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When dinner time rolled around and they were all seated at the table, Raph noticed that there was no trace of the vulnerability that Leo had shown him earlier.


It came to him then that Leo had allowed him that glimpse because he thought of Raph as more of an equal now.  In their clan hierarchy, Raph had been elevated to a place that even their father hadn’t allowed him to occupy.  Of course, Master Splinter had never seen Raph step beyond his own youthful pride before, something that Raph had learned to do during those agonizing months when Leo had been unconscious.

The forced maturity had certainly helped Raph’s personal growth, he would just rather have found himself another way.  Raph was pleased that Leo was confident enough in his abilities to rely on him, as long as it wasn’t supplying his older brother with excuses for not fully recovering.  Or as a means to keep Raph close.

Raph had no intention of leaving his family.  No matter what he said in the heat of an argument, or how he’d sometimes storm off to be alone, ditching them permanently never entered his head.  He hoped that Leo understood that; understood him.  Raph thought he did, but being injured so badly had left Leo susceptible to doubt.  It wasn’t just Leo’s leg that needed to heal.

This devotion to his core family was something that Raph hoped Slash understood as well.  Raph had tried to explain that to him in the strongest possible way and Slash had seemed to comprehend that even he couldn’t pull Raph away from them.


Thus was the conundrum that faced Raph as he went through the motions of a peaceful family dinner.  Don’s love triangle was simple in comparison.  At least he wasn’t faced with having to make a choice between April and his family.  All that Don had to do was fight for her against another eligible suitor.  Fighting was something Raph was good at and that was the type of challenge he’d relish.

 
Raph knew he wanted to be with Slash, to continue what they’d started at the pond.  To continue and finish what they’d started.  Slash had asked him to be his mate and Raph knew what that entailed.

He just didn’t know if saying yes was the most honest thing he could have done.  Making that commitment had come from his heart and libido, but not from his head.  Raph shouldn’t lead Slash on if they couldn’t find a way to stay together.  Becoming physical with him would have serious ramifications.


Going to Slash tonight wasn’t something that Raph could avoid doing now since he’d already promised.  If he didn’t show, Slash would come looking for him out of both worry and possessiveness.  Dodging confrontations wasn’t Raph’s style anyway, it was only that he instinctively knew making a rational decision would be easier during daylight.

“. . . and the six of us playing will make for a more interesting game.  You’re in, right Raph?” Don asked.

“Huh?”  Raph looked up, realizing the others were staring at him.  “What game?”


“Monopoly,” Don said.  “Weren’t you listening?”


Raph could see Leo’s frown without having to look directly at him.  Clearing his throat, Raph said, “I was reviewing the training schedules for you guys.  We’re playing Monopoly?”


“I was cleaning an old cabinet in the mud room and found several board games stashed inside,” April said.  “My dad and I used to have marathon Monopoly games.  It’ll be fun.”


“We don’t know how to play that game,” Mikey said.


“I read the rules when April found the box,” Don said.


“Of course you did,” Casey muttered, earning a snicker from Mikey.


Don shot a glare in Casey’s direction and continued.  “They aren’t all that complicated.  April and I can teach you guys while we play.”


Raph felt a niggling unease and asked April, “What exactly do you mean by ‘marathon’?”


April was smiling, made happy by the memories of her childhood.  “Monopoly is a game that can last for days,” she answered.  “The game is dependent on luck almost as much as on strategy.  We’ll probably be up all night.”

“All night?”  Raph tried not to sound as distressed as he felt but something must have come through in his tone because Leo suddenly leaned across the table to get his attention.


“Is anything wrong?” Leo asked.


“No, nothing,” Raph said hastily, thinking fast.  “It’s only that we were supposed to have regular morning practice sessions and some of these guys don’t do so well even when they get a good night’s sleep.”

“I resent that,” Don said sharply.  “I’ll have you know . . . .”


“Raph’s right,” Leo cut in, “we should make sure we’re well rested.  How about we stop the game at midnight if we don’t have a winner by then?  We can pick it back up again tomorrow night.”


“That sounds fair,” April said, casting a sideways look at Don.  It wasn’t hard for Raph to see that she wanted to hold onto the happy mood that had settled on them.

As soon as April’s eyes touched him, Don forgot to be angry over Raph’s dig.  Raph almost laughed out loud; Don would probably forget his own name if April looked at him long enough.


Mikey was staring at Raph expectantly, waiting for his answer.  The compromise might have made Leo happy but it did not please Raph at all.  Raph was afraid that if he didn’t show up before midnight then Slash might make a very sudden appearance.

Since he couldn’t think of a way out of it without raising everyone’s suspicions, Raph simply said, “I’m in.”


For once Mikey helped to clear the dinner things without complaint, a bounce in his step showing his anticipation.  April was beaming as she set the game board on the table and laid out the cards that went into the “Chance” and “Community Chest” rectangles on the board.

Choosing Don to be the banker was a unanimous decision.  Picking the tokens that would represent them in the game proved more difficult and Raph stopped a minor scuffle between Don and Casey by grabbing the automobile out from under their hands.  Don then quickly snagged the wheelbarrow leaving Casey with the iron, which earned the genius a dirty look.

As Don counted out the money that would be each player’s ‘bank’ he explained the game to them, with April cutting in now and then to simplify his instructions.  It was then that Raph realized what she’d meant by the game being dependent on luck as much as anything and a plan began to form in his head.


If there was one thing that Raph was better at than his brothers, it was manual dexterity.  His were the only weapons that required not only swift but differing types of grip changes.  While Mikey and Don might shift their holds on their weapons, they didn’t need to acquire the same complexity that perfecting the use of the sai demanded.

Raph was looking at a game of chance that relied almost solely on the roll of a pair of dice.

As soon as it was Raph’s turn to roll, he palmed the dice, careful to turn them so that they would land exactly the way he wanted them to.  By clapping them together inside his hand, it sounded as though he was shaking them, ensuring that no one would get wise to his trick.

His first toss gave him exactly the number he wanted and Raph was off.  With every roll Raph made sure to land on a property that he could purchase and then did so.  By the time he’d rounded the board once, he held a property in each of the color groups, making sure that no one else would achieve a monopoly.


An hour into the game and both Mikey and Casey were out, bankrupted by Raph’s strategic placement of houses and hotels.  A little while later, Leo was broke and April was down to her last fifty dollars.


Donatello was holding on, but he’d made the mistake of loaning April money.  When she finally coughed up her last fifty and the one piece of property she’d laid claim to, Don tried to give her another loan, which she promptly declined.


It only took another half hour to wipe Don out completely.  Muttering something about ‘luck’ under his breath, Don conceded the game to the one brother no one expected would win.


“Those dice absolutely loved you, Raph,” April said as she gathered the game pieces together and began putting them away.

Raph did not need for her to draw attention to those dice.  “One of us had to have beginners luck, I guess it was my turn.”


“Next time we play it’ll be my turn to have beginners luck,” Mikey announced.


“But you won’t be a beginner anymore, Mikey,” Don told him in a dry tone.


Mikey’s expression became thoughtful.  “Oh yeah.”


Before the conversation could continue, Raph lifted his arms and yawned widely.  “I’m gonna hit the sack.  If you guys want to stay up later go ahead, just remember I ain’t going easy on you in the morning.”


As Raph said that he caught Don’s eye and glanced meaningfully at Leo’s leg and then back at Don.  The hint had its desired effect; it kept Don from getting mad at him again because it shifted the genius’ focus to concern for their older brother.


“I’m with you,” Don said.  “It wouldn’t hurt for all of us to get some extra sleep.”

“Hey, I thought we were gonna work on the jalopy tonight,” Casey protested.


April had caught the glance between the two brothers and said, “You can work on it tomorrow.  I want some competition in the morning instead of you trying to use me as a prop to hold you up.”


“Oh you are so on Red,” Casey said with a grin.  “I’m gonna make you eat those words.”


“Really?” April asked saucily.  “I’ll bet you can’t even beat me going upstairs.”


She was off in a flash, running full out as soon as she issued the challenge.  Not only did it get Casey moving, but Don began racing for the lead as well, determined not to be shown up by his rival.  Their pushing and shoving gave April the win.  All three were laughing good- naturedly as they entered their respective bedrooms.


When Raph glanced over at Mikey he saw the youngest brother staring longingly at the television.  He couldn’t just order Mikey to go to bed, so Raph had to think of another way to get him to turn in for the night.

“I think you and Don need some incentive to work harder at practice,” Raph said.


Mikey’s head jerked around, his eyes coming up to Raph’s.  “I work plenty hard.”


“He beats you too easily,” Raph said, crossing his arms over his plastron.  “How about if you take him down tomorrow I get Casey to let you drive the jalopy?”


Mikey’s eyes opened almost impossibly wide.  “I can drive?  Nobody ever lets me drive.”


“I will.  But only if you beat Donnie,” Raph said.  “Or you could stay up all night watching TV.  It’s up to you.”


“No way,” Mikey said, skipping towards the stairs.  “Tomorrow I’m gonna drive.  If I put a TV in the jalopy I can watch it while I drive.”


Raph didn’t bother to respond to the ludicrous idea, merely watching as the younger turtle entered his room.

Turning once Mikey was out of sight, Raph found that Leo was staring speculatively at him.


“I saw what you and Don did,” Leo said.

“Figured you might,” Raph said smugly, lowering his arms.  “It got everyone into bed, didn’t it?”


“Because you want them well rested for practice,” Leo said.  “You’re taking this new schedule very seriously aren’t you?  Or did you have another reason for packing everyone off so early?”

Raph had a couple of choices on how he’d answer.  The old Raph would get defensive, wanting to know what Leo meant by his question.  The maturing Raph, the one with a secret and a real concern for his family, took a second to swallow his initial reaction and formulate a response.


“If you’re asking do I have an ulterior motive, then yeah I do,” Raph said.  “A couple of them.  I do want them to get more rest ‘cause I’m tired of them falling over their own feet when we practice.  I also want them to spend more time thinking about bettering their skills and less time focusing on the other projects they get into around here.  ‘Specially Donnie.  He gets bent out of shape over me saying he needs more practice, but half his mind is on his inventions and the other half’s on April.  That don’t leave much for ninjitsu.

“Then there’s you,” Raph continued.  “It ain’t just the leg that needs fixing.  You gotta get your mind right too, Leo.  Maybe if you see all of us working hard to get better, it’ll help you get better.  And maybe if you see me keeping the others on the straight and narrow you’ll stop worrying that I’m gonna do something stupid.”


A tiny smile lifted the corners of Leo’s mouth.  “Stupid is not a word I’d ever tag you with, Raph.  Rash maybe, but not stupid.  Will you work with me a little in the morning?  I don’t want my skill set to get rusty either.”

“Yeah I will,” Raph said, a grin lighting his features.  “Come on and get some sleep.  We don’t want to look sloppy at practice, especially after the speech I gave those guys.”

They walked to the stairs and then Leo waited as Raph turned out the lights.  Together they ascended to the second floor, saying their final good-nights before entering their bedrooms.


Once in his room with the door shut, Raph cut the lights off and set his sai on the night stand, but didn’t take off any of the rest of his gear.  Jumping onto the bed, he stared up at the ceiling, his body stiff with anticipation.


He’d allow an hour for the others to fall asleep before attempting to sneak out.  That would put him right under the self-imposed midnight deadline for going to meet Slash.


Raph knew that Slash would be just as anxious to see him, but the larger turtle was also familiar with the family’s routine.  He’d know they normally turned in late and would make allowances for Raph not appearing at an earlier hour.  At least up to a certain point.


With his heart thudding in his chest, Raph tried deep breathing to calm his nerves.  His imagination was working overtime and every scenario that played through his mind was more erotic than the last.


How he expected to keep a level head while talking this relationship thing through with Slash was beyond him.  Slash would probably smell Raph’s excitement from a mile away.


Raph wondered how much actual talking would happen after that.

TBC…… 

