Chapter 38

There hadn’t been a gathering like since the funeral.


Except for Zach and Alicia, the entire Vulpan family was present in the large sun room, which was quickly being filled with chairs so everyone would have a place to sit.  When Vil and Kit entered, they were the last to come in, and Vil was still wearing her wedding dress.  That was a statement, a blaring indication to the family that the rules had changed, and Vil was now invulnerable.  Then again, everything told them that.  Vil was married.  She had Kit and Terry on the board, and Jessie was an executive with proxy power.  She had Winston Brighton backing her up, and not only that, the merger of the two families had created something that not even the most rabid Vulpan would want to destroy, the chance to create a shipbuilding dynasty unrivalled in the world.  Vil had absolute control now, and they knew it.  Kendall and Jessie came in behind them, and a few dark looks at Jessie threatened to break the tense silence.  But Jessie kept her head high, taking Kit’s offered paw and being escorted up to the area between the windows.  Kit seated Jessie in his favorite spot in the manor, on the right windowsill, and Vil seated Kendall on the left as servants scurried in with chairs and seated the family, and Stanley, Dee, Weathers, Marge, Sally, and Luann served tea and wine through the room, then stood quietly by the walls.


It wasn’t Vil that got things started, it was Maxine.  She took a glass of wine from Dee without so much as a nod to her, then stood up.  “It’s far past time we did this,” she declared.  “Things are getting out of control, and it has to stop.”


“Maxy,” Jake protested, but she cut him off with an icy glare.


“Do you think that trying to murder one of our own was an acceptable move, Jake?” she demanded.


“Well, no, but we have to restore the family to its rightful reputation.”


“That can never happen now,” Louis barked.  “Not so long as we have a cat among us!”


“You will put a muzzle on that mouth, young male!” Maxine snapped loudly, pointing at him.  “What is done is done, and we allowed it!  If you have an issue with Jessica, don’t blame Kit.  Blame us.  We permitted the marriage!”


“How could you!” Louis gasped.


“Because Kit earned the right to marry whoever he pleased!” she called in reply, an answer which honestly surprised him.  “And so long as he stayed in Austin, there was little for us to object to!”


“Let’s get to the point,” Vil commanded, standing before them all.  “The point is, we think Steve was the one that tried to kill Kit, and right now, they’re not sure if he’ll make it.  I’m sure everyone in this room heard what happened,” she said, then paused a moment.  When only silence greeted her, she continued.  “I always expected that it might get to this point, but I was hoping beyond hope it wouldn’t.  Well, here we are.  And we’re here to get some things straight.


“The first thing we get straight right here, right now, is I control this family.  I have the company, so I have the responsibility.  Is there anyone in this room that has a problem with that?” she demanded, sending a withering glare through the room.  She locked eyes with Jake, but he just looked away.  “Good,” she declared.  “So, I’m waiting to hear the words.”


“You’ll hear them from me,” Maxine said, sitting down.  “We were hasty in trying to unseat you, Vil.  I thought you were letting the family fly apart, I thought you didn’t care about our family’s honor and reputation, but I was wrong.  If you can get Bess out of the nightclubs, then you’re clearly suited for the job.”


“She gave me something you never did, Maxy!  She gave me a chance!” Bess said hotly. 


“If you’d have behaved with a little more—“


“You treat us like little kids!” Lynn shouted in reply.  “We’re not ten years old, Aunt Maxy!  The last I checked, I’m an adult!”


“If you’d show some responsibility, we would have treated you with respect!” Jake shouted in reply.  “Travis, Patrick, Chris, and Terry don’t act like a sinful harlots!”


“No, he just dates one!” Duncan snapped.


“They’re boys,” Mary retorted.  “They can do no wrong!  You guys have always given them everything, and all we get is the cold shoulder!  They get to have real jobs, do real work!  What do we get, huh?  Get married, Mary, you’re useless, Mary, only the males should work, Mary, just have babies because that’s what femmes are supposed to do, Mary.  Why do you think there’s a Party Pack, Uncle Jake!  This isn’t the eighteen hundreds!  Girls actually do things now!”


“The responsibilities of the femmes in this family is to secure the family line and anchor us both to our past and to our future,” Jake said stiffly.  “You don’t think we understand it’s a sacrifice for you, Mary?  We do.  Maxine is just as brilliant and gifted as Lucas was, but her role in the family was clear, and she accepted it.  We knew it was a terrible sacrifice for her, but she accepted that sacrifice for the good of the family, and we appreciate that sacrifice every day.  But this is the way things work in proper society, and we must retain our reputation and our respect.”


“Well, I’ve got news for you, Dad,” Angela said icily.  “I’m not going to spend my life crawling in bed with a husband I hate and cranking out babies so you can feel like we’re anchoring you.”


“And you’re not,” Vil called calmly.  “Effective today, the arranged marriages stop.  Things are going to change, and they have to, Jake.  This isn’t the Victorian age.  The idea that the femmes have to marry and have children is no longer a viable family tradition.  If the girls want jobs, they’ll get them in the company.  Real jobs.  If they want responsibility, they got it.  If they want to do what Kit, Sheila and Muffy plan to do, open their own businesses, try their paws at building their own companies, they’ll get all the support they need.  The Vulpan Corporation has plenty of room in it for new satellite companies.  And I think they’ll surprise you a little bit,” she said with a smile.  “The simple fact of the matter is that Kit’s been right ever since he was old enough to see the real family.  He left us because we’re not a family, and God did we prove that when he was hit by that car.  We will be a family again, and part and parcel of that is to relax things a little bit.  There will be no more arranged marriages.  There will be no more forcing cousins to either work or not work.  Every Vulpan will get to make his or her own choices about what they want to do with their lives, and so long as you don’t publicly embarrass the family, you’ll be given latitude.”


“But what will foxes say if we go against tradition!” Maxine protested.


“Maxy, I think the only family left that follows those obsolete traditions is us,” Vil retorted.


“They’ll say it’s about damn time we got out of the dark ages,” Kit answered immediately.  “Do you really think the other families are being as stubborn as the Vulpans?  I’ve been out there in the real world, Maxy, and I can tell you that trying to hold the family in the past is only ruining it.  It drove me away.  It’s driving the youngers away, and if you don’t stop it, there won’t be a Vulpan family.”


“But you can’t go that far,” Jake protested.  “There have to be rules.”


“Of course there will be, but not nearly a strict as before,” she answered.  “There will really only be one rule.  Be discreet.  If you want to do something that makes you happy, then be discreet.  If you’re not sure if it’s out of bounds, come talk to me and we’ll see what we can do.  Terry and Allison are the perfect example of that,” she said, nodding at Terry.  “I’m fully aware of Allison’s past.  I interviewed her personally before they went on their first date, and I’m willing to overlook her past indiscretions because I’m convinced she’s not a gold-digger and she’s sincerely attracted to Terry, and Terry is sincerely attracted to her.  As long as they keep their relationship private and quiet, as long as Allison’s past stays in the past, as long as I don’t see a big headline in the Enquirer some day saying ‘Vulpan heir in secret affair with ex-prostitute,’ I’m willing to allow them to date.  But if they cross the line,” she said, snapping her fingers.  “It’s over.  They both know the rules I’ve put down on them.  And I’m watching them carefully.”  She leaned a little on her casted leg.  “But as long as they obey my rules, as long as their relationship stays quiet and low-key, then Terry is more than allowed to go out with Allison.  That’s the new order,” she declared.  “Be happy, but be discreet.  Hopefully, that will preempt the kind of insanity that happened the last few days.  The inflexibility and the dysfunctional condition of this family drove one of our own to attack another, and that’s just too far.  That’s why we’re here now, because it has to stop.  We are a family, and it’s about damn time we started acting like one.”


“What are you going to do to Stevie?” Joy asked, a bit fearfully.


“If I prove he did it, he’s disowned,” Vil answered bluntly.  “He’ll also be in jail if I have my say, and if he’s convicted, he loses his share of the family money.  There is no room in this family for those who want to control it by killing others.  I know the vast majority of you object to Kit and Jessie, but that’s tough.  Kit paid his dues to this family ten times over, and he’s earned the right to be completely free of us.”


“Then why is he here now?” Louis demanded.


“Because they forced me back up here,” Kit answered, pointing at Maxine and Jake.  “I was perfectly happy back home in Austin, and the last thing I wanted to do was come back up here and get involved in this hellhole of a family.  Vil’s accident really was an accident, but we didn’t know that at the time, and I sure as hell believed that one of you was capable of trying to kill Vil, so I came home to help her.  And when this is all over and I feel comfortable leaving, I’ll resign my seat on the board and go right back home and pretend the lot of you don’t exist, just as I’m sure you pretend I don’t.”


“Taking Stonebrook is hardly divorcing yourself from the family,” Jake declared.


“Blame her for that, I certainly didn’t want it,” Kit replied, pointing at Vil.


“Stonebrook is Kit’s,” Vil said simply.  “It’s the way it should have been from the beginning.  This is, was, and always will be his house.  I was just putting things right.”


“So you’re not moving back in?” Sarah asked pointedly.


He shook his head.  “When I go home, I’ll leave Stonebrook in Vil’s paws for her to manage.  She’ll watch over it for me, and she’ll have both control and discretion over the manor. She’s the one that’ll decide who’s allowed in and so on.  I’ll use it when I come up to visit, but we don’t intend to live here.  More likely than not, I’ll open Stonebrook to the family for hosting special events and giving guests of the family a place to stay when they come visit, like the Brightons and other in-laws.  The last thing we want to do is be up here.  I’m sure one of you might get the cute idea to try something when Laura’s born, when there’s a mixed breed in the Vulpan line.”


Half the room bristled at that declaration, and Jake nearly stood up in anger, but Vil’s withering stare put him right back in his chair.


“So, if you think I’m coming back to the family, think again.  I came up here to deal with a crisis, and that’s it.  The crisis is more or less over, there’s nothing holding me here.  I’ve agreed to stay at Stonebrook until Vil comes back from her honeymoon, but when she comes back, we go home.”


“Not alone,” Sheila chuckled.  “I’m an Austin Vulpan now too.”


“I have you potty trained, Sheila, so that’s fine,” Kit noted, which made her laugh.  “But as far as most of the rest of you are concerned, there’s no such place as Austin.  It doesn’t exist.  So you have no reason to show up there.  The ones who are welcome there already know who they are.”


“I think we can dispense with the veiled threats, Luke,” Maxine said shortly.


“It’s no way veiled, Maxine, and don’t call me by his name,” he answered.  “I want nothing to do with this family outside of my sister and a few of my cousins.  The rest of you can go to hell, and I pray to God I never see you again when I go home.”


“Way to keep it civil there, bro,” Vil said darkly under her breath as several Vulpans stood up or made angry comments.  “SIT!” Vil barked harshly, which caused the family to quickly return to their seats.  “To put it a bit more tactfully, we’re going to go right back to the way things were before this started.  Kit will go home and return to being his own fox, and we will let him,” she said distinctly.  “We’ll leave him alone, and outside of an occasional visit to Boston to see me, Clancy, and Suzy, he will stay in Austin.  Up here, we will close ranks.  For now, we leave Zach and Alicia outside until I ascertain if they were involved in the attack on Kit.  Oh. Yes.  Let me say this right now, and make it absolutely clear.  If anyone in this room is in any way tied to, connected with, or otherwise engaged with the PPC or any of its satellite organizations, like the Paladins, you will leave it.  There is no longer any place for the PPC in this family, and if I catch any of you either in the PPC or contacting them or any other purist or supremacist group in any way, I will run you out of this family, out of Boston, and maybe even out of America.  And that is not a threat.  That is an absolute one hundred percent guarantee,” she said, looking directly at Louis when she did so.  “You can live your life and be what you want, but I will not tolerate anyone in this family belonging to the PPC or any other purist group.  You can feel however you want, but you will not make those feelings in any way public.  And belonging to the PPC advertises your sympathies.”


“You have no right to tell us what we can do in our lives!” Louis protested.


“Oh, don’t I?” she asked immediately.  “This is about family unity, Louis.  How does it look for you to be in the PPC when your cousin is married to a mixed breed, and the PPC tried to kill him and his wife?”


Louis glared.  “He’s going back to Austin!” he finally declared.


“That’s right.  But that doesn’t change the fact that there’s just a little conflict of interest if you’re in the PPC and Kit is married to Jessie.  That will start rumors, and so long as it remains, the family’s reputation will be stained.”


“Stained?  That is the stain on the Vulpan family!” Louis screamed, jumping to his feet and pointing at Jessie and Kit.


Vil looked right at him.  “Louis. I’ll say this only once.  You will obey me, or you will be disowned.  Do I make myself clear?”


He said nothing, glaring daggers at her.


“I said do I make myself clear, Louis.  You will say yes or no.  Right now.”


He remained stonily silent.


“Alright then,” she said, brushing a paw in his direction.  “You’re fired.”


“WHAT?” he gasped.


“I said you’re fired,” she said in a flat tone, staring at him.  “And since you sent Matty to her family manor in England, why don’t you just go live there for a while?  So long as you insist on remaining in the PPC, you are not welcome in Boston.   So get out.”


Louis made several strangling noises, and Jake and Maxine were gaping at Vil in shock.


“Why are you still here, Louis?” Vil called.  “I told you to get out.  That means GET OUT!” she ended with a sudden scream, which nearly startled several Vulpans out of their chairs.  “And stay out until I tell you you can come home, which won’t be until after you’re out of the PPC, and I know you are!  So get out of Boston, Louis.  NOW!”  Louis just stood there, in shock, and Vil blew out her breath.  “Stanley, call Nick and tell him to drag Louis out of here and throw him out the front gate,” she commanded.  “If he resists, Nick is allowed to knock a few of his teeth out.”


Louis turned and fled from the room.


“Vil, you can’t be serious,” Maxine said pleadingly.  “You can’t exile Louis for being cheeky!”


“I can, I will, and I did,” she answered.  “If he’s that adamant about staying in the PPC, then how long will it take for him to become the next Steve, Maxy?” she asked simply.


“And how quickly will he want to be if you come down on him?”


“That’s entirely up to him, isn’t it?  All he has to do is quit the PPC, and he can come home.  I made that fairly clear to him.”


“You’re making a mistake, young lady.”


“It’s my prerogative, Maxine,” she answered calmly.  “You’ve heard the new rules, and you just saw that I’m going to enforce them,” she called.  “Be happy, be discreet, my door is always open for you if you need to talk, but don’t you dare put a toe out of line in the public venue.  This family moves forward united, and I damn well expect to hear all of you marching behind me in lock-step.  If you can’t obey the simple and very liberal rules I’ve placed on you, then you really don’t belong in this family.”  She swept her gaze across the room. “Any questions?”


There was nothing but silence.


“Then we’re done here,” she declared.  “Everyone go on home, and remember I’ll be on my honeymoon starting tomorrow.  If you want to talk to me about something, you need help, you have some ideas about starting your own side businesses, or you want a job, come talk to me after I get home.  I’m going to be a little busy,” she said, glancing back at Kendall, which made the girls in the Party Pack laugh lightly.  “While I’m gone, I’ve bullied Kit into sitting in my chair.  And I’m sure he’ll make sure nothing changes or nothing happens while he’s in charge,” she winked. “Oh, you stay, Maxine.  I want to have a little chat with you.  Graham, you stay as well.  This concerns you.”


“Stay, guys,” Vil said when Jessie moved to stand up.  She and Kendall both had been completely silent during the entire conference, but for that matter, none of the spouses had said anything either.  Even though they were Vulpans, Kit figured they felt that the didn’t want to get involved in this one.  When the other Vulpans filed out, only them and the servants remained, who stayed near the door to keep what was obviously meant to be a private conference private.


Vil didn’t waste a second.  “It’s time to right the second greatest wrong ever perpetrated by this family.  Graham, I want you out of Boston,” she declared.  “Consider yourself divorced in everything but name, until I can get an annulment for Maxy.”


Maxine was stunned.  Graham gave Vil a look of consternation, then rose up to his full height and glared down at the small vixen before him.  At that moment, Kit was again taken with how petite his sister was.  She was only five feet tall, yet she stood and comported herself like a vixen Sonya’s height, and she looked up at Graham with eyes that were both steady and fearless.  “How dare you!” he growled.


“I dare a lot of things, and the one thing I will not tolerate a second longer is an abusive prick putting one more paw on my aunt,” she said coldly.  “You’ve worn out your welcome in the Vulpan family, Uncle Graham,” she said icily.  “I want you out of Boston by tomorrow.  If you’re still in Boston when I leave for my honeymoon, I will have you thrown out.  I don’t care where you go, I don’t care what you do, but understand one thing.  Maxine is now forever off limits.  You will never see her face to face again, and the kids are Vulpans.  They stay with Maxine.  Oh, and I’ll make sure that no bank in America will allow you to touch a single penny of Aunt Maxine’s money before you get out the front gate,” she said with a narrow-eyed hiss.  “And I will dare take it to that level if you try to steal it.  You touch a single penny of Aunt Maxine’s money, and you won’t live to be arrested for embezzlement.  Do you understand me?”


“You bitch!” Graham screamed.  “You have no right!”


“I have every right to protect my aunt,” she answered in a frosty voice.  “So pick one of your vacation houses and go there, and consider it your new home.  That’s the only gift you’re going to get from the Vulpans.  Vulpans don’t divorce, but you can be as sure as the sun rises that you are now permanently exiled from this family, and I‘ll do my damndest to get your marriage annulled.  Beating your wife is grounds for annulment, Graham, and God knows I have enough proof to take to the Archbishop.  Take your little family trust the Grants gave you and live in your new house and don’t come within a thousand miles of Maxine or her children, not your children, or I’ll make sure they never find your body.  Is that abundantly clear?”


Graham answered in a way he usually saved for his wife.  He balled up his fist and moved to deck Vil, but to Kit’s shock, Kendall moved like absolute lightning.  One second he was sitting on the windowsill, the next Graham was on the floor, squealing in pain and holding his muzzle, and Kendall was standing between him and Vil, a look of absolute outrage on his face.  Kit blinked and stepped back in surprise.  He never dreamed Kendall could move that fast!  “You bloody coward, tryin ta’ hit a wee lady!” he screamed, his speech turning much more accented, almost Scottish, in his anger.  “Get him out of here before I skin him alive!”


Stanley and Bartholomew picked Graham up off the floor, and with eminently approving looks at Vil and Kendall, they all but dragged him from the room.  Maxine just stood there, a stunned look on her face, her mind unable to wrap around it.  “Now you don’t have to worry about sending him away, Aunt Maxine,” Vil told her calmly.  “If he wants to be mad, he can be mad at me.”  Maxine stared at her woodenly, then she buried her face in her paws and began to sob.


“The only good he ever was was giving Maxine children she loved,” Vil snorted as the door closed behind Graham, but Kit was watching in surprise as Jessie, unable to turn away from someone in need, got up and put her arms around Maxine, saying soothing words to her, patting her on the shoulder.  Maxine buried her face in Jessie’s shoulder and clutched onto her tightly, maybe not even knowing to whom she was clinging.  Jessie urged her over to a sofa, and sat with her, patting her and stroking her hair, as Kendall checked Vil with gentle paws to make sure she was alright.  “I’m fine, my knight in shining armor,” she grinned at him.

“I’ll go raid the kitchen for tin foil,” he grinned in reply.


Maxine seemed to get control of herself again, sniffling and looking at Jessie with a mixture of surprise and curiosity.  Jessie just smiled at her gently, leaned forward, and kissed her on the cheek before getting up and returning to Kit.  “All right, Maxine?” Kendall asked.


“Yes, thank you,” she said, composing herself, then standing up.  “Vil, there was no need for that.”


“Oh, there was definitely a need,” she said strongly.  “I meant it when I said that this family will be a family, Maxy, and that means we take care of each other.  This family suffered that ass for long enough, and it was almost a crime that Dad made you marry him.”


“Too right,” Kendall nodded.


“I doubt you’re going to cry over his exile,” Vil told her with a surprising smile.  “I know you hated that asshole.”


“Well, my feelings don’t matter when the family--”


“Don’t you dare finish that,” Jessie flared.  “If you don’t care about you, no one else will!”


“Jessica, I may object to you marrying Luke, but I certainly can’t say that I don’t see why he loves you,” she said with surprising candor, giving her a slight smile.


“It’s about damn time,” Vil snorted.  “Now you’d better go make sure Graham doesn’t burn Oak Hill down out of spite, and I’m going to call around and make sure he’s locked out of your bank accounts.  Don’t give him a damn thing, Maxy.  He leaves with the clothes on his back, and nothing else.  The house you’re going to let him have is all he should ever get from this family.”


Maxine nodded.  “I’ll send him to our house in San Francisco.  He always did love that place, and I hate it.  That way I lose nothing I care about.”


Vil nodded.  “I’ll send a couple of the guards here with you, and their big guns will keep Graham on the line,” she winked.  “Give me your phone, bro.”  Kit laughed when he gave her his house phone, and she hit push to talk.  “Stanley, bring a car around for Maxine immediately, and do not allow Graham to leave before she does.  Nick, I want the two biggest, scariest looking mercs working in the manor to meet Maxine in the garage, with their pistols in very visible outer holsters.  They’re going to be her bodyguards for a while.”


“I’ll send Barnett and Krichek, they’re good at looming,” Nick chuckled in reply.


“Krichek?  He’s a teddy bear,” Jessie giggled.


“I’ll call Misses Vulpan’s car immediately,” Stanley answered.  “But I don’t think Master Grant will be going anywhere but to hospital.  It seems that he has a broken jaw.  I believe it may need to be wired.”


“Good,” Vil said vindictively.  “You send him there, and make sure he understands this.  He leaves the hospital and goes straight to Logan and boards a plane for San Francisco.  That is where Maxine said he can go, and that’s where he’d better be six hours after he’s released.  Maxine will pack him a suitcase and have it sent to the hospital.”  She lowered the phone and grinned at Maxine.  “Have your staff fill it with old canvas,” she winked.


Maxine laughed ruefully.  “I, I don’t know what to say, Vilenne,” she said.


“You can be happy,” Vil told her.  “That’s the new motto of this family.  I’ll send the guards with you so you feel safe and you don’t have to go in there alone.  You want to leave Lenny, Wendy and Kate here at Stonebrook until Graham’s out?’


“That is kind of you, Vil, yes, please,” she nodded.  “I think it’s best.  I’ll explain things to them when I get back.”


“Alright.  I’ll have Stanley settle them in…somewhere,” she chuckled.  “This place is kinda full right now with all the guests here, but I’m sure we can settle them in if they need to stay overnight.”  She raised the phone to her maw again.  “Dee, could you round up Lenny, Wendy, and Kate and take them down to the TV room?  They’ll be staying here at Stonebrook while their parents are out.  Settle them in.  There’s a very small chance they may be staying overnight, so prepare rooms for them, just in case.”


“Certainly, Mistress Vil,” Dee answered.


“There we go.  Go get it done, Maxine,” Vil told her.  “And if there’s anything else I can do for you, you know where I am.”


“I…I’m, well, grateful, Vilenne,” Maxine told her.  “I’m a little overwhelmed, but grateful.”


“We’ll talk when I get back from my honeymoon,” she nodded.


Maxine ventured forward and gave Vil a short but sincere hug, kissed her on the cheek, smiled in Kit and Jessie’s direction, then hurried from the room.


“I can’t believe you let a slime like that in your family, Vil,” Kendall fumed.


“Graham?  Thank our father for him,” she grunted.   “He’d just taken over the family after our grandfather died, and his first act was to make Maxy marry that prick, over her objections.  He slapped her on one of their dates, and she wanted to break it off, but Dad wouldn’t hear of it.”  She looked over at Jessie.  “And you, sis, are an absolute angel.  After everything she did to you and Kit, you comforted her.  It was more than she deserved.”


“From the sound of it, she needs someone to show her some love,” she said simply.


The family was all abuzz about what happened, in both senses.


Vil’s pronouncements were met with absolute joy by the cousins, but a little trepidation from Sarah and Jake.  They were a little worried that Vil might have given the youngers too much leash, but given that the Party Pack was already talking about either working somewhere in the company or starting their own businesses, it was a baseless fear.  Joy was even looking forward to starting Harvard now, instead of trying to talk her parents out of making her go.  The only one that talked of holding completely to her life of parties and wildness was Lynn, who, like Sheila, was a dedicated, lifelong member of the Party Pack.


The other big news was Vil’s banishing of Graham.  This was seen as an overall good thing, even by Graham’s own children, who were afraid of him.  All of them had seen him slap their mother at least once, all of them had admitted that they’d been slapped or hit by their father at least once, and the news that Vil had banished him from Boston made them happy that their mother would be alright more than sad that their father had been sent away.  They no doubtedly loved their father, but with Graham and Maxine separated, there wouldn’t be any more fights, and no more chances that their father might hit their mother.


But, the aftermath of the Vulpan summit for Kit and Jessie was getting the family out of Stonebrook and leaving them with their wedding guests, and also with three accidental Vulpan kids who were stuck in Stonebrook until Maxine came back for them…but that wasn’t a problem.  The Vulpan kids found themselves invited out to the pool by Savid’s kids, and after the staff scrambled to find swimsuits for them--they kept quite a few bathing suits of various sizes for guests--Leonard, Wendy, and Kate were laughing and splashing with Brua, Gin, Shava, and Avam.  Kit and Jessie returned to their friends and Jessie’s family, and they sat around the TV room talking about the wedding after seeing Vil and Kendall off to return to Hart’s Crossing for a night before starting their honeymoon tomorrow.  The Brightons had had their things moved to Stonebrook and were going to stay there so Vil and Kendall had the mansion to themselves, to feel like they were alone despite the size of the place, the family and Charlie taking over four of the available cottages on the grounds.  They wanted to stay in Stonebrook for another reason, and that was so Abigail could get to know Kit and Jessie better.


Kit felt…relieved.  They had gotten through the wedding and the short yet enlightening conference after the reception more or less unscathed.  Kit had only been short once, maybe twice, but he’d stated his case and made it clear he was only here temporarily, and he very much wanted to take him and his wife back home, their real home, Austin.  They’d already been gone for months, and he felt keenly homesick and ready to go back to his beloved city, back to their apartment and their friends, his job, Sunday poker, weekend trips in their plane, which no doubt looked like a neglected hulk after so many weeks sitting out at that tiedown spot, and their impending daughter.  He was only up here for two more weeks, pretending to be the CEO while Vil was on her honeymoon, but basically just staying up here so someone she explicitly trusted had the power to keep the board from doing anything behind her back while she was gone.  With Kit having proxy power, he would be the CEO while Vil was gone, and as such he had the power to call board meetings.  There were no meetings on the schedule during Vil’s honeymoon, and since Kit was there, nobody except him could call one.  That kept everything all nice and controlled, giving Vil peace of mind.  Kit would spend his last two weeks in Boston the way he’d spent the rest of it, at Stonebrook.  The immediate sense of danger was gone with the discovery of Steven’s perfidy, but there was still an open question about what would happen with Steven gravely injured and his parents rushing to Pennsylvania to be with him.  Kit felt that it might be safe to allow Jessie out of the manor.  He knew she wasn’t complaining, but he had the feeling that she was feeling just a little cabin fever.  Muffy had been an absolute doll to stick with them, giving Jessie a friend by her side to keep her company, but Kit felt that maybe a short trip here or there might make Jessie feel better.  It certainly wouldn’t be in Boston, but a little weekend trip to Maine might be nice, take Suzy up to see Corey, who was shooting a movie up there, or maybe a trip up to Canada, since Jessie had never been out of the country before, that should be relatively safe.  They could go spend a day or two in New York or Washington D.C., maybe go out to the beach down in New Jersey or Maryland.  There were any number of things they could do that didn’t involve Boston, all it would take would be money get there, money they didn’t really have.


He was glad to see that Jessie’s family and the Brightons seemed to be hitting it off.  John was explaining American football to Winston as only a rabid fan could while Abigail and Hannah were chatting over in the corner.  Jenny was all brightness and sunshine as she and Ben talked with the Brighton boys and Charlie, but she was competing with Lilly for Charlie’s eye, which made the hare all but strut for their benefit.  The rest of the gang was here, more or less, filling the TV room with sounds of chatter and laughter as the staff scurried among them, offering drinks or taking glasses.  Kit left Jessie to talk with her mother and Abigail as he sat down with Rick and Mike, who were listening to Muffy’s description of her future “perfect nightclub” for probably the tenth time.


“Well, I can’t say the Vulpans don’t put on a good wedding,” Mike chuckled, twirling Vil’s garter around a finger.  “Another garter to add to the collection.  Now I just need Sam’s and Allison’s I’ll have the whole set.”


“You’re making some assumptions there,” Kit chuckled.


“Nah,” he answered.  “Sam’s already engaged, and I’ll put money on the table that Allison is engaged within a year.”


“I won’t take that bet,” Kit chuckled.  “And I won’t mind either.  I’d love to have Ally in the family.  She’s something special.”


“A very smart young lady,” Rick said with a nod of agreement.


Suzy sat down by Kit and leaned against him.  “Hey guys.  Rick and Mike, isn’t it?”


“That’s us,” Mike chuckled.  “Susan?”


“Suzy,” she corrected with a smile.


“Or Sue-Sue or Zee,” Kit grinned at here.


“You don’t have the right to call me those anymore,” she said haughtily, though she was smiling.  “You lost that right when you married someone else.”


“Pet names last forever, and are always embarrassing,” he winked in reply.


“Oh hush, Luke-daroo.”


Kit burst out laughing.  “I was thinking of breaking our imprisonment and escaping to Maine next weekend, before we go home.  Want to come with us?  We can drop in on Corey.”


“That’s a wonderful idea!” she said with a bright smile.  “He’s in pre-production right now, running between some of the coastal towns.  He started in Castine, and is moving south down the coast and along the islands, hunting for shooting scenes and interviewing the residents surrounding his four main characters, seeing which ones would like to be in the movie.”


“What’s the movie about?” Rick asked.


“It’s a documentary about the coastal lifestyle of the Down Easters, and the island furs,” she answered.  “It’s a very different and unique culture up there, and Corey wants to show the rest of America a tiny little slice of New England.  Down Easters are the British foxes and Acadian wolves along the coast, the famous lobsterfurs and fisherfurs, and the island furs are the ones that live out on the islands off the coast, where each island is its own little community.  He wants to capture the essence of the cultures and bring it to the viewer.  Corey loves to do documentaries about everyday furs and interesting cultures.  His last movie was about the lifestyles of the Mexican Baja communities, and not the tourist towns.  He spent five months moving from little village to little village, documenting the life and culture of furs who work for a living.  It was really good.  He wants to break into the big time doing studio movies, and establishing himself as an indie is a good path to that.  His last movie was shown at the Sundance festival and got good reviews, and he’s putting in his dues until a studio calls him and offers him a film deal.”  She gave Kit a sly look.  “You’re his next project,” she told him.  “He’s almost drooling over the idea of documenting the life of the famous Kitstrom Lucas Vulpan the Third.”


“Pft,” Kit snorted, slapping her lightly on the knee.


“He even had a title for it, From Riches to Rags,” she pressed, putting her paws out as if to frame an imaginary billboard.


“He can keep dreaming,” Kit grunted.


“He wanted to use your journal title, but it’s taken,” she grinned at him.  “Through My Eyes has a ring to it.”


“I don’t think the Vulpans would let him do that,” Rick noted.


“I doubt it, but it’d be a great movie,” Suzy declared.


The party, inevitably, began to wind down.  Everyone was tired from the wedding and reception, and they broke up to change, rest, or play around.  Kit and Jessie retired to their bedroom for a little cuddling and a short rest, then came back down to have a light dinner with the Williams, the Brightons, and Rick and Martha.  Kit felt distinctly out of place among the three older couples, but they accepted the two of them warmly.  “I think your friend Savid is going to steal your cousins, Kit,” Abigail grinned when they joined them in the small dining room.  “They’ve been with them all day.  And I wanted to talk to them.”


“Then go talk to them, Abby,” Winston said calmly as he accepted a glass of wine from Sally with a smile and a nod of thanks.


“So, what do you think of marrying into the Vulpan family, Abby?” Kit asked in a calm yet serious tone.


“I think we got here just in time to save you from them,” she winked in reply.  “No offense, ducky, but your family needs therapy.”


“I couldn’t agree more,” Kit grunted in reply.


“They’re not that bad,” Jessie protested.  “I think some of your family is very nice, Kit.”


“Love, you’ve got to be the most kind-hearted femme I’ve ever met,” Kit said with a smile at her.  “Half of them want to stick a dagger in your back at the first available opportunity.  And if you don’t recall, one of them did try to kill us.”


“Well, he’ll get what’s coming to him,” she declared.  “But I love Vil and Sheila and Muffy, and Terry’s a great male, and I kinda like your uncle Brian and aunt Ruthie.  They’ve been very nice to me.”


“I think Vil has it all under control now,” Winston said.  “Kenny told me about what happened up in that room, and it sounds like Vil has a very tight leash on them.”


“I think it’ll be alright,” Kit said.  “Some things that have needed to be said were said, Vil laid down the law and made it clear the family’s coming out of the dark ages, and it’s clear now that if Zach wants to continue to fight, he’ll do it alone.  Maxine gave up, and Jake was completely silent the entire time.  The fact that he never said a word actually said quite a bit.  I think he’s regretting it now.”


“No, he talked, but only once or twice,” Jessie corrected.


“He did?  I didn’t think he did,” he noted.  “When Vil gets back from her honeymoon, odds are she’ll have just about the entire Party Pack banging on her door asking for jobs.”


“Not Mary.  She told me that she’s going to go to Britain and look for a husband,” Jessie told him.


“Really?  Well, I wish her good luck,” Kit said honestly.


“She said there has to be another Kendall in England,” Jessie giggled.


“I can understand her attraction.  You raised a very good boy, you two,” Hannah said approvingly.


“Well, we think you did an equally smashing job with your children,” Abigail smiled in return.  “Your children are all wonderful cats.”


“That reminds me,” Winston said, looking at Kit and Jessie.  “Where do you plan to deliver?”


“Currently, it looks like it’ll be home in Austin,” he answered.  “The day after Vil gets back from her honeymoon, we’re leaving, going back home.  That’ll be about two weeks before the delivery day.”


“I need to call Doctor Mac and let her know,” Jessie reminded herself.


“Alright.  When you have your plans made, let us know, son,” Winston continued.  “We fully intend to be there.  You’re family now, and the birth of a child should be a family event.”


“Besides, a day or two just isn’t long enough to get to know you,” Abigail added.  “We intend to spend a couple of weeks with you to help you settle in with your new baby and get to know you much better.”


“We?” Kit asked.


“All of us, even Charlie, though I won’t be there quite as long,” Winston nodded.  “Charlie’s all but a member of the family as it is, he’s been as close as our own sons since he was six.  I can manage a week, but not much more, since I do have a fairly large company to run, and we’ve been here in Boston for a while to boot.  I’ve already arranged a week off to spend down in Austin, and I have a broker searching for nice houses in Cincinatti and in Austin to buy so we have vacation homes near our new in-laws.”


Kit laughed.  “Terry did the very same thing,” he said.  “Bought a house just so he has a place to stay when he comes to Austin to see Allison.”


“You should have no problem finding one,” Jessie added.  “There’s a whole lot of houses for sale in Austin right now. There are like four or five signs on every block.”


“The ranch on the other side of Bill’s spread is up for sale,” Martha noted.  “About a hundred acres of good ranchland with a watering pond.  Bill’s been looking into buying it an expanding his own ranch.”


“Yes, well, this is certainly a buyer’s market,” Winston said sagely.  “I’ve been quietly making preparations to expand our holdings into real estate.  Just waiting for the market to bottom out over in Britain.”


“I’ve had similar ideas,” Kit agreed.  “There are a lot of interesting opportunities right now, and not just in real estate.  I’ve taken note of several potential business ventures around Austin that I think will make some good money.”


Abigail laughed.  “Your sister said you had the soul of a businessfur, Kit, and all the instincts a businessfur needs to be successful,” she told him.  “I see she was right.”


“I’m a Vulpan, Abby,” he admitted.  “It’s in our blood.  I have just enough capital in the bank left over from the money my mother left me to be tempted to do a few of the things I’ve been thinking about.”


“Well, when the time comes, give me a ring, son,” Winston said.  “I doubt I’ll lose a shilling if I’m backing your business venture.”


“No thanks, Winston.  I kinda like to succeed or fail on my own,” he said with an honest smile.  “After what happened between me and my family, I don’t want any help.”


“Yes, well, I’m not a Vulpan, son,” he said with a wolfish smile.  “And I’m certainly not giving you anything.  I expect results from my investments.”


“There’s more than just you here, ducky,” Abigail clucked, looking at Jessie.


She laughed lightly.  “When it comes to this, I agree with Kit,” she declared.


“Being backed by a rich in-law sorta defeats the purpose,” he explained.  “I left the family when I was sixteen, but I would have never made it without my sister and Suzy helping me.  All my life others had to help me.  Well, I want to see if we can make it on our own, Winston, without my family name or the money, just with what my mother left me, which was a hundred thousand dollars.  I want to see if me and Jessie can make it.”


“Ah, well, in that case, I certainly understand, son,” he said with an approving nod.


“We might talk about a few of your ideas, son,” Rick said.  “We’re already partners in the magazine.  I think I could be persuaded to be a partner in some other things.”


“Sure, Rick.  I would have invited you into it no matter what.”


“Now, let’s get back to what’s important,” Abigail said.  “The baby!”


“Yes, I’d say that that’s quite important,” Winston smiled.  “Vil said that you’re naming her Laura?”


“Laura Beth Vulpan,” Jessie said with a glowing smile, putting her paw on her very pregnant belly.  “She’s going to be in so much danger of being spoiled!”


“Oh, she will be,” Winston laughed.  “I do so love to dote on grandkids.  If only we had some!”


“Three fully grown boys, and not a single baby yet,” Abigail sighed.  “You’d think we’d at least have one child by now, even an unplanned child out of wedlock!  But no, I had to raise my boys with manners and decency.  It’s biting my tail now.  I should have raised three lascivious boors, like Charlie.”


Kit wasn’t the only one that laughed.


“Dovey, Charlie hasn’t managed a child yet either.”


“At least he tries,” Abigail declared, which made Jessie almost choke on her grape juice.


“Are you going to be present at the birth, Hannah, John?” Abigail asked.


“I’m not sure if I can manage it,” John answered.  “I’m the English department chair, and that makes me a very busy male when school’s in session.  I used up my vacation time in the spring to go on a cruise Vil gave us for Christmas.  Hannah will certainly be there.”


“We have a spare bedroom ready for you, Hannah,” Kit told her.


“I’ll certainly come down on weekends, and if Jessica’s labor falls the right way, I might be able to call off for one day and rush down before she delivers.”


“We’ll make sure that happens, John,” Winston declared.  “I’ll have our jet sent to Cincinnati and standing by at all times.  You just run straight to the airport and jump on and it’ll bring you to Austin in a jif.”


“That’s very kind of you, but you don’t need to go to that trouble.”


“One can never go to any trouble when helping family,” Winston declared immediately.  “We certainly won’t be using it, so why not put it where it can do the most good?”


“Well, when you say it like that, I’d look awfully ungrateful to say no,” John chuckled.


“Good, good!” Winston beamed.


Winston’s declaration seemed to say a great deal about the Brightons.  They were as unlike the Vulpans as possible, it seemed.  No Vulpan would offer a private jet to an in-law, whose contribution to the Vulpan family began and ended with the son or daughter they provided to the Vulpans for marriage.  The concept of helping one another didn’t really exist in their family.  Each family was an individual cell, an internal, private domain, and those domains rarely crossed each other.  Oh, they saw each other at work, visited each other in social calls from time to time, but there was no intimacy, no feeling of togetherness.  The Brightons were diametrically opposed to that concept.  They saw the entire family as their family, even the in-laws, and were quick to offer help as much as they were quick to intertwine themselves into the lives of their new in-laws.  Kit had no doubt that Abigail would spend some time with all the Vulpans, not just Kit, working her way through the family to get to know them and make it clear that the Vulpans were now part of the Brightons, just as the Brightons were part of the Vulpans.


Kit saw some potential issues there.  The elder Vulpans would not take kindly to Abigail’s attempt to get to know them.  Some in-laws in his family had never even met members of the Vulpan family, because they weren’t directly involved. The Leeks had never met many of the children of the other elders, and Kit knew for a fact that the Gugenheims kept their distance from the entire Vulpan family except for Zach and his kids.  His mother’s family, the Stocktons, had complete divorced themselves from the entire Vulpan family, abandoning Kit and Vil to their father after their mother died.  The Vulpans weren’t accustomed to friendliness or generosity, would see an in-law’s attempt to get to know the family to be a hostile act, an invasion of privacy or an attempt to schmooze their way into Vulpan money, and Abigail’s very generous and sincere attempt to get to know her new in-laws would be seen as nosiness or downright rudeness.  Abigail needed to be ready for it, to understand that the Vulpans were like no family she had ever encountered before, and he made a note to himself to pull her aside and have a very frank talk with her before she started doing that.  He didn’t want to see her get hurt because his family mistook her honest curiosity about the family and her desire to get to know them, be friends with them, was treated with a cold shoulder and an icy stare by his family.


Kit was somewhat amazed that the Brightons, who were considered one of the ten richest families in Britain and like the Vulpans measured their total wealth in the billions, were so untouched by the curse of their money.  They were tight-knit, kind, and generous to each other, they cared about their family members.  Had Kit not known who they were, he’d never have guessed that they were billionaires.  True, they wore elegant and custom tailored clothes, Winston wore a Rolex watch and Abigail wore diamond earrings that had to be worth at least fifty thousand dollars, but their manner was much, much different from their appearance.  As the conversation between the three older couples and Jessie continued, Kit observed Winston and Abigail Brighton with a calculating eye and a careful ear, listening not just to their words, but to their inflection, their demeanor, listening for any hint that they were something other than what they appeared to be…but he found nothing.  Abigail had quite effectively charmed Jessie to the point where she started calling Abigail “Mum,” and she had to be one of the kindest vixens he’d met, as well as being shockingly earthy and easy to like.  She was a rich femme, but she didn’t act rich, she acted like a middle-class housewife, all chatty and with a wickedly funny sense of humor.  She told bawdy jokes that made Hannah’s cheeks threaten to ruffle, then mortified Jessie by mentioning that she should have a camera there recording the birth, and she meant recording the birth.


Kit erupted into laughter at the mention of that.  Shy, modest Jessie, allowing a camera to record parts of her body that only Kit and her parents had ever seen?


“What’s the matter, dear?” Abigail asked in sincere confusion when Jessie’s entire face and even her tail frizzed.


“Abby, Jessica is a very modest young lady,” Hannah said delicately.


“Oh, is that all?  I can tell just by looking at you that you’re quite a dish when not pregnant, ducky, and sexy girls shouldn’t be afraid to show why they’re so sexy!”


“I could never do that,” Jessie said, the fur on her neck threatening to stand up.


“Well, I hope you’re not quite so modest when alone with your husband,” she winked.


Jessie laughed ruefully, and Kit patted her on the leg.  “Oh, no, that’s not a problem,” he assured her.  “Once I get her alone, she’s very bold.  She just doesn’t like being bold for an audience, that’s all.  Now, if I was the one doing the taping, and I was the only one who’d ever see the tape, she’d let me tape the birth.”


“Kiiiit!” she protested, elbowing him.


“Well, that’s only healthy,” Abigail smiled, then she suddenly yawned.  “I think it’s about time for us to retire, dear,” she told Winston.  “We’ve had a very long and eventful day.”


Winston glanced at his watch.  “Is that the time?  Dear me,” he said in surprise.  “It’s nearly ten!  We’ve been sitting here whiling away three hours!  And I’ve been up since four.  Yes, I think it’s about time for bed, dovey.”


“We should be turnin’ in ourselves, we have to be up in the mornin’ to head back.”


“It’s a private jet, so at least there’s no schedule,” Jessie consoled them.


“We’re on enough of a schedule.  Vil’s bought all of us tickets to watch Ben play, and we’re gonna go,” Rick answered.  “She chartered an outside company to get a jet big enough for everyone.  She rented an airliner,” Rick said with a chuckle.  “We’re all goin’ to lay over to watch Ben play tomorrow, then we’ll be headin’ home on the jet while Vil and Kendall fly off to Florida in Vil’s private jet.  She said she and Ken are leavin’ much earlier.  They’re takin’ Ben to Columbus, cause he has to be there by nine.”


“I feel rotten that I won’t be there,” Jessie complained.


“Well, we’ll be watching it on the big TV, and we’ll be there in spirit,” Kit consoled.  “Are you going with Vil or going later?” he asked John and Hannah.


“We’re going with them,” Hannah answered.  “Vil said a car will be taking us to the airport at six, so we’ll be up and gone before you wake up.”


“I feel out of the loop.  So many here, all these plans and I don’t know about them,” Kit laughed.


Quite a few kisses and pawshakes were spread through the room as the four couples said their goodnights, and Kit and Jessie retired to the master bedroom.  Kit spent quite a long time massaging Jessie’s shoulders and back, which had begun to start aching because of all the extra weight she was carrying, before they slipped into bed with the alarm set so they could be up to see everyone off, including Jessie’s family.  “Well, this has certainly been exciting,” Jessie giggled as she snuggled up with him.  “Vil married, your family coming together, and it looks like we’ll be home before I deliver.”


“Thank God,” Kit breathed.  “I really, really didn’t want Laura born in this house.  I didn’t want her starting out with a black mark on her.”


“Tosh, you were born here.  Right here in this very room,” she giggled, giving him a gentle squeeze.


“Exactly,” Kit said seriously.


“Well, I wouldn’t have minded.  As long as she’s healthy and happy, she can be born in the back seat of a taxi in Mexico.”


“I can arrange that.”


“Don’t you dare!” she giggled.  “I’ll have to punish you.”


“Oooh, let’s talk about that.  Maybe I can negotiate a fun punishment.”


“Then it wouldn’t be a punishment!” she laughed, kissing him playfully on the muzzle.


They were up at 5:30, and they were all but running from the moment Darla, the night maid, called them to wake them up.


Jessie’s family was already up and eating a light breakfast in the small dining room while the staff packed their belongings in the limo.  Vil and Kendall were already at Stonebrook, and they had joined the Williams at the breakfast table.  Kendall and Jenny almost looked hung over, but Ben was energetic and anxious, more than ready for his first college football game, unable to sit still and picking at his omelet rather than eating it.


“Well, this is it, your last taste of being waited on paw and foot,” Kit teased as he sat down, and Sally put a plate filled with scrambled eggs, sausage, and wheat toast in front of him.  “Thanks, Sal,” he nodded.


“I know where I’m coming when I want to visit,” John chuckled.


“Stonebrook will always be open to you, guys,” Kit said seriously.  “Even if we’re not here.  You show up at the gates, they’ll let you in and treat you right.”


“Well, now I know where to hide once I become a wanted felon,” Jenny said, yawning.


“At least until they put a reward on you.  When your hide is worth more to someone else than it is to you, you have problems,” Kit teased.


“I hope I can sleep on the plane.”


“I have a bed in my plane, Jen,” Vil assured her.  “I think I can rent it to you for, say, twenty dollars an hour.”


“What?” she gasped, and when she saw the sly look on Vil’s face, she laughed.  “Can I pay you in pennies?  I’ll mail you a penny a year until the bill is paid.”


“I’ll take it out of your next allowance,” Vil grinned.  “With fifty thousand percent interest, compounded hourly.”


“No fair using imaginary numbers!” Jenny protested, which made Kit laugh.


“Big numbers aren’t imaginary,” Kendall piled on.


“I’ll sell you a naked picture of me instead,” Jenny retorted.  “That way if you and Vil don’t work out, I can snag myself a rich husband!”


“Jennifer,” Hannah warned over Kendall’s bright laughter.


“Well, if you want a husband, I think I can find you one,” Kendall grinned, putting his chin on his paw on the table and regarding her with slightly malevolently amused eyes.  “I happen to know a couple of rather well-off young chaps that would be overjoyed to have a pretty little thing like you on their arms.”


“And what’s the catch?”


“One is ugly as sin, one has a fair number of rather offensive habits, and the other one thinks that cereal boxes talk to him and tell him to wash his paws, which he does so often he’s rubbed the fur off his paws.”


“Well, which one is best in bed?” she asked.


“Jennifer Ophelia Williams!” Hannah barked, which made Jenny laugh.


“I couldn’t tell you that, but one of them is, ah, rather generously imparted.”


“I hope he’s not the ugly one.”


“It was his compensation for his face,” Kendall said gravely, which made Jessie’s face frizz even as she started to giggle.  “I’m sure if you just close your eyes or do it with the lights off, you could always pretend.”


“Kendall Brighton!” Hannah said, shocked.


“What?  If she’s old enough to ask, she’s old enough to hear the answer,” he said grandly.


“I knew it was a mistake to marry into this family,” Hannah said crossly, which made Vil and Kit grin at her.


“We love you too, Hannah,” Vil told her.


“Is it time to go yet?” Ben asked impatiently.


“As soon as you finish eating,” John told him.  “You need your energy today, son.”


Ben looked at his plate and sighed.  “I just can’t eat.  I’m too nervous.”


“You’ll feel much better if you do,” Vil told him.  “Eat, Ben.”


Winston and Abigail entered the dining room with Frannie and Bartholomew behind them, carrying breakfast trays for them.  “Morning Mum, morning old male,” Kendall greeted.


“Morning, morning,” Winston smiled as he sat down beside John.  “Did you sleep well, Ben?”


“Not really,” he said with a rueful chuckle.  “I’m too excited and nervous.”


“Just the first game butterflies, son,” Abigail told him.  “Harry played football too.  Soccer I think you call it,” she corrected.  “He didn’t sleep at all the night before his first game.”


“He any good?” John asked.


“Harry?  Yeah, he was a damn fine goalie,” Kendall answered.  “Had a knack for guessing where they’d shoot and was always there to make the save, said he could tell which way they’d shoot from the set of their knees and the curl of their tails just before they kicked.  He was the last goalie anyone wanted to try a penalty shot against.  He could have easily gone pro.”


“He almost did, but decided to work for the company instead,” Winston chuckled.  “I’d have loved to see him in Manchester United.”


“He hates Manchester,” Kendall snorted.  “Maybe that’s why he backed out and went into the business.”


“This is why you should never have a split family,” Abigail sighed to Hannah.  “Winston, Harry, and Michael all support different teams.  It’s like a civil war when they play each other.”


“The only failing in my sons,” Winston grunted.  “I don’t know where I went wrong.”


“They think you’re daft,” Kendall chuckled.


“Oh, I could understand that,” Hannah said, giving John a sly look.  “Had Kit been a Pittsburgh or Cleveland fan, there might have been more than one cat in this family opposing the marriage.”


“I would not have objected if he was a Browns fan!” John protested.  “I’d have doubted his intelligence and character, but I wouldn’t have prevented the wedding.”


“I wouldn’t have felt very welcome in your house,” Kit laughed.


Ben finally began to eat, and Vil was true to here word.  As soon as he was done, she announced that it was time for them to go.  “We have to get Ben to the stadium before nine,” she explained once again to Winston and Abigail.  “And it’s about two hours or so to Columbus from here.”


“Yes!  Let’s go!” Ben said with uncharacteristic enthusiasm, his voice almost trembling in excitement.


“Yes, that’s why we got up early, so we could see you off, ducky,” Abigail told him.


“Everything ready, Bart?” Vil asked.


“Everything is packed and ready to go, Mistress Vil,” he answered immediately.  “I have tea and scones in the limo and the jet is standing by at Logan.”


“Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” Vil declared.


Kit and Jessie walked with them down to the garage, and they hugged and shook paws all around.  “We’ll tell you as soon as we know when we’ll be back home, Hannah, and we’ll have a room ready for you.”


“Good,” she said.  “It’s not that I don’t trust Jessica, but I’d like to be there both for the birth and for a couple of weeks afterward, to help her settle into the routine of caring for an infant.  It’s not as easy as she thinks it will be.”


“I’m sure she’ll be overjoyed to have you helping,” Kit chuckled.  “So will I at two in the morning.”


“I certainly would have loved my mother to be there to help me when I had Jessica.  I thought I was ready to care for a baby, at least until I had one.”


Kit laughed.  “Like I said, we’ll be overjoyed to have you there to help us get the hang of it.”  He smiled at her.  “And we’ll put you in the furthest bedroom from ours, so you don’t hear anything.”


She gave him a look, then laughed ruefully.  “Such a silly boy,” she teased.  “I’m all but consigned to the fact that you’re married, Kit.  I’m certain that you’ve figured that part of your life out, else you wouldn’t be having a baby.”


He laughed and kissed her on the cheek.


Kit and Jessie didn’t go with them to the airport.  They instead stood in the courtyard in the warm summer dawn and waved as the limo pulled away, carrying the first wave of what would be an invasion of Columbus by the extended family and friends of the Vulpans.  Stanley came out to them just as it pulled out, yawning and looking drawn and exhausted, but smiling a warm, glowing smile.  “I’m so sorry I wasn’t up to see them off,” he apologized.  “But after the reception….”


“I’m glad you finally slept,” Kit chuckled.  “How long were you up?”


“About fifty hours.  But I had to make sure everything was perfect for Mistress Vil’s reception.


“Well, it was perfect, Stanley,” Jessie assured him.  “It was beautiful, and everything was just right.”


“I’m so glad,” he sighed sincerely.  “But now comes putting the manor back together, so the staff has a couple of very busy days ahead.  I’m taking this opportunity to do a little minor work about the manor.  I’ll have a couple of rooms repainted, and the curtains in the west wing master bedroom need replacing.  I about died of embarrassment when Master Rick and Mistress Martha took the room before I could get them replaced.”


“I don’t think they even noticed that they’re old, Stan,” Jessie giggled.


“Well, I know, and that’s enough,” he said simply.


“What’s the word on them filling in that tunnel?”


“They will be here today to begin work on it,” he answered immediately.  “They will fill in the room and pipe leading out of the tunnel with cement, leaving the rest of the tunnel intact and unreachable from anywhere but the inside.  I’ll also have them survey the tunnel and mark it above ground so I know where it is.  If there’s any sagging or unusual ground movement over the tunnel, I might have to have the grounds excavated and the tunnel either filled in or repaired.”


“I’d rather just leave it as is unless it collapses,” Kit said.  “This may sound weird, but it’s part of the manor, and I’d like to leave it be.”


“I certainly understand that sentiment, Master Kit,” he nodded.  “I’ll have a buffet style breakfast prepared for our guests and laid out in the small dining room.  According to the day’s schedule, they’re due to be up in about half an hour, so they can prepare to leave.”


“Sounds like a good idea,” he agreed.


Kit ran into Nick and Sylvia as they went back into the house.  “Mornin’,” Nick smiled.


“How did it go with the guards?”


“Smooth as silk,” he answered.  “The Valiant furs did their jobs well, and we had no incidents except for one fender bender out on the road.  One limo backed into another,” he chuckled.  “I’ve paid up my mates who came to help with the reception, and most of them left yesterday afternoon to go on to other jobs.”


“I hope they had a good time,” Jessie said.


“They had a ball,” Nick laughed.  “They got to more or less showcase themselves to some very rich furs, who just might give them a call when they need some extra security.  A merc never passes up the chance to make contacts, and yesterday was a gold mine of contacts, both with clients and with each other.”


“Good, I like to see friends get along in the world,” Kit declared.  “Sylvia, where did you get that dress you had on yesterday?”


“I’ve had it a while, Herr Kit,” she answered.


“It was very lovely.  I’m still wondering where you were hiding the pistols,” he winked.


Sylvia laughed, Jessie elbowed him lightly in the ribs, and Nick just grinned.  “If I told you, I’d have to kill you, Herr Kit,” she said seriously.  “And if I showed you, then I’m certain that Fraulein Jessie would kill us both.”


Jessie giggled at that, but dug her claws just a little into his arm, as if to support that observation, which made the two mercs laugh richly.  “We do need to talk a little business, Nick,” Kit said as they walked along the halls.  “Now that it looks like things are going to settle down, I’d like to break our imprisonment and take Jessie out before we go home, show her a little New England.”


“No worries, mate, we can arrange it,” Nick nodded.  “Just tell us where we’re going and when, and I’ll make sure it’s a safe journey.”


“Well, we were talking about going to Maine next weekend with Suzy, to go up and see Corey,” Jessie ventured.


“We’ll talk to Suzy and set it up,” Nick assured them.  “We’ll make sure you’re safe as can be, yet still get to see everything and have fun.”


“Sounds good to me, Nick,” Jessie said.  “Umm, can you do me a favor and put the trap launcher back up?  I think I’d like to shoot some trap this afternoon, after the game.  Everyone will be gone by then, and it’ll be back to the routine.”


“I’ll take care of it, dove,” he nodded in reply.  “You still have my K eighty, right?”


“Up in our room,” she answered.  “Your, um, other one is up there too.”


“And it’s going to stay there,” he said simply.  “And Kit, after your guests all leave, I’d like to see you back in the holster.”


“Aww, I hate that thing,” he protested.


“We’re safer, but not safe,” he said seriously.  “When things look better is when too many make the mistake of relaxing, and that gets furs dead.  You’ll be wearing that holster until the day you go back to Texas, and if I have my way, you’ll be carrying it there too.”


“I can’t, I don’t have a license, and Texas isn’t Massachusetts.  The cops up here wouldn’t dare arrest me for carrying a concealed weapon, but Texas cops aren’t owned by my family.”


“Kit, Kit, Kit,” Nick sighed with a chuckle.  “You’re thinking like a normal fox.  I talked to Miss Vil, and she made some calls.  I already have both yours and Jessie’s Texas concealed carry licenses, as well as a special federal exemption for any illegal weaponry you two may own.  You’re now officially licensed firearms collectors with a special government exemption,” he said, dittoing with his fingers.  “And with that special exemption, you have the legal right to buy and own certain weapons that are considered illegal to everyone else, because you only collect them, you don’t actually use them,” he winked.  “You being a collector even lets you buy illegal weapons from makers legally at list price, not what we pay for them under the table,” he chuckled.  “But a collector can only legally buy one, and only once in your life.  At least legally.”


“Gun companies sell guns illegally?” Jessie asked.


“They do,” Sylvia nodded.  “They charge twice what the gun is worth, but I can buy nearly any weapon from any maker, and you will never find any paperwork that shows that I did.  It just comes down to knowing who to contact within the companies, Fraulein Jessie.  Know the right number to call, and you can buy anything.”


“Wow,” she breathed.


“I’ve told you many times, pretty kitty, the rules are different for the rich,” Kit told her.  “You don’t think that Vil couldn’t buy military grade weapons if she wanted them?  Hell, if she really wanted to, she could build her own private navy.  She does run a shipyard,” he chuckled.


“That’s a scary thought,” Jessie said.  “Steve could have bought machine guns for the Paladins, because he’s a Vulpan and would be able to do it.”


“He could have,” Nick agreed honestly.  “And I’d bet that he has, though they didn’t bring them here.  Guess they didn’t think they’d need them.  But take it from me, dove, buying one machine gun is easy, but buying a crate of machine guns is an entirely different animal.  The gun makers tend to look the other way until you start to order larger numbers of weapons, then they start getting curious.  And when they get curious, the governments get wind of it and they start looking into why someone is amassing an arsenal within their borders.  If Steve was arming the Paladins, he had to be very careful about it and do it very slowly.  Not even being a Vulpan would have hidden what he was doing for long if he moved too fast.  That’s how gangbangers out in the big cities can get their paws on Mac tens and Uzis, a single disgruntled male can track down a used submachine gun, but you don’t see the separatist militias all sporting around assault weapons.  It’s all about numbers.”


“One at a time,” Sylvia nodded.  “Never buy more than one at a time.”


Allison was the first one they met.  She came down the back stairs and into the kitchen as they entered it, yawning while wearing a rather skimpy pair of panties and a tank top shirt that only went to her ribcage that read Bad Girl.  Nick stopped to admire Allison’s very svelte form.  “Oh, sorry, I just came down for some coffee,” she said, seeing them.


“Love, come down like that anytime,” Nick grinned, looking her up and down boldly.


“Ally, the phones up in your room are there for a reason,” Kit chuckled.  “Call and have it brought up next time.  That will save you from being drooled over by certain wolves.”


“Look all you want.  Never touch,”’ she said dismissively as a slightly disapproving-looking Frannie handed Allison a cup of coffee, who obviously knew how she liked it.  “Thank you.  I’ll go back to my room now and get dressed.”


“That might be a good idea, dear,” Frannie said in a slightly stern tone.


Allison padded back into the hall leading to the back stairs, which led more or less right to her door.  Hers was the closest bedroom to those stairs.  Nick couldn’t resist watching her pad out, and his eyes were locked on her very shapely backside and her thick-furred, luxuriantly bushy tail that swayed from side to side as she walked.  “I do love the perks of this assignment,” he said, which earned him a jab from Sylvia.


“I’m about to give you an assignment, wolf,” she grated.


“Why Sylvie, dove, are you jealous?” he teased.


“Disappointed.  You spend all that time chasing me, then drop me like a cold fish?  Now you have to start all over again.”


“But it’s the chase that’s fun.  After I catch you, then what?  You’re a bit too dangerous to keep.”


She gave him a cool stare which made Jessie burst into a fit of giggling.


Allison was the first up, but she wasn’t alone long.  Rick and Martha came down a few minutes later, and others quickly filed suit.  They’d all been awakened by the staff so they could eat before leaving.  Kit and Jessie stayed with them and had their last visit, because the limos were being loaded and everyone was going to leave as soon as they finished breakfast.  Kit and Jessie stayed as close to them as possible, mainly because both of them had felt like they were home with the gang there, and Lupe and the neighbors, and Sheila and Allison, and now they were all going back home, and they’d be more or less alone again, with nothing but the house, the staff, and Muffy.  Not that the staff and Muffy weren’t good company, but they weren’t home the way the Austin furs were.  Rick and Martha and the others were a tactile sense of what they’d left behind, lazy afternoons sitting on the deck, Sunday poker, date night, the sorority girls over to cook and gossip, the occasional trip in the plane, all the things that made Austin their home.  All that was leaving in just a little while, and both of them wanted to cling to it as long as possible before it was gone.


But, they could only make it last so long before everyone had eaten, and it was time.  They escorted them out to the courtyard, where five limousines were arrayed and waiting to take them to Logan, where a privately chartered Boeing airliner would take them first to Columbus to see Ben play, and then take them on home to Austin.  Jessie was hugged almost every time she turned around, and Kit shook quite a few paws and kissed several cheeks.  “Be good now, dear,” Martha told him as she kissed his cheek, and then he shook Rick’s paw, then was surprised by a hug from  Allison.  Terry was going to meet them at the airport and attend the game, then fly back to New Orleans with Bess and the boys to get back to work.


“We miss you two very much,” she said in her usual calm manner.  “I hope you’ll be home before Jessie delivers.”


“Believe me, I do too,” he said fervently.  “The last thing I want is for Laura to be born in this house.”


“Aww, come on, don’t you want half the family to die of outrage?” Sheila grinned, nudging him.


“Your mother would be one of them.”


“She needs more excitement in her life anyway.  Me and Ally took care of some of that.  We left a DVD in her limo that had some pictures on it.”


“Pictures?”


“Oh yes, I forgot about those,” Allison hummed.  “Charlie was very happy to do us a favor, and Janet lent me here camera with no questions asked.”


“Like I said, pictures,” Sheila winked, which made Kit laugh helplessly.


“You’re awful!”


“Thank you.  I try.”


“We’ll be back here tomorrow to see you, then we’ll be returning to Britain so we can arrange to come back for your delivery, dear,” Abigail told them as she hugged Jessie and kissed her on the cheek.


“You’re going to go watch the game?”


“Yes, Vil talked us into it,” Harry said, shaking Kit’s paw.  “We’ll see how well your brother plays, Jess, then we’ll be stopping by here tomorrow afternoon for dinner before we head back home the next morning.  We’ll be staying over at Hart’s Crossing, I think your staff could use a break.”


Kit chuckled.  “I’m sure all of them but Stanley would agree with you,” he nodded.


“Vil even bought us replicas of your brother’s jersey to wear, dove,” Winston proclaimed as he hugged and kissed Jessie.


“We’re getting the old male into jeans and a jersey,” Michael grinned.


“It’s not like I haven’t worn them before,” he harrumphed in reply.  “I’ll just need someone to explain the rules of American football during the game, so I don’t look like an idiot jumping up and cheering the wrong team or something.”


“You’ll be sitting smack dab in the middle of Ohio State fans, Winston,” Jessie giggled.  “When you see the ones in red cheer, you cheer too.  It’s that easy!”


“See, she sums up in five seconds what you lot tried to explain in two hours, and poorly!” Winston declared, pointing at Michael and Charlie.  “And mind you, boy, that I was onto your little game about throwing beer cups!”


“I guess he really isn’t as gullible as he looks,” Charlie noted to Michael, who laughed.


And before he knew it, they were gone.  Kit and Jessie stood in the courtyard with a hastily awakened Muffy and waved to the limos as they drove around the house and out of sight, and then it was back to the bizarre circumstances that approached normal for them since coming to Boston almost in the blink of an eye.  “Well, there they go,” Jessie sighed.  “And we’re alone again.”


“What am I?  Thumbelina?” Muffy protested.


“You’re alone with us, Muffy,” Jessie told her, putting her arm around her shoulders.  “Back to our own private little world, I suppose.”


“Not so much now,” Kit said.  “We’re going to Maine next weekend, and we will go out now,” he declared.  “I’m not hiding in the manor anymore.  Nick and the others will have plenty of time to make the arrangements so we’re safe, but we will go out, and we will have a life again.”


“Easily done, mate,” Nick assured them, as he and Sylvia stood behind them.  “Just say where and when, and it’ll happen.”


“How about tomorrow, and to the mall?” Jessie asked.  “I want to buy a wedding present for Vil.”


“Doable,” he nodded.  “How about after lunch?”


“Sounds good to me,” Jessie nodded to him.  “You know, I barely had a chance to talk to Sam or Kevin.  It was almost like they were avoiding everyone.”


“I know, they did seem to stay to themselves,” Kit said with a nod.  “I hope everything’s okay with them.”


“I’ll call Sam tonight,” Jessie noted to herself.


“Stan,” Kit called over the phone, “They’re gone, and everyone did fantastic.  Everyone take the rest of the day off.”


“But Master Kit!” Stanley objected.  “There are things to do!  Things to put back to normal!”


“They can wait until tomorrow,” he said firmly.  “Everyone worked very hard, and they deserve a little rest.  So everyone take the rest of the day off, and that includes you, Stan,” he said adamantly, which made Jessie giggle.  “And we’ll have none of that servant’s hours crap, either.  The manor is on holiday.  If anyone’s going out, you can buzz in and out from the manor, so that means you take the day off too, Oscar.”


It was almost something of a let down to have everyone in the manor, and then have it empty, even empty of the servants since most of the staff vacated to take advantage of the surprise time off.  The place felt empty and foreboding again, nothing but silence and the occasional distant sound of a servant that didn’t go out and was partaking of the amenities the manor offered.  The mass departure of friends and family had returned Stonebrook to the feel of a cold, uninviting hotel where they were only barely tolerated by the old ghosts that called the manor home.  But, they had things to do to occupy themselves.  While Nick put the trap launcher back up, Jessie sat down for a while to take the stress off her back and Muffy got ready to go back to school.  She’d already missed two weeks of the start of the semester at Yale, and had been doing her homework and getting notes from the professors of the classes where she intended to show up, and after Kit and Jessie went home, she’d be returning to Connecticut to attend classes.  She was honoring her word to stay with Jessie until she went home, and she wasn’t about to go back on it.  Kit wrote quite a few thank-you emails to friends and family and sent them off, then he started making a few discreet calls around Austin, looking at a few potential business opportunities he’d been noticing around town.


Since the staff had been released for the day and Jessie was resting her back, Kit did the cooking for both lunch, and intended to also cook dinner.  It felt rather nice to have the big kitchen to himself as he broiled up some salmon for his hungry wife and cousin, and made some of Jessie’s specialty spiced potatoes and sirloin tips, and set out the makings for pork chops, cheese-baked potato chunks which was another Williams recipe he’d learned, vegetable medley, salad, and he was even going to bake a German chocolate cake for dessert.  Muffy was rather surprised that Kit could cook, her eyes widening as she tried each course and amazed to find that it tasted good.


“I knew how to cook before I met Jess, but she trained me up to where she likes my cooking,” Kit grinned at her.


“It didn’t take much,” she smiled in reply.


After lunch, it was time.  They retired to the theatre room along with Clancy, Stanley, Bartholomew, Dee, Luann, and Maxine’s children, Leonard, Wendy, and Kate, and they all watched the game.  Ohio State against West Virginia University, at 3:30pm, piped in off DirecTV using the College Game Day package which Stanley had ordered specifically for them, for this one game.  One of the advantages of a huge manor like Stonebrook was that it had cable and DirecTV, and each one had absolutely everything that each had to offer outside of pay per view.  Kit and Jessie settled in wearing Ben’s jerseys, with a big bowl of popcorn on the stand between their stadium seats.


Leonard, Wendy, and Kate were a bit quiet as they sat with the others, but Jessie did her best to make them open up a little.  Muffy helped her, engaging her cousins in conversation and then smoothly involving Jessie into it.  Jessie wanted to be a school teacher, and Kit knew that she knew how to talk to kids, and she more than proved it.  Within 15 minutes, Kate and Wendy were babbling away with her, but Leonard, the oldest of the minors still living with Maxine, was much more distant and reserved.


And the game was momentous in ways that Kit saw would impact the rest of their lives, for early in the first quarter, after only his fifth play from scrimmage, Chris Wells, all-star running back for Ohio State, went down with a very broken leg.  The replay was grisly, the leg could literally be seen snapping, and flopping wildly as he went down.  Just like that, Ben Williams, true freshman, was suddenly the starting running back.


And Ben was amazing!  The sudden injury to Wells seemed to bring out the very best in Ben.  Ben was tall, lithe, and sleek, but he was also as strong as a bull ox, and that combination of power, speed, and agility was just devastating.  Kit saw Ben run absolutely wild all over West Virginia’s defense, not once being tackled for a loss, moving like a dancer behind the line, then exploding into the linebackers and knocking them literally on their butts on his way to the secondary, where the smaller, faster cornerbacks and safeties had to find a way to tackle someone bigger, stronger, and just as fast as they were.  The only way they could bring him down was to cheat, to grab his armored tail sheath, which all football players wore to protect their tails in the rugged game, which was a 15 yard penalty in college football.  The tail sheath was a sleeve that went over the tail made of kevlar and aluminum ribbing and stiff joints to provide stiff resistance if they landed on their tails, else a football player would be breaking his tail almost every game…and even with the sheath, tail fractures were the most common injury in football.  Some football players had their tails wrapped around their waists and tied down like a belt under their uniforms, and others went to the extreme of having their tails amputated to rob defenders of a potential pawhold, but Ben’s long tail flowed behind him almost defiantly in its armored sheath, a taunting symbol to the defense that he was long past them and on his way to a big gain.


Thanks to Ben’s domination of the ground, it was a rout.  Ohio State beat West Virginia 35-7 because Ohio State absolutely dominated time of possession, keeping Pat White and the West Virginia offense off the field.  Ben gained a very impressive 163 yards in 28 carries, his longest a 56 yard race down the sideline only to be tackled at the three yard line, and included two rushing touchdowns, four pass receptions, and he even recovered a fumble by his quarterback when he fumbled the snap.  If Ben ever needed to have a breakout, look-at-me kind of game, it was that game, and he’d played his best at exactly the right time.  Kit had no doubt that Ben’s name would be all over ESPN tonight, and there were going to be highlights all over sports all week.


“Wow, your brother Ben is good, Jessie!” Wendy gushed after the game was over.


“I thought he was cute,” Kate said girlishly, “even though he’s not a fox!”


“I think he just became their permanent starter,” Kit chuckled.  “I don’t think Wells will win the job back after his leg heals.  Not if Ben keeps playing like that every week.  They’d be insane to take him out of the starter spot.”


“Yeah!” Jessie giggled.  “We gotta call him and congratulate him!”


She did just that.  She put the phone on speaker so all of them could hear, and she congratulated him in glowing praise after getting him on the phone, hearing him in his locker room with his teammates whooping and calling in the background, and then it became suddenly quiet.  “Vil’s in the locker room!” Ben said with a nervous laugh.  “There were guys in the shower, and they walked out naked to look her in the face!”


“Well, she’s married now, so I think she can manage it,” Kit laughed.


“Tell her to get some pictures of those hunky football players out of their jockstraps!” Muffy called, which made Jessie break out into fits of giggling.


Kit could barely hear her in the background.  “You played a fantastic game, Ben,” she told him.  “I’m glad I could be here to see it!”


“I’m talkin’ to sis and Kit right now, they watched me on TV,” he told her.


“I hope they got it on Tivo!” she said.


“We did!” Jessie called.  “We got it all, and we’ll make a few DVDs if she wants them.”


When Ben repeated that, she laughed.  “I had Will record the game for me, but thanks for the offer.  We’ll be on our way now, Ben.  A week in Florida, a week in Europe.  I’m looking forward to it,” she chuckled.  “So you be good, and keep playing hard.”


“I will.  Thanks for coming, Vil.”


“For my brother-in-law?  Any time,” she answered.


“Okay, she’s gone,” Ben said almost conspiratorially into the phone, which made all three of them laugh.


“You played really good, Ben!” Kate gushed.


“Who’s that there?”


“Ben, that’s Kate, my youngest cousin,” Kit introduced.


“Oh.  Hi Kate!  I’m sorry I didn’t meet you at the wedding, but there were so many furs everywhere!”


“That’s okay, Mom kept us away from you and Jessie,” Wendy laughed.  “I’m Wendy.”


“And I’m Lenny,” Leonard introduced.


“Nice to meet all of you, and thank you for watching!” Ben said modestly.  “I hope you liked the game.”


“Liked it?  I loved it!” Wendy beamed.  “Vulpan girls like football,  Ben, and you’re good!”


“I’ve noticed that Vulpan girls like football,” Ben laughed.  “Your cousins Sheila, Muffy, Bess, and Mary like football too.  We talked about it during the wedding,” he continued.


“Just another sign of our superiority over other femmes,” Muffy said loftily.


“Suuuure,” Ben drawled.


“When’s your next game, Ben?” Muffy asked.


“Next Saturday, but it’s on the road.  We play Pitt at one o‘clock, then we play Michigan State at home the week after.  Then we start conference play after that.”


“Isn’t that the big rivalry?”


“No, that’s the last game of the season, and it’s Michigan, not Michigan State.  We’re already preparing for it,” he laughed.  “A bowl, heck, even the national championship isn’t as important as beating Michigan.  Coach said if we only won one game all year, as long as that one win was against Michigan, then it was a winning season.”


“Sounds like Harvard and Yale,” Muffy giggled.


“Or Army and Navy,” Kit agreed.


“Ooh, I hope I can get Mom to get the game on TV for us!” Wendy said excitedly.


“I’m pretty sure you could, Wendy,” Jessie nodded.


“Umm, can you send me a copy of the game?  I want to see it without an audience, to make sure I didn’t look like an idiot out there,” he said nervously.


Jessie laughed.  “Brother, you were amazing!  You’re gonna play in the NFL, Ben, mark my words!”


“I have to get there first,” he said ruefully.  “But thanks sis.  Uh oh, Coach is calling us, I gotta go.”


“Good luck, cousin-in-law!” Muffy called.


“Great game, Ben, talk to you later,” Kit added.


“I’ll call you tonight,” Jessie promised.


“Thanks guys.  Talk to you later, gotta go.  Bye-bye.”


“That’s the most modest male I’ve ever met,” Muffy laughed.  “He thought he looked like an idiot out there?  He ran the other team into the ground!”


“He’s cute!” Kate repeated.


“That’s why he’s so special,” Jessie said simply.  “My brother’s the sweetest male you’ve ever met, Muffy.  He’s gonna make some girl deliriously happy someday.”


“Sheila’s still trying to be that girl,” Kit laughed.


“She’ll never pull that off.  Ben’s a sweetheart, but he’s not dumb,” Jessie declared.  “He’ll never fall for her so long as she’s, well, Sheila.”


“You know, it’s weird.  The big burly ones are often the ones who are sweet.  I guess they can afford to be.  They can clobber anyone who calls them a sissy,” Muffy noted clinically.


Kit and Jessie erupted into a fit of laughter.


After Jessie rested a bit, she went out to shoot trap with Muffy as Kit cooked dinner.  Pork chops weren’t something he made often, but he knew enough not to give them food poisoning.  He got them browned and in a skillet to boil off the water, then got the cheese-baked potato chunks and the German chocolate cake into the ovens.  He was cutting up the veggies for the salad when, to his surprise, his aunt Maxine padded into the kitchen.  She looked at him with shock for a moment, as he was paws deep in food and he chopped up a cucumber with practiced ease.  “Kit,” she said with a nod.  “I’ve come for the children.”


“I think they’re out with Jessie,” he answered.  “She’s shooting trap out on the corner of the lawn.”


“I heard the gunshots but didn’t see where they were coming from.”


“West side, front lawn, down at the edge of the hill.”  He brushed the cucumbers into a bowl.  “How did it go with Graham?”


“He’s gone,” she said shortly.  “His jaw is wired shut, which made it a blessedly quiet affair.  He’s in San Francisco now, and he’s already threatening to sue.”


“Sue for what?  With what?” Kit snorted.


“He threatened to sue for custody, and is threatening to file for divorce.”


“Didn’t he even read his prenup?” Kit snorted.  “Right there in the first paragraph, there will be no divorce.  Let him file, Aunt Maxine.  It’ll just seal his own fate.”


She gave him a curious look.  “You are surprisingly…civil, nephew.”


“I’m in a good mood,” he shrugged.  “By the way, your daughters want to watch Ohio State football games for the rest of the year.  I suggest you arrange it or they’ll nag you for half of forever.  I think Kate already has a crush on Ben.”


“He played a very good game, and clearly earned the right to start next week,” she said almost automatically, and then her cheeks actually ruffled a bit when Kit gave her a penetrating look.  “I watched the game as well,” she admitted.  “After hearing so much about Jessica’s brother, I wanted to watch him play.  He’s very talented.”


“We’ll agree on that, Maxy,” he nodded as he started chopping up a tomato.


“Why on earth are you doing that?” she asked.


“I gave the staff the day off because they worked so hard on the reception,” he answered.  “They deserved it.  And I’m not afraid to do for myself, Aunt Maxy.”


“So I see.”  Her phone rang, and she quickly took it out.  “Hello?  Yes.”  Kit watched as her eyes seemed to turn haunted for a second, and then she closed them and bowed her head.  She closed the phone without another word, then she sighed.  “Kit.  Steven just died.”


Kit gave her a steady look.  “Don’t expect any sorrow from me, Maxine, but thank you for telling me,” he said simply as he brushed the chopped tomato into the bowl.  “Was that Uncle Zach?”


“His chief butler,” she answered.  “At least he and Alicia reached the hospital with enough time to see him and say goodbye,” she said mournfully.  “I should go to him, Kit.  Even though you have no reason to love Steven, it’s a terrible thing for a parent to lose a child.  Imagine how you would feel if you lost Laura.  That is what Zach is feeling right now.”


That was a fairly good description.  Kit would be devastated if Laura somehow died during childbirth or some other tragedy befell them, and in that context, he could understand a portion of what Zach must be feeling.  Even though Zach was a rotten fox and his son was just as rotten, Steven was still his son, and Zach had loved him, loved him far more than he’d loved his daughters.  Steven was his first born son, his pride and joy, the favored son of his family, and now he was gone. “Then you should go,” he told her.  “But you can leave the kids here.  We’ll be glad to have them.”


“I…thank you, Kit.  If it wouldn’t be a burden, can you keep them overnight?”


“I’d be happy to,” he said with a nod, putting a bell pepper on the chopping block.  “But you really should go see them and break the news, so they don’t find out you came and went without even seeing them.”


“Yes, of course.  Thank you, nephew,” she said.  And then, to his surprise, she came around the counter, put a paw on his shoulder, and kissed him on the cheek.  “I hope we can be civil to each other more in the future.”


“Catch me in a good mood, and maybe,” he said with a steady look.  “But don’t ever mistake it for forgiveness.”


“Fair enough, nephew.  Fair enough.”
