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The Leftovers

    by Ginevra_Benci

      Summary

      Working things through; or, the first kiss and what comes after.
Bruce and Clark look back, and forward, and celebrate the New Year.
---
For Day 363 of the Birdwatchers 365 Challenge! The word was perfect!



      Notes

        This was intended for two days ago, and instead it's posting on New Year's Eve itself ! The reason: the word was "perfect", and the ending of this series should be perfect, and the weight of getting perfect perfectly perfect was (big surprise!) weighing me down.
Things only started to come together when I stopped aiming for perfection and instead set out to not hit it. Is that a metaphor for life? Who knows? (I'll take it, though)
(In the process I also made my yearly writing goal, so yay to that as well!)
This is a ramble through the immediate fallout of the last installment and other times, some far in the future and some maybe closer. The exact timing mostly isn't significant, except where it's obvious.  I very much hope you enjoy!! ♥
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The Leftovers

    
      There were several strange things about dating—about being in a relationship with—Bruce Wayne.
The first strange thing, of course, was that Bruce had never before had a relationship in full view of the media. Bruce was known for it: inability to commit, inconstancy, flighty flirty fickleness. His most significant relationships had all been mediated by the cowl (and also appeared to be with technical-if-not-actual villains… that was something for Clark to unpack later, maybe), and the press was torn between bewilderment and a rabid desire to be the First! to break… whatever there was to break.
The fact that Bruce’s first apparently sincere relationship conducted in view of the media was with a member of the media—
Well, many of Clark’s colleagues appeared to believe that he was working a story, and the rest of them thought he’d simply sold out. Either way, really, they thought that he was using Bruce, or just stupid, and it was… not nice, to be thought of like that.
Cat had taken to watching Clark like a bird of prey, a golden falcon, maybe. And Superman’s exits from the Planet were getting harder to pull off; his attempts to misdirect his colleagues feeling more worn-through as the days went by.
But Clark was prepared for all of this, and so was Bruce. Bruce had given him a thorough media training (Clark protested “B, this is what I do!” and B said “Let’s see how to beat you, then”). The press would be interested, and then lose interest, so long as, in Bruce’s words, nothing dramatic set them off. Clark had asked what qualified as dramatic, and Bruce said “Something like this?” and twisted his hand just so—
And Clark had swatted him, laughing, but rolled towards the grip. “So we’re clear,” he said into Bruce’s ear, “you ever do that in front of my coworkers, you’re gonna set me off.”
“That’s the goal, Kal,” Bruce had panted, eyes gleaming.
“I didn’t mean like that—you have the mind of a twelve-year-old, Bruce, sometimes—”
So that was the first strange thing.
***
The second strange thing, given how much had changed, was… how little had changed. They were still Superman and B, still colleagues carefully holding each other at arms’ length. Clark had never joined in the Watchtower’s gossip, felt awkward about it in the first place, sitting down with Hal and Oliver to talk about… well, honestly, mostly B. Batman and his schedules, Batman and his careful reserve and his regimented discipline and his superiority complex. It wouldn’t have been proper for Clark to get involved, as another founding member, and the occasional vent session was good for morale (and, he suspected now, B was letting Hal and Ollie dig themselves a very big hole before letting them in on the secret). But it wasn’t like Clark had to hold himself back from the water-cooler chatter now, not more than he had before.
And Batman in the field was, in fact, still an infuriatingly arrogant and infuriatingly excellent strategist, and still an ideal team member, and still just as appallingly self-abnegating as before, and the only thing that had really changed is that now, instead of simply imagining B without the cowl, Clark could see him. Could go to dinner, visit the Manor, go on B’s little meticulously planned sightseeing excursions (to Gotham Harbor, once; to the Metropolis Fair, another time—Lois joked that Clark wasn’t really getting the billionaire treatment, here, and he’d blushed to avoid saying something as sappy as I don’t need it). Clark could see him, and then Clark could remember him, and superimpose Bruce’s face, Bruce’s deep sincerity, on Batman’s after-mission debriefs, remember him honest and open and gentle—
“Supes?” Barry asked, gently kicking Clark’s ankle under the table. “You still with us?”
Clark coughed. “Sorry,” he said. “Yeah, I’m here. Um. Was thinking of something else.”
B’s lips flattened into a line, but before he could issue the probable rebuke, Arthur laughed, “Something? Someone, I think.”
Hal and Barry, predictably, said, “Oooh,” in unison.
“Somebody we know, Supes?” Barry prodded. “Or—oh! Did you—is there another Kryptonian on Earth that you—”
“Congrats, man,” said Hal, and then B grunted.
“Enough,” he said. “Superman’s—” He paused, and the next words were as derisive as humanly possible—“Superman, your love life aside, can we get your perspective on the cross-flight maneuver which you and Lantern attempted early on? It was… ultimately successful, but…”
The cross-flight maneuver, Clark said later, over Alfred’s coffee.
Lantern left you open, said Bruce.
Clark shrugged. That’s part of the maneuver. 
Bruce grunted.
***
Another strange thing was the time in late December, still early on in their—togetherness—that Clark led the way out of an all-hands in the conference room to find Bruce Wayne languidly reclining on his desk. Clark let himself pause, the momentary hitch in his step being a slightly drawn-out version of his actual superspeed response. Lombard, coming out of the room behind him, collided with Clark’s (deliberately softened) back and swore.
“Kent!” he yelped. “Wha—oh.”
“Oh,” Clark agreed, a little numb.
Lois’ voice, from within the  “What is—oh,” and hers was almost predatory.
Clark sighed and stepped out of the way. “Alright, alright, let’s get this over with.”
“Did I get the time wrong?” Bruce said innocently, one eyebrow raised in challenge as the Planet’s staff congregated around him.
“No, I—I just was expecting to meet you at the restaurant this time around,” Clark said, carefully polite.
Bruce pouted (and he would pay for that, later)—“I wanted to surprise you!” Bruce said.
Clark snorted gently. “Yeah. Well done.” A slight twitch at Bruce’s upper lip, and Clark could read that now as a sly grin. “Anyway. Since you’re here—Bruce Wayne, my colleagues. Lois Lane, Steve Lombard—uh, Ron Troupe, Jesse—Jesse’s another stringer—Perry’s back in his office, there’s a few—of course, Jimmy and Cat you already know—”
“And Ms. Lane!” Bruce said brightly. “Well, my security knows her. They kept throwing her out.”
Lois smiled sharply.
“Right,” said Clark. “Alright, that’s introductions. Should we head out—”
“How’s the superhero beat?” Bruce asked in the same sincere (gloating, the insufferable—) tone.
“Oh, don’t you start,” Clark said, accompanied by a laugh from Steve and a hasty cough from Lois, who was working hard to keep a straight face.
“Did something happen?” Bruce prodded, poking at the stupid wound.
Jimmy stepped up. “Clark was reassigned, Mr. Wayne. A couple weeks ago.”
“Oh?”
“Superman and I,” Clark said, forcing out the words, “had a difference of opinion.” One day, he thought, one day, Bruce, you’re going to crack and I’m going to make it happen.
Not today, though: Bruce breathed in, eyes wide and mouth shaping an ‘o’, and Clark would be remiss if he didn’t follow Bruce’s lips—“Oh no!” Breathed out. “What about?”
A snicker from Steve this time. “Yeah, you a supervillain, Kent? As your close coworker, if you’re planning to take over the world, I feel I have a right to know.”
Lois, reprovingly, said, “Politics,” and Clark was probably going to have to actually tell her the truth soon, wasn’t he—
“I feel I should inform you,” Cat clarified, having inserted herself next to Bruce, the better to blink up at him, “that your boyfriend is a raving socialist.”
“Cat,” Clark said.
‘Boyfriend’ was a little early; a little uncertain; but it wasn’t the word that Brucie picked up on. “Oh!” he said. “But I never saw you at parties, Clark!”
There was a moment’s pause while everyone did their best to drop down a couple of mental gears. Clark figured it out first and ducked his head, glaring at the floor to keep hold of a rising hysteria—was this how Bruce felt all the time? How did B pull it off so well, if all he wanted to do was laugh?
Jimmy, thankfully, followed along pretty quickly and said, “Uh, ist, Mr. Wayne, not ite. Socialist and socialite are kind of…”
“Completely opposite,” Cat observed. “Clark’s the socialist kind. Wants social programs and to abolish billionaires.”
“Cat—”
“Ohh,” Bruce said sadly. “But I’m a billionaire.”
Clark raised his eyes, and by now even Lombard was looking at him with mingled pity and disapproval.
“I don’t want you abolished, B,” Clark said, for the benefit of their audience. “Or Superman. I just think that Superman and—and most of the heroes, really, are—well, they treat symptoms of social failures, don’t they?” Warming slightly to his subject he continued: “They are, themselves, proof of a kind of political and social decay that speaks badly of the strength of our institutions, and the fact that supervillains are even able to establish themselves in the first place doesn’t improve matters. Where are the regulatory bodies? Confirmed supervillains are creating shell companies left-right-and-centre; if known villains are capable of that, what does that say about corporate responsibility in general?” He was vaguely aware of Jimmy’s grin; Lois’ resigned disappointment. “Are we just supposed to leave all our problems to Superman and hope that he can punch them into submission?”
“The henchman in Gotham are unionized,” Bruce ventured in tentative support.
Clark ground to a halt. “What?”
“Gotham’s Rogues’ henchmen. And henchwomen. And presumably hench… Henchers? Henches.” He smiled. “They have mandatory fifteen-minute breaks every two hours, except in active combat or siege lasting longer, and they get overtime and damage pay. And pensions!”
“Um,” said Clark. “I’m not sure that’s quite what I had in mind, but that… sounds good.”
Bruce nodded. “Don’t tell me Superman thinks the henches shouldn’t get pensions?”
Clark gave him a strained smile. “We didn’t get into the henches, exactly—”
“Smallville here just told the city’s hero that he’s an unhelpful—what was it, Clark?” Lois asked, twisting the proverbial knife. “—an unhelpful personification of the human urge to offload our serious problems on others, and that because he keeps taking on our burdens we’ll never have to face them and fix them, he’ll just keep hitting things—”
“Lo,” Clark whimpered.
Bruce was grinning, though in the back of his eyes again; his actual facial expression still bore Brucie’s vague, open naivete. “So, you won’t be able to get me a ride with Superman after all?”
Clark clocked the moment at which all their audience froze. (Hah, he thought, see, Brucie’s using me as much as I’m using him—) “Well,” he said, “we didn’t exactly—I don’t think it’d be a productive working relationship, after all, and, um, Superman agreed, and so I’m doing, uh, human interest stories now.”
“Oooh! I’m interesting, you can do me!”
Cat coughed demurely.
“Uh, no, Bruce,” Clark said, “that was the whole—it’s a conflict of interest, you see, for me to report on someone I’m involved with.”
A few moments’ pause while they waited to see if that would process; it did, surprisingly enough, as Bruce confirmed with a “Oh, because I might be paying you! Sillies, I’m not paying you.”
“Still—”
Bruce hummed. “What if I did?”
“Pay me? Bruce—”
“What if I paid everybody? Then you wouldn’t be any different!” He bounced down off the desk and whirled off in the direction of Perry’s office, crying “Mr. White!” as he went. Clark sank down into his desk chair as Bruce breached the editor’s sanctum and vanished into its depths.
And then Clark looked up to his interlocutors.
“Smallville,” said Lois, “and I mean this as kindly as possible: what the hell are you doing?”
Clark shook his head. “Perry’ll be okay. When Bruce gets like this, it’s best to give him his head.”
A choked-down snort. Jimmy. Then one from behind him, Lombard or Troupe, and another from whomever, a giggle—
“Oh my god. I work with children. Twelve year olds. His head, not head; like a—like a horse—”
Snickers, and Steve said, “Kent. Stop while you’re ahead,” and the Daily Planet’s entire bullpen dissolved in hysterics.
Clark pushed himself up with as much dignity as possible and made for the relative safety of Perry and Bruce, accompanied by gales of laughter behind him.
***
“Kent,” Perry said as the door opened. “Knocking is normally considered—what is that, hyenas?”
“Uh, wordplay, sir,” Clark said, closing the door behind himself. “Not great wordplay, honestly—”          
Bruce butted in. “But good practice, right?” He was elegant on Perry’s creased leather couch, one leg over the other at the knee.
Perry was behind the desk and evidently couldn’t decide between befuddlement and rage. He met Clark’s eyes briefly, and Clark rescued him. “Not this kind, Bruce. Were we going to go get lunch?”
“Well,” said Bruce, “first I want to finish discussing buying the Planet.”
This time Clark’s showy pause wasn’t even really faked. It honestly took him a moment at normal speeds to work through that. Eventually he said: “Bruce.”
Perry shook his head. “Might as well sit, Kent.”
“Bruce,” Clark repeated, “you can’t buy the Planet.”
“Well, not the whole one! But this one I can.”
“Bruce—”
“If you’re all bought, then nobody will think less of you pacifically, Clarkie-poo!”
Clark stared, his mind skidding over Bruce’s diction and the pet name and trying to understand—this was B. There was a point here; there must be some angle Clark was missing—
“Mr. Wayne,” said Perry, stepping in to rescue Clark this time. “I appreciate that the offer is well-meant, and thank you. But as a matter of, of professional integrity—purchasing the Planet will not make Clark’s… ah, relationship with you less significant, as it is not… well, it’s not exclusively financial, between the two of you, so—”
“But I could make him do an interview with me?”
“Well, yes, but it would still be looked on with… well, as compromised. The appearance of being compromised, even if Clark did—does, I’m sure—everything he can to remain objective. There’s no getting away from the fact that—well, Clark’s human, Mr. Wayne, with natural human biases, so—”
Perry shrugged, and Bruce smiled, toothy and strangely triumphant. “Human,” he repeated. Then he unearthed his phone and tapped at it for a few moments, until it chirped and he answered a call.
“Bradford!” Bruce crowed into the glass box. “Yes, yes, I’m sure. Yes, darling; no, I assure you it’s nothing like that time in Saint-Tropez with the theaters—although as it turned out I was right then too; no. Yes. Thank you. Yes, of course; I’m sure it will take time; can you coordinate it on your end? Or their end? Or, well, you know, whoever’s end? And as little time as you can to make it work the way it needs to? Beautiful. You’re my favorite. Thankee, darling!” He hung up.
“That was Bradford,” he said in a confiding tone, laying his phone on his knee and leaning forward (a demonstration of core strength, if Perry was paying attention). “Bradford Foldhill the Third. He’s my lawyer.”
Clark, cautious, ventured a “Bruce—” and Perry took a deep breath.
“Bradford was reading over some plans I sent him earlier this morning for the Martha Wayne Foundation. As soon as he can get it on its feet, the Foundation will have a new branch arm dedicated to local and legacy media in the bi-city area. Grants, not loans, with equal percentages earmarked for the Planet, the Gazette, and our cities' respective local radio and television stations. More than enough to go around.
“Moreover,” he smiled, “being part of the Foundation and held in trust, it is inviolate and not within my sphere. Which is to say, I can set it up, and am setting it up, and once it’s set up it’s free of me completely. In fact, now that Bradford has the wheels in motion he also has my explicit instructions not to let me rescind them. So it will happen, gentlemen, whether you accept the funds or not. Lawyers will talk to lawyers, accountants and so on. We’ll probably have a party to launch it sometime in the new year.” He smiled the small, confidential smile of Bruce’s actual satisfaction, and spread his hands. “A satisfactory resolution to questions of professional integrity, I hope?”
Perry was stunned into silence for the first time since Clark had known him, and Clark was almost the same. “Bruce,” he said, feeling that the name was inadequate but not sure what else to add.
“Consider it a Christmas gift. Good will to all and all that.”
“You don’t celebrate Christmas.”
Bruce shrugged. “You do. Jason does. Alfred. Dick celebrates anything he can get his hands on. I’m hardly ignorant of the basics, Clark. Just—not commonly festive.”
“Well,” said Clark. “You gave me something already—” Bruce scoffed, gently— “and it’s a very nice watch, and if this is a gift then you’re also late.”
“It’s a fine watch,” Bruce replied, “and I also know you’ve put it in a safe deposit box because you’re worried you’re going to break it by breathing too hard.” (If they had been alone, Clark would have protested that it was a lovely watch and that, in his case, breaking it by breathing on it was actually possible—not that his protests would help, since B knew Clark’s abilities as well as he did himself, or maybe better.) “And I’m not late by much—business days and business hours, my dear. The news may not sleep but the lawyers do!”
Clark snorted. “You’re absolutely ridiculous, I want you to know that.”
Brucie preened. “I’m a delight.”
“Mr. Wayne,” Perry cut in. “The foundation—I’m sure that’s a… I mean, that’s an…”
“Oh,” Bruce said, “I do know that Clark can’t actually interview me, and the foundation won’t solve the obvious conflict of interest. But I think it is a worthy cause, and we have Clark to thank, I suppose, for highlighting the importance of what you all do, and I am hopeful that the equable nature of the program will, as much as possible, reduce allegations of favoritism. God knows the Gazette is not uniformly complimentary, when it comes to me. You and Vicki,” he said to Clark as an aside, “can balance each other out.”
“Mr. Wayne,” Perry tried again.
“And on that note, I’ll show myself to the elevators, I think?” Bruce rose from the couch accompanied by squeaking leather. “Though I may need rescuing at any point, dear, should Ms. Lane get ahold of me. I’ll just squeal, shall I?” He dropped a fussy kiss on top of Clark’s head. “When you’re done, darling, come for lunch.”
Clark nodded, most of his attention on Perry while Bruce swept out. Perry had sucked in his cheeks and was chewing on them, a habit he’d acquired when he gave up his cigars. “Kent,” he said, after the office door had snapped closed.
The conversation wasn’t something that could be avoided, not really. Perry was too smart, too experienced, too dogged to be put off. Not even the silliness at the end there would convince him to let it go.
“Kent,” Perry repeated. “Who was I talking to just now?”
Clark squirmed, and could feel his face beginning to flush. “Bruce Wayne, sir.”
“Hmmm. And how many Bruce Waynes are there?”
“Well, sir—”
“You’ve reverted, you know: don’t call me sir.”
“Well, uh, Perry, Bruce is… good at business. And media relations.”
Perry rubbed the bridge of his nose; the action did nothing at all to remove the furrow between his eyes. “Kent, I take it nothing about that… performance surprised you?”
“I didn’t know he was planning to, um, endow a fund.”
“You know that’s not what I mean.”
Clark gave up. Bruce was the tactician, anyway. “Yeah, I do.”
Perry rubbed his jaw. “Kent,” he said more slowly. “The… the, ah, switch between…?”
Clark shrugged. “I think of that as Brucie and Bruce, usually. Brucie’s the one people see; Bruce is the private side. It’s all B, though, Bruce, underneath; just different, um, sides. He has a long analogy he’s worked out for it with neuroscience.”
Perry’s disbelieving look mirrored Clark’s own remembered feelings of that conversation. “Neuroscience.”
“The left-brain/right-brain hypothesis,” Clark affirmed. “Apparently it’s a myth.”
“Neuroscience.” Perry inhaled again. “Okay. So, Brucie turning into Bruce and back… was I supposed to see that?”
“The way I figure things with him,” Clark offered, “if B let you see it, he wanted you to see it.”
Perry scowled. “And why me?”
Clark gave him a helpless shrug. “I suppose he trusts your professional integrity.”
“Alright. Alright.” Perry released another long sigh. “Alright, the board and the lawyers and I’ll get together once that, what was it, Bradford Foldhill the Third comes through, and we’ll discuss, and god knows we could always use a boost, so—for whatever part you played in this all—”
“Really nothing, si—Perry, sorry—”
“Yeah, well. Alright. You doing okay on the human interest side? I know it’s not your—”
“I, um, I have a couple leads I’ve been collecting lately for more, um, more my kind of thing. I’d like to run them down, if it’s all the same?”
Perry shrugged. “They get close to Wayne, you tell me and you step away. Close to Luthor or Wayne’s competitors, you bring in Lane or someone else, and if they think it’s too close to you, to him, you step away. No complaints about any of this, right?”
“Right, of course! Definitely, sir.”
Perry snorted as Clark stammered on the reflexive sir (again). “Don’t bother, Kent, it’s incurable.” He sighed. “Last thing: what the hell did you say to Superman? I know the commie story but—”
“It’s not a story, sir—”
“You want me to believe that Superman, of all people, got so offended by a junior reporter on a social justice tear that he refuses to work with you anymore? Bit sensitive, hmm? Or was it the hypocrisy—I don’t mean that, Kent, I apologize. You’ve just found yourself in a strange mess here, haven’t you?”
“Um. Yes, sir. I suppose it is a bit hypocritical.” A lot, but… “But Superman told me—” (And he had, Clark had paced the Fortress for several hours, talking to himself and trying to finesse his way out of this tangle.) “Well, sir, I think he just works a bit better with Lois, really. He’s used to her interviewing style, and I’m a little… abrasive, I guess?”
“Hmm. Alright… As someone with recent experience, you think he’s interested in Lane? In more than an interviewing way?”
“What?” Embarrassingly it came out as a squawk.
“If he, or they—Christ, I don’t even know if that’s a thing he does, something he’d understand, but if there’s a risk I’m gonna have to navigate conflicts of interest between not only Wayne but Superman—I mean, Kent, if he’s refusing you for her and then I can’t use her on his stories either—”
“Nope!” Clark had been shaking his head since Perry’s Christ and couldn’t seem to stop. “Lois is great! But Superman isn’t—isn’t interested in her like that, it’s purely professional, I’m sure she knows that too, she’s never suggested that she’s—”
“Kent,” said Perry. “First of all, breathe. Second—no. Never mind. Alright.”
“Definitely nothing like that there, sir,” Clark continued, breathing. “Totally professional.”
“Hmm. Well. That’s something.”
Clark jerked to his feet, to his own surprise as much as Perry’s. “Um. Sir. I think if that’s—only Bruce is waiting, now, and—”
“Go, go.” Perry waved him on. “Actually—” Clark paused halfway to the door, and craned his head back around to meet his editor’s eyes. “Actually, I wanted to say—I’m glad of it. Him being—you know. Him being Bruce, I suppose; him not being as… well, let’s say shallow as I’d thought, and you can’t take offense to that since you’ve all but said outright that it’s an act. Happy for you, that you’ve found… someone.”
Clark squirmed again, wincing and blushing and generally making a fool of himself. “Thank you, sir—”
“Someone who can keep up with you.”
Clark didn’t freeze this time at all, kept his reactions too fast for human sight, and merely said, “Sir?”
Perry squinted at him. “Hmm.”
Clark mustered a weak smile.
Perry said: “You’re very smart, Kent. Hate to see you with someone who thinks a skeleton’s made up for Halloween.”
“Oh. Uh. Yes.”
“Go, go have your lunch. Be back in an hour.”
“Yes, sir,” said Clark, darting out the door, with an uncomfortable feeling telling him that wasn’t really what Perry had meant.
***
Their first kiss, after that blisteringly uncomfortable dinner and Clark’s realization that Bruce thought this was some kind of… gratitude overture, on Clark’s part, some puppy-love infatuation—their first kiss had been better than Clark had dreamed. (Fantasized.)
“Thought about this,” he said, as they paused for breath. Well, Bruce paused for breath and Clark paused because Bruce had paused and it was expected, therefore, that Clark would need some too—only, Bruce knows, Clark thought, a bit wildly. Bruce knows, and you don’t have to pretend—
“Yeah?” Bruce said. “Thought about Brucie?”
“Mmm. These suits—” He ran his hands up Bruce’s back and over his shoulders, ignoring his sing-song “Last season!” and continuing: “and your hair like that, and—I like how big you are, you know? Most people aren’t… most people make me worry I’m gonna break them.”
“Baby,” Bruce murmured as he made his way up Clark’s jaw, “you can break me anytime.”
Clark let out a barking laugh and B huffed in his quiet, pleased way, but Clark wasn’t going to let it rest there. Pulling B in closer, whispering, “Thought about Batman too. The way h is, you are, in the field, you know? All that focus—”
Bruce shivered, once, and breathed a “Kal”, and recovered himself. “Happy to hear team dynamics won’t change all that much.”
“No?” Clark thought. “That mean, you, um—”
“Thought about this too,” B confirmed, grabbing the hair at the back of Clark’s head and positioning him for another kiss.
***
The kissing was great. The sex was almost better, Bruce having Bruce Wayne’s experience and Batman’s stamina and no reason to hide either, and Clark having… well… superpowers. The best part, Clark thought, was the same part of both activities: it was that it was Bruce.
It was safe to say that Clark wasn’t all that experienced. He’d gone on a handful of dates in high school, geeky awkward excursions that amounted to little, on which he’d attempted to follow his mother’s frequently conflicting advice (be yourself! only… and so on). He’d had his first kiss with Lana, who’d moved to Paris for unrelated reasons shortly afterwards, and kissed and been kissed under the influence of various forms of kryptonite over the years—though in his opinion, those didn’t really count.
In college, Clark had branched out a little more: what he might have called experimented, if the word carried fewer bad memories of strange labs and chemical vats and maniacal laughter. A few mostly forgettable one-night-stands and one two-month relationship (with a creative writing major) that had been attempted for convenience, found inconvenient, and abandoned without much fanfare. Clark had been remarkably boring, was the problem, really—a carefully cultivated boring-ness—and the creative writing major had been creative, and wanted someone as interesting as him.
But the creative writing major had been a him, and Clark (at the time) thought that was interesting enough to be going on with.
“Did your parents,” Bruce said one night, as they stretched out along the massive sofa in one of Wayne Manor’s innumerable parlors. “Did they take it well?”
Clark hummed, turning his head on Bruce’s shoulder to see his face. Finding that ineffectual, he slumped back down. “Never told Dad. He was—he was gone by then.”
Bruce hummed again.
“And ma—well, I think Dad would have been the same, anyway, you know? They adopted an alien, Bruce. Everything they dealt with when I was growing up, the proverbial straw on the proverbial camel was not going to be me coming out. I ever tell you how we found out about my eyes?”
Bruce grunted, to mean no.
“No. I’d remember. You’d remember.” Clark felt the beginnings of a blush. “So, it seems like laser eyes   are a part of, um, Kryptonian puberty. I was fifteen and we had a… a really pretty substitute teacher in Bio, and—” Under him, Bruce’s chest was shaking with suppressed laughter. “They called it spontaneous combustion and had all the classroom projectors taken back on warranty. There was an evacuation even.” Bruce was laughing openly now.
“So, yeah,” Clark said. “I guess being with a guy wasn’t exactly usual for Kansas, but at least nothing literally burned down.” He snorted at his teenage self. “You?”
“Like your father,” Bruce said, his voice still warm, soft, though a bit more sober—“it wasn’t an issue with my parents. The gossip pages—I mean, I was always proudly degenerate; if you’re blowing twenty thousand on champagne a night, blowing someone in the bathroom takes second place. And then when society shifted, my happily open self was ahead of the curve.”
“Alfred?” Clark asked gently.
“Alfred,” Bruce pronounced, “was an actor. In England. In the late ’70s.” Bruce paused. “Like you, I suppose, Alfred was simply glad that some of my deviations from the norm were ones he recognized.”
“Deviation—”
“I left home to apprentice in crime and become a ninja, Clark, I think deviation from the norm is fair.”
Clark subsided.
***
After that first kiss—to be fair, those first several kisses—the limo had politely driven up to Clark’s building, and waited. And waited. And—
Inside, Clark pulled back, his hand on the door, immensely reluctant. He wanted to wrap Bruce up for safe-keeping and never let go.
“Limos draw attention, Clark,” Bruce said, approving this course of action. “You should go; your neighbors are probably already wondering what’s going on. The longer we sit…”
“Then why’d you bring it?”
Bruce gave a self-deprecating shrug. “Trying to put you off.”
Clark laughed. “Alright. Oh my god. Go, okay, or we’ll end up at that apartment and—I mean, I wouldn’t. I don’t know. Not the point.”
Bruce’s tongue quickly wet his lips and Clark squeezed his eyes tight shut. “I had a good time tonight, Clark,” Bruce said. “After—not, um—”
“Not during the society dinner for two, you mean? Yeah.”
“I can see you again? I’d—but we probably should take things slowly, so—”
“Yeah,” Clark agreed. “I have work in the morning, anyway, and I’m not exactly ready to swan into the Planet and announce I’m dating Bruce Wayne. Dick and his donuts will feed the rumor mill long enough.”
“You don’t have to announce it,” Bruce said reasonably. “We could just go.”
“Lois says I’m not a very good liar.”
“Are we dating?”
“Um—I mean, actually, that’s more a question for you I guess than me, you’ve got all the kids to clear it with and you’re a public figure, and all that—”
“To be clear, I don’t need my children’s permission. Nor do I ask for it. It’s neither their place nor their responsibility to deal with my social life.”
Clark grimaced. “I didn’t mean—”
“I employ people for that.” Bruce’s mouth quirked in pleasure at his own wit. “Dating is… impermanent. We’ve already been partners, in one very significant sense, albeit one we can’t share widely, for so long that dating seems overly trivializing.”
“Okay—”
“In a relationship?” Bruce suggested. “Delightfully vague and yet somehow sturdy. A relationship, details up to us. Unless you object?”
“Ah. No.”
“Excellent.” Bruce paused. “You should go.”
“What?”
“You should go, Kal, before Melton decides to check if we’re both alive and before I decide not to let you.”
Clark got the door open at his back. “Bruce—”
“If we’re agreed to go slow, Mr. Kent—”
“Mmm, slow and steady wins the race.”
“Only if the hare is an idiot—Kent! Go!”
Clark clambered out laughing and Bruce lunged to close the door. The limo peeled away from the curb, and Clark let himself into his apartment without looking back. He sat on the couch for a while, fingers to his lips, feeling in every way like a Regency heroine. And then—
A flood in Phatthalung.
***
The butler, wearing a tartan housecoat in place of his suit jacket, opened the French doors to the balcony. “Good morning,” he said, as though 4 am arrivals were nothing to take special notice of.
Clark felt exhausted, all of a sudden, but managed to scrape up a smile. “Good morning. It’s Alfred, right?”
“Indeed, Superman. I take it you are in need of Master Bruce in some way?”
Clark opened his mouth and was taken off-guard by a laugh. “Um, I guess I—you know, I figure you’ve got pretty good security out here. You can call me Clark, or Kent, or—”
“Of course, Mister Kent. My pleasure. I will fetch down Master Bruce—oh, dear—”
“Clark?” Bruce was already hurrying through the room on the other side of the doors. A ballroom, Clark thought, converted into a gymnastics studio.
The target of Alfred’s oh dear wasn’t Bruce himself, but rather the small figure trotting in his wake. “Master Timothy, patrol is over so you must now go to sleep—”
“Is that Superman?” The boy’s voice, though groggy, held a note of suspicion.
“Yes, Master Timothy, he’s here on League business. Master Bruce will handle it; let’s you and I get some warmed milk and get you to your bed, hmm?”
“Clark,” Bruce said again. “What’s the matter? Kal?”
“Thailand,” said Clark. “Flooding. No casualties, actually.”
“I’m glad of it—”
“Let’s not go slow.”
***
They crashed into Bruce’s bedroom, wrapped around each other. Clark flinched a little at the noise.
“Don’t worry about the kids,” Bruce said. “Their rooms are far enough away, Damian sleeps like the idea of insomnia’s a personal insult to his mother, and Tim will be out at the first sip of milk. Alfred doesn’t normally rise for another hour and a half, he’ll putter about in the kitchens and perhaps have a nap.”
“Sorry,” Clark said. “I just—I just didn’t want to wait.”
Bruce tilted his head in acknowledgement. “Waited a while.”
“Yeah. And just—things change, sometimes, so fast? You look down and it’s a whole new year, or the fields are flooded out, or there’s a twister that—I don’t want to miss. Anything.”
“A whole new year.” Bruce pulled back within the circle of Clark’s arms. “It’s New Year’s Eve, today.”        
Clark nodded.
“Any resolutions?”
Clark shrugged. “Well, I know what it was going to be.”
“Mm?”
“Stop wasting time?”
Bruce laughed. “Ah. Not exactly measurable, is it?”
“I think I was defining wasting wrong.” Clark leaned his forehead in; it rested on Bruce’s.
“I think you were defining wasting,” Bruce said, “and the idea of wasting time, the idea itself, is what’s wrong. Living isn’t a scoreboard, Clark.”
“Can’t get it perfect.”
“Can’t. Can get lots of things perfect: a schedule, an accounts book, an orbit. But once people get involved, or actual reality comes into play, you’ve got to focus on fault tolerance instead. Redundancies. Backup systems. One perfect system? Will always let you down.”
“Mmm.” Clark leaned in for a kiss. “Resolutions are a bit of a joke, anyway, aren’t they?”
“Alfred’s resolved to make one meal a month with plantains.”
“Mmm.”
“I’m a little apprehensive, in fact. His cooking is beyond compare, but when he innovates—well, Clark, he expects me to have opinions and I’m just not enough of a gourmet.”
Clark said, “I like plantains,” which was conveniently true. He’d have said just about anything by that point, though, so it was helpful that Bruce took the inanity as a cue.
“Well, then, you’ll have to make sure you’re here when we have them.”
“That an invitation?”
“We’re still standing half in the hall.”
“We can fix that.”
“Yes,” Bruce said, as Clark got one foot around the door and kicked it closed, spinning them in a waltz twirl until Bruce’s knees bumped the edge of the bed. “Yes, it’s an invitation.”
***
In Smallville, New Year’s Eve meant a party and a long night and a slow morning New Year’s Day. In the refined debauchery of Wayne Manor, New Year’s Eve brunch was a tradition of very long standing. (Brunch, Clark reflected, interfered with no one’s patrol.) French toast, bacon, coffee, tear-jerkingly strong black tea, eggs, pancakes, baked beans, orange juice and apple juice—all in enormous platters and dishes, family style on the grand table, and an extra place laid at Bruce’s left.
And Alfred the butler with a very small smile on his face. “Master Clark,” he said, pouring coffee. “I hope you will be… visiting for a while?”
“Alfred!” said Bruce, and Clark was delighted to spot the beginnings of a blush on B’s face.
The boys tumbled in before Clark could comment on it.
“Good morning Father—” Damian started, catching himself and blinking wide eyes at Clark.
“Superman,” said Tim. “You’re still here?”
Damian spun and hissed, “He was here?”
“You were sleeping,” the older boy hissed back.
“He has extremely good hearing, I believe, Master Damian,” said Alfred, “and even my old ears can hear you two. Don’t gossip in the hearing of the subject, boys; it’s dreadfully gauche.”
They chorused, “Sorry, Alfred,” taking seats on the other side of the table from Clark, and then, “Sorry—um…”
“Clark?” Clark suggested, catching the little upwards quirk of B’s mouth.
“Sorry, Clark—”
“Who’s Clark and why are we sorry?” The Red Hood, Jason, wandered in, looking like he’d accidentally found the place and just been interested in the goings-on inside. He wore an air of I-don’t-care with such studied perfection that Clark knew for a certainty that he cared very much. “Oh, you’re Clark. Right. Hi.” His eyes went to Bruce, and back to Clark, and a broad grin spread over his face: “Are we sorry?”
B rolled his eyes. “Eat your toast, Jay.”
“With pleasure.” As he came to the table, plonking himself down next to Damian, he called over his shoulder: “Dickie, get in here! We’ve got a visitor.”
“Oh, B, really, on New Year’s—Clark!”
“Dick, good morning!” Clark’s good mood was only a little feigned; he’d take the conjoined gauntlet of The Press and The Planet any day, sooner than Bruce Wayne’s kids, but—
He was happy to see them, and he wanted this to go well.
“Thanks. Morning. Good to see you. When are you—why are you—”
Tim said, “He arrived overnight. After patrol.”
Dick looked concerned. “Everything alright? There’s no—there’s not a threat or anything?”
Clark shook his head and purposefully ignored Jason’s pointed coughing fit. B winked at him, his small smile grown into something almost Brucie-like in size and a thousand lightyears on in meaning. Clark smiled back.
“Oh. Wait,” Dick said. “You arrived overnight.”
“Dick,” Bruce said, but Dick was less easily dissuaded than Jason had been.
“So, no no, hang on, is this a thing or—”
“In a relationship, I believe,” his father sighed, “is the appropriate terminology.”
Damian scowled, but Clark put that down to the general attitude of preteens confronted with parental relations of any kind. If he had a son, he’d maybe have broken the news a little more smoothly—but then, if Clark had a son, his son wouldn’t be a pint-sized superhero sidekick, so what did he know about how to raise a Robin?
Tim waved awkwardly and then turned his attention to his plate, which he began to pile with eggs under Alfred’s watchful eye. Dick just grinned, and slung himself into the chair next to Clark.
Jason, still grinning as wide as Dick, said, “A Relationship,” with heavy capital letters in his tone. Then he aimed a finger-gun at Clark and added, “So we’re clear, I know where the emergency kryptonite is.”
Bruce snapped at him; Dick added a “Really, Jay?”; and Alfred pursed his lips. Clark said, “I hope you all do.” There were a variety of confused noises around the table. “Well,” he continued, “the only reason you’d need it would be if there was someone other than me, or if I’ve been mind-controlled and can’t be reasoned with. It’s a good safety precaution.”
Jason stared at him, and theatrically holstered the finger-gun. “Okay, B,” he said, “you can keep him.”
In a devastatingly arid tone, Bruce said, “I appreciate the concern, Jason.” If it were anyone else it would be crushing sarcasm; from Bruce, it was sincerity, and everyone obviously knew. Dick, Alfred, and Tim each ducked their head to hide a smile and Jason mumbled incoherently. Damian nodded.
“Alright, Al, join us. Resolution time.”
Alfred took the seat at the foot of the table and didn’t seem uncomfortable at all. He poured himself a cup of the violently strong tea and filled it with sugar. “A resolution for the coming year: one meal a month will have plantains.”
“Me, me!” yelped Dick. “Savate! I want to work on incorporating it this year.” He paused. “Dami, want to try? You don’t have to.”
Damian bit his lip, but said, “Improving the accuracy of my visual memory through timed sketching drills.”
Tim offered a, “Cool. Um. Electric unicycle.”
Jason laughed. “Repair the pipes behind my shower wall, they’re squealing.”
“Clark?” Bruce said, but Clark shrugged. “Well,” Bruce went on, “mine is to read at least three works of classic fiction. Jay, I’m in your hands.”
Jason saluted.
“Super—Clark, you really don’t have anything?” asked Damian, with the careful zeal of someone learning new routines.
Bruce winked.
“Goals, maybe,” Clark said. “Maybe—not to try so hard for perfection that I miss the good on the way.” He could see B’s smile from the corner of his eye, but his focus was Damian’s small and sturdy frown of concentration.
Alfred hummed. “A brave goal, Master Clark, and one we all perhaps should strive for. A toast to the new year?” He lifted his teacup and the boys followed suit, clinking cups and mugs with unsurprising abandon. Clark raised his mug to Alfred, clinked with Dick, and turned to Bruce.
B decorously tapped Clark’s mug with his own and laid his other forearm and hand on the table, in a very casual way.
A very casual way that, entirely coincidentally, ended with his hand over Clark’s. Clark turned his own to lace their fingers together, and said, “Happy New Year, Bruce.”
“Happy New Year indeed.”
Clark looked around, and thought that, for the first time in a long time, it might be.

    





  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          I've been so unexpectedly thrilled with how much everyone has loved this series, and each installment has happened more or less without my specific (pacific) direction, in sort of a fugue state! I guess my fugue channeled something about Clark, and I hope you liked this too!
Long and short of it: happy new year! ♥♥♥


        


    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








