Chapter 39

The news of the death of Kitstrom Steven Vulpan swept through both the family and the nation like a firestorm.


It was on the cable news channels before it could reach the entire family.  Someone in the hospital out in Pennsylvania leaked word to the press that Steven had died against hospital policy, and that worker was quickly looking for another job after Zachary found out that the sad news had hit the press before it even got to Aunt Sarah, that Sarah had heard it over the radio.  Stonebrook again, oddly enough, became something of a nexus for the Vulpan family, as calls poured in from the family.  With Vil gone on her honeymoon and pointedly keeping herself unavailable to the family, the family turned to Kit to act as the primary figure, and much to his own distaste and annoyance.  Steve had tried to kill him and Jessie, and now the cousins, even the elders, were calling him to find out what was going on, where they needed to go, what was going to happen next.  The only one that didn’t call him was Zachary, and it wasn’t like Kit really expected him to do so.  Steven had died in a car accident, but he was out there on the road because he tried and failed to assassinate Kit and Jessie.  Had Zachary had the nerve to call Kit, odds were he’d have blistered Zach’s ear with a vituperous recrimination and gotten himself in very hot water.  It was best for Kit to stay very separate from Zach’s family right now, even though Travis and Bridgette did call to tell him the grim news.


It was Travis that seemed the most introspective about it.  “I don’t really know how to feel, cousin,” he said over the phone in a strange voice.  “Steve was my brother, but we were never really that close.  I was the second son.”


“Always the first to be passed over,” Kit grunted.  “Bridgette said much the same thing.  Zach never really treated her like anything but a placeholder until Steven was born.  Then she was the afterthought.”


“Isn’t that God’s own truth,” Travis said darkly.  “Listen.  I don’t know if anyone told you this, but I’m sorry.  Sorry about Steve, and what happened.  I hate that he died, but it wasn’t really your fault.  It was just a stupid accident.”


“Thanks, Trav,” Kit said as he took the cup of tea that Jessie offered with a nod.  “Are you coming up?”


“No, not yet,” he answered.  “I’ll come for the wake, but Dad is…I dunno.  He sounded, sounded, I dunno.  Weird.  It wasn’t like him.  Kit, I’d be careful.  I think Dad’s about two steps from the cliff.”


Kit did not laugh.  Zachary was a very, very dangerous fox, and what Travis was suggesting wasn’t something that Kit thought was impossible.  After all, he’d thought that Zach had tried to kill his sister.  It turned out that he hadn’t, but now that his precious son was dead, and Kit was fairly sure that he’d find a way to blame Kit for it, Travis’ warning was a viable one.  “I’ll warn Nick, and Vil if I can,” he said.


“I can’t get through to her.”


“Neither can I.  She’s making it clear that she’s not leaving her honeymoon.  She’s sending Zach a message by washing her paws of Steve.”


“He won’t like that.”


“That’s his problem, Trav.  This is all his fault.”


“That’s a stretch, Kit.”


“Is it?  Zach’s probably the one that brought Steve into the PPC.  Bridgette told us Zach’s a member, and so is Alicia.  Zach inducts Steve into the PPC, Steve becomes a Paladin, he tries to kill me by ordering the Paladins to do the deed and providing them with information that would have made it very easy for them to do it, then he crashes his car while on the run from Vil after he gets exposed.  This traces back to the fact that Zach brought Steve into the PPC.  If not for that, none of this would have happened.”


“If you want to paint with that brush, if you’d not have married Jessie, none of this would have happened.”


“True, but the difference there is I acted out of love, while Steve acted out of hate,” he said simply.  “Which is the more noble sentiment, Travis?”


Travis was silent a long moment.  “I don’t think there’s an answer to that I want to accept,” he said quietly.


“The truth is often hard to accept,” Kit said calmly.  “Purism makes no sense if you sit down and look at it with impassive eyes, Travis.  Hate rarely makes any sense if you look at it impartially, from the outside rather than the inside.  I figured that out when I was twelve, when I was presented with the facts, and didn’t just listen to the sermon.”


“I didn’t call for a philosophical discussion, cousin,” Travis said, a bit stiffly.


“Maybe not, but it’s something for you to think about,” he answered.  “Do the others down there know?”


“Yeah.  Terry heard it on the television,” Travis said with honest outrage.  “Who the hell told the press?”


“It wasn’t any of us, that’s for sure,” Kit said.  “Someone at the hospital had to do it.”


“I hope they nail his tail to the wall,” he growled.  “Damned vultures.”


“I’ll agree with you there,” Kit hummed.  “I’m going to have to go, Trav.  Keep in touch.”


“I will.”


Kit hung up the phone and tossed it on the table of the TV room with a grunt.  Maxine’s kids were watching TV, and they knew.  Maxine had broken the news to them, but it hadn’t had much impact.  Being the youngest of the cousins, they didn’t really know some of the older cousins very well.  The Vulpans weren’t the only family where cousins separated by large age differences weren’t really too close, since they didn’t have as much in common with each other as cousins their own age.  Zach’s family especially had been more pompous than the rest, because after Kit was disowned, Zach was almost certain that he could take control of the family from Kit’s father by taking over the company, and then passing the company to his own son, Steven, after he passed away.  Zach had been grooming his kids to be “the royal family” among the Vulpans, the same way Kit’s own family had been, but then all that came crashing down when Dad passed the company to Vil instead of giving it to Zachary.


He could also tell that in the two days that they’d been in Stonebrook, Maxine’s youngest kids were put in an unusual position of having to live around Jessie, who did not simply ignore them.  She talked to them, seemed to be very interested in them, and that confused them to no end.  Jessie was a mixed breed and they knew it, and he could see the confusion in their eyes when they regarded her.  Jessie was not the mixed mongrel that they’d heard about from their parents and their friends, who was supposed to be dumb, belligerent, crude, rude, and inferior.  Instead they found themselves dealing with an intelligent, kind, gentle, sweet femme who was virtually impossible not to like, because she was just so nice.  She was as much unlike what they expected a mixed to be that it made them uncertain, because, to be simple about it, they had never really met a mixed before, not in an uncontrolled situation where they could say whatever they wanted, and they interacted with the mixed breed in a social situation.  The kids were very sheltered, all their friends carefully controlled, and taught to be pompously silent and condescending when in a public setting, like shopping down in Macy’s or Nordstrom or some other upscale rich-fur boutique.  Kit doubted any of them had ever so much as set foot in a Wal-Mart or a McDonald’s before.  Just as Kit had had his moment of epiphany in a Burger King, being fed by a kindly mixed who stopped and listened to him, Jessie was, in her own away, assaulting the image of a mixed breed that the kids had in their minds.  He couldn’t tell if they were changing their minds, but they were certainly facing nothing like what they thought a mixed would be.


“Why do they keep calling me?” he protested.


“Because Vil put you in charge,” Jessie said mildly as Stanley brought in a tray holding tea and three small glasses of wine.  Jessie gave Stanley a hard look when he served it to the Vulpan children, but said nothing.  She knew that Vulpans started drinking wine before puberty, it was a family tradition, and Maxine’s kids weren’t hers.  She hadn’t said much when Sheila or Muffy drank, but Kit could see that it rubbed her fur the wrong way to see 12 year old Kate drinking wine.  “When bad things happen, furs are looking for someone to reassure them or tell them what to do.  With Vil gone on her honeymoon, that’s you now, handsome fox.”


“Leading a family I hate.  What a world,” he grunted, which made Wendy giggle.  “Don’t start, young lady, or I’ll sell you to a Russian circus.”


She laughed.  “Such a liar.”


“Alright, I’ll sell you to a Texas rodeo,” he amended.  “They’ll make you clean out horse stables all day.”


“I ride a lot,” Kate told Jessie.  “Mom let me do riding lessons, and she even built a stable on the manor so we can keep our horses there.”


“Really?  Are you like Muffy and just take lessons because you like it, or do you want to be an equestrian when you’re older?”


“Just because I like it,” she answered.  She looked at Jessie a little strangely, then blurted something out.  “Are you really, well, you know…mixed?” she asked.


Jessie nodded with a slight smile.  “All my relatives are cats except my grandfather.  He was a fox,” she answered.  “He’s why I have these,” she winked, holding up her dark-mittened paws.


“That’s going to make all the difference,” Kit noted lightly as he took a cup of tea from Stanley with a nod of thanks.  “Laura has fox on both sides of her line.”


“I still say you’re wrong,” she challenged, pointing at him.


“About what?” Kate asked.


“Well, we’re not entirely sure what our baby is going to look like,” she said, putting a gentle paw on her very pregnant belly.  “Well, we already know that she’ll have a fox muzzle from the ultrasound, but outside of that, we just don’t know.  She might have fox markings, or have my fur, or if she’ll have claws or what.  She might come out looking completely like a fox, or like a cat with a long muzzle.  But we’ll find out in a couple of weeks,” she said with a dreamy smile.  “Then I’ll be a mommy.  I can’t wait!”


“I wonder if she’ll have Vulpan eyes,” Wendy speculated.


“Another thing we’ve been wondering about,” Jessie chuckled.  “Kit’s convinced she will.  I’m not so sure.”


“If she’s even a tenth of a Vulpan, she will,” Kit snorted.  “She’d better, or I’ll think you were cheating on me.”


“Kit!” Jessie gasped, then laughed ruefully when she saw his slight smile.


“What’s wrong with that?” Leonard broke his silence.  “Dad says that marriage is for having kids, but other girls are for having a good time.”


“Why can’t you have a good time with your wife?” Jessie asked simply.  “You heard Vil, you get to marry who you want now.  So pick the kind of girl you like, not who your mom wants you to marry.”


“I certainly have a good time,” Kit winked at Jessie.


Her cheeks ruffled.  “Not in front of the kids,” she said primly, motioning at Kate.


“That’s okay, we had sex ed,” Kate said, which made Jessie’s entire face frizz, and Kit to laugh raucously.


“You’re dealing with Vulpans, Jess,” he reminded her.  “I’ll bet money that the only virgin in this room is Kate.”


To her intense pique, Wendy blushed, which made Leonard burst out laughing.


“Oh, go on with you!” Jessie said, shaking a finger at Kit.  “Teasing your cousins like that.  Shame on you!”


“I’m relatively shameless.  I thought you knew that by now,” he said lightly.


“Kate,” Jessie said, snapping her fingers and pointing.  Kit saw where she was pointing, and burst out laughing even as he quickly scrambled off the couch and ran for the door.  Kate, giggling, passed over the throw pillow to Jessie, who then launched it at the door in his wake.


Travis and his warning didn’t change their plans.


The next day, they still went to the mall.  Nick and Sylvia escorted them, and several other mercs had disbursed themselves through the River Gardens mall innocuously to keep an eye on things as Kit, Jessie, and Maxine’s kids were escorted by Nick, Sylvia, and were attended by Bartholomew, who had driven them down.  Maxine’s children had been more than happy to accept Jessie’s invitation to go to the mall, and they just as quickly separated themselves from the adults to go shopping.  Kit and Jessie, however, had a quandary on their paws…what do you buy for the femme who has everything?


It was a tricky proposition, that was for sure.  Vil was rich, successful, and her life was full.  She really wanted for nothing.  Her hobbies were fairly straightforward as well.  She played golf, enjoyed opera, loved football and hockey, enjoyed yachting and sailing, was learning how to play the violin--though she was more or less competent now and was just learning the advanced nuances of the instrument--and she had a guilty love for tactical and strategic games that allowed her mind to shine.  She enjoyed games like Civilization and SimCity, when she had the time to play them, and she was probably the only Fortune 500 CEO that had an X-Box in her office.


It was a problem.  Kit knew Vil probably better than anyone, but that wasn’t a help when it came to getting her something that both wouldn’t bankrupt them and also would be something that she would enjoy.  Vil would dress to impress, but she really had no love of gaudy jewelry or stylish clothes.  Business suits and tasteful yet elegant jewelry were her motif, so buying her clothes and jewelry didn’t really send the right message.  She’d get plenty of those.  A real gift had to be from the heart, something that meant something to her.  Sure, they could buy her something meaningless and she’d enjoy it because they sent it, but that didn’t mean that it would matter.  It had to be something she would both enjoy and use, not something that would warm her heart, then end up on a shelf in a room she never visited.


Kit and Jessie both wracked their brains for nearly an hour, wandering the mall aimlessly looking in shops to try to get some ideas or inspiration…and then it came, when they looked at a picture of a spa tub.  They looked at it, then looked at each other, then they both smiled as they thought the same thing.  The one thing that would make Vil happy, and also mean something to her, would be to bend just a little bit when it came to her meddling.  What if their gift to her was to allow her to do something for them they wouldn’t otherwise allow?


“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Kit asked.


She giggled.  “We give her a present by letting her give us one?”


“The very thing,” he nodded, which made her laugh.  “We can either allow her to buy us a vacation house somewhere, or we can let her buy us a house in Austin, which we can then more or less set aside for your folks for when they visit.  But we make it clear we’re not living there.”


“You think she’d do that?”


“In a heartbeat,” he answered.


“How about we allow her to pick what she does, but it can’t cost too much,” Jessie offered.


“A one free meddle card, eh?” he asked, which made Jessie giggle and nod.  “Well, we’ll have to do it right, I suppose,” he said, scratching his muzzle.  “Nick, track down the kids.  We’re going to the office.”


“Bart’s with them.  I’ll have them meet us at the car,” he said with a nod, taking out his phone.


They needed to go to the office because Kit needed the resources there.  He led Jessie and the kids into the cavernous building and up to what Vil had said was his and Jessie’s adjoining offices…and they were.  Vil had given him one of the old board member’s offices, which had a lovely view of the back bay, and was literally next door to Vil’s own corner office.  Jessie’s office, as it were, was the office leading into his own, for he was in a suite of offices.  The outer office held the secretaries and the executive assistant, the office partitioned between the two, and Kit’s board office was beyond theirs, which forced anyone who came to see him to go through the secretaries and the assistant first.  Vil’s suite was much the same, but she had no executive assistant.  Instead, she had three secretaries that assisted her, which consisted of a receptionist and two general secretaries, who did everything from fetch her tea to make her reservations.  Kit had Bart give the kids a tour of the building while he and Jessie used the computer in his office to do the thing right.  Using Photoshop and the instruction he’d gotten at work, he designed an “official” card, nice and fancy, that read The bearer of this card is entitled to one (1) act of intrusive meddling, and of a nature of which is determined by the bearer of this card, a value of which shall be indeterminate but not exceeding the outrage level of the beneficiary of the meddling, and is redeemable at any time.  Under that, in fine print, it read Offer good only in the continuous United States.  Certain conditions may apply.  Void where prohibited.  Violation of the terms of this offer will get you slapped.  After designing the card, with a flowing font and lots of embellishing flourishes and designs, he printed it out on a nice printer, laminated it, then wrapped it in a box and gift wrap they’d bought before coming to the office.  After they were done, he then called on a service that Vil had used for him many times.  He called up one of the company’s couriers, gave him the box, and told him to deliver it to Vil at her vacation condo in Florida.  They knew where that was, and though he knew that Vil wasn’t taking any calls, he also knew that she would accept a courier’s package.


“I’ll have it in her paws before sunset,” the courier said with a nod.


“Well, that takes care of Vil’s gift,” Kit said as the courier left.  “Let’s round up the kids and go see a movie or something.”


That “or something” was unplanned, but was actually rather nice.  Nick and Sylvia were conspicuous, but the others with them were inconspicuous as they watched over the five Vulpans.  They didn’t just see a movie, though, they stopped at Burger King and had something to eat, which mystified the kids.  None of them had ever been in a Burger King before.  Kate didn’t seem to like it very much, but Leonard and Wendy discovered that they rather liked Whopper Juniors.


Things weren’t nearly as fun when they got back to Stonebrook.  Maxine was there waiting for them, and she gave Kit and Jessie a rather cold look when her three youngest jabbered at her about their day of shopping, a movie, and eating at a fast food restaurant.  “Zachary should be back tonight,” she told them in a slightly affronted tone.  “They’re bringing Steven back, and the arrangements have been made.  The wake is Tuesday at Swan Cove, and the funeral is the day after.”


“We won’t be there, Maxine,” Kit said bluntly.


“They are family, maybe we should, Kit,” Jessie said.


Maxine fixed her with a cold stare.  “Steven’s wake and funeral are not places for you,” she announced.  “And at this moment, it is not the place for you either, Luke.  Zach is quite distraught over the death of his son, and it is no surprise that he blames you for it.”


“Steven got himself killed,” Kit growled.  “I certainly didn’t yank the steering wheel of his car and make him crash.”


“Be that as it may, for now, I would avoid Zachary and his wife.  I’m sure their minds will clear after time and they see that it truly was just an accident, but right now you should give them a wide berth.”


“I wasn’t planning on having tea with them, Maxy,” Kit grunted dismissively.  “We have certain differences of opinion.”


Maxine glanced at Jessie, but said nothing.  “Let’s go, children,” she called.  “I’ll have Wordsworth make anything you want for dinner as a reward for being so well behaved while you stayed with your cousin.”


“Kit took us to Burger King!” Wendy said excitedly.  “And it wasn’t bad!”


“I didn’t like it,” Kate sniffed.  “Their chicken tasted terrible.”


“You took them to eat in a fast food restaurant?” Maxine gasped.


“I was hungry and it was there,” Kit shrugged.


“Well, I think I’d best take all three of you to the doctor so make sure you didn’t catch any diseases,” Maxine sniffed as she herded her kids out of the entry room off the garage.  “I’ll send a servant for their things!” Maxine called as an afterthought as she guided them into the garage.


“Diseases!” Jessie huffed, crossing her arms over her pregnant belly.


“The only disease they have is mom-itis,” Kit grunted, which made Jessie burst into a fit of giggling.


Muffy was still out, so they were on their own, but Kit didn’t mind that at all.  He made more calls down to Austin to friends to arrange for their return in two weeks, called Alice to make sure their plane was alright, and then he and Jessie both had a long conference call with Doctor Mac as they arranged a hospital room down in Austin General and had Doctor Mac prepare for Jessie to deliver in Texas.  She also told them that she’d be up early Tuesday, that Vil had arranged the appointment and had already paid for her travel, and Jessie would have her last exam in Stonebrook.  Doctor Mac would examine her again almost as soon as they got home, her last exam before the delivery.  After that, they just enjoyed a quiet evening, winding down from the chaos and events of the weekend, cuddling in the bedroom with a pot of tea on the warmer by the TV and Hope Floats playing in the DVD player, which was one of Jessie’s favorite movies.  Kit was enjoying the fact that the family stopped calling, most likely after Zach had made the plans and had probably spread the word himself, but the phone just had to ring one more time.  Kit was very disgruntled about being pried away from Jessie, but he had to chuckle when he saw it was Vil.  “It’s Vil,” he announced as he answered it by putting it on speaker and holding out so they could both hear it.  “You shouldn’t be calling here,” he announced.  “You should be busy!”


“I am busy!” she answered.  “I got your wedding present, guys, and do I have plans for you!” she laughed.


“You’d better read the fine print, Vil,” Jessie giggled.


“He wouldn’t dare slap me with Stav and Marcus around,” she answered pugnaciously, which made Kit laugh.  “But, really, thank you!  You certainly know how to give gifts!  Who thought of it?”


“We kinda thought of it at the same time,” Jessie answered.  “How is Ken?”


“Exhausted,” she said with a wicked little tilt to her voice that made Jessie giggle again.  “He’s taking a little nap right now.  We just got back from a Broadway show they had down in the theatre, it was a nice diversion.”


“Your cast causing problems?”


“Not in any way that matters,” she chuckled.  “I should be out of it in a week.  They’ll take it off of me just in time for us to hit the beaches in Monaco.  I take it you’ve already heard the news?”


“Maxine told us, when she came to get her kids,” Kit answered.


“I’ve already been bombarded with calls,” Vil grunted.  “I think I’ve pretty much well burned my bridge with Zach, because I refused to come to the wake.  I’ll not honor Steve in any way, not after what he did.”


“And you harp on me not to cause problems, sis.”


“I meant it, Kit.  As far as I’m concerned, Steve is disowned.  I’m even going to move to posthumously prove he tried to kill you, which will force his estate to surrender Steve’s share of the fortune.”


“That’s being vindictive, sis.”


“I am vindictive,” she said honestly.  “Him dying won’t change the fact that he’s guilty of trying to kill you, and he’ll pay for it.  Even from the grave, he’ll pay.”


“But what about Gloria?”


“What about her?” she challenged.  “Little Miss Morgan is a rich girl without Steve’s money.  I wouldn’t throw her out in the cold, that’s a given, but she’s out of luck as far as Steve’s share of the fortune goes.  The agreement was explicit and set in stone, and she doesn’t have even a whisper of a chance to challenge it in court if she tries to sue for Steve’s share of the money.”


“Won’t attacking his son’s memory really make Zach angry?” Jessie asked.


“Oh, it certainly will, but there’s nothing he can do about it,” Vil said calmly.  “His son broke the agreement, and the agreement is very clear.  I can have the matter brought before a judge, and if the judge determines that Steve violated the terms of the agreement, he’ll be all but convicted of the attempt to kill you.  He’ll be tried and convicted posthumously by the judge, and then his estate has to surrender his share of the family fortune.  Besides, Zach will have other things to worry about, mainly the firestorm that’s coming.  As soon as the tabloids get wind of this, God, there’ll be headlines for years.”


“We haven’t seen anything like that around here,” Jessie said.


“That’s because I’m putting my foot on some necks in the press to keep it quiet, at least up until now.  But with Steve dead, now I want the truth to come out, so Steve can’t be martyred.  I want the public to know that he died in a rather stupid and pointless car accident, but he died while running after trying to arrange a cold-blooded murder.  Steve will be the infamous Vulpan, which is more than appropriate given what he tried to do.  Zach will be besieged by the press and paparazzi, and any hope he ever had of continuing his affiliation with the PPC will be destroyed by the scrutiny.  For the next year, Zach won’t be able to so much as sneeze without it making a headline in the Sun or the Inquirer.  The only way he could continue it is to do it in the open, and that’s something he’d never do.  No matter how proud he is of being in the PPC, it’s not proper, and Zach will hang himself before he loses face in our social circles.  Which is nothing but hypocritical bullcrap, since the vast majority of furs in the upper crust are purists as it is.  But publicly being in a group like the PPC isn’t socially acceptable.  That’s why the Vulpans have always kept their involvement a secret.  It’s all about appearances,” she snorted.


“You know, I’ve always wondered why you’re so different from your family,” Jessie said impulsively.  “I know why Kit has a different viewpoint, but what changed your mind?”


“Logic,” she said simply.  “When I was a girl, I heard all the rhetoric and believed it for a while, but then, when I got older, I sat down and analyzed what I’d heard and compared it to what I knew, and it just didn’t match up.  I’m not as liberal as my brother, Jessie.  I’m a purist in that I have absolutely no attraction at all to any male but a fox.”


“That’s not being a purist,” Jessie discounted.


“Call it what you want, only a fox can make my motor run,” she said, then she laughed.  “Though I’ve worn my male out,” she said slyly.  “That’s right, worn out!  You let a little vixen in a cast run you into the ground, you lightweight!  Exercise more!  Oh, you should hear the excuses,” she said scathingly as Kendall’s voice called plaintively in the background.


“He’s young, he’ll bounce back quickly,” Kit said dryly.  “If he doesn’t, well, who’s next in line?  Harry?”


Vil laughed brightly.  “Kit said if you can’t live up to my expectations, I should try out the next oldest Brighton brother,” she told him, and Kit clearly heard the call of sudden indignation, which made him laugh.  “Just keep that in mind, male, I have two more Brightons to choose from if you can’t make the grade!”


There was a sudden commotion, and a great deal of laughter, and Kendall’s voice came over the phone.  “Stop giving her ideas!” he protested.  “I won her fair and square, and I’m not sharing her with any of my brothers!”


“That’s up to you, isn’t it, Ken?” Jessie teased.  “She’s yours to lose, so you’d better treat her right!”


“I’m trying, but she’s practically an old maid.  Years of pent up sexual tension has just exploded on me here, and it’s not easy to weather the--ow!” he squeaked, then Vil was back on the phone again.


“I think it’s time to take a certain male somewhere and teach him some manners,” she said in a frosty tone which made Jessie explode into laughter.


“Have fun with him, sis,” Kit chuckled.


“Oh, we’ll have fun after he’s punished,” she declared.  “Talk to you two later.”


“Be good!” Jessie giggled, and Kit turned off the phone.  “Those two are something else,” she laughed.


“They’re definitely a good match,” Kit nodded.  “But we’ve been saying that for a while.”


“Yeah, we have,” she agreed as she nuzzled against him.  “Two more weeks, my handsome fox, and we go home.  Then just ten days after that, and I’ll be holding my baby instead of her making me fat.”


“You’ll never forgive her,” he said sagely, which made her laugh.


“I miss seeing my toes!”


“You couldn’t see your toes to begin with,” he scoffed.  “There’s a lot of something else in the way,” he teased, prodding her breast brazenly with a finger.


“Well, I could if I looked down the middle,” she corrected coquettishly, then giggled.  “I wonder when Muffy will get back in.”


“Probably just before she leaves for Yale tomorrow,” he answered.  “But she’ll be right back on Tuesday for the wake.  I don’t see why she’s leaving, really.”


“We should really thank her for giving up the start of her semester to stay with us.  She’s been a very good friend.”


“She likes you, Jess.  She has good taste,” he told her easily.  She erupted into surprised laughter when he leaned over and licked her cheek.  “You do taste good,” he noted.


“Ewwww!” she protested, rubbing her cheek with the back of her paw.  “Stop giving me fox germs!”


“It’s a little too late for that.  You’ve been infected!” he laughed, pulling her into his arms and giving her a deep kiss.  “You have this little parasite in here that’s all fox,” he teased, putting his paw on her stomach.


“You’re wrong,” she protested with a smile.


“I won the muzzle.  And when a Vulpan wins the battle, he wins the war!”


“Well, we’ve proved that the one thing a Vulpan can’t stand up to is a Williams cat,” she winked.  “I’ll prove it to you when Laura shows you her crème fur, claws, and blue eyes.”


“Then I’ll know you were cheating on me,” he teased.


She laughed.  “As if!” she protested.  “There’s only one male on this earth that has ever been in my bed, and he’s in this room!”


“So, you’re hiding them in the secret room now, eh?” he said seriously.  “I guess I’ll have to prove I’m better than him!”


She laughed helplessly and surrendered to his attention.  “I love you, Mister Vulpan.”


“Not as much as I love you, Misses Vulpan, future mother of my daughter.”


“And more to come,” she said, then started purring.


Vil was right about the press attention.  The news about the death of Steven Vulpan was already all over the news, but the more sinister nature of his death erupted into the news the next morning.  Kit guessed that Vil had either leaked it herself or allowed the story to move forward, for the Boston Sun, a local gossip newspaper, had for a blaring headline Steven Vulpan Behind Attempt on Luke Vulpan III, and the first paragraph was to the point and damning:


The news of the death of Kitstrom Steven Vulpan was released yesterday, but further investigation has revealed that it was in fact Steven Vulpan who was the mastermind behind the attempt on the life of Kitstrom “Kit” Lucas Vulpan III, rebel of the Vulpan family and brother to the CEO of the family business, Vilenne Vulpan.  Independently verified sources reveal that Steven died in an auto accident in Pennsylvania while in fact fleeing from Boston because his duplicity in the plot to kill his cousin had been discovered.   The details of the attempt on the life of Kit Vulpan and his wife Jessica, who is a cat, cast a dark and ominous shadow over the Royal Family of Boston, for Kitstrom Steven Vulpan was in fact the leader of the Paladins, a violent splinter group of the PPC that has been listed as a terrorist organization by the Department of Homeland Security.


Verification of this fact has been supplied by Gloria Morgan Vulpan, widow of Steven Vulpan, whose distance from her husband had been a well known fact within the social circles of Boston.  “Of course I knew he was a Paladin,” she admitted in a phone interview.  “Why do you think I stayed as far away from him as possible?  I hated it, and I hated him.  If I’d have known he was a purist psycho, I wouldn’t have married him, Vulpan or no Vulpan.  I’m relieved that everyone knows, because now I don’t have to pretend anymore.”  When pressed, she elaborated on her statement.  “I was threatened by his father to keep my mouth shut,” she confided, referring to Kitstrom Zachary Vulpan.  “He said if I left Steve, or if I said a word about his activities, he’d destroy me and my family.  What else could I do?”


The article went on to give details about Steve and again described the plot to kill Kit and Jessie, which was leaked from the police, no doubt with Vil’s blessing.  Now the whole world knew that Steven had tried to kill them, and he had no doubt that Zachary was almost insane with rage over this exploding into the limelight not two days after Steven died.


But he had little sympathy.  Zachary had made this bed, and now it was time to lay down in it.


The only thing that worried him, as he read the article, was Travis’ warning.  Vil was pushing Zachary to the brink, piling this on top of the grief he was feeling from the death of his son, and if she wasn’t careful, she was going to make Zachary snap.  If Zach snapped, then there was no telling what he might do, or what might happen.  He might retreat from the world and turn into a recluse, or he might hire an army to storm Stonebrook and kill everyone.


But there was little he could do about that right now.  All he could do was talk to Nick about it, who promised to keep an eye on things.


But Kit also refused to let that keep them trapped in Stonebrook.  They’d been stuck in the manor for nearly two months, and with going home in sight, he was determined to take Jessie out.  Now that Muffy was gone, having left that morning for Connecticut, Jessie needed activity, she needed to be treated like a lady and a Vulpan, and not a prisoner.  She would never complain, but he knew that she was running out of things to do.  She’d learned nearly all the recipes the cooks could teach, she had gone through her knitting book twice, and shooting trap and surfing the internet and watching movies and reading books could only go so far until a change was needed.  Kit himself was feeling a touch of cabin fever.  Though he had the work the guys sent him and he wrote articles for the magazine, he too felt the need to go out and do something in the short time they had left in Boston, make it feel more like a vacation and less like being in a gilded cage.  But, in the interest of safety, he definitely agreed with Nick that from now on, Boston itself was more or less off limits.  Boston was the playground of the Vulpans, and it wouldn’t be safe to roam the streets with an angry Zachary lurking.  But areas outside Boston, on the other paw, were accessible to them.  As long as they didn’t say where they were going and went far enough away from Boston, they could go out and have a good time.


So, they piled into a limousine with Stanley and Clancy and hit the road.  Oscar drove them all the way down to Portland, Maine, and they spent the day sightseeing with Stanley waiting on them, Clancy puttering around in a rented scooter, and Nick and Sylvia keeping a close eye on things for them.  They visited antique shops, took a sightseeing cruise on a boat that ran them out to some rocky islands where seals basked in the sun, and they saw a whale on the way back.  After that, they went to a mall south of the city and puttered around until Jessie’s feet got tired, then they got into the limo and drove about twenty miles north to Freeport, home of the famous L.L. Bean retail store.  They spent nearly two hours in and around the store, looking at their merchandise, watching the trout swimming in the indoor pond under the stairs, doing a little shopping, then they milled around the city of Freeport to take in the unique architecture and eat Ben and Jerry’s ice cream from a stand outside L.L. Bean.  When both Clancy and Jessie got too tired to go on, they got back into the limo and drove back to Stonebrook.  Kit hadn’t seen Jessie that happy in a while, and he knew that despite the danger, they had done the right thing.


The next day started off with an exam.  Doctor Mac had arrived the night before and stayed in the manor, and they welcomed her as a guest.  But in the morning, she went from being a guest to being a doctor, and Jessie was given a thorough examination by Doctor Mac, who had access to all the medical equipment Vil had brought into the manor when they thought that Jessie was going to be delivering in Stonebrook.  “Well,” the gray vixen hummed, feeling Jessie’s stomach.  “Any back pain, Jessie?”


“A little,” she said.  “I feel like my tummy’s going to pop any minute now,” she laughed ruefully.  “And I still have over three weeks to go!”


“Welcome to your last month,” Doctor Mac chuckled.  “Your baby is going through her last bits of developing right now.  She could be born right now and have no trouble surviving, but she’ll stay safely in your womb until she’s finally ready to face the world,” she smiled.  “You’ll get maybe just a tiny bit bigger, but not much.”


“I hope not!” Jessie laughed.  “I can barely get out of a chair now!”


“You won’t have much longer to go,” she said clinically.  “I’d say you’re right on schedule, or maybe even a couple of days ahead.  I’m going to open up your delivery window by a couple of days forward.  I’d say now that you could deliver anywhere from the twenty-third to the thirtieth.”


“I thought you were infallible, Doc,” Kit teased.


“Predicting a birth isn’t an exact science, because there’s a lot of factors that can alter development at this stage,” she answered with a smile.  “Physical or emotional stress in the mother, changes in diet, changes in surroundings or environment, those can affect the development of the baby.  But in this case, I think those circumstances have actually accelerated Laura’s development a little bit.  This seems to be an ideal environment for a pregnant femme,” she chuckled.  “So I’m going to move your window up a few days.  Once you get back to Texas and I give you your final exam, I’ll know for certain when to have you keep your suitcase packed.”


“The sooner the better,” Jessie giggled.  “I love being pregnant, but I’d like to see my toes again!”  She pointed a quick finger at Kit.  “And not a word, you!” she threatened, which made him explode into laughter.


“Say, Doc, you have a pressing need to get back to Austin?” he asked.


“I don’t have any appointments today, why?”


“Well, we were going to go out today, and there’s plenty of room in the limo.  We were thinking of going to Niagara Falls.”


“How far is that from here?”


“About four hours,” he answered.  “It’s a nice drive through some pretty country, and we can arrange it so you fly out from there instead of here.  That way you don’t have to drive back with us.”


“Well, I think I could manage that,” she said, tapping her muzzle.  “And I’ve always wanted to see the falls.”


And so, after the exam, they were again on the road.  Clancy didn’t feel like going, and Stanley wanted to stay at Stonebrook, so it was Kit, Jessie, and Doctor MacNair attended by Bartholomew and Luann, with Nick, Sylvia, Krichek, and Barnett escorting them.  There were too many for the limo, and Nick wanted some extra security and mobility, so Krichek and Barnett rode in two Ford Expeditions in front of and behind the limo as Bartholomew drove them to Niagara Falls.  They left the manor around ten, and after several pit stops so Jessie could relieve herself and a lunch at a turnpike rest stop McDonald’s they reached Niagara Falls around three.  And once they reached the falls, they had a great time.  They got on a boat that went out to the edge, getting them soaked by spray from the falls as the sound thundered in their ears, then they went up to scenic overlooks at the tops of the falls, on both the American and Canadian sides of the river.  It was the first time that Jessie had ever been out of America, and Kit had to celebrate the event by buying her a little pewter bookmark at a gift shop on the Canadian side.  After they took plenty of pictures, they had an excellent dinner in a nice restaurant that had a spectacular view of the falls.  Around eight, they took Doctor MacNair to the regional airport and got her on her way home, and then it was a long drive through the late summer night back to Stonebrook, arriving back around one in the morning.


Kit had made sure to make it a day-long excursion, because he didn’t want to be anywhere near Boston.  They had the wake today, and he wanted to not only be unavailable, but out of Massachusetts.


The next day, they did the same thing.  He got Jessie up early, and after a nice breakfast made by Frannie, he pulled out the atlas and started looking at where they could go.  “Hmm, how about another trip to Canada?” he offered.  “We could make Toronto in six hours.”


“We could stay here, too,” Jessie laughed.  “Two straight days of running around.  I’m getting a little tired.”


“We can rest tomorrow, love,” he said seriously.  “Today’s the funeral.  I don’t want to be anywhere near Boston today.”


“Oh.  Oh, that’s right,” she said, giving him a compassionate look.  “Well, maybe not Toronto, but how about we go to Cape Cod?  I’ve always wanted to see it.”


“Cape Cod it is,” he said with a smile and a nod.  “Feel up to another trip, Nick?”


“Surely,” he grinned.  “But only if we get Sylvie in a bikini on the beach.”


Sylvia gave him a cool look.  “Mein Gott, didn’t we go over this already?”


He gave her a sly look.  “You said I had to start over again.  Well, I have to start somewhere, don’t I?”


Sylvia grumbled something in German that Kit didn’t quite hear, but he didn’t need to understand the words to understand the meaning in her voice.


Kit got something of a surprise when, after they again piled into the limousine with Bartholomew driving, Luann attending, and Nick and Sylvia escorting them, they stopped over at an ATM so Kit could withdraw cash.  He’d used up the last of the cash reserves he’d brought from Austin at Niagara Falls, and though he didn’t have to pay for the gas for the limo, that was paid for by Stonebrook, he wanted money for a ride on a boat, or maybe the ferry to Nantucket, and things like that preferred cash over a debit card.  He withdrew $200, and when the receipt printed out, he was a bit startled to see a balance of $33,407.77, when the balance was supposed to be $5,701.98.  He immediately suspected Vil was meddling, so he got back into the car and called the bank and had them email a copy of his transaction record to his Blackberry.  He went through it as they left Boston and headed for Cape Cod, and found that Vulpan Shipyards had deposited nearly $14,000 into the account, divided up into deposits every Friday, and there was a lump sum deposit for $12,157.70 that was deposited into the account two weeks after he got to Boston.  That number looked pretty familiar, because there was that exact same figure, $12,157.70, withdrawn from the account when he flew up to Boston by charter.  Clearly, Vil had refunded him that money, and done it without telling him she was giving it back.


That, Kit honestly didn’t mind.  He’d spent his own money to get up to Boston to see her, and she seemed to take offense to that.  Her giving him that money back, that he didn’t mind, mainly because Laura was on the way and he wanted a nice fat bank account just in case there was some kind of emergency.  The other money deposited by Vulpan Shipyards, that it took him a little bit to figure out.  It was deposited in Jessie’s name, and that let him puzzle out that it was that salary that Vil had talked about, the salary she drew as an executive assistant to him.  She was an official employee of the shipyards.  Kit had honestly forgotten about that, but again, he would say nothing.  What went on between Vil and Jessie was their affair, and he wouldn’t say a word.  Jessie knew how he felt, and again, deep down, he didn’t mind seeing that money in the account right now, not with their daughter three weeks away from coming into the world.  He wanted a nice healthy bank account built up to take care of any unforeseen problems that might arise.  The excess, after he felt comfortable, would be going into investments for their children, both Laura and those to come, so they would have quality educations and be financially stable should some sort of disaster befell Kit and Jessie and left their children without parents.


After he got that figured out, they had a very good day, a day staying far away from Boston.  They toured Cape Cod, looking at many of the old houses and villages, then they took a ride in a sloop, a vessel with no engines at all, only sails.  Yachting was one of Vil’s hobbies, and he had to admit, it was rather interesting to watch the crew propel and guide the ship using nothing but sails and a rudder.  After that, they  had dinner at a seaside restaurant before returning home after dark with lots of pictures and a very sleepy wife.  They also returned to a house that wasn’t empty.  Sheila, Muffy, and Bess were in Stonebrook and met them at the garage when they pulled in, Sheila wearing a bikini, Bess wearing a one-piece, and Muffy wearing a sports haltar and boy-style shorts.  All three had clearly been swimming, for their hair and fur were wet and matted from the water.  “Hey cousin, hope you don’t mind,” Sheila said.  “But I didn’t feel like staying at Mom’s.”


“Not at all,” Kit said as he helped Jessie from the limo.  “I take it you were at the wake?”


Bess snorted.  “What passed for it,” she said.  “Alicia spent most of the time cursing you and Vil, and Zach didn’t say a single word the entire time.  He just kept staring at his wine glass.  You’d think that you had held Steve down while Vil poured acid into his eyes, from the way that bitch was railing about how you killed Steve.”


“Bullshit,” Sheila grunted. “Steve was driving too fast and ran off the road, which is a rather stupid way to die if you ask me.”


“It’s not a good time to be around the parents right now,” Bess said darkly, pulling at the shoulder strap of her swimsuit.  “That’s why I’m here instead of over at my parents’ estate.  They’re all in a pretty bad mood.”


“Why?”


“Because of how Alicia was acting,” she answered.  “It was almost embarrassing, and I left the wake after about half an hour.  We all know what happened, but Alicia just yelled and screamed that her son was murdered, and conveniently forgot that it was Steve that tried to kill you and Jessie.”  Bess looked at Jessie.  “You look tired, Jess.”


“We were in Cape Cod,” she answered.  “Staying far away from Boston.”


“Which I see was a good idea,” Kit grunted.


“Well, I’m going to go up and have a rest,” Jessie announced.


“Guess we’ll go back to the pool,” Sheila said.


“Why are you swimming in the dark?” Jessie asked.


“The gym pool is indoor, plenty of light,” Muffy reminded her.


“Oh yeah, I forget about that.  I don’t like to use that pool, I always smell like chlorine when I’m done, no matter how long I spend in the shower,” she noted.


“We’re about done anyway,” Sheila said.  “You guys eaten yet?”


“At a nice restaurant in a little village,” Jessie nodded.  “They had lobster taken right from the dock and straight to the table!”


“I hope they cooked it along the way,” Bess giggled.  “I don’t think I’d like to arm wrestle a lobster before I eat it.”


“Of course they cooked it, silly,” Jessie laughed.  “We got some nice pictures, too.”


“Ooh, pictures!  Lemme see!” Muffy said excitedly.


Jessie’s rest was delayed as they transferred the pictures they took off the video card in the camera and into a laptop, then showed them.  “I’ve never seen anything like this out there,” Bess said, looking at a picture of an old fox sitting on a porch of an old, weather-beaten house.


“We saw the real Cape Cod, not the area around the Kennedy compound, Bess,” Kit chuckled.  “There are quite a few little villages out there, and even some farms.  Here, I need to send these to the office.  I have an article, comic scripts, and some research to send as well.”


“I keep forgetting you work,” Bess laughed.


“We’re part owners at the magazine,” Jessie said proudly.


“You know, I read those comics you write, Jess, and they’re great!” Bess told her.


“What, School Daze?  That’s Kit’s.”


“I read both his and yours.  Kit’s is good, but I really like yours.  You have so pegged that relationship between Missy and Cutler.  It’s both funny and entertaining to watch those two.”


“Well, before you ask, no, it’s not based on me and Kit,” she grinned.


“It should, then you’d have a lot more fun,” Sheila laughed.


“I think that would take a miracle,” Kit said.


“No, it’d just take Jo-Jo,” Sheila retorted.


“You earn money from the comics?”


“Oh dear yes, we do,” she answered.  “How much are the royalties now, love?”


“I think we’re up to about fifteen hundred dollars a week,” he answered.  “School Daze is running in fifty-nine other publications all over the southwest and southeast, and Missy and Cutler runs in ten papers and two magazines in Texas, Louisiana, and New Mexico on top of ours.  We could be making more, but with the recent economic downturn, we lowered our royalties to attract more papers, and it worked.  Since Jessie’s comic is only weekly, it hasn’t picked up quite as fast, but at least Jeffrey does them the same size and length any other Sunday comic, to try to get papers to pick it up.”


“He hates coloring them,” Jessie laughed.  “He makes Elly do it.”


“You make fifteen hundred a week?”


“No, the comics do,” Kit answered.  “That money gets split three ways, between Jeffrey, us, and the magazine.  We make about five hundred dollars a week off it, and we keep it all.  We were very smart not to go through a distributor like King, who would have taken most of the royalties as their fee.  We do the distribution ourselves, so the entire royalty goes in our bank.”


“That’s not bad,” Sheila mused.  “If you could go national, you’d make a lot of money.”


“That’s the idea,” Kit chuckled.  “But the strips are catching on.  I think we sign on a new paper or magazine every week.  Not to sound boastful, but both strips are pretty good.  We work hard on the scripts, and Jeffrey is an awesome artist.”


“You should sell stuff from the strip on the magazine website,” Sheila said.  “I’d love a tee shirt with Razz on it, wearing her little Chinese outfit.  She’s my favorite.”


A little light turned on in Kit’s brain.  “You know, cousin, that’s a damn good idea,” he said.  “I wonder if Jeffrey would do a nice artistic drawing of Razz, and we could silkscreen it.  Produce the units at six dollars, sell them at twelve.”


“Not just Razz,” Sheila said.  “There should be a shot of Jo-Jo standing there with her face fur all blackened, and ‘Oops!’ scrawled across the top in jittery, bold letters.  Or a picture of Missy and Cutler standing back to back all huffy, but their tails wrapped around each other’s, or a picture of Oxnard in his football uniform, and one of his Shakespeare sayings along the bottom just under a pair of shoes hovering in midair.”


“Or a picture of Buck.  He’s so cute!” Muffy interjected.


“Why don’t we sit down and talk about this,” Kit offered.


“Well, I’m going to go take a nice relaxing bath,” Jessie laughed.


With Sheila and Muffy as knowing consultants and Bess as a neutral subject to test their ideas, they sat around his laptop and went through the archives of the strip looking for some of the most classic images, like the Oxnard-shaped hole in the side of the dorm with Jo-Jo standing there holding her smoking invention, a confused look on her face as she called for him.  Or a picture of Zeffier on his beloved bike, chomping a cigar, saying “What’s your #%&$@*% problem?”  They found the perfect image of Razz, the introductory strip with Buck and Oxnard standing there looking at her, in her cute little white silk tunic, her hair done up in two buns just to the sides of her ears and wrapped in white silk cloth, holding a basket and looking utterly adorable.  They found a panel that made Bess literally fall over on the couch laughing, with Buck sitting in a chair, a metal colander on his head, staring wild-eyed at a foot-long probe in Jo-Jo’s paw, whose shape subtly hinted that it was some kind of invasive body probe.  Sheila also suggested that Jeffrey draw a beer can with the label “Jo-Jo’s Explosive Beer,” and under that the tag line “It’ll Blow Your Socks Off!”  And they found the perfect panel of Jo-Jo, her face blackened as the smoldering wreckage of an experiment gone wrong rested in her outstretched paw, a look of befuddled surprise on her face, and the infamous “Oops!” in a text bubble over her head.  They even found a panel with Jo-Jo pointing a laser cannon the size of a bazooka at Cutler with the angry shout “NEVER CALL ME JOSEPHINA!” scratched over their heads.  Another good panel, and also another one of the running jokes in the strip, showing vapor trails scattering from Jo-Jo as she held up some weird device, on the verge of pressing a big red button on the side, and called absently, “I wonder what this does.”  Then Sheila pointed out several other panels that would look good on a tee shirt, more mundane panels, like a panel of Jo-Jo, Razz, Missy, Rose, Cherry, and Linda all standing around, a similar picture of Oxnard, Buck, Cutler, Dan, Frank, and Grady, or a picture of Oxnard holding the gazelle skull of his hated college Algebra teacher and arch-nemesis, Ms. Vilkenstein, lamenting “2B, or not 2B, that is the equation,” or even an image of Jo-Jo’s eternally malfunctioning and often rebuilt robot, JON-JON Version 19.1 with the title (you don’t want to know what happened to numbers 1 through 18) under it.  When Jessie finished her bath, she joined them, and pointed out several more good ones, until they had quite a portfolio of ideas for tee shirts built up.  After nearly two hours of both finding panels and fleshing out ideas for unique scenes, he bundled them all together and sent them to Jeffrey’s laptop at work.  But he also called Rick as his femme cousins went to the kitchen to have the cooks make them dinner, and Jessie tagged along to grab a light snack before bed.  He told Rick about their ideas, which made Rick chuckle.


“I think it’s a good idea,” he said.  “We can produce a first run of only like a couple dozen each and see if they’re popular, and if they are, we can order more.  We won’t make much money off the first run, but if they’re popular, we can order in bulk to knock down our unit costs and then sell at a profit.”


“That’s what I was thinking,” Kit answered.  “We already have the strip page on the magazine’s website, we can just have Mike add a new page to that, and the magazine can advertise the tee shirts once they’re ready.”


“I’ll call Jeffrey and see what he thinks,” Rick said.  “If I can pry him away from Sandy, that is.”


“Ah, yes, she’s back now, isn’t she?” Kit laughed.


“And making up for lost time,” Rick chuckled in reply.


“I’ll send you my next article, both me and Jessie have new scripts to send to Jeffrey, and we have some pictures we took around New England,” he added.


“What’s the article about?”


“What else?” he asked.  “The wedding.”


“Nice, it’ll be interestin’ to read about it from the inside,” he noted.  “You haven’t done anythin’ about what we heard about?  About your cousin dyin’?”


“No, I’m leaving that alone for right now,” he answered.  “Vil’s being kinda pushy about it, and the last thing I want to do right now is look like I’m piling on.  I just want to get through the next ten days and come back home quietly.”


“Ah.  Well, guess there’s no fault in that, son,” he surmised.


“I just hope that Vil doesn’t go too far.  I’ve been warned that things are getting kinda volatile, and what I heard about what happened at the wake today didn’t give me much confidence.”


“Mind explainin’ it?”


“Well, the short of it is that Vil is going after Steve, regardless of the fact that he died,” he answered.  “She intends to have him disowned posthumously so she can strip his estate of his share of the family fortune, but more so because she wants the world to know what he did and that Vil won’t tolerate behavior like that in the family.  She also refused to leave her honeymoon to come back for the wake and funeral, which is a huge slap in the face to Uncle Zach.  From what Travis told me, Uncle Zach is not entirely stable at the moment, and Vil pushing him isn’t going to help.  His favorite son just died, and before he’s even in the ground, Vil is already setting up to attack his memory.  That’s not a very smart idea in my opinion, but I learned long ago that you just can’t tell Vil what to do.  She’s going to use Steven as a very ugly and graphic object lesson about what happens to Vulpans who don’t toe the line, and her going after him even after he’s dead gives you an idea of how ruthless Vil can be.”


“Is there ever a quiet day in your family, son?” Rick asked.


Kit laughed richly.  “Nope.  What you see is just about normal around here,” he answered cheekily.  “But I’d appreciate it if you keep that to yourself.”


“Surely will,” he affirmed.


The day of the funeral was again a day where Kit and Jessie stayed far, far away from Boston.  They were in New York City taking in the museums with their eternal chaperones, Bartholomew, Luann, Nick, and Sylvia.  They left before dawn and caught a train down in the city, and instead of a limo, they rode around in taxis and the subway as they went from museum to museum, then they went out to visit the Statue of Liberty, then Ground Zero, then they swung by Broadway and Times Square before Kit took them to the New York Stock Exchange, where the Vulpans owned a box suite that overlooked the trading floor, which was something of a tradition for the oldest, richest families.  The Vulpans, the Kennedys, the Astors, the Grants, and several others owned similar box suites along the upper floor that overlooked the main trading floor, a vantage from which network news often shot scenes of floor activity for broadcasts.  Those suites weren’t all owned by news networks; in fact, a minority of them were.  The Vulpan suite was literally next door to the “open” suite which was available to any news team to set up and shoot within, and they literally owned the suite.  Arthur Vulpan had bought them literally at the opening of the original Wall Street exchange building, just as his shipyard had started making real money, back when it only cost him a one time fee of five hundred dollars to permanently own what Vil could now probably sell for over a million.  The building had been remodeled and even replaced over the years, the exchange had moved, but that initial investment had endured for over a hundred years, for Arthur Vulpan had wisely drawn up the contract that stated that the Vulpans would own that suite or a similar suite in relation to the trading floor in the event the exchange was moved, for perpetuity.  The Vulpans did have to pay an annual fee and some taxes on the suite, but that suite was like a condo or a house, it was permanently owned property.  Jessie had never seen the exchange in action live before, and she was mystified by it, staring down with the window open and listening to the machines and the voices calling over them.


“It used to be way louder, back before computers,” Kit said as he looked out with them.  “I remember coming here once with my parents, before the place was really computerized.  There were like three times as many traders down there, all yelling and screaming and waving pieces of paper and using sign language to send messages around.  It was pretty weird,” he chuckled.


“It’s like chaos down there,” Jessie giggled.  “I wonder how they even know what’s going on.”


“Practice,” Kit said sagely, looking at his watch.  “About ready for lunch, pretty kitty?”


“Don’t you mean dinner?”


“Late lunch, early dinner, whatever,” he grinned.  “Our train leaves at five, and we’ll be back in time for Frannie to make us a real dinner.”


“Frannie, eh?  And what happened to not getting used to being waited on?”


“That went out the window the second you said you were getting tired,” he said simply.  “When we go home, I’ll be cooking for you until Laura’s born.”


“I can still cook!”


“Not when bending over to get pans and hunching over cutting boards makes your back hurt, you won’t,” he told her adamantly.  “Doctor Mac warned you that it might happen.”


“Well, yeah, but I’ll feel helpless if I can’t cook.”


“You’ll be treated like the queen you are,” he told her.  “Now, given this is New York and you can buy any kind of food you want, what are you feeling like today, pretty kitty?”


“Seafood,” she grinned.


“I know just the place, Mistress Jessie.  Let me warn Martin we’re coming ,” Bartholomew declared, opening his cell phone.


Instead of some fancy bistro or restaurant, Bartholomew took them to a little diner in lower Manhattan, a little corner diner that didn’t even have a sign outside, yet was jam-packed busy within.  It was truly a diner, and was in desperate need of remodeling.  The tables were old and worn and chipped, the padding on the booth seats was cracked, and the napkin holders were battered and were about ten years past needing to be replaced.  Jessie and Kit both looked a little uncertain about the place, at least until they caught whiffs of the smells of the food around them, and it was heavenly.  “An old friend opened this diner,” Bartholomew explained.  “Martin Fischer.  He was a five star chef who grew tired of the snooty restaurant scene and opened this deplorable-looking establishment where he could cook food that furs would enjoy, not fuss because one shaving of a carrot was a centimeter out of position on the plate.  The funny thing is, he says he makes more money here running the place as a short-order cook than he ever did running the kitchen at one of the most expensive restaurants in town.”


“A male after my own heart,” Kit laughed.


The place looked like a seedy dive, but the crowd and the smells hinted that it was just a front, for the sake of appearances, and Bartholomew did not steer them wrong.  The food was about four times as expensive than one would expect from a corner diner, obviously how the chef made his money, but his food was worth more than what they paid for it. Jessie ordered grilled tuna and Kit a hamburger, and the food was outstanding.  The hamburger was lightly, almost delicately seasoned with mesquite and smoky spices that gave it a “home grilled” taste, and Jessie’s eyes closed almost reflexively when she took her first bite of her tuna.  “Wow,” she breathed.


“I see Martin’s quality hasn’t diminished since working as a greasy spoon,” Bartholomew chuckled.


They lingered maybe too long relishing the excellent food, so much so they were almost late for the train back to Boston.  Bartholomew called the manor from the train so the limo would be waiting for them as Jessie reclined in their stateroom to rest her back from another busy day on the move.  “I need to sleep for at least a week,” she laughed.


“You have two days.  Suzy’s already made the reservations for our trip to Maine.”


“Really?  Where?”


“At a bed and breakfast in Castine,” Nick answered.  “Krichek and Donny are up there already getting it ready for us.  You’ll be going up Saturday morning and returning Sunday night.”


“Sounds fun.  I hope Corey will be there the whole time.”


“Probably.  We’re coming up to see him, he’d better be there,” Kit chuckled.


When they got back to the manor, though, there was a bit of serious business, and that was the funeral.  Muffy had already returned to Connecticut, but Sheila was still in Boston, and she was at the manor waiting for them.  “Hey guys,” she said as she helped Jessie out of the limo.


“How did it go?” Kit asked immediately.


“Tense,” she answered.  “Given Alicia’s explosion at the wake, we were almost expecting it.  But, the wake was private, where they allowed one news team’s cameras in for the funeral, so she was very quiet.  God forbid she cause a scene in public,” Sheila grunted.  “After the funeral is another story.”


“What happened?”


“Well, I’m still trying to get the entire story,” she answered as they headed in.  “Travis and Dave gave me pieces of it, but from what I’ve heard, Alicia and Zach came to blows when they got back to Swan Cove.”


“What?” Kit asked in surprise.


She nodded.  “That much both of them supplied.  Alicia is furious and wants revenge, but Zach won’t do it.  Davey said they’ve been fighting about it since the minute they got back from Pennsylvania.  Travis said that Alicia literally slapped Zach and called him a weakling in front of Josh and Crystal, and she’s sleeping in the north wing of their manor tonight.”


“Doesn’t Alicia realize that Vil’s already beaten them?” Kit asked with a sigh.


“Evidently not.  I guess Vil’s going to have to step on her neck before it’s over.”


“Well, I’ll warn Vil.  That’s not something she should ignore.”


He wasn’t sure if she’d answer her phone, but he tried anyway as Jessie told Frannie, rather sheepishly, that she wouldn’t mind a little light supper, and if it wouldn’t be too much bother, if Frannie wouldn’t mind cooking for her just this once…that almost got Jessie laughed out of the kitchen.


“Hey bro, what’s up?”


Kit went over what Sheila told him rather curtly.  “I think you’d better put a paw in, Jessie.  If Alicia is that angry, she might do something stupid.”


“No argument there, bro,” she said seriously.  “Leave it to me.”


“Thanks, sis.  You pregnant yet?”


She laughed richly.  “We’re seriously trying,” she answered.  “We’ll be leaving for Monaco tomorrow night, so we can get there Friday morning without losing a day.  A week in a private villa on the beach.  It sounds heavenly,” she said lingeringly.


“Florida’s not good enough for you?”


“This is a condo.  Ken says that what’s down there is completely private.  It’s one of the Brighton holdings.”  She clicked her teeth.  “Speaking of Brighton holdings, Ken told me that his parents have bought a house in Austin,” she noted to him.  “They closed on it this morning.  It’s just down the street from the house Terry bought.  Five bedrooms, four baths, fenced compound, four car garage.  That skinflint, he had his broker buy it at auction, it was a foreclosure,” she chuckled.


“Terry did the same thing.  I guess that cleaned out the suckers.”


“Just about,” Vil chuckled.  “Austin is a rich town, bro, with quite a few millionaires.  A few rather overenthusiastic land developers were cranking out luxury houses, and then the credit crisis slammed them against the wall.  I looked into some of those houses myself looking for a house I can use when I come visit.  The house Terry bought had only been occupied for a few months.  The one Winston bought was never occupied at all.  Some Dallas magnate bought it as part of a land investment scheme, and then the property values crashed,” she said simply.


“And he’s not a magnate anymore.”


“I would think not,” she said in a slightly predatory manner.


“So you were looking into houses?”


“Of course.  I need someplace nice to stay when I’m there.”


“And what did you find?” he asked.


“That none of them were up to my standards,” she said loftily.  “So I bought a nice little five hundred acre ranch about ten miles down seventy-one from Bergstrom towards Bastrop, had them raze the house, and build something more suitable.  They promise to have it done in two months, given I hired a small army of contractors to make it happen.”


“More suitable, eh?”


“Naturally.  A nice eight bedroom vacation house built on a smaller model as Hart’s Crossing, with a tennis court, racquetball court and gym, pool, helicopter pad, stables for horses, and I’m having a private skeet shooting range installed just for Jessie when she comes to visit.  There’s plenty of room behind the house for her to practice driving golf balls, too.  It even came with five horses and twenty head of longhorn cattle that had been at the ranch before I bought it.  I convinced Janice to take up the position of head of household down there, and she’ll be hiring and managing the staff and the estate.  I’ve decided to name it the Double V Ranch.”


“You actually convinced a Boston servant to move to Austin?”


“She liked the promotion and the pay raise,” she laughed.  “I gave her carte blanche.  She’ll do all the decorating and designing and make all landscaping decisions inside my requirements, and I’ve given her authority to hire a butler who’ll double as my chauffer, two maids, three groundskeepers, a wrangler for the horses, and a cook.  I like her taste, so I’m sure she’ll create me a wonderful vacation house that I’ll enjoy using when I’m there.”


“And when were you going to tell me about this?”


“When I was going to force you to move into it,” she said shamelessly.  “But, I think I’m not going to get you out of that hovel condo, so I’m just going to claim it for my own.”


“Vil!”


“What?  Did you really think I was just going to let it go, brother mine?” she asked impishly.  “Besides, I rather like the location, and I won’t mind keeping it for myself.  I’ll just find some other place for you and Jessie and force you to move into it.”


“You’re terrible!”


“Yes, I know,” she said gravely, which made him laugh despite himself.


Kit had no idea what Vil said, but one thing was abundantly clear, and that was the message was received.


Kit heard it from Sheila, who heard it from David, which was the oldest of the three children of Zach and Alicia that still lived with them.  From what Kit had picked up, Vil had called at exactly 9:00 the morning after Kit warned her, and instead of talking to Zach, she instead talked to Alicia.  David was in the room when the call was received.  It lasted less than three minutes, and Alicia was barely able to put a single word in.  David had no idea what Vil said, but when Alicia hung up the phone, she looked so spooked that her fur could have turned bone white.  Not an hour after taking that phone call, Zachary and Alicia had shipped their three youngers off to Weston a day earlier than planned, boarded Zach’s private jet, and flew out of Boston without a single word to anyone.


That said something.  Weston was a boarding school, to be sure, the most elite private school east of the Mississippi.  It was only thirty miles outside of Boston, and the Vulpans had always lived at home and commuted to school, ferried by chauffeurs in nice cars.  Kit had made that trip many times from Stonebrook, an actually pleasant thirty minute ride along winding country roads to the tree-covered grounds of that venerable old school.  Zach and Alicia, however, preferred to board their children at Weston rather than allow them to live at home and commute, though they returned home every weekend.


Clearly, Vil had put the fear of God into Alicia Vulpan.  Few femmes on earth could say so much in such a short time, and then scare someone into literally fleeing the city.  But that seemed to be exactly what happened.


That was just fine with Kit.  He just wanted all of this over, so he could go home with his wife and be in Austin for the birth of their daughter.  If it took Vil calling and threatening Alicia with something so dire that it would make her flee Boston, that was just fine with him.  It wasn’t his fault that Steven died, it was Steven’s own fault.  Steven had tried to kill him and Jessie, so he had no love for his late cousin.  But Kit had learned over the years that hate, especially unreasoning hate, was an emotion that could only be trumped by one thing, and that was fear.  Vil had made Alicia more afraid than hateful.


They spent the next two days resting and preparing for Maine, as Jessie recovered from their gallivanting around New England and Kit continued to make calls to Austin.  He was working on a new business idea, and that required research, research, research.  Fortunately, though, researching was something with which he had a little experience.  There was money to be made in Austin, and that money was in real estate.


Certainly not anytime soon, but with the severely depressed real estate market and the rash of foreclosures, there was definitely a huge business opportunity there for him, or anyone that had cash reserves at a time like this.  The Vulpans had actually become filthy rich during the Great Depression, because in an economic climate like that, those that had money had the ability to buy up deflated assets and simply wait for their value to mature, among other things.  There was a time, in the late 1930s, when the Vulpans literally owned half of Boston, but had sold off a majority of the real estate over the years, when it became profitable to sell.  There were also opportunities to start businesses and make money during economic downturns, if one knew what businesses to open.


Kit’s idea was a relatively simple one that would both make him money and also do some good in his adopted home city.  What Kit was doing was researching the idea of becoming a real estate magnate, buying foreclosed property, but not selling it off.  Kit’s idea was to find the right houses and approach the distressed owners with a proposition; allow the house to go into foreclosure and Kit to buy it, then stay in the house as a renter.  The rent would be cheaper than their mortgage, but structured in such a way that Kit would earn a profit on the property.  He would also give the furs the chance to buy the house from him for a reasonable price that would allow him to earn a profit, but also would be less than their original mortgage.  The profit on a single house wouldn’t be all that much, but if he did that enough, he could generate some real income through sheer numbers.  The trick of it would be to allow the houses to foreclose, which would allow him to buy them on the cheap and also drive down the property value of the house, which would reduce the taxes on the property.  The scheme would be a short-term loss at least on paper, for the value of the house would go down in the short term, but then it would rise again over time.  And this wasn’t about making a quick buck.  Any time one dabbled in real estate, one had to have their eyes on the horizon, not the road.


His idea would do three things.  It would make him money, it would prevent families from being thrown out of their houses, and it would also prevent urban blight by putting furs in those empty houses, preferably the same ones that had been there before.  By investing a little money now, he could see Laura coming into quite a handsome sum of money when she graduated from college, for she’d own dozens of houses and properties all over Austin and have a stable and reliable income rolling in through rent.


His research had shown him that the idea was feasible.  Austin was being hit hard by the credit crisis and the housing collapse, and there were plenty of target properties out there to choose from, properties that would sell at auction for a greatly reduced price, but whose former mortgage holders would have the resources to pay the reduced rent Kit planned to charge.  Much like Lupe, Kit would become a landlord, but instead of an apartment building, Kit would own a series of houses all over the city.  The profit projections were 14%, which was a small yet consistent profit margin that would appreciate over time.  The cost of the initial buying of the house at auction added to maintenance and taxes would be covered by charging a pro-rated rent of about 50-55% of the original mortgage payment.  The trick would be choosing the right houses, houses that the big real estate companies might overlook.  The big houses like the ones that Terry and the Brightons bought would be fought over by the holding companies and wouldn’t be profitable for what he had in mind, but Kit was looking at the lower middle class houses, the working family houses he could buy for $25,000-$45,000 at auction, then rent out and make that money back.  Kit would himself be mortgaging that property, but so long as the rent charged exceeded the 30 year mortgage payments at the current mortgage rate of 5.5%, he calculated that he only had to charge about $300 in monthly rent in order to turn a very modest profit, or $400 a month for a reasonable one.  For middle class houses, which would auction from $60,000-$80,000, he’d have to charge a monthly rent of about $550 to turn a profit, but would probably set the rent at about $700, depending on the value of the house and how much he had to pay for it at auction.


What really, really made his idea work was the simple fact that the housing market in Austin was inflated right now.  The average rent for a cheap two bedroom apartment was $500.  When Kit made the offers to the families in distressed houses, they’d see that the rent they’d pay to Kit would be far cheaper than what they’d get elsewhere, and they’d jump all over it.


But, he also had to admit, that the idea would be tricky to initiate.  For him to be able to compete with holding companies that might be after the same property, he’d have to pay cash on the spot for the houses, which always beat out any bid that relied on financing, even if it was higher.  That was how it worked in Texas.  Someone could outbid him by $20,000, but if Kit could write a check on the spot for the house, he’d get it.  This was why most holding companies that made a business out of foreclosed properties always had an agent on the courthouse steps with a checkbook ready.  He’d have to gamble his nest egg on those first couple of houses, buy them, then turn around and mortgage them at the deflated property value in order to recoup his cash payment, which he would then use to buy the next house.  In order for it to work, he had to have agreements in place with the families before the houses came up to auction to ensure he’d have rent-paying tenants immediately, which would allow him to quickly flip the house into a mortgage and then recoup his capital for the next transaction.  He’d also have to be able to mortgage the property for at least the money he paid for it, or he’d lose his operating capital and wouldn’t be able to continue.  This, Kit felt, wouldn’t be a problem.  So long as he was sure not to spend more on a house than he could successfully mortgage it to recover his cash, his plan would work.  And he could accomplish that by being very careful about which houses he bought and what kinds of agreements he could reach with the prior owners before the auction.  Holding companies went for value, what they could see getting for that house on a resale.  That was their business plan.  Kit was going to be operating in a different manner, and that meant that he’d be going after houses that the holding companies wouldn’t want.  They wanted the yuppie houses, the nice and modern houses yuppies bought at inflated prices and then lost when their ARMs reset to a payment too high for them to pay, then they would immediately turn around and try to sell the house at a profit.  Kit would be after the real houses, lower and middle class family homes that he could buy cheaply then simply rent out and make a steady and reliable income over years.


It certainly looked feasible on paper…but that was on paper.  When he got back home and investigated the idea further, he’d know if it would be practical.


That and fooling around with Jessie took up the rest of the week, and helped pass the time until the weekend.  When Saturday did roll around, Suzy was at Stonebrook at seven, almost waking them up, wearing a tee shirt with the Canadian maple leaf on it and a pair of khaki shorts, and anxious to go.  “Good lord, femme, you saw him just three days ago,” Kit scoffed as she tried to rush them through breakfast.


“So?” she challenged as she wolfed down her breakfast at Jessie-like speed.


Suzy was hosting, so it was Suzy’s travel plans…which were exotic.  She’d spent a lot of money by hiring a jet to take them to Portland, and from there they would ride in a limo to Castine along U.S. 1, which would be a very scenic drive through the forests which would be starting to turn colors in just a week or two before the early Maine winter.  But they’d still be green now, maybe one or two trees just starting to hint at golden leaves, but that’d be just about it.  Suzy could spend her money any way she wanted, and if she wanted to hire a helicopter to take them, then that was her business.  She’d made sure to plan for more than just the three of them, for though none of the Stonebrook staff was going, Nick and Sylvia were certainly going, but thankfully Suzy wasn’t the type that needed servants around with her all the time.  They’d taken Bartholomew and Luann along on their trips out of Boston mainly at Nick’s request, and the two had barely done any work at all, along more as passengers and friends than as servants.  Bartholomew had done some driving for them, but Luann had spent most of the trips sightseeing along with the Vulpans.


It was a nice flight in a clear, warm morning, accented by Jessie running to the nearest bathroom as soon as they landed at the airport in Portland.  “It’s the baby, she’s pressing up against my bladder,” she laughed in apology when she came out.  Jessie managed to hold out for the lovely 90 minute drive to Castine in Suzy’s father’s limo, which she’d had sent up early to be waiting for them when they arrived.  Suzy’s family was rich, but they were by no means anywhere near close to being as rich as the Vulpans, and the limo showed it.  It was basically a stretched Lincoln Town Car, just big enough to be a limo, but without many of the perks or toys that a Vulpan limo would carry.  It did have a small TV screen and a DVD player in it, which were always lifesavers on long trips.


Castine was like a postcard come to life.  It was situated at the very edge of a peninsula that jutted out into the Penobscot Bay and situated at the mouth of the Penobscot River, several blocks of typical New England architecture mixed with a few more modern buildings, but it had land on both sides, land that was separated from Castine by fjord-like channels that reached miles and miles inland.  They could get in a boat and cross a hundred yards of water in minutes, but if they drove a car, it would take over an hour to get to the other side.  The small village was much more than it appeared, however, for it had a Merchant Marine training center there as well as a small oceanographic institute, and it was the mainland side of a small ferry service that went out to one of the populated islands where Corey was going to be shooting some of his documentary.  The bed and breakfast that Suzy had booked was literally on an island, and they took a boat over to it.  It was across from the ferry landing, about fifty yards out, on a small grassy island dominated by a very large house.  A dock with five boats tied up to it jutted out from a rocky coastline, and there were gravel pathways along the small island, benches and chairs in strategic places, and there was a small group of seals sunning themselves on rocks at the very tip of the island, which was fenced off to keep furs from bothering the seals.  Corey was waiting for them on the dock along with a smaller, wiry badger and a femme prairie dog.  He gave Suzy a healthy kiss when she bounded out of the boat and into his arms, then he kissed Jessie on the cheek in greeting.  “Did you have a good trip?”


“It was nice and smooth,” Jessie answered.  “Thank you so much for inviting us!”


“Hey, for you guys?  Any time,” he smiled.  “Guys, this is Dewey Martin and Iris Marshall, they’re my film crew.  Dewey runs the camera, and Iris does about everything else,” he chuckled.  “Guys, this is Kit and Jessie Vulpan.  They’re friends of ours.”


“Well, I finally get to meet a legendary Vulpan,” the prairie dog grinned at him, shaking Kit’s paw.  “Isn’t this place cool?  A hotel on an island!”


“I was surprised to have to get in the boat,” Kit laughed.  “How big is this island?”


“It’s like having a very large and very private yard,” Dewey said as he shook  Kit’s paw.  “This used to be some rich guy’s private summer house, but he sold it and they converted it to a B and B.”


“Let’s get you guys checked in and then hit the boat,” Corey said.  “We’re going out to Islesboro Island so you can see one of the populated islands and meet some of the residents.”


“That sounds interesting,” Jessie nodded as one of the hotel workers started unloading their luggage from the water taxi.


“Well, it’s not exactly typical of the year-round island communities.  Islesboro is more like Nantucket,” Corey noted.  “There are a lot of rich fur summer houses there, but there are about three hundred permanent residents.  Places like Long Island are more typical of the island communities.  Long Island is one of the last year-round island communities that isn’t dominated by rich fur summer houses.  We’ll be going out there after we visit Islesboro.  I had my cousin send up his boat,” he chuckled.


“Boat?” Kit asked.


“Yeah, my cousin lent me one of his boats,” Corey said.  “It’s moored on the other side of the island.  It’s perfect for island hopping.”


That boat was more than just some little boat.  It was a fifty foot long, sleek waverunner style speedboat, almost looking like a smuggler’s boat given it was built for speed and was large enough to carry passengers or cargo.  It had a very nicely appointed deck with seating for eight, a raised steering deck above and behind it with seating for two that served as a shade for the back half of the sitting area on the deck, but it also had a small and comfortable combination galley/cabin below, with two futons built into the walls that served as couches during the day and beds during the night.  There was a gruff looking mutt of a dog with wiry tan fur sitting up at the wheel already when they dropped off their luggage after checking in and went back out, and there was a mate standing by the quay waiting for them, a thin, whip-like ferret.  “Are you ready to go, Mister Reeves?” the ferret asked.


“We certainly are, Vick,” he nodded.  “Let’s board up and head out.”


“Where to, Mister Reeves?” the dog asked.


“Islesboro, Shocksley,” he called back as Nick helped Jessie over the gulf between boat and dock and settled her in.


“I’ve never been on a boat like this before,” Jessie said in both excitement and trepidation as she settled in, and Suzy sat beside her.  Nick helped Iris over, then he and Sylvia stood under the steering deck as Dewey pulled out a camcorder and swept it across the deck, getting shots of them settling in as the ferret untied the boat from the dock.


“It’s been a Godsend,” Corey laughed.  “There’s a lot of islands out here, and this boat is anything if not fast.  It saves us a ton of time.”


“It’ll do seventy knots on calm seas,” the ferret said grandly as the boat pulled away from the dock.


“Damn,” Kit said in surprise as Jessie gave a similar start.  As a pilot, she knew how fast that was.


“We don’t take it that fast all the time, since it’s a bit dangerous,” the ferret chuckled.  “We’ll do a nice forty knots to Islesboro.  Maybe fifty if it stays this calm once we get out of sheltered water.”


“How long will it take to get there?”


“At forty knots?  About half an hour, given we have to circle the island to get to the dock we’re using,” the ferret answered.”


“It’ll take us about an hour to get out to Long Island,” Corey added.  “But that’s because it’s up the coast a ways.”


It was a very nice trip out.  Despite being mid-September, it was still surprisingly warm in Maine, and it was a very smooth trip on calm seas to Islesboro, with the wind in their hair and fur and good conversation taking up the spaces when they weren’t looking out at the coast, or out to sea.  Several puffins flew by the boat, heading for a small rocky island about half a mile off the starboard bow, and the captain pointed out some dolphins to them.  Jessie had enough time behind a plane’s yoke not to get seasick on the boat as they sailed to the large island not far from Castine, but the seas were too calm for seasickness to really be an issue.


Islesboro was a curious place.  Corey took them around in a Jeep that looked to be surplus from the Korean War, but still ran well, as Iris and Dewey stayed behind at the dock to go take some shots of the airport on the island.  Corey showed them the new, “modern” houses built and owned by the rich, then took them to the north side of the island, where much less grand houses stood along narrow streets in need of paving, typical New England houses with minimal windows that all faced south and a weathered appearance, houses whose paint had seen better years.  Kit noticed that the streets were indeed paved everywhere, but then again, Islesboro was a big island and had rich furs living on it, but what he didn’t see anywhere were traffic signs of any kind.  There weren’t even stripes on the asphalt.  Kids were playing in the yards and the street, and he also saw that very few houses actually had a car in the driveway.  Certainly some had them in the garages, since garages were very popular in the bitter New England winters, but in the late summer those cars would be parked out in the driveway.


“How do they get power out here?” Jessie asked as they passed by a house that had its porch light on.


“Underwater cables,” Corey answered.  “They come ashore at the airport and branch out from there.  That’s one reason why they built the airport there.”


“Do they have gas?”


He shook his head.  “The gas company never laid pipe out here, and that’s fairly common in Maine.  Much of the state is rural, and it’s just too expensive for them to lay pipes that go for miles and miles just to service like ten customers.  The gas companies are generally local to the bigger cities.  Look around, Jessie, see that every house has a chimney?  Well, wood stoves are a big here.  But most houses don’t rely just on a wood stove, they usually have a furnace or stove heated by heating oil, propane, or electricity.”


“Propane?”


He nodded.  “Propane is big around here, folks use it for heating and cooking and hot water heaters.  It’s Maine’s form of natural gas,” he said, pointing at a large gray tank by the side of one of the houses.  “Propane tank.  Tankers come out here and supply propane and heating oil, and a fuel service company brings it to the houses.  It can be expensive, but then again, it’s a lot cheaper than some alternatives.  Wood’s about the cheapest fuel, that’s why wood stoves are so popular, with the other furnace just supplementing the wood stove.  You can buy a cord of wood for about a hundred bucks and that lasts for quite a while.”


“That’s pretty cool,” Jessie said.  “In Cincinnati and Austin, everyone just uses gas or electric.  I’d never heard of propane being used like natural gas before.”


“Just one of the many ways New England is superior to the rest of the country,” Corey said with a slight smile.


She laughed.  “Hush, you.”


Corey introduced them to several families from Islesboro as well.  Kit wasn’t surprised that every single fur that lived permanently on the island was a fox, while the “summer doves” were many different species.  The foxes were all surprisingly friendly, inviting them into their houses for tea or coffee, houses that were all unlocked even when they weren’t home.  The summer doves, on the other paw, were more distant and aloof, and many of their houses were surrounded by fences, and were locked.  A very striking difference in the cultures between the visitors and the permanent residents, and one that Corey went out of his way to demonstrate both to them and in his upcoming movie.


After about two hours touring Islesboro, they met up with Dewey and Iris again, piled into the boat, and took an hour-long trip to Long Island, home of one of the oldest permanent island communities, and home to the annual Lobster Festival that attracted furs from all over New England.  It was a surprisingly hilly little island filled with old houses, streets that were poorly paved or gravel, and filled with cars that looked about ready to fall apart at any moment.  “There are no inspection requirements for cars that stay on the islands, so they don’t care as long as they run,” Corey chuckled as a beaten, battered old Chevy Nova puttered by uncertainly, then backfired twice as the car slowed to make a turn at the corner as they came up from the pier, where a much newer Ford Escape was waiting for them.


Corey took them on a tour of Long Island, from the small, old lighthouse to the chapel at the top of the hill, and again took them to many different houses to meet the residents, many of which would be in his documentary.  Just like on Islesboro, they were all foxes, and they were all exceptionally friendly and generous.  They received dinner invitation at every house, and just about every femme fussed over the very pregnant Jessie and made her both very happy and a little embarrassed.  Corey had something of a plan, though, for when they visited a large, worn-looking saltbox at the end of a street and paid a call to an elderly couple, Kit realized that the elderly vixen was cooking, and Corey accepted the old male’s invitation to stay for lunch immediately.


Corey had introduced them as Woody and Rebecca Sawyer, and they had the look of foxes who had lived in their old saltbox for so long that the house had all but conformed to them rather than them conforming to the house, and if their accents were any more Down Easter, they wouldn’t be speaking English.  As they sat down in the living room with Woody and Rebecca as the lobsters boiled, they found out that Woody was a fisher, one of the venerable and celebrated lobstermales, who had plied his trade for forty years out in the Atlantic.  Rebecca had been born and raised on the island, and was a schoolteacher her entire career, teaching on the island, until she retired two years ago.  Woody had also been born and raised on the island, taking over the lobster boat from his father, but their sons hadn’t exactly gone into the family business.  Their sons, all three of them, were fishers, but they weren’t lobstermales.  They jointly owned a fishing boat that sailed from Long Island, and were currently out swordfishing off Labrador.  “Just like A Perfect Storm, but without the sinking,” Woody had chuckled.  “That’s the kind of boat they own, a commercial fishing boat.  They make a good living at it, too.  My boys can smell a fish from twenty miles away,” he said proudly.


“Is it as dangerous as they say?” Jessie asked.


“It can be dangerous, honey, but we’re a tough breed Down East,” he winked.  “Takes a special breed to live out here, where the work is hard and the weather unforgiving.  But I wouldn’t live anywhere else in the world.  If I were to die tomorrow and go to heaven, why, I’d still be on Long Island.  Just with streets paved in gold,” he chuckled.


“I can identify with that kind of loyalty to home,” Kit said honestly.  “We love where we live too.”


“You’re a Vulpan from your eyes, but I don’t think you’re talking about Boston.”


“Austin, Texas,” he said with a nod.


“Ah, you must be Kit Vulpan then?”


He nodded again with a chuckle.  “In the nefarious flesh.  What, this didn’t give me away?” he asked, pointing at his half-missing left ear.


“We don’t keep up much with mainland gossip,” Rebecca smiled.  “If it doesn’t concern the island, it doesn’t really concern us.  But, I don’t think there’s a fox in New England that doesn’t know about the Vulpans.”


They stayed for lobster and talked about the island, and Kit found out that Corey had specifically picked this couple because they knew everything about Long Island.  Woody knew the history of the island with such incredible detail that he could recall on what day of the week and what kind of weather it had been some events happened.  Rebecca was the hub of the island’s gossip machine, and she knew absolutely everything about the current events on the island, an island where everyone knew everyone, but Rebecca Sawyer knew everything about everyone.  Woody and Rebecca were the royal family of Long Island, the longest-lived residents and as much a foundation of the island as the bedrock upon which it rested.  Both of them had been born on the island, had never lived a single day off of the island, and their families were still here, all three of their sons and their daughter, who was a school teacher just like her mother had been.  Woody was amiable and chatty, but Rebecca was very intent, asking very involved questions that dragged everything she wanted to know about Kit, Jessie, and Suzy out of them with amazing efficiency.  After their rather amiable interrogation, Rebecca seemed to warm to them considerably, and announced that Corey was a fool if he didn’t propose to Suzy before sunset.


Kit was honestly surprised when they left the couple’s house and it was sunset.  “Dear Lord, we were there for hours!” Suzy laughed as they returned to the car.


“Every time I go in there, I lose track of most of my day,” Corey agreed with a chuckle.  “Let’s go back to the bed and breakfast.”


“What’s on the agenda for tomorrow?” Suzy asked.


“I didn’t really plan tomorrow.  Whatever you guys wanna do,” he answered.


After a late dinner, Kit and Jessie talked with Suzy and Corey down in the common room for most of the night, then they retired to the nicely appointed room with a large, quilted bed that looked entirely too soft for him.  He tested it gingerly as Jessie got ready for bed, then she gasped and put a paw on her belly.  “Pretty kitty?”


“One of those false contractions,” she said with a laugh.  “Laura’s been really energetic today.”


“Guess she likes going out,” Kit chuckled.  “Back okay?”


“A little achy, but I’m not surprised,” she answered.  “Just two weeks, handsome fox.”


“Actually, any time,” Kit corrected.  “Remember what Doctor Mac said?  We’re now officially in the window.”


“And here we are on an isolated island far from a hospital,” she laughed.  “She seems pretty convinced I won’t deliver early, though.”


“She did say that Laura’s more developed than she expected,” Kit warned.  “I think she’ll be early.”


“I think she’ll be on time,” Jessie countered.


“Oh-ho, that sounds like a bet,” he said challengingly.  “I say she’ll be born before the due date.”


“You’re too broad,” she shot back as she climbed into bed.  “Name a day or give up!”


“The twenty-fifth,” he declared immediately.


“And I still say she’ll be born on the thirtieth,” she retorted.


“So, loser does all crying baby calls after midnight for a week,” Kit offered.


“That’s not fair!  I still have to get up to feed!”


“Well, there’s not much I can do about that.  If I could, I don’t think you’d have wanted to marry me in the first place.”


She gave him a look, then laughed brightly.  “I think you’re right about that.  But if I win, you have to wake up and stay up whenever I’m up,” she challenged.


“I think that’s fair terms,” he said, “mainly because I’m gonna win.”


“You always lose against me, Kit Vulpan,” she teased.  “And I’m the one that’s pregnant, you know.  I think I can predict things better than you.”


“Pft, Laura’s gonna be a daddy’s girl.”


“Oh really?” Jessie challenged with a playful smile, flicking him on the nose.  “Trying to steal my daughter from me before she’s even born, are we?  Well, I’ll have to do something about that!”


Kit laughed as she hooked her little claws in him and pulled him down and wrapped her arms around him.  “All you have to do is love me, pretty kitty, and I’m yours forever,” he told her.


“Well, at least you’re easy to please,” she purred as she kissed him.  “I guess I’ll keep you.  You’re my ticket to the big money, you know.”


Kit laughed.  “So now you’re a gold-digger,” he declared.


“What can I say, living for months in the biggest manor in New England has made me see the light,” she said with utterly insincere haughtiness.  “I am old money now!”


He gave her a look, then laughed so hard he almost broke his own ribs.


They had no plans for Sunday, but that was what made it so good.  They spent the entire day with Corey and Suzy, and they started it on, of all things, Woody Sawyer’s sons’ fishing boat.  Woody called and told Corey that the boat was back in, and they invited them onto it for a tour and a quick trip out.  Jessie sat in the wheelhouse with Jack Sawyer as Kevin and George Sawyer and their crew of two foxes and an Acadian wolf showed them what it was like to be a commercial fisher.  Their boat was a modular one that could adapt to fishing different types of fish, from net-fishing smaller fish like cod to the hook-fishing done with long strings for larger fish like marlin and swordfish.  Jessie actually steered the boat for a while as the crew went through a mock fishing run with them, showing Kit just how hard the work they did was.  They had lunch on the dock at Long Island with the Sawyer family and several others from the island, an impromptu fish fry and barbecue with lots of good food and some good conversation and companionship.  Kit saw that Corey had worked very hard to be accepted by this small, tight-knit community, and seeing them together on the dock as lobsters boiled and fish and steaks were grilled.  It also showed Kit what Corey was looking for with his documentary, the feeling of community that existed here, and was unique and strong.


After leaving Long Island, they became complete tourists.  They took a water-borne tour of the lighthouses and sight-seeing points of Maine visible from a boat, spending most of the afternoon on the water as the captain took them from interesting point to interesting point.  The ship took them from Portland to Acadian National Park, a trip that was much faster on a boat than it would have been in a car, because the seas were again calm and Corey’s family’s boat was able to run at 40 to 50 knots between the points of interest, all but flying over the surface of the sea…and pulling in several times so Jessie could run to the nearest bathroom.  Kit spent much of the day watching Suzy and Corey, and what he saw pleased him.  Corey was very attentive to Suzy, and she always wanted to be close to him, near him.  Suzy honestly loved Corey, and thankfully, Corey seemed to be in love with her.  They would be a good couple, once Corey finally proposed to her.


They returned to Castine after sunset, a sunset enjoyed on the trip back from Acadian National Park as the sun slipped behind the rugged shoreline of Maine, but they wouldn’t be staying.  The proprietors had checked them out but allowed them to store their luggage there to pick up later, and after they recovered their luggage, they were on their way back to Portland for a fifteen minute flight back to Boston.  Corey said goodbye to them at the airport, and Nick carried their luggage into the Lear for them.  “We had a wonderful time, Corey,” Suzy told him, giving him a long kiss.  “Thank you so much for the tour!”


“So, did Rebecca make you give her your phone number?” he asked with a slight smile.


Jessie laughed.  “She did!” she admitted.


“She’ll use it, trust me,” he chuckled.  “But she won’t be annoying about it.  I actually look forward to her calls.”

“Yeah, she was really nice.”


Suzy spent a very long moment saying goodbye to Corey, then she hurried up into the plane.  “Well, I hope you guys enjoyed it.”


“It was a great weekend, thanks Suzy,” Kit said as she sat down across from him in the back of the Lear, and the pilot closed the hatch behind Sylvia.


“So, you’re going home this week?”


“Saturday,” Jessie answered.  “Vil gets back on Friday, and we’re going home the day after.  I’m going to miss Stonebrook a little bit.”


“Oh dear,” Kit said grimly, which made her burst out laughing.


“Not because of the house, but because I’ll miss Clancy and Stan and Luann and Bart and everyone,” she answered.


“Well, you won’t miss me,” Sylvia said simply.


“Huh?”


“Fraulein Vil hired me to go back to Austin,” she told them.  “She texted me about an hour ago finalizing things.”


“Krichek, Barnett, and Donny say anything?”


“Krichek is going to accept.  I don’t know about Barnett and Donny.”


“Wait a minute, accept what?”


“Fraulein Vil feels that Nick needs help in Austin, so she hired a few of us to go back and be there to discourage anyone from getting any ideas,” Sylvia told them.  “We’ll be operating as Nick does, behind the scenes.  You should never see us except when you want to, and you will be safe.”


Nick nodded.  “It should be fun,” he grinned, which made Sylvia snort and sit down by the hatch.


“Wow, guess we can’t get rid of you guys,” Jessie laughed.


“Not unless you pay us more to leave than Vil did to stay,” Nick said with a sly smile.

“Get into a bidding war with a Vulpan!  Please,” Jessie said, which made Nick laugh.
