made her cheeks all but stand on end, and she laughed as she tried to blow out the candles because Jenny touched a feather to her nose just as she took in her breath.  Hannah had actually baked two cakes so there was enough for everyone, angel food cake with coconut icing, one of Jessie’s favorites.

After the cake, came the presents.  Kit was actually dreading this a little bit, because there was no telling what his rich family was going to give her.  They knew better than to do anything outrageous with him, but they also knew that his one weakness was Jessie, and he would not deny her anything she wanted.  Vil could truly go crazy by giving gifts to Jessie instead of him, and he wouldn’t gainsay it.  He wouldn’t be entirely happy that Vil was trying to buy his wife, but if it made her happy, then that was that.

But it wasn’t as bad as he feared it would be.  Jessie’s family bought her quite a few things for her, and Kit was glad that they didn’t buy her baby things.  Those could be given during the shower, and though Jessie would love gifts given for the baby, this was her day.  Her family and friends gave her new clothes for both her maternity and for after she had the baby, a new Ipod, Sheila bought her several real and gag gifts, the most striking of which was a bomber jacket with a P-40 fighter on the back and a handsome, muscular male tiger stripped to the waist and wearing aviator’s sunglasses with the caption Flying Tigers, Ben gave her one of his new Ohio State jerseys, an official player jersey right out of his locker, with his number 32 and name, Jenny bought her a book on advanced knitting and a couple of gag gifts and a book titled 101 Things To Do When You Can’t See Your Feet which earned her a smack from her sister, Terry bought her a new cookbook dealing with Cajun recipes and a large wrought iron antique spice rack filled with Cajun spices for her kitchen, which accounted for most of the volume of the boxes he’d seen unloaded from Vil’s plane, Jim and Penny bought her a very handsome mantle clock, and her grandmother Pearl had bought her a little model plane of a Cessna 400 they could sit on a stand in their house.  But then she picked up Vil’s first present, a small glove-sized box, and opened it.  Inside was what looked like a credit card, but Kit saw that it was actually a gift card, much like the ones she’d given the Williams family.

“Kit said you don’t have the furniture to fill your new apartment,” Vil told her.  “That card has five thousand dollars on it for you to furnish your new place, because I know you’re a little tight with money right now.  Just make sure you do a good job,” she smiled.


“Thank you, Vil!” she said happily, hugging the smaller vixen.  “I know just what to get!”

Vil wasn’t done yet, and that did annoy Kit just a little bit.  Her next gift was also a small box, and when she opened it, inside was a key…to a car.  “A mother can’t drive around in a Corolla,” she winked.  “I bought you a nice Ford Windstar van, just like your mother’s.  That way you never have to worry about having enough room for your baby.”


Jessie gasped.  “Vil, this is too much!”


“You won’t say that the first time you have to take the baby out and you don’t have Kit’s truck,” she said seriously.  “Believe me, hon, a mother needs lots of room to carry what she needs for the baby.  Where are you going to put your stroller and your bag holding extra diapers and bottles in that car of yours, Jessie?”


“Actually, she’s right,” Hannah chuckled in agreement.  “You’d have a lot of trouble putting your baby things in that little car of yours, Jessica.”

“I dare you to tell me she doesn’t need it,” Vil said to him as she sat back down.


Kit sighed, then chuckled ruefully.  “I guess I didn’t think of that,” he admitted.  “Alright, she needs it.”


Kit did feel a bit of vindication that Jessie seemed as enthusiastic about his gifts as she was about the van.  She was a bit surprised when she unwrapped the shotgun first, looking at Kit and laughing.  “Are you trying to tell me something, love?” she asked.

Kit grinned.  “I’m telling you you’ll whip Sheila even worse in skeet shooting when you’re using your own shotgun,” he answered.


“Hey, I’ll just use it too!” Sheila warned.


“You will not, this is mine!” Jessie countered.


“Then see if I let you use my clubs again!”

“You always do best with your own weapon,” John said in agreement.  “May I?” he asked.  Jessie handed it to him, and he inspected it.  “Very nice, Kit, you know your weapons!”


“I’m a researcher, John,” Kit laughed.  “I knew nothing about shotguns until I wanted to buy one for Jessie.  I spent nearly three days picking that shotgun for her.”


“Remington three thirty-two, twenty-eight inch barrel, and I see it comes with all the chokes she’ll need.  This model is good because she can swap out the barrels if she wants to use a different gauge.  Well researched, Kit,” John agreed.  “Jessie dear, remember to buy a gun cabinet with that gift card.  Make it a good one, with sturdy doors and a solid lock.”


“I will, Dad,” she nodded.


“You get a trigger lock for it, Kit?”


“Yessir, it’s in the box,” he answered.


“Good male.  Never leave a weapon unsecured.”


“Oh, Sheila, about Jessie using her clubs,” Kit said, looking at her, going over to where the box holding the clubs was, then pulling the blanket off it.  “She doesn’t have that problem anymore.”


“Golf clubs!  Oh, thank you, handsome fox!” she said excitedly, rushing over and giving him a kiss.  “And they’re Eagles, just like Sheila’s!”

“And these were sized just for you, love,” Kit told her with a smile.


“Way to yank my leverage there, cousin,” Sheila laughed.


She unwrapped the photo frame next, and laughed brightly when she saw it.  “Telegraphing something to me, love?” she asked with a darling smile.


“I knew you’d want one, so I beat you to it,” he countered.


She giggled.  “I saw a nice one I was going to buy when we got home,” she admitted.


The next gift confused her a little bit, until she realized it was a picture and not a postcard.  “Oh, did you buy this?” she asked quickly.


“I thought it was perfect to hang over the island,” he answered.


“Well, that’s one thing to cross off the list with the furniture card!” she said with a bright smile.  “Yes, love, I did want a hanging rack, and it looks like it’ll be perfect for the kitchen!”

The diamond and emerald heart pendant, which was only $300 from Zales, made her eyes go wide when she took it from the box.  “Oh, it’s beautiful,” she said in a wondrous voice.  “Put it on me!” she said, pushing it to Kit.  He took the chain in either paw, a very fine chain so it wouldn’t snag her fur, and she held her hair out of the way as he fastened it around her neck.  “I thought this was so lovely when I saw it in the window,” she said, touching the pendant gently.  “Thank you, Kit!” she said happily, turning and giving him a crushing hug.

“For you, my pretty kitty, anything.  Anything,” he replied, putting his arms around her and holding her close.


Much later, the party started to wind down.  Jessie sat with him, Vil, and her family at a table as they watched Terry and Allison cleaning off a table, talking quietly, and Lupe playing Danielle basketball by the garage, as Grandma Pearl bantered with Sheila.  The old femme had a warm spot in her heart for the fearless Vulpan vixen.  “I’m glad you had a good birthday, dear,” Hannah told her.  “It’s not every day you get a van.”


Jessie laughed.  “My handsome fox bought me something I’ll treasure,” she said, putting her paw over the little pendant that was now under her shirt.


“What makes anything a treasure is what someone thinks it’s worth,” Kit told her.  “That makes you my treasure.”


“There’s nothing wrong with me giving you a van,” Vil protested with a laugh.  “I may buy you what you need, but I know you’ll love it the first time you need it.  I was thinking of the baby as much as you!”


“I truly appreciate the van, Vil, and you’re right, the first time I have to put Laura in a car seat, I’ll be sending you fifty thank you letters,” she giggled.


“How’s Ohio State treating you, Ben?” Jim asked.


“Pretty well, Uncle Jim,” he answered.  “You saw my jersey?”


“Sure did.”


“Tell me when I can get one, I want to hang it on the wall in my office,” Vil told him.

“Sure, I can do that.  They’ll let me buy official style jerseys that I can give away to my family, special ones meant to be worn by furs without football gear.  You know, authentic material and stuff, but made for wearing, not playing.  They’re forty-four dollars each.  I can buy extras of my actual jerseys I use to play for fifty-two dollars each.”


“Well, put in an order for ten of each, Ben, I’ll pay for them.  I want to show them off, give some to some of my friends.  Suzy would love one, she’s a football nut.”


Ben laughed.  “No reason to show anything off about me, Vil.  They gave me my high school number, and they’re doing what they said they would.  I’m learning both sides of the playbook, and get to play special teams and reserve linebacker when I’m not second string running back.”


“Second string,” Vil scoffed.  “You should be the starter!”


“I’m not sure I’m gonna unseat Chris Wells,” he chuckled.  “He’s a darn good running back, and he’s a senior.  I’m just lucky that the sophomore they had transferred to Ball State after I committed to Ohio State, so I’m not third string anymore.  But I’ve been promised carries, and like I said, I get to play some special teams and linebacker too, so I’m happy.”


“Good.  I’d have to lure you to U-Mass if they don’t treat you right at Ohio State.”


Ben laughed.  “I don’t think Coach Tressel would appreciate you poaching me.”


“If he can’t keep you happy, then it’s his fault if he loses you,” she told him.  “When’s your first game?”

“Late August,” he answered.  “Would you like to come see me play, Vil?  I can get tickets.”


“You bet I am!” she told him immediately.  “And I’ll get my own tickets,” she told him.  “In fact, I think we should all come down and see Ben’s first game.”


“Sure, we can make it,” Jim promised.  “That’s one of the benefits of being semi-retired.  Me and Penny can go somewhere at the drop of a hat, and Pearl loves to travel.”

“I’d love to,” Kit said.  “We can fly up the day before, that way we have plenty of time for tailgating.”


“And again, I’m tossed aside and forgotten,” Jenny said in a melodramatic voice, putting the back of her paw to her forehead and looking up.  “What is a poor underappreciated femme to do?”


“You took a big step when you took your foot off the gas pedal,” Vil told her.  “I’m glad my warning finally sunk in.”


“Warning?” Jessie asked.


“Vil threatened to take the car if she got another ticket,” Hannah said with an approving nod.


“I didn’t mean to get the tickets, they just happened,” Jenny said with a grunt.


Kit chuckled.  “Well, I’m glad you’re watching the speedometer now, Jen.  How’s school going?”


“Pretty well,” she said with a smile.  “My summer class term is over, so I’m off the next month.  I’m gonna use it working at a clinic in Columbus, working with doctors.”


“Sounds good,” Kit nodded.  “Sometimes practical experience is way better than the classroom.”

“Yeah, they said that it’s best for a doctor to see what it’s really like before they commit,” she laughed.  “Cause it’s hard work.”


“Pays well, though,” Vil noted.


“Yeah, about paying, I have to do something or I’m gonna be the pauper in this family,” she said, giving Jessie a wink.  “My older sissy marries a rich guy, my younger bro’s gonna be an NFL superstar, and the middle kid gets the shaft.”


“Thank you Janet Brady,” Kit said dryly.  “Be glad you have a brother and a sister.  All I have is that,” Kit noted, pointing at Vil.  “Know what kind of hell it was to be her brother?”


“Why you little ingrate, after everything I’ve done for you!” Vil retorted, though she was smiling.  “You can walk home, buster!  You forget, I paid for that toy sitting out at the airport, and paid for you to learn to fly it!”


“This got me from Baltimore to Charlotte,” he said, sticking out his thumb.  “I think it can get me home.  If it doesn’t, I’ll just steal Hannah’s van.”


“You’ll have better luck with Vil, young male,” Hannah threatened.


“You wouldn’t make me walk home, would you Hannah?” he asked with outrageously pleading eyes, a trick he learned from Kendall.


“I’ll drive you to Maine and let you walk from there,” she warned.


“No sweat, I’ll just hitch to Boston and steal the Ferrari,” he winked at Vil.  “I’ll drive that home to Texas!”


“You have a Ferrari, Vil?” Jenny asked in surprise.


“It’s part of my father’s antique car collection,” she answered.  “It’s very old, and I never drive it.  I never drive any of them.  To be honest, I don’t think I’ve even driven once since I came home from England.  And I’d probably drive on the wrong side of the road,” she laughed ruefully.  “I drove myself a lot over in England, a little Ford Astria.  I didn’t really become a limo jockey until I came home and took over at the shipyard.”

“I wonder what it’d be like to have a limo drive you everywhere,” Penny mused.  “I’d feel rather weird about it, myself.  For one, where do you park it?”

“It has its drawbacks, such as when you want to stop at a fast food joint,” Vil chuckled.  “But, I ride in a special Lincoln going to work and back, not a limo.  That’s just a big car.  It’s not stretched, but it’s big enough to feel roomy, yet small enough to park in about any parking lot if I want to stop somewhere.  I save the limo for after hours, and for carrying friends and passengers.”


“I always feel lost when she puts us in a limo,” Jessie giggled.  “It’s nice to live the princess dream for a weekend, but it’s even nicer to go home and go back to being us.”


“We’re definitely not the limo set,” Kit chuckled.  “I’m a blue-collar blue blood.”


“You’ve been ruined.  Ruined!” Vil complained with a smile.


“Well, I like him ruined,” Penny laughed.  “The boy’s lucky Jessie found him first, or I’d have to divorce Jim!”

“I think someone else wants to walk home,” Jim teased lightly, patting Penny on the knee.


“You’re the one trying to ruin me, sis,” he retorted.  “Trying to spoil me.  I’m just glad you didn’t do something outrageous and give Jessie a house or something.”


“Who says I didn’t?” she asked with a smile.  “This day isn’t over yet.”


“Vil, we like our apartment,” Jessie countered.  “It’s more like a house anyway, didn’t you see the pics I sent you?”


“Yes, and it’s nice inside, but it’s not a house.  It’s not yours,” she said seriously.  “I don’t like you living at the mercy of someone else.”


“Vil, seriously, my landlord is like one of my best friends, and he went out of his way to set up our apartment exactly the way we wanted,” Kit protested, pointing at Lupe.  “I think you’re being just a bit silly.  That, or trying to manufacture a reason to do what you want us to do so you can justify it in your own mind.”

“She’s been as much your mother as your sister, Kit, she has that right,” Hannah defended.  “And I’m on her side.  I would feel much better if you were in a house.  A house is security.  I could never feel the same comfort and security living in an apartment as I do here, in our house.  And the kids wouldn’t have felt as secure either.  Apartments mean you move, that you have no home.  A house is a home.”


“Don’t you start too, Mom,” Jessie flared.


“I’m sorry dear.  You’re right, we’ll save this for some other day,” she said in a mollifying tone, patting her on the forearm.


“Hmm,” Vil mused, looking at Lupe.  “I wonder if Lupe would consider changing his luxury units to condos and giving the occupants the option to buy.  That would settle my mind, and you’d get to keep your apartment.”


“There’s a whole lot of legal issues that come into play there, Vil,” Kit told her.  “But, if he gave us the option to buy, I’d probably go for it. Our rent would go up, since he’s giving us a deal on our rent and he couldn’t do that if we were buying, but it’d be worth it.  We’d own but still get all the perks that come from living in the apartment, like the community center and being where we love to be.”


“Well then, excuse me for a minute,” Vil said, standing up and going over to Lupe.


“Oh dear,” Jessie sighed, then she giggled.  “I think she’s about to get a surprise.”


“Yeah.  Lupe won’t roll over for her,” Kit agreed.


About sunset, the party was officially over.  Terry and Allison left in a cab to head for their private chartered jet that would take them to New York, Jim, Penny, and Pearl settled in at a nearby hotel, and Vil quartered herself and the others in the Cincinnatian, giving them a night in a luxury hotel.  Kit and Jessie stayed in Jessie’s old room, and Kit was startled to see that the room had been remodeled, and it was complete with a new bed.  The room was done in simple cherrywood furniture, with a queen size bed, dresser, vanity, and an old-fashioned armoire.  “Jessica told us we could box her things and convert her old room into a guest bedroom, since I doubt she’ll ever come home,” John chuckled.  “We knew her old bed kills your back, so we bought this one instead.  We’re going to ship all Jessica’s old things to her once you move, since she’ll probably want to store most of it.”


“I certainly appreciate that,” Kit said honestly as he sat on the bed and tested it.  It was fairly firm, and that was a good sign.  Jessie came in behind them and kissed her father on the cheek, then gave him a hug.


“Thanks for a wonderful birthday, Dad,” she told him.


“You’re welcome, pumpkin,” he told her, patting her on the back.  “But you’d better thank your mother and Vil too.”


“I already did,” she assured him.


“Have you set a date for your baby shower yet?”


Jessie laughed.  “I haven’t even  thought about that yet.”


“It’s getting close to when you’d have it, you know.”


“Yeah, but I’m not supposed to be the one to throw it, you know,” she winked.  “I think you’ll have to ask Sam, and Sheila, they’d probably be the ones to plan it.”


“Dear God, do not let Sheila plan your baby shower,” Kit said seriously, which made Jessie explode into laughter.


“I think I’ll let Sam, and Sandy when she comes back from summer vacation,” Jessie assured him.  “That way there won’t be any strippers.”


“But at least then your shower wouldn’t be boring, Jessica,” John said mildly.


“Daaad!” she protested.


“Stop being mean to my wife, John,” Kit laughed.


“She’s my daughter before she’s your wife.”


“You gave her to me.  She’s mine now.”


“Oh really?” Jessie asked archly.


“That’s right, you’re all mine,” he told her, standing up and pulling her against him.  “Mine, mine mine!  So go make me a sandwich.”


John exploded into laughter, and Jessie pushed him, knocking him backwards onto the bed.  “Shut the door on your way out, Dad,” Jessie said with a cool look at him.  “I think we can spare Kit the humiliation of someone seeing him get beaten up by a girl.”


“Have fun, you two,” John chuckled, closing the door behind him.


“I plead mercy upon the court,” Kit laughed, holding his paws out to her.


She laughed and let him pull her down onto the bed atop him, and gave him a lingering kiss.  “Consider yourself on probation,” she teased.


“Oh good, I can violate my probation and get an even better punishment when we get home,” he cooed in her ear.


“We really need to take you to a psychiatrist to talk about this love of punishment, handsome fox,” she giggled, kissing him again, quite seriously.
