Chapter 6

Vil was as good as her word, which was par for course for her.

She’d bought him and Jessie new cars, she’d given Jessie a phone because she needed one, and not a single thing more.


She really did understand.  She knew he wanted to make it on his own, prove both to his family and to himself that he could survive, even prosper, without the family money and the family name.  She loved to mother him and to meddle, but she knew how important it was to him.  She would supply him with what she felt he had to have as a matter of safety, but nothing more.


Dinner on Friday was at the Double J Steakhouse.  Vil had fallen in love with their steaks, so they went back there so she could indulge herself.  Kit watched Jessie most of the dinner, who seemed almost unable to sit still because of the wonderful gift that Vil had given to her.  He spent most of the dinner, and the time after, catching up with Vil, and listening as Vil and Jessie got to know each other better.

Jessie was also good to her word.  There was tomorrow.  When Vil left his apartment, she remained.  And she spent the night.


That was why it was so great she had her own key to the apartment and her own car.  Kit had to work on Saturday, so he just left her at his apartment, and headed in when she decided to go back to sleep after he got up.  She’d lock up and drive home on her own.


Saturday, Vil took them to a Broadway show playing in Austin, then Kit took them to a bar to catch a local band that Lilly said was really good.

And Jessie stayed the night on Saturday.


Sunday, Vilenne and Jessie just hung out with him in his apartment.  Jessie seemed totally amazed that Vil loved to play X-Box, and what was more, she totally whipped him in the games they played.  Vil certainly made all sorts of comments about his apartment and how slapdash it appeared, but she didn’t offer to buy him any furniture.  It was a fun day for him, having the chance to just spend a day with his sister and his girlfriend without any kind of activities or pressures.  They was just being themselves.

Sunday night, they said their goodbyes.  Vil was leaving first thing in the morning, and she wasn’t going to roust him to see him tomorrow.  She had to get back to Boston.  Besides, she confided to him privately, she knew that Kit and Jessie only had one day off a week together, and Vil had taken it from them.  Monday was a school holiday, so Monday was for them, not for Vil to interfere.

God, he loved that sister of his.


After Vil kissed them goodbye, they watched from the doorway as she was driven off in her limo.  Kit leaned against the doorway as Jessie waved, then he reached out and took her paw.  She looked back at him and smiled.  “Well, hello there,” she told him with a teasing smile.  “Think I can stay over tonight?”


He laughed.  “Do you have to ask?”  They went back inside, and sat down on the couch and snuggled in contented silence, as he listened to her purr.  “Haven’t you missed like four calls from your mother?”


“Yes, I have,” she answered.  “I’m doing it on purpose.”


“Why?”


“So I can maybe send her to the hospital when I tell her the truth.”


Kit laughed.  “Don’t be mean to your mother.”


“Momzilla?  She deserves it,” Jessie said with a snort.  “She’ll have a cow when she finally gets me on the phone, you mark my words.”


“And what will you tell her?”

“The truth.  That I’ve met a male,” she answered simply.  “That we’ve been going out.  And if she asks if I’ve had sex with you, I won’t deny it.”


Kit laughed.  “She’ll have a stroke.”


“She’ll threaten to cut me off,” she said.  “My parents are paying my tuition, and they send me money so I don’t have to work.  Mark me, she’ll threaten to cut me off and make me come home.   When she does that, I’ll threaten to go get a job as a stripper to pay for tuition.”


Kit’s ribs started to ache.  “Oh, God, pretty kitty, you’re brutal!”


“Oh, it has a purpose, my handsome fox,” she said, looking at him with a grin, then she laid down with her head in his lap, looking up at him.  “I want her to see the worst that can happen…at least in her point of view.  Once she chews on that for a while, I’ll offer to bring you home to meet her.”


“Oh, so the purpose is to get me killed and buried in a shallow grave,” he teased.


“No, the purpose is to make her think there’s a consequence if she decides to go on the warpath without even trying to be civil to you,” she explained patiently.  “I think my folks will like you, Kit, if they just give you a chance.  I’ll have to step on my mother to make her give you that chance.”


“And all this time I thought you were innocent,” he laughed.


“You corrupted me,” she winked.  “And I know my mother.  If I don’t put a leash on her, she’ll instantly hate you, and she won’t ever let go of it, even when we get married.  You won’t be my husband, you’ll be the evil male that destroyed my innocence and stole me away from her family.”


“Good God, you’re serious?”


“As a doctor,” she affirmed.  “My mom is almost fanatical.  She thinks that she will pick out my husband, so she’s sure he’s ‘right for me,’” she said, making ditto motions with both paws.  “When he’ll really just be right for her.”


“I can’t believe she’d do that.”


“It’s more or less how she got married,” she sighed.  “Though in their case, it worked out.  Mom and Dad really do love each other.  So Mom thinks that if it worked for her and Dad, it’ll work for her daughters.”  She grunted.  “Sometimes I wish I was born a male.  Ben doesn’t have to put up with Momzilla like we do.  She’s really nosy about his girlfriends, but she doesn’t actively try to stop him from meeting femmes like she tries to keep me and Jenny from meeting males.”

“Oh hell no,” Kit said immediately.  “Don’t ever say that again.”


“Say what again?”


“That you wish you were male.”


She laughed.  “I’ll never say it again, I promise,” she said with a teasing grin, reaching up and patting him on the chest.  “Anyway, how would you feel about a trip to Cincinnati over Thanksgiving?”

“Hmm.  Well, I’ll have to talk to Rick about it.  It’ll all depend on that.  But, if I can find the time off, sure.  I’m willing to face Momzilla.  You know I can’t say no to you, my pretty kitty.”


“Well, it’s going to be important, my handsome fox.  Even if you can only swing a two day trip.  We’ll have to do it.”


“Now that I think we can do.  I can always borrow the money from Vil for some airline tickets, and we can fly up on Sunday and fly back on Monday.”


“Well, that would be you.  My folks always have me fly back for Thanksgiving. I’ll be there the whole break.  They usually make me stay for winter break too, but I’m going to stay here and just fly back on Christmas.  Would you like to come for Christmas too?  I don’t think you’ll be going to Boston.”


“No, I won’t be,” he assured her.  “And we can always drive up for Christmas.  It’s cheaper than flying.”


“Hmm, eighteen hours in a car with you?  However will I stand it,” she said with a teasing smile.


“I’m sure you’ll find a way to tolerate it,” he said dryly.


She laughed.  “So, you’re okay with it?”


“You told me that facing Momzilla was a condition for marriage.  So, let’s get that out of the way.”


Her eyes softened.  “What a sweet thing to say,” she said in a purring voice.

“I’m just hoping I’m still going in the right direction to hear the answer I want to hear,” he teased, tapping her on the nose.


She gave him a sultry look.  “Well, your chances are beginning to slide.  I think it’s because you’re ignoring some of my demands,” she told him.


“Oh, I’ll have to do something about that, I suppose.”


The good mood didn’t last much into Monday, though.  Jessie stayed over again on Sunday night, and at least that part was quite nice and enjoyable.  Having her around the house made him feel very happy, and not just because he loved to look at her and to touch her…it was just because she was there.  She cooked breakfast, he washed up what dishes they had, then they went to go buy some real dishes and silverware.  She picked them out, going for the cheapest sets that didn’t look terrible.


It was in the checkout line that the day started to go south.


“Oh.  My.  God,” Jessie gasped, blushing so hard almost all the fur on her entire body was ruffled, and her tail looked like a pipe cleaner.


He looked at her.  She’d pulled a copy of the National Enquirer out of the rack by the register and was leafing through it as the bear at the checkout counter rang up his purchase.


“What?” he asked, looking at her.  She turned and held out the paper, opened to an inside page, where there were many pictures of various furs, most of them clearly taken from a distance or in poor quality, paparazzi photographs of unsuspecting celebrities.

There, in a small picture just under George Clooney, was Kit and Jessie, kissing outside her sorority house.  She was dressed in the clothes she wore from their first date, when he took her to the park.  God damn it!  Someone must have followed them, taken pictures, and sold them to the tabloids!


There was a story as well, a short little paragraph mixed in with other such small bits of dirt on other people whose pictures appeared on the page along with theirs:


Kitstrom Vulpan III, rebel of the Vulpan family, has been spotted over six months after he nearly started a fight during the funeral of his father, Kitstrom Vulpan Junior.  The details of what happened during the funeral are still secret, but whatever the circumstances were, they caused the renegade Vulpan to disappear after the funeral.


Further attempts to identify the unknown femme kissing him have been met with resistance from the Vulpan family, who aggressively deny any knowledge of their rebel son and any relationship he might have with the femme.


He gave her a stricken look.  “Jessie, I’m sorry—“


“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she told him.  “When I told you I wasn’t afraid of your family, I knew this might happen.  I knew this might happen, Kit.  Your family is famous, my handsome fox, and no matter how much we try to run away from it, it won’t change.  I just wish they could have gotten a more, well, dignified picture.  Not one with me hanging all over you like a wanton tramp.  If my mother sees that picture, she might have a heart attack.”  She gave him a slight smile.  “Let’s buy this.  We can cut the picture out and put it in a scrapbook.”


“Well, my pretty kitty, the cat’s out of the bag now,” he said in a grim tone as he paid for the dishes and the silverware, and started pushing the cart out.  He noticed that the bear went immediately to another copy of the magazine that Jessie had bought. “There’s no doubt that my family knows by now.  They keep an eye on the tabloids.”


“Let them know,” she breathed in his ear.  “I’m ready for them.  But the question is, are you ready for my family?”


He chuckled.  “I think I can handle it.” 


“Well, I guess this is one of the things Vil thought might happen when she arranged for those security people.”


“Excuse me?”


“Vil told me she hired a security company, uh, Vanguard I think it’s called, to kinda lurk in the background in case your family starts trouble for us,” she explained.  “She said they weren’t supposed to follow us around or anything like that, but they are supposed to be here to play defense in case your family does anything.  I guess they’d probably go after paparazzi too, if we told her they’re harassing us.  She also told me if I call them, they’ll come help me if I ever feel afraid or anything.  Almost like having my little brother Ben around to make me feel safe.  I guess if I start getting followed around by cameras, I can call them and have them come help me.”


Kit turned that over in his mind.  It was her meddling, there was no doubt about that, but in this case, he was very glad she decided to take that step.  Vil was very protective over him, but she knew he knew how to handle things like that.  But Jessie might not, and if she could call security to come help her or chase them away, then that was just fine with him.


He meant it when said that what Vil did for Jessie was just fine with him.


“Well, I’m glad Vil was thinking ahead,” he said honestly, using his keychain remote to unlock the Pathfinder, and opening the back door to put in the new dishes.


The tabloid embarrassed Jessie, but it unnerved him a little bit.  He was quiet and contemplative as he drove back to his apartment, and unpacked the new dishes and silverware and decided where to put them while she read the material she was assigned for homework, thinking it over.  Just saying that he was ready for his family to know was fine, but he wasn’t quite sure he liked the idea of the public getting in on the act.  He was kinda used to tabloids and paparazzi from his time as a Vulpan, and then after, when the story broke he’d been disowned and they circled him like vultures, watching him, waiting for him to crash and burn and being there to take pictures of it all.  In a way, he guess that really pissed them off, for Vil had made sure that he didn’t end up in a hospital or in jail, taking care of him when he was unable to take care of himself.  The tabloids had a field day with it, but then the story faded into memory as time went on and it became disappointingly clear that Kit Vulpan was not going to become a juicy news story.  The only real issues he’d had with the press after his being disowned and getting settled into a new life was when he was hit by the car.  That was news, and then it erupted into a scandal for the Vulpan family when the press got wind that Kit had no way to pay for his hospital bills.  One of the richest families in America refusing to pay for one of their own after he was nearly killed…the negative press was so damning to the Vulpan reputation that his bastard father had relented and allowed Vil to pay for his hospital bills.  He wouldn’t even do it himself, and he made Vil take that money out of her own trust fund.


That, he had to admit, had been about the only time that the public attention had ever really helped.


It almost made him afraid to open the door to his own apartment.  Would there be a swarm of cameras out there, waiting for him?  How many people in Austin had seen it, and would piece together that he worked at the magazine?  Was the magazine going to be harassed?  Would his friends get hassled because of him?  Was it going to be like Boston all over again, where people would follow him around, peeking in his windows?  He hoped not.


But one thing was for sure.  He was calling ADT or some other alarm company first thing Tuesday.  He wanted some kind of alarm on his apartment.


He sat down on the couch beside her, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and his paws under his chin, deep in though.  He  was a little startled when Jessie put her paw on his shoulder, then pulled him to lean back on the couch, then wormed her way into his arms, nuzzling his neck.  “It’s going to be fine, my handsome fox,” she told him gently.  “I’ll protect you.”


He chuckled.  “My well-armed pretty kitty, I’d like to see that,” he teased.


She raised her paw, and showed him those small yet razor-sharp claws, which made him laugh.  “I guess I’m just worried. I never really considered the possibility that the tabloids would care about me.  It’s not really news that I’m living a normal life, ya know?”


“It is when it’s a Vulpan doing it,” she answered, looking at him with a grin.


“Well, I’m just hoping they’ll forget all about it when they realize that I’m not glamorous.  The only thing I have going for me they might want to take pictures of is you, my pretty kitty.”


“Aww, such a sweet thing to say.”


“Well, they’re not taking pictures of me for my looks, that’s for sure,” he noted.


She laughed.  “You’re the most handsome male I’ve ever seen, mister,” she told him, poking a finger in his chest.  “Don’t sell yourself short.”


“As long as you find me handsome, that’s all that matters,” he told her.  “Does it bother you?”


“It does, but it’s worth it,” she answered honestly.  “I’m a very private person, my handsome fox.  You know that.  So the idea that a picture of me trying to taste your tonsils is plastered in a national tabloid is rather disturbing.”


He almost collapsed in helpless laughter.


“But it’s worth the embarrassment, because it means I’m still with you,” she told him when he recovered.  “I don’t care about all the press.  If that’s baggage I have to lug around as part and parcel of being your girlfriend, then so be it.  I’ll do it.”


“I’m honored you’d do so much for me.”


“I think I’ve done a little bit more than that for you,” she said with an arch little smile.


He laughed.  “Well, don’t make it sound like it was a chore now.”


She giggled.  “Only for you, because of this back,” she teased, reaching behind him and putting both paws on his lower back, over his scars.  “I think I’m going to take some massage lessons,” she mused.  “So I can fix in the morning what I broke the night before.”


“I won’t complain.  I think you do a good job as it is.  As of right now, I’m just glad you’re not cutting your initials into me anymore.”


She laughed, her cheeks ruffling out.  “I’m getting better.”


“You are at that,” he said in a husky manner, nuzzling her neck.  “What do you want for dinner?”


“Why do you care, I’m the one cooking,” she teased.  “I should be asking you that.”


“I can cook!” he protested.  “You forget, ma’am, I’ve worked in my share of restaurants.  I know my way around a kitchen!”


“Only if you don’t have to stock it,” she teased.


“Ya ya ya, bite me,” he shot back.  “Ow!” he gasped when she leaned in and did just that, clamping her sharp canines into the side of his neck, just hard enough for him to feel it but not hard enough to draw blood, which made him jump.  He laughed helplessly.  “So, it’s my turn to cook for you.”


“It won’t be exotic, will it?”


“I can do exotic, and I can do hamburgers,” he chuckled.


“Well, I was thinking of Italian.”


“Ooo, a kitty after my own heart,” he chuckled.  “Lasagna?”


“You know how to make lasagna?”


“Didn’t I just offer to make it?”


“So, who makes it for you?  Hungry Fur?  Banquet?  Betty Crocker?”


He laughed.  “I do, you goofy kitty,” he answered.  “I’ll have to go buy what I need for it, though.  Wanna come?”


“I think I need to get this homework going here, love,” she said regretfully.  “Do you mind?”


“Of course not.  I’ll go get it and get it started.  Hold down the fort.”


Much to her surprise, he did know how to cook, because he had a cookbook and he wasn’t afraid to use it.  It had been in the books that Vil had sent him, the stuff from his old apartment.  Kit wasn’t a gourmet chef by any means, but he could follow the directions in a cookbook, and preparing lasagna actually wasn’t that hard as far as the actual preparation went. The hardest part was layering it into the brand new baking dish he’d had to buy along with the ingredients.  “And there we are,” he announced.  “Now we just sit here and smell it cooking and not go crazy.”


She laughed.  “Oh, I know all about that.  I’m the only femme that really knows how to cook at the house, and I get these vultures hanging around the kitchen when I’m doing it,” she told him.  “They eat TV dinners while I cook chicken casserole,” she giggled.  “I’ve been teaching Sam and Sandy, and they’re getting the hang of it.”


“Your mom teach you?”


“Yeah, but my dad’s actually a better cook than my mom,” she said.  “He likes to cook, but mom thinks that’s her job, so he doesn’t get the chance to do it often.  Only when mom’s feeling really tired or he wants to pamper her.  It’s not a big shock, is it,” she chuckled. “My mom’s been teaching me and Jenny how to cook since we could walk.”


“I didn’t even know what a kitchen looked like until I was twelve,” he told her.  “I think the first time I ever cooked anything was when I was sixteen.  Suzy had to send her cook over to teach me,” he said distantly, remembering.  God did that femme save his butt.


Suzy was Vil’s best friend. She was a fox too, but she wasn’t in the same social class as the Vulpans, so his father had never really considered her as potential for a wife.  Suzy’s family was new money, her father Jack had built a fortune in the electronics business.  He was the founder of Yankee Bytes, a chain of computer and electronic stores in the northeast.  But, she’d had something of a crush on Kit, so she was more than willing to help out.  Suzy and Vil had quite a conspiracy going, as Vil funneled money to Suzy to help pay for Kit’s living expenses.  Suzy was the femme who had taken Kit’s virginity, back when he was fourteen and she was sixteen…in an office in the Boston Oaks Country Club.  To this day, Kit had very erotic memories of overstuffed leather sofas.

“So you were trained?”

“I was trained how not to blow up the kitchen,” he said.  “Actually, the main thing Vince taught me was how to read a cookbook and follow the directions.”


“Smart.  At least that way you could teach yourself new recipes.”


“Yup.  I learned how to cook what I like to eat, and since I’m not too picky, I’ve never worried much about taste.”

“That’s an odd thing for a rich kid to say,” she grinned.


“Oh believe me, rich people food is not anything to brag about,” he snorted.  “It has to be exotic to impress, and made to look like the freakin’ Mona Lisa on your plate.  I think I ate every possible edible plant and animal on Earth before I was ten, when all I wanted was hot dogs and french fries.”


“Well, you’ve had a chance to try lots of different things.”


“Yeah, but I got to eat it again about five months later,” he told her.

“Ouch.”

“Yeah.  Trust me, pretty kitty, when you’re a rich kid, it’s nowhere near as much fun as most people think it is.  Sure, you have toys and servants, but most people don’t see the training and the work.  Not many seven year olds are put in front of a table for two hours a day to be taught how to eat properly.  Trust me, I busted my butt for all the perks that comes with being rich.”


She leaned against the counter.  “You’ve seen both worlds, my handsome fox.  Answer me honestly.  Which world would you rather be in?”


“Honestly?  Right here,” he said immediately.  “Money is a curse, my pretty kitty.  It’s a curse.  I saw it consume my father and turn my family against itself.  If a lawyer came down here right now and handed me a check for the entire Vulpan fortune, I’d tear it up.”


“But think of what you could do with it.”


“Yeah, and I also think of what it did to my father.  I never want to be like that.  I never want to be so obsessed with money that I abandon my own children.”

“I’ve never had money,” she mused.  “Well, my folks make a good living and I’ve never really gone without, but I’ve never had the money to do anything I wanted.”


“Most people think if they make enough money, they’ll be free,” he told her.  “In reality, you just trade one set of legchains for another.  I became free when I gave it all up.”


“Well, I’m not going to complain.  It brought you to Austin,” she smiled.


“You want to know what real treasure is, my pretty kitty?  It’s right here,” he said, putting his paws on her waist.  “You’re worth more than my entire family put together, because true treasure is that which you value the most.  To some, treasure is money or gold.  To me, it’s you.”


Her eyes softened, and she gave him a glorious smile.  “You’re such a sweet male,” she said, looping her arms over his shoulders and kissing him.


Kit helped her work through her homework by allowing her to type up an essay on his laptop, then emailing it to her school account.  She surfed the internet while waiting for the lasagna to cook, and Kit made a salad to go with it, then sat down on the couch and practiced with the guitar Rick gave him.  His guitar books were among the books in the stuff Vil sent him from his apartment, so he had it open before him, practicing the chords as they appeared in the book he’d been using before he graduated.  He was terribly rusty, only managing to get about halfway through material he’d already learned before without making a mistake.  The only reason he’d managed to play Tears In Heaven without any mistakes was because it was one of his favorite songs, and one of only about five he’d learned by heart.


“I think it’s cool you’re learning that,” Jessie told him from the TV tray and lawn chair that served as his living room computer desk.  “I never learned an instrument.  Then again, I never really wanted to, to be honest about it.  I’m not that good at music, and I was way too shy to ever think of playing in public.”


“You can learn and never play for anyone but yourself,” Kit chuckled.  “I’m certainly not learning this to make it as a rock star.”

“Well, cats don’t do well with stringed instruments,” she said with a smile.


He laughed.  “Gee, I wonder why,” he said dryly.


The lasagna turned out pretty well…or at least Jessie seemed to enjoy it.  Really enjoy it.  She was the fastest eater he’d ever seen, but on the other paw, she ate small portions, and there wasn’t even an ounce of fat anywhere on her it shouldn’t be.  She didn’t say a word until she was done with both her lasagna and the salad, then she got up and kissed him on the forehead.  “That was wonderful,” she told him.  “I think I’m going to like this arrangement.”


“What arrangement?”


“A male that can cook food I like to eat when I don’t feel like cooking,” she told him as she washed off her plate.


“I live to serve, my pretty kitty,” he chuckled.  “I think there’s a yogurt cup left in the fridge if you want dessert.”


“Now I get to watch you eat,” she laughed.


“I was trained to eat slow,” he shrugged.


“You never had to compete with a brother and a sister,” Jessie giggled.  “When there’s two chicken legs and three kids who want it, someone’s gonna miss out.  Besides, the last kid at the table usually ended up getting roped into doing the dishes.”

Kit laughed.  “Ah, that explains it.”


Jessie’s phone rang.  She went over to her purse and dug it out, and Kit went back to his dinner.  “She did what?” Jessie demanded.  “No, no, it’s ok Danny.  Did he leave, or does he—okay.  Hello?  No, officer, I’m fine,” she said in a calm voice.  “I’ve been staying at a friend’s house, that’s all, and I kinda told my friends not to tell her I’ve been out, because I didn’t feel like having an argument.”

Officer?  Kit put his fork down and paid attention.


“No sir, it’s okay.  My mom is kinda…protective.”  She laughed nervously.  “Well, that is one way to say it.  It’s not a bother, really.  Thank you for understanding.  Yes, I’ll call her right now.  No, I don’t need to talk to Danny—Danielle.  Thank you very much sir.  I will.  Goodbye.”  She closed the phone, then actually screamed!  “My mother called the cops!” she said fiercely.  “Because I haven’t been at home all weekend!”


“Holy cow,” Kit breathed.  She wasn’t kidding about her mother, not a bit!


“I need to call her, my handsome fox, and this will not be a pretty call.  I should go home.”


“No, you don’t need an audience, and you’ll have one if you do it at the house.  Do it here, where you’re alone.  I’ll go down to the store and get some things I need.  You call me when it’s safe to come back.”


The look she gave him was one of the most profoundly grateful looks he’d ever seen in his life.


“First, my pretty kitty, use my phone.  If your parents have caller ID, they’ll have your number.  Trade me phones.”  She did so, handing him her phone, and he fished his phone out of his pocket and gave it to her.  “Second, don’t scream too loud.  I’m not sure how thick the walls are around here.  You might be entertaining my next door neighbor.”  He kissed her on the cheek. “You’re on my speed-dial hon.  Just be strong.”

“I love you, Kitstrom Lucas Vulpan,” she told him sincerely.


“And I love you, Jessica Desdemona Williams,” he smiled.


Kit left her to what was clearly going to be a very ugly business.  He knew she was going to be terribly upset when she called him, so he first went down to IGE, the closest supermarket, and bought a bottle of red wine, some tissues, and a large box of chocolates and a bouquet of flowers.  When she was finished with that ugly business, she was going to be very upset and hurt, and he wanted to minimize her pain as much as possible.  After he had everything he needed, he went down to The Pit, since it was only about a mile away, and basicly nursed a single daquiri for over an hour as he waited in grim silence.  He didn’t have to imagine what might be sizzling over that phone between them, because he’d had his own share of nasty words with his father.  There wasn’t anything Jessie could think to say to her mother that Kit hadn’t screamed at his father.  He knew how he’d felt after those shouting matches…angry, infuriated, disrespected, but also very hurt and very vulnerable, feeling like he’d eroded away one of the foundations upon which his life had been set, even if it was a bad one.  That was the curse of fights like that with a loved one…driving the dagger into them sank it just as deep into your own heart.

His phone rang.  He sighed and opened it.  “Pretty kitty?”


“Come home,” she said in a small voice, raw and trembling.


“I’ll be right there.”


He left the chocolates and wine in the car, and went in with the flowers and the tissues.  She was standing near the table when he came in, and when she looked at him, it was painfully evident she’d been crying.  She ran across the room and collapsed against him, crying uncontrollably.  All he could do was wrap his arms around her and hold her close, rocking her back and forth.


It took her a long time to cry herself out.  He sat with her on the couch, holding her, stroking her hair, comforting her as she worked through it, until she settled in heavy silence against him, her head buried in his shoulder.  She took in a ragged breath.  “Thank you,” she said in a weak, weary voice.  “The flowers were very thoughtful.”

“I have some chocolates out in the car,” he told her.  “And a bottle of wine.”


“Getting drunk right now sounds like a great idea,” she said in a breaking voice.


“No, getting drunk is not a good idea right now,” he told her gently yet firmly.  “Don’t drink your problems away, pretty kitty.  I’ve seen what happens to those who do.  It’s a road best never putting a single foot on.”  He squeezed her gently.  “But, a glass of wine does help take the edge off of it.  Would you like one?”


“Please,” she sniffled.


She wiped at her face and took the opportunity to blow her nose while he retrieved the wine and chocolates.  He poured her a little more than he’d usually put in a femme’s glass, poured a glass of equal size for himself, and returned to the couch.  “Gently now, my pretty kitty,” he said as she reached for it with a trembling paw.  Kit watched with a little dismay as she drained nearly half of it with one swallow.  She held it close to her mouth, then finished the rest of the glass with a second.  Then she put the glass on the coffee table and reached for his.  He considered holding it away from her, but the last thing she needed right now was someone else telling her what to do.  She was 21, she was an adult.  If she wanted to get drunk, he wasn’t going to stop her.  He’d just make sure she didn’t hurt herself while inebriated.  He let her have it, and watched her empty his glass as well.


Given how much she’d just drank, she’d be in no condition to drive in about ten minutes.  She was so light, that alcohol would hit her like a hammer.


“Give me your keys,” he stated immediately.


“They’re in my purse,” she said weakly.  “But I’m not going home tonight. I don’t want to be alone.”


“You’re welcome to stay with me any time, my pretty kitty. Any time.  Do you feel like talking about it?”


“She said she was going to cut me off,” she told him.


“Did you tell her about us?”


“I did,” she said, gripping his shirt in her paws.  “She made me angry, and I just threw it in her face.  I even told her we were sleeping together.”


Kit winced.  It was one of those fights.


“Why won’t she treat me like an adult?” she asked in a plaintive voice.


Kit sighed.  “Sometimes, pretty kitty, you can just never answer some questions.  That’s one I don’t think I can answer.”


“I’m afraid, Kit,” she said in a small voice, almost trembling.  “If she cuts me off, I might have to go home.”


“Or become a stripper,” he said with dark humor.


She actually laughed a little.  “I guess I should go fill out some applications.”


“That’s my kitty,” he told her with a lighter voice.  If you make a joke out of it, it doesn’t seem so bad.  But don’t you worry about it, love.  Your semester’s already paid for, and I won’t let you starve.  How’d you like to have a sugar daddy?”


She looked up at him.  “Kit, you can’t afford—“


“I can very much afford to feed and take care of my femme,” he told her strongly.  “I have almost everything I need now, Jess.  From here out, my pay is just for living.  I can easily support both of us for the rest of the semester.”


“I can get a job,” she told him, her expression looking less bleak.  “I can help.”


“No, you don’t,” he told her.  “School is your time, my love.  I’ve graduated, let me do the working.”


“But what about next semester?  My scholarship doesn’t cover all of my tuition.”


“Let’s worry about next semester when it gets here.  So, rest easy, my pretty kitty.  If you want to stay here, I’ll do everything in my power to make it happen.  Even,” he sighed, “even if I have to call Vil.”

She gave him a wan smile.  “You’d do that for me?”


“I’d do anything for you, my love,” he told her immediately and adamantly.  “Even if I have to go to Vil.”


She gave out a sigh and put her head on his chest.  “Thank you,” she told him.  “I know what that means to you.”


“So maybe now you know what you mean to me.”


Her eyes almost seemed to melt.  She leaned in and kissed him tenderly.  He waved his paw between them when she pulled away.  “You’re gonna be lit up in about fifteen minutes, judging from that,” he said with a gentle smile.  “I think we’d better get you settled in before you start dancing on the coffee table.”

“I would, for you.”


“Well, maybe some day when I’m not afraid you’ll fall off,” he told her, gathering her up in his arms and standing up.


“Where are we going?”


“Back to the bedroom.  I think you need to rest a little bit.”


“I don’t want to be alone.”


“I’ll be right there until you fall asleep.  And that’s exactly what you need right now, my sweet, pretty kitty,” he told her, kissing her on the cheek.  “A nap does wonders.  Things won’t seem quite so bad when you wake up.”

“I don’t want to sleep.”


“Then we’ll lay there.”


Despite her declaration, she didn’t stay awake long.  He laid with her in his arms, a calming, reassuring presence, and the emotional exhaustion from the fight, combined with the wine, lulled her into a calming nap.  He disengaged himself from her carefully, tucking her in, then he kissed her on the forehead.

He’d had his own share of what she was feeling now. Sleep was always the best prescription.


Back in the living room, he sat down on the couch and blew out his breath.  Poor Jessie.  But this was a reckoning that he figured was inevitable.  Eventually, Jessie and her mother was going to have this argument…Jessie actually told him that it was coming.  But Jessie wasn’t as ready for it as she thought, and her mother calling the police to find her had broken the dam of indignation in her and caused her to go off on her mother.

But, things would be alright.  Kit had offered her a way out, a way to feel like her mother didn’t have her trapped into a situation where she had no control.  She’d feel much better, and would engage in her next argument with her mother from a position of strength.  The threat of losing not just her power, but her relationship with her daughter should snap her mother right into line.  Because if Jessie didn’t need her mother, then her mother had better watch her step for fear of driving her daughter away.

His phone started vibrating across the coffee table.  He figured it was either Rick, Vil, or Jessie’s mother, calling back to continue the argument.  He picked it up and read the number on the display.  It was out of state and not Massechusetts.


He spent an entire ring debating, then opened the phone.  “Hello,” he called.


“Who is this?” came a mild male voice.


“My name is Kit Vulpan,” he said evenly.  “And you must be John Williams.  She called you using my phone,” he said quickly, before he asked the question that had to be on his mind.


“Ah.  Is she available?”


“No.  I put her down for a nap.  She was very, very upset.”


He actually laughed.  “I’d never think to hear someone say that about my daughter,” he said.  “Is she alright?”


“She will be, after some sleep.  I don’t know what was said, but she was barely coherent when I came back.  It took a whole lot of holding and a glass of wine to calm her down.”


“Oh dear,” he sighed.  “Well, first off, allow me to apologize for visiting another’s problems on your door.”


Kit was a bit surprised.  It seemed her father wasn’t anything like her mother.


“But given these, unusual, circumstances, I would ask that you return my daughter to her house at once.”


Nope…spoke too soon.


“She asked to stay, so I’m letting her stay,” Kit said evenly.  “She’s twenty-one years old, Mister Williams.  She’s an adult.  I’m not going to send her packing home like a child because her father said so.  It’s her decision to stay, and so she will stay.”


“I would gather to make note that since you will not produce my daughter, that is a claim you cannot make in good faith.”


Ohhh, this one got formal when he was angry.  Kit could hear it rippling behind his voice.


“Then I’m afraid you’re going to have to take it on faith.  But as soon as she wakes up, I’ll be happy to have her call you.”


“That is unacceptable.  She must return home at once.”


“Might I point out, sir, that you’re in no position to make demands.  Jessie is asleep, it’s sleep she needs, and I will not send her home.  And there’s little you can do about that, so it’s best to simply concede the matter now so we can move on to all those questions I’m sure your wife is hissing at you to relay right now.”

There was a startled silence.  “Well, you’re a very perceptive male, I’ll give you that,” he acceded.


“Very well.  Now, since I have your attention, let me make things very clear.  Jessie is very special to me.  I love her.  I love her a great deal.  And no matter what you or your wife says or does, you are not going to stop us from seeing each other.  That’s a point you’d better just take off the table right now.”


“Ohh, little boy, you had better believe that she is going to stop seeing you!” a female voice cut in, probably from another phone.


“Or what?  Or you’ll cut off her money and starve her until she comes home?  That’s a pretty nasty way to get your way, isn’t it?”


“You have no right—“


“I have every right, madam,” he snapped quickly, cutting her off.  “The one that has no right is you.  She’s an adult.  She is twenty-one years old.  She has the right to live her own life, in the manner she pleases.”


“Not while we pay for her college she does not!” the woman said hotly.


“Fine.  Cut her off,” Kit said calmly.  “I’m not in college, Misses Williams.  I graduated six months ago.  I already have a job, and I make a comfortable salary.  I can easily support her and pay her tuition.  If you cut her off, then I will pay for her school and her living expenses.  So go ahead and threaten to starve her into obeying you.  You’ll find it to be a hollow threat.”


To call it a stunned silence was a gross understatement.

“Perhaps now you start seeing the big picture?” he asked evenly.  “I would very carefully consider what you say to her the next time you talk to her, Misses Williams.  If you make her too angry, she’ll have nothing to do with you.  And she won’t need you.”


The threat of that hung like a heavy blanket over the phone.  He could hear two sets of breathing over there, no doubt each of them on a different phone.  He heard one of those phones over there hang up, and he wondered a moment which one of them had done so.

“Is she living with you, Mister Vulpan?” the father asked calmly.


“No.  She lives at the sorority house.  She’s just been coming over during the holiday weekend. My sister was in town, and I wanted them to meet.”


“I see.  What do you do?”


“I work for a magazine,” he answered.


“I fail to see how a reporter can afford to pay my daughter through college.”


“Do you happen to have a computer handy, Mister Williams?” he asked.  Perhaps it was time to kill two birds with one stone.  They deserved to know the truth of him, and that truth would back up his claim quite effectively.

“Why yes.”


“Then go to any search engine and look up my name.  Kitstrom Vulpan.”


“And what does this prove?”


“That I can pay your daughter’s way through college,” he said simply.  “Let’s make that clear right now.”


There was a brief silence.  “Kitstrom…Vulpan,” he hummed aloud, then there was silence.


And silence.


And more silence.


“You cannot possibly be one of those Vulpans!”


“Afraid so,” he said, a little regretfully.  “That’s me.  Right eye green, half of my left ear missing.  If that’s not enough proof, then go to the website of my magazine.  Lone star magazine, all one word, dot com.  You’ll see a picture of me in the staff section, and there’s a picture of me and Jessie in the photo gallery, so you can see us together and you can’t possibly deny it.  Compare those pictures to all those other pictures of me floating around on the internet, then come back and call me a liar.  Now, while you’re doing that, let me explain something.  See, I’ve been disowned.  That’s why I never had my ear fixed.  Honestly, I can’t afford it, and I refuse to take any money from my family.  But you see, my sister still loves me, and she’ll do me a favor.  Her name is Vil.  Vilenne Vulpan, the CEO of Vulpan Shipyards.  You can look that up while you’re at it,” he said easily, leaning back on the couch.  “Now, usually I stay away from my family.  We had a very nasty falling out, which is why I’m disowned.  But my sister keeps in touch with me, and she owes me a favor.  If I asked it of her, she’d pay for Jessie’s college.  To Vil, paying two years of tuition at U.T. is little more than petty cash,” he stated, deciding to rub it in a little harder.  “I’ll never take a dime from my family, Mister Williams.  As far as I’m concerned, all of them but my sister can rot in hell.  But where your daughter is concerned, I’ll do anything to make her happy.  I’ll swallow my pride and I’ll beg my sister for a favor.  I won’t take a dime from my sister, Mister Williams, but I’d be more than willing to beg my sister to give Jessie the money to pay for school.  And my sister would do it.”

He let Jessie’s father chew on that for a second.  “I’m not a rich man, Mister Williams.  I’m what you’d call lower middle class.  I have no money from my family, and I don’t want it.  I broke from them six years ago, when I was sixteen.  But, my sister sympathized with me over what happened in my family, so she’ll do me this favor.  Vil will pay for your daughter’s college, and I’ll work two jobs if I have to in order to make sure she has the money she needs to live on.”


“You’d do all this?”


“In a heartbeat,” he said instantly.  “I love your daughter, Mister Williams.  I’ll crawl to hell and back carrying the Rock of Gibraltar for her.”


“That is…quite an emphatic declaration.”


“It’s truth.  As soon as I have enough money saved up, I intend to propose to her.  That is how seriously I take this, Mister Williams.  That is how far I’m willing to go for her.  And she fully knows how I feel about her, and I can only hope she loves me even half as much as I love her.  And now that you know this, maybe that will help you understand why Jessie got so angry with her mother earlier.”


“She’s never mentioned any of this,” he breathed, mainly to himself.


“And why does that surprise you, Mister Williams?  Your wife rides Jessie relentlessly, and Jessie’s told me that her mother didn’t want her to have anything to do with males.  She calls almost every other day to check on her, and if she’s not home to answer the phone, your wife has a conniption.”


“She’s only worried about Jessica.”


“There’s a big difference between being worried and being obsessed,” Kit said bluntly.  “If you were still in college, would you like it if your mother called after you every other day, and called the police to find you when you didn’t answer the phone?”


“Well, no.”


“Then why are you putting your daughter through something you wouldn’t tolerate yourself?”


“Well, because she is a very innocent young lady and it’s a parent’s right to be worried.”


“You have to let her go eventually,” Kit noted.  “She’s twenty-one, Mister Williams.  She’s an adult.  She can walk into any bar and order anything she wants.  Take it from someone who came from a broken family, Mister Williams, your wife is doing a fantastic job of pushing Jessie away.  And if you don’t get your wife to back off, you see what’s going to happen.”


He sighed.  “Yes, I can see it,” he admitted.  “I would never have believed it, but given that I could hear Jessica screaming over the phone, I can see what might happen.”


“Pardon my observation, but this fight was inevitable,” he said.  “Any child would resent what your wife was doing to Jessie.”


“I suppose so,” he sighed.  “And I must admit, you’re rather surprising, Mister Vulpan, facing down the angry parents of your…girlfriend.”


“Thank you for conceding that point, sir,” he said with sincere respect.


“Please, call me John,” he said, his voice less hostile, more curious and conversational.  “What kind of magazine do you work for?”


Kit and Jessie’s father talked for nearly an hour, as he quietly probed Kit’s life to get a better understanding of this male that was courting his daughter.  Kit could tell that John was quite intelligent, and wasn’t quite as fanatical as Jessie’s mother.  He’d seen to the heart of the matter quickly, and now he was gathering information, most likely to use it against Jessie’s mother.  And he reciprocated.  He was an English professor tenured at the University of Cincinnati, whose subject of expertise was Rennaisance literature, specifically Shakespeare.  He enjoyed to cook, and he was also an avid sport shooter, which surprised Kit.  He seemed too mild-mannered to talk about guns, and know what he was talking about.  But he wasn’t a hunter, he just enjoyed target shooting and skeet shooting.  From John, Kit learned more about Jessie’s family.  Jessie’s younger sister Jenny was going to Ohio State, majoring in nursing, and her younger brother Ben was still in high school, where he was a football player and would possibly be courted to play football in college on scholarship.

So, that explained all those times Jessie said she’d have Ben come down and beat someone up.


He glanced up and saw Jessie.  She was standing in the hallway leading back to the bedrooms, and she looked a little bleary.  He held his paw out to her, and she came over and sat down, immediately curling up with him.  “Your daughter is awake now, John,” he said.


She gave him a strangled look.


“It’s alright, my pretty kitty,” he chuckled.  “Hold on, sir.”  He held the phone out to her.


“Uh, D-Dad?” she said tentatively.  “No, I’m alright.  I feel a little light-headed, though. No, Kit had wine here, and I drank some to calm down.  Kit already took my keys.”

Kit heard the loud voice clearly.  “Keys to what?”


“Go ahead and tell him.  I already told him who I am,” Kit told her.


She nodded, then looked down towards knees.  “Umm, Kit’s sister came to see him this weekend, and, uh, she gave me a car.  Yes, Dad, a car.  It’s a Corolla.  She said it would be good for a student.  Yes, I think it was nice of her too.  Yes, Dad, I thanked her,” she sighed, and was silent a long moment as Kit heard the mumbled voice of her father.  “Yes, Dad, he did,” she finally answered.  “I’m not too happy about the idea of him going so far out of his way for me, especially having to crawl back to his family, but I do think it’s sweet of him.  Yes, Dad.  Yes, Dad,” she said, with a little exasperation.  “Honestly?  I want to stay here.  This is Kit’s home, and I want to be near him.  If I have to get a job to help pay my way through school, then that’s what I’ll do.”  Her cheeks ruffled.  “Well, I feel the same way, Dad.  I love him.”

Kit squeezed her a little bit at that declaration, which made her giggle.  “Nothing, Kit’s just being a little silly, that’s all.”  She sighed.  “No, I don’t want to talk to Mom.  I’m still mad at her.  No, Dad.  No, I’ll be fine.  Kit will take care of me.  He even knows how to cook,” she said in a warm voice.  “Dad, I’m going to go.  We’ll talk about this tomorrow, okay?  Okay.  Okay, I’ll tell him.  Love you too, Dad.  Bye-bye.”

She closed the phone.  He took it and put it on the couch beside them, then wrapped both arms around her.  “What did he say?”


“That he has your phone number now, so you’d better behave,” she told him.


He chuckled.  “Well, I think everything’s gonna work out, my pretty kitty.  I laid down the law on your mom.”


“What did you do?”


“I told her who I was, who my family was, then told her that I’d pay to keep you here if she cuts you off, so she’d better start treating you like an adult instead of a little girl, because you wouldn’t be dependent on her anymore.  She hung up on me right about then.”


“That’s Mom, alright,” she sighed.  “I’m sorry they called you, Kit.  You didn’t have to get involved.”


“I didn’t mind at all, Jess.  Those are my future in-laws, after all.  If I don’t deal with them now, when am I going to start?  I’m a big fox now, hon.  I can take it.”  He gave her a little squeeze.  “I wish they had a webcam.  I would have paid money when they found out I’m a Vulpan.”


She giggled.  “You know, that might actually help,” she said, looking up at him with a little smile.  “If anything, Mom can say I landed a rich husband.”


“I told them I was disowned.  I told them the truth, hon.  They deserve to know.”


“Ah, well, it was a good idea.”  She put her head on his shoulder and chest, and sighed.  “And it was such a good day, too.  You even cooked for me.”


“Any day with you is a good day, my pretty kitty,” he told her gently.


He held her for a long time, time passed in weighty silence.  Kit kept pondering how her parents were going to react, how it was all going to play out, but no matter what, he wasn’t going to lose her.  He’d make sure she stayed in Austin, that she got her degree, even if he had to ask Vil to make it happen.  Whatever made her happy.

He was going to marry her, after all.  So her happiness was the only thing that mattered to him.


Strange.  He was so worried about his own family…the last thing he expected was to run into an issue with hers.


“Kit?”


“Yes, love?”


“I want to make love to you.”


Not a surprise to him.  She’d just suffered major emotional turmoil, and maybe she just wanted to feel safe, and secure, and wanted, and loved.  “Of course.  But if you throw up in the bed, I’m going to rub your nose in it,” he warned.


She laughed.  “I don’t feel sick, just buzzed.”

“Well, I’m not usually the kind that takes advantage of drunk femmes,” he chuckled.  “Will you respect me in the morning?”


“Well, mmmmaybe,” she hummed.


“Enjoy it while you can, love,” he told her. “Cause you’ll have a hangover in the morning.”


“Don’t remind me,” she grunted as they walked, arm in arm, back to the bedroom.


Kit had Jessie stay over all night, and he got to see her at her worst…bent over the toilet, retching her guts out kind of worst.  Hair a mess, eyes baggy, breath that would scare away Godzilla kind of worst…but he didn’t mind.  He wanted to know all of her, and seeing her at her worst wasn’t that bad at all.  Even with her hair a mess and sick, she was still beautiful, and he considered it a privilege to take care of her through it, not a chore.


She was definitely not feeling well in the morning, but it wasn’t a full-blown hangover.  She’d drank enough wine to definitely get buzzed, but not falling-down drunk, so the backlash was only moderate.  She had a bit of a headache, and felt a little tired and groggy, but not much more.


“You sure you’re alright to drive?” he asked as they came out of the apartment.


“I’m okay, you big worrier,” she told him.  “I have to go back to my room and get my early class books, then I’m off to school.”


“Okay then.  Tylenol will do wonders for that,” he said as she winced against the light.


“I have some aspirin at home.”


“I’ll call you tonight, pretty kitty.  Even despite last night, it was a good weekend.”


She winced.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”


“You made it up to me before it happened,” he said with a sly smile.


She laughed, then put her paw to her head.  “Maybe that was your fault, getting me all excited,“ she said, then her cheeks frizzed and she laughed nervously when Lupe waved to them from the building across the way, going the fifty feet from his apartment to his office.  “Want me to cook tonight?”


“As long as you tell your roomies to tell your mom you’re with me,” he winked.  “I don’t doubt that she’ll be calling tonight.”

“Probably,” she sighed.  “Maybe you can help me do my homework,” she said brightly.


He laughed.  “We’ll see.  I charge a stiff fee for homework.”


“I might pay it.  I definitely need to borrow your laptop.  Mine died on me about a week before I met you, and I’ve kinda been in the lurch since.  Mom and Dad were going to send me a new one.  I hate sitting in the computer lab to type out my assignments.”


“Buy a flash drive today while you’re at school,” he told her.  “That way you can just save everything to your flash and take it to school with you.”


“That’s a good idea.”


Kit was dead on with his prediction.  As they were cooking a dinner of leftover lasagna and salad, his phone rang.  Jessie picked it up for him, took one look at the number on the screen, and sighed.  “Hello,” she said, in a not quite enthusiastic voice.  “Yes, Mom, I’m at his house.  I don’t have a laptop, remember?  I need to use a computer to do some homework, and he’s letting me use his so I don’t have to sit in the computer lab.”  She handed him the leftover lasagna from the night before, and he put it in the microwave.  “What, you were calling him instead of me, or were you just looking for me?”  She growled a little in her throat, that strange sound, and he saw her ears lay back momentarily.  So, that’s what she looked like when she was angry.  “Kit, I’ll talk to her out on the porch,” she told him.


“Take your time,” he told her.

She was out on his porch for about twenty minutes, no doubt as her mother tried to salvage the situation after Kit effectively knocked her legs out from under her.  He heated up dinner and set it out, then picked up her phone and called Rick to talk about some of the research he’d been doing that day, and also to go over the cartoon idea he and Jeffrey had been working on, since Rick was out of the office for the latter half of the day and they hadn’t had a chance to talk about it.  She came back in as they talked about the strip in a conference call with Jeffrey, and Jessie held the phone out to him.  “She wants to talk to you.”


“No, we werent—sorry Rick.  Uh, hold on.”  He took the phone.  “Misses Williams?  Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m talking to my boss on the other phone right now.  Would it be a bother if I called you back?  It shouldn’t take more than ten minutes.”


“I—very well.  I’ll be waiting for your call.”  Her tone was a bit frosty.


“Thank you.  Goodbye.”  He closed the phone and put Jessie’s phone back to his ear.  “Sorry about that.”


“Troubles, son?” Rick asked.

“Nothing major.  Jessie’s mother wanted to talk to me.  No doubt to give me the third degree to decide if I’m good enough for her daughter.”


Rick laughed.  “We can pick this up tomorrow morning, no problem.”


“No, we’re here and we’re almost done with it, let’s get this done,” Kit said.  “Anyway, Rick, what do you think?”


“I like the idea of it.  Are you going to intoduce more characters later?”


“We’re already designing them,” Jeffrey answered.  “We’ll start with Jo-jo, Oxnard, and Buck, and we’ll introduce the others as it goes along.”


“And you’re sure you can maintain a storyline?”


“Well, this is going to be half plotted, half stand-alone strips,” Kit answered.  “The main plot will evolve around the three main characters, but quite a few stand-alone strips will involve the tertiary characters.  Those will be zingers and comedy, while the main plot will be comedy with a story.”


“We were planning on doing two or three strips an issue for the first month to introduce the strip and establish the story, then cut back to one per issue,” Jeffrey added.  “If we have room.  Marty might kick our asses for cutting into his mailbag space, though.”

“I think we can juggle a little bit of space on page nine for the extra strip,” Rick noted.  “We can cut down Barry’s article about the governor’s tour of the campus and bite a couple of letters out of the mailbag and squeak out the room.  How many strips have you finished?”


“We have nineteen strips totally done,” Jeffrey said.  “Kit did the writing for six more, I just haven’t done the panels yet.”


“You did that many before even bringing it to me?” Rick asked with a laugh.


“Eh, it gives me something to do at home while watching Mythbusters,” Jeffrey laughed.


“And it fills up that empty time I have between assignments,” Kit added.


“Okay, you busy bees.  We’ll have a group meeting in the morning so we can get some feedback on the strips.  You know, see if furs other than you two think they’re funny and all.  If they think the strips’ll fly, we can work ‘em into the next issue while me and Savid have time to make space for ‘em.”


“Sounds like a done deal,” Jeffrey assented.


“Works for me,” Kit agreed.


“Okay, son, the reprieve is over.  Time to face the music,” Rick chuckled.


“I’ll bring a bathrobe for you tomorrow, Kit,” Jeffrey sniggered.  “Just in case she skins you.”


“Oh please,” Kit snorted.  “But thanks for the votes of support,” he added with a sarcastic drawl.


He hung up, and took in a girding breath.  “Alright, pretty kitty, dial it.  Let’s get this overwith,” he said like a fox about to do war.


And it was war.  Hannah Williams did not like him, and her dislike was all over her voice as she asked Kit relentless questions.  She grilled him about his family, about his work, about his personal life, even about his past love life.  She was almost brutally direct, and wasn’t afraid to ask him literally anything. And her questions were definitely slanted, asking him questions like if he’d ever beaten his girlfriends, did they give him venereal diseases, if he did drugs.  She kept asking him what bad things he did rather than asking him about his hobbies or his work or how he felt about her daughter.  Jessie sat at the laptop and listened to his side of the conversation, but thankfully she didn’t hear the ugly questions he was being asked…for he would only reply to those with yes or no.

Interspersed through the questions were the comments.  Snide comments, unfriendly comments, where she made denigrating, hostile remarks about him and his life.  Kit ignored them, because he wasn’t about to take that bait and challenge her over it.  She was dying for him to give her an excuse to yell at him, to prove that he was no good for her daughter, but he wasn’t stupid enough to walk into that cave.  He was polite and respectful over the phone, and he remained just as polite and respectful no matter how disrespectful she was to him.


She kept after him for over an hour, and he kept getting less and less patient with her…which was probably what she wanted.  She was badgering him, probably trying to provoke a reaction which she could then use against her daughter…along the lines of “well, he was rude and abusive to me over the phone!” while leaving out the fact that she provoked it with relentless biting comments.


It all basicly came to a close when she finally asked the question he felt she was probably avoiding.  “And just how do you expect to pay Jessie’s way?” she demanded.


“I may have been disowned, Misses Williams, but I still have someone in the family who loves me.  Vilenne Vulpan.  She’s my sister, and she’s rich.  And she owes me a favor.  For her, paying for two years of tuition would be the same as the change in your pocket.  She’ll give Jessie the money if I ask it of her.”


“So you can’t even pay it yourself!” she declared.  “You have to slink away to your family and beg money out of them like a freeloader!”


“Where Jessie’s well being is concerned, I’ll do whatever it takes,” he said calmly.


“Don’t you dare presume to know what’s best for my daughter!” she said in outrage.


“Her well being is whatever she wants,” he said evenly.  “I’ve told you before, Misses Williams, I’m very much in love with her.  What makes her happy is what makes me happy, and I’ll do whatever I can to make her happy.  Even if I have to go back to my family and ask for money to help her get through school, I’ll do it if Jessie asks it.  As far as I’m concerned, she’s worth it.”


She chewed over that, looking for a hole to exploit, but found none.  “I have to cook dinner,” she declared.

Then she hung up on him.


Well, Jessie was right about the whole “hanging up when losing” issue.  That was the second time she’d done it.


He blew out his breath and closed the phone.  “She hung up on me,” he told her.


“Then she couldn’t think of a way to argue with you,” Jessie giggled.  “Speaking of dinner, it’s probably cold by now.”


He looked at the lasagna and salad on the table.  “Well, we can just reheat the lasagna.  Why didn’t you eat?”


“Without you?”


“I don’t need to be spoon fed, silly femme,” he said, which made her laugh.


The whole brouhaha with Jessie’s parents simmered down, and Kit put it out of his mind as the days rolled into weeks.


Jessie and Hannah reached something of an understanding.  Hannah detested Kit, but she held her tongue about it out of raw fear over the possibility that Jessie might wash her paws of her mother and accept Kit’s offer to pay for her schooling.  That created something of a wary truce between them, and even made it a bit easier on Jessie.  Because of Jessie’s explosion on her mother, Hannah seriously curtailed her invasive behavior. She called less and less frequently, until she was down to just once a week, every Saturday while Kit was at work and Jessie was at home, and their conversations were a little strained because her mother so desperately wanted to lay down the law on a child she no longer had any control over, which was an exercise in futility.


It had been a devastatingly effective tactic, and it knocked the wind right out of Hannah’s sails.  Jessie was quite happy with the result, even if Hannah was beside herself.


For Kit, though, it was a blissful time.  He and Jeffrey began their strip, which they called School Daze, about Jo-jo the raccoon, Oxnard the bull, and Buck the wallaby, and the warped insanity that followed them around while they attended the University of Texas.  Jo-jo was a genius inventor of things that blew up in her face or caused chaos on campus, Oxnard was her boyfriend, a star linebacker on the football team who quoted Shakespeare and had a deliciously jaded view of life, and Buck was a foreign exchange student from Australia who mistook the insanity that Jo-jo created to be typical American life.  One particular panel that Kit really liked was when Oxnard handed Buck a beer, and the wallaby just stares at it in the next panel with a fearful look on his face, paw hovering over it, trembling.  In the last panel, Oxnard gives him an amused look and says, “Forsooth, Buck, normal beers don’t explode,” to which Buck simply replies, “Ah.  Got it.”  Lilly collapsed into laughter when she read the nineteen panels that they’d finished, telling them that “oops” was going to be the ultimate tagline for Jo-jo.  When she said “oops,” everyone evacuated the building.

It was a hit.  Jeffrey’s artistry was amazing, and Kit had a dark enough sense of humor to put them into all kinds of evil yet funny situations.  Rick ran two strips, then the next week he ran four more, then ran three the next week.  The feedback on the strip was mostly positive, with some asking for new strips to run on the website rather than the magazine.

Rick made room for School Daze as a new weekly.  It would run two strips a week, for as long as Kit and Jeffrey could keep it funny.


Kit and Jessie settled into a very pleasant routine.  They’d meet during the week, keeping it minimal so Jessie’s grades didn’t slip, but Saturday and Sunday they were always together.  Jessie would come to the office on Saturdays and do her homework, study, even help out around the office, and Jessie got involved in the writing of School Daze as she offered a femme’s outlook on how new characters being introduced would behave.  Her suggestions evolved into her taking control of a the off-plot strips that dealt with two minor characters, Missy the snobby vixen and Cutler the goth doberman and the clash of personalities their differing lifestyles entailed.  Jessie had a wicked sense of humor, and her off-plot strips were riotously funny.  Jessie’s name was added into the by-line for her strips, and Rick even started paying her for her effort.

On Sundays, they just hung around the house most of the time, acting more like a married couple than a dating couple.  And Kit loved it.


Not everything was just swimming along, though.  For one, there was an eerie silence from his side of the family.  By now, he was sure they knew about Jessie, and he’d expected at least a phone call in the middle of the night, telling him to break up with Jessie, or a brick thrown through the window at Jessie’s sorority or something.  But nothing.  Nothing at all.  Either they really didn’t care about him, or Vil had really stepped on some necks up there in Boston and scared them out of the idea of interfering.  Jessie’s side of the family, though, was about the same.  Hannah’s hatred of Fox only intensified, just as Jessie predicted, as she took huge offense to Jessie going out with a male she didn’t hand-pick for her, and what was worse, a male that threatened Hannah’s vice-like grip on her daughter.  The relationship between the two of them became really strained, which often necessitated John to intercede between them during their more vociferous arguments.


As September faded into October, Kit took stock and realized that he’d saved up enough money to start shopping for engagement rings.  He was very thorough about it, researching extensively to find the right jeweler selling the right ring at the right price.  It took him almost a week to find the ring he wanted, a beautiful pear cut diamond with two emeralds flanking it in an elegant gold filigree setting.  Once he found the ring he wanted, it took him nearly three weeks to pay for it.  They accepted his down payment, then dropped nearly his entire next two paychecks into paying it off, forcing him to live off ramen noodles and walk to work to save on gas.  He showed it to Rick on a windy, rainy October afternoon, two days before Halloweeen, in a black velvet case.  Rick whistled as he examined it, then handed it back to him.  “Damn, Kit, that’s a hell of a ring.  How much was it?”

“Well, let’s just say that Jess shouldn’t be too attached to our first born,” he said, which made the dingo laugh.  “It took me almost a month to pay for it.  They’ve had it reserved for me, letting me pay in installments.”

“When are you gonna officially pop the question?”


“I’m not sure yet,” he answered.  “I do know that I’m not sure we’ll have the ceremony until after Jessie graduates.  I’m not sure I want to do that to her.  Getting used to being married on top of school?  It might hurt her grades.”


“She might share your view, son. In my experience, femmes don’t like having their males uncommitted.  She may insist on the ceremony long before then.”

“It’s all up to her,” he said simply.  “I’m happy either way, as long as we’re married at the end.”


“Have you talked about it much?”


“Not really.  She knows I’m gonna propose, but she always kinda changes the subject when I talk about specifics.  I guess she doesn’t wanna think about things like that until she has a ring on her finger.”


“Never know, maybe,” Rick nodded.  “I didn’t give Martha any advance warning,” he chuckled.  “I floored her with my proposal.”


“How long did you go out before you proposed?”


“About a year.  I’ve often thought that maybe you and Jessie went a little too fast, but now I think it was a silly thought.  You two are perfect for each other.”


“What changed your mind?”


“Watching you two around the office,” he answered.  “The one part most couples don’t consider when they get engaged is how they’ll gel living in the same space.  You and Jessie are compatible in every way.  That’s a solid foundation for a lasting marriage.”


“I hope so, cause the idea of a lasting marriage is what I’m looking for.”


“Well, you may be a young couple, but I think you’ll make it.  I’ve been married for twenty-one years, and I pray to the good Lord every night that we have fifty more just like them.”  He closed a file he was working with on the computer.  “Well, I’d say it’s about time to knock off for the day,” he declared.  “You walk again today?”


“Yeah, gotta save money,” he grinned.


“You want a ride home?”


“Nah, I’ll be fine.”


“I’d rather drive you, son, that hardware you’re carrying there isn’t something I’d want to risk on a mile long walk through town.”


“Well, when you put it that way, sure, I’ll take a ride.”


Kit packed up before Rick, so he said goodbyes to the crew and went out early to wait for his boss.  He stood by the door, spotted Rick’s car down by the corner, and started walking towards it, his mind filled with images of how it would look, how it would feel, when he knelt down in front of Jessie and offered her the ring that occupied his raincoat pocket.  He almost couldn’t wait.  He wanted to take her down to the courthouse and marry her today, but females just didn’t do things that way.  Besides, he also didn’t want their marriage to impact her school.  He’d give her the ring, probably on Sunday, and after that they could sit down and talk about the specifics.


He glanced back for Rick, and his eyes took note of a black truck or SUV that pulled to a stop beside him.  He didn’t much notice anything about it, but as he turned away, his mind flashed an image of the person in the passenger’s seat…and the pistol in his paw.


Six months of living in homeless shelters had conditioned Kit.  He flinched and whipped around, even as he heard the gunshot.  Something slammed into him from behind, making his breath blast out of his lungs.  Before he even felt the pain, he knew.  He knew he’d been shot.  He dove to the ground as he heard another shot, and in a moment of clarity rolled on the wet streets towards the shooter, getting a parked car between them and getting out of his line of sight.  He rolled up to the side of the car and tried to put both paws down, but his left arm was hanging limply, and the first thunderclaps of pain was starting to throb through him, making him suck in his breath as he got to his knees.  He heard the car door open, and realized the shooter was coming out for him!

He huddled by the car. He’d turn and moved towards the back of the car, against the flow of traffic.  The shooter would come around the front of the car to get at him, and he already saw one of the shooter’s legs.  He had no time to try to go around the back!


He reacted instinctively.  When his assailant’s leg appeared around the front of the car, he lunged.  He slammed into a tall, burly leopard, who seemed honestly surprised, knocking his gun paw high.  The leopard grabbed at him, trying to bring his weapon to bear, but Kit used the only weapon he had available to him.


The leopard howled in pain when Kit opened his mouth and drove his long fang-like canines into the neck and shoulder of the larger leopard.  He clamped down like a pit bull, grappling with the leopard even as he sawed his teeth back and forth, tasting hot blood in his mouth even as his breath turned to fire in his lungs.  But the leopard put his clawed paw into Kit’s shoulder, grabbing where the bullet came out of him, and he shuddered as pain overwhelmed his rational mind.  He released his biting grip on the leopard, staggering, and then something struck him in the side of the head and he dropped to the ground, his mind consumed in a haze of pain and confusion.

Rick was coming out of the lobby of the office building when he heard it.  A loud explosion, a sharp crack, which he immediately recognized was a gunshot.  It was just outside!  He ran across the lobby and erupted from the door and quickly looked around.  He saw it immediately, and it chilled his blood.


He saw a figure crumpled on the wet pavement, and a tall leopard stepping out of a SUV, one paw to his neck and a pistol in his other paw.  He stepped towards the twitching figure.


It was Kit!


Rick reacted with the speed of his old training back when he was in the Army.  He reached to his concealed shoulder sheath and and produced a Glock, and he did not hesitate.  As the leopard stopped over Kit’s body and raised his pistol, aiming at his head, Rick took aim and fired in a fast motion. The leopard’s head snapped to the side, and he dropped to the sidewalk like a gutted fish.

The SUV’s tires squealed as the driver took off.  Rick raced out into the street, pistol in paw, and the reporter in him took over from the Army grunt that had roared back into his mind, and he memorized the license plate number of the black Grand Cherokee.  Then he blinked and raced to Kit, putting his weapon back in its holster.

Thank God for the Texas concealed carry laws!


He was breathing.  Rick saw that he’d been shot in the back, high in the left shoulder.  The bullet had exited just under his collarbone, leaving a sickening spatter of blood on the wall a few steps further down.  Kit’s eyes were open, but his expression was vacant, and his tail was twitching spasmodically.  He was already in shock!


A quick glance at the leopard was all it took to see he was dead.  He’d been shot literally in the ear canal, and it had went through his head to blow a huge hole out the other side.


There was a scream behind him. Marty and Lilly had been just a few steps behind him, and they stood there in shock.  “Call 911!” he barked immediately to them as he pressed his paws against both sides of the wound, to stem the loss of blood.  “Kit’s been shot!”


Lilly screamed again, but Marty immediately went for his cell phone.  Rick pushed Kit back down to the sidewalk as he began to move jerkily.  “Easy, easy, son,” he said in a calm voice.  “Just lie still.  This doesn’t look like a serious wound, but you can’t jostle around.  The paramedics are on the way, so just lay back and relax and let me take care of you.”  Rick pushed Kit gently yet firmly down to the pavement, laying on his side, his eyes blinking owlishly and his breathing fast and shallow.  “Lilly!  Lilly!  Go get anything we can throw over him to keep him warm!  Now!” he barked.


Lilly gasped, literally jumping up and down, then rushed back into the building.


“Marty, where is that ambulance?” he barked.


“The operator says it’s coming,” he said.


“Listen to me!  I got the plate of the other guy’s car.  Repeat this into the phone for the dispatcher.  Black Jeep Grand Cherokee, Texas plates, Whiskey Delta X-ray nine six three three.  Say it back!”  Marty nodded, and repeated it to the operator on the line.  “Tell the operator he’s going into shock, so they’d better get here now!”


Marty repeated that.  “He says to cover Kit and try to keep him warm,” he said.


“I’m already one step ahead.  Where is that damn squirrel?”


The whole crew appeared on the street, carrying seat cushions, coats, and the quilt that Rick kept on the back of the old leather chair in his office.  “Don’t touch him!” Rick snapped when Mike moved to grab the pistol laying close to the leopard’s nerveless fingers.  They draped the quilt and coats over Kit as Savid put a pillow under his head, and Rick kept his paws on Kit’s wound to stem the blood loss.

“What happened, Rick?” Jeffrey asked fearfully.


“I have no idea.  I heard a shot, so I ran out and see Kit on the ground, and that leopard standing over him with a gun.  I don’t even remember pulling my gun.  It musta been instinct,” he growled.


“I think that instinct saved Kit’s life,” Mike breathed, as the sound of a siren wailed in the background, getting louder and louder.  “Thank God, here it comes.”


An ambulance and two police cars screamed onto the scene.  A raccoon and skunk boiled out of the ambulance, running over with a medical kit, and a burly dog and a lioness jumped out of the police cars and hurried over.  “Is that the shooter?” the lioness asked as she took in the scene.


“Yeah, officer. I shot him,” Rick said.  “My weapon is holstered.  I’ll give it to you in just a minute.”


“You musta had first aid training, sir,” the raccoon noted as he knelt by them.


“Army,” he said simply.  “I’m keeping pressure on the wound.  Tell me what to do here.”


“Okay, go ahead and take your paws off,” the skunk told him.  “We’ll take good care of him.”  Rick let go and stood up, giving them room, as the two paramedics quickly took command of the situation, cutting Kit’s coat and shirt away to start prepping the wound so they could transport him to a hospital.  Rick held his paws out wide, covered in blood.  “Left side, officer, you’ll find my weapon in a holster under my coat.  I don’t know if I safetied it, so please be careful.”

“You have a permit?”


“Yes ma’am,” he said immediately.  “It’s in my wallet.  Right back pocket.  Excuse me if I don’t get them for you,” he said, holding his bloody paws up.


“We’ll get to that later, I think I can trust your word for now,” she said as her partner started talking to the others.  She took out a notepad.  “You know the fox?”


“Yes ma’am, I’m his boss.  His name is Kitstrom Vulpan.  My name is Richard Sanders.”


“Alright.  Now explain what you saw.”


Sense returned to him, and with it came pain.


Kit sucked in his breath when a lightning jag ripped through him, and reason returned with sensation.  Two paramedics were over him, working on him, and he saw the dead leopard behind the paramedic, as the other one rushed back to the ambulance for something.  He saw the gun laying on the ground.


He’d been shot!


“Easy, easy,” the raccoon said soothingly, putting a paw on him when he tried to move.  “I just gave you something for the pain, so just give it a minute and it’ll take the bite off.  Do you know your blood type?”


“What the hell happened?” he asked woozily.


“I was hoping you could tell us,” a female voice called.  He looked up and saw a lioness in a police uniform leaning over him, along with Rick and the paramedic.


“Someone tried to kill me,” he said uncertainly.  He was starting to get cold, and his head was pounding, and his shoulder was on fire.  “I think he hit me in the head.”


The paramedic produced a light and shone it into Kit’s eyes.  “Looks like you might have a concussion on top of this,” he said with a nod.  “Can you move your legs?”


“Y-Yah, I’m okay, I think,” he said, then he hissed in pain when a white-hot jag of agony ripped through his shoulder.  “Or maybe not,” he said in a weak voice.


“Don’t go Rambo on me now, friend,” the paramedic chuckled as his partner showed up with a stretcher.  “Can you feel your left arm?  Can you move your fingers on your left paw?”


“I can feel my arm,” he said, then tried to move his fingers…which twitched in reply.


“Good, looks like the bullet didn’t hit any nerves.  Do you know your blood type?”


“A negative,” he answered.  He’d been in a hospital long enough when he was hit by the car to remember that much.


“Okay then, what’s your name?”


“Kit.”


“Alright then, Kit, here’s what’s going to happen.  We’re gonna immobilize you and put you on a stretcher, cause if you were hit in the head I don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.  Then we’ll cart you off the the hospital so you can flirt with the nurses.”


Kit chuckled weakly, which made him wince when the pain lashed through him.  “I think my girlfriend would kill me.”


“I won’t tell if you won’t,” he grinned.  “Officer, I think it’s best to talk to him at the hospital.  He’s lost a significant amount of blood, we need to get him stabilized.”


“No sweat, Jack, I’ll follow ya.”


More police arrived as Kit was bundled on a backboard, combing the scene, talking to the others in the crew, and already roping off the area with police tape.  The paramedics secured his head to a padded collar so he couldn’t move his neck.  “Rick,” he called.


“Yeah, son?”


“Can you take my phone and call Jess and my sister?  And could you hold onto the ring for me?”


“I’d be happy to, son.  I’ll call them and get down to the hospital as quick as I can, as soon as the police are done taking my statement.  Which pocket are they in?”


“The phone’s in my front pants pocket.  I put the ring in my raincoat pocket,” he said, his voice slurring as a gray haze began to creep into his vision.  It was either loss of blood, or the pain, or the medication they pumped into him, but he was feeling decidedly unfocused.

The raccoon gently and tentatively checked Kit’s pockets, then found the phone and the box holding the ring.  He handed them to Rick, who immediately turned his back and opened the phone to start making calls.

Kit was immediately relieved.  His precious ring was in safe hands.  He closed his eyes, facing down the pain and allowing the paramedics to do their work.


“You’re gonna be just fine, friend,” the raccoon told him.  “We’ll have you up and about again in no time.”


“Which hospital are you taking him to?” he heard Rick ask.


“Austin General,” came a reply.


“Rick,” he intoned, in an disjointed manner.


“Yeah, son?” he asked.

“Think I can get a few days off?”


Rick actually laughed.  “I dunno, I might have to think about it.  But I’m glad you can joke at a time like this.  It shows me you’re gonna be just fine.”


Kit tried to relax, but it wasn’t easy.  His shoulder felt like it was on fire, but at least from the feel of the pain, it wasn’t deep in his chest or anything like that.  It was on the outside of his chest, in the shoulder, and it hurt like hell.  He just hoped that Jessie wouldn’t have a fit when she found out.
