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The Lunch (The Grilling)

    by Ginevra_Benci

      Summary

      Clark Kent, still off-balance, charmed and confused, braves the Bats and parries the Planet.
The word of the day for day 227 is aloof.



      Notes

        A pinch-hitty followup to The Sit-Down: short and bantery but hopefully in much the same mood as its parent!
The word aloof itself doesn't make an appearance, but I hope the idea of it ("not friendly or forthcoming; cool and distant") comes through ♥
UPDATE: Now with audio! Follow the "inspired by" link for the podfic.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






The Lunch (The Grilling)

    
      
  Come have lunch.

***
“Kent? Kent! Earth to Kent!”
“Mm? Sorry, Lois.”
“I swear, sometimes, it’s like you’re not even in the building.”
“Go easy on him,” Jimmy laughed, “he got the full force of Brucie today.”
“That—” Lois whirled on him and the bullpen did its best not to laugh as he cringed—“that is exactly the point! He, he, him—got an invitation to lunch at Wayne Manor and he—no offense, Clark—he barely remembers it!”
“None taken.”
“What do you expect me to do with that?”
“Well,” said Cat as she approached, “you could try to fight me for the society beat.” She smiled, as charmingly as always. “You’d lose.”
“I don’t want—” Lois sputtered. “His kids were there.”
Clark started to say, “Lois—”
“Did you ask him about why Damian’s mother was arrested in the UK six years ago and released three days later without charge? Three days? Did you ask him about Wayne Industries’ connections to the Justice League? The ongoing benefits of Batman taking down the vast majority of his corporate competitors? Did you ask about the nine separate shell companies that distribute—”
“Lois!” said Clark, and she jolted to a halt. “No,” he managed, “I didn’t.”
Perry chose that moment to stick his head out into the bullpen. “Kent. Come here, would you?”
Lois frowned as Clark put up his hands, telegraphing not my fault. “Sure, Chief,” he called back. “Be right there.” As he walked away, he heard Lois muttering, “I mean I wouldn’t expect journalism of you, Cat, but—”
***
“Father,” said Damian Wayne, with the uncomfortably hawkish precision he’d displayed all through the interview. “A guest?”
“You remember Mr. Kent,” Bruce—Bats—Bruce said amicably, into the heavy judgemental silence of the dining room.
The butler, Alfred, finished laying the new place, between Drake-Wayne and the place setting at the head of the table (which was obviously Bruce’s). Alfred gave Clark a cold, professional smile as he adjusted a fork. “No allergies, sir, I hope?” he asked.
Clark surveyed the fish cakes, new potatoes, green beans. “Uh. No, this looks wonderful, thank you.”
The smile flickered. “Very good, sir.”
“My god, B,” Grayson-Wayne muttered, obviously not aware that Clark could hear him. “Is this really the time for—”
Bruce shut him up with an enormous smile. “Clarky’s a writer, Dick, dear.”
“Thought he didn’t like us,” Dick said, putting on his own smile in challenge.
“I never said that,” Clark pointed out again, half-hearted. He supposed at least he could be glad that Bruce hadn’t revealed his identity to… well, not to anyone, surely, if even his children didn’t know. Although that made Clark wonder, if Bruce’s children could possibly live with him and not know about Batman—
No. They must.
Right?
“So,” said Drake-Wayne, as Clark awkwardly sidestepped the butler and fumbled his way into his seat. “What are you writing?”
Clark, ever incisive, said, “What?”
B coughed: the small-but-deep noise that Clark knew like the back of his hand, the one that was Batman laughing. Grayson-Wayne’s eyes flicked to his father in concern.
“A good question, Tim,” Bruce said as he sat down far more elegantly than Clark had managed. “What are you writing these days, Clark?”
“You wrote,” said Damian, drawing everyone’s attention and flushing slightly but carrying on, “you wrote about the Humane Society scandal.”
Clark swallowed, trying to get his mouth a bit less dry. “I did,” he said, “that was terrible.”
“Such a relief,” said B, “to know that there are good-hearted people still willing to tell truth to power!”
“Well,” said Clark, still not sure how much he was supposed to say, “Batman helped with… a lot of the evidence.”
“Oh, Batman,” Bruce said with an airy wave. “Aerial rodents are one thing—” and it was  Clark’s turn to smother a laugh in a cough—“but it takes courage, don’t you think, boys, to put your own name out there over an opinion?”
Grayson-Wayne said, “My god,” and this time didn’t seem to care if he was overheard.
“Are you suggesting Batman is a… a pen name?” Clark asked, still confused, but finding the idea unexpectedly charming.
Bruce shrugged. “I’m saying, Mr. Kent, Batman is a necessity. But what I do as Bruce Wayne—” this time it was Drake-Wayne who coughed, and Grayson-Wayne’s right shoulder shifted sharply, as though he’d kicked his father under the table—“what I do as Bruce Wayne, what you do as Clark Kent: it might not save the Earth, but it’s why they save it, don’t you think?”
And… oh. Clark’s mouth opened, slightly, but he didn’t have the words again.
Bruce’s sons appeared similarly unsure how to proceed. Eventually, Drake-Wayne said, “You’re writing some kind of… feature, then, Mr. Kent?” and his brothers’ attention turned to Clark as well. Which meant that Clark was the only one still looking at Bruce, and was the only one who saw him wink.
Clark laughed, helpless, and shook his head before turning back to the teenager. “Actually, I’m not.”
***
“Kent, good.”
“Hi, Chief, what’s up—”
“Don’t call me chief—”
“Right, boss.”
“You got Bruce Wayne’s attention?”
“Unexpectedly, sir.”
“Think there’s a story there?”
“No, sir.”
“No?”
“Only for Cat, sir.”
Perry White paused. “Think you’ll be the story there?”
“Sir—”
“That’s not a judgment, Kent. You’ve got good instincts, most of the time. But if you’ll have problems being objective—”
“There isn’t a story, boss. It was one lunch.” It was years of trust; it was B jumping from a plane without a plan, sure that Clark would catch him.
“Lane thinks—”
“I know, sir. And she’s welcome to investigate all she wants.”
Perry hmmphed. “Don’t call me sir.”
“Right.”
Clark’s editor shook his head. “Alright, get out of here.”
“Right.”
Perry snorted as Clark left.
***
“Not writing anything,” Drake-Wayne repeated.
“Not about you all, no.”
“Ah.” Drake-Wayne turned accusatory and inquiring eyes to Bruce. Grayson-Wayne cleared his throat and a grin twitched at the corners of his mouth.
“Then you are a guest,” said Damian.
Clark met B’s eyes again, and turned to his son. “I suppose I am.”
Damian nodded. “Guests are to be made welcome.”
It wasn’t possible not to think adorable, although Clark made sure the sentiment didn’t appear on his face. “Thank you,” he said gravely, and Damian nodded.
Grayson-Wayne relaxed a little and gave Clark a real smile. “So,” he said, “got any opinions about the nights?”
Clark blinked.
“The Knights, Clark,” Bruce said. “The football team.”
“Oh. Right. Ah—sports isn't really my beat, but—”
Grayson-Wayne grinned. “Right. Well.”
***
“You can’t mean there was nothing. Clark, please.”
“Cat—”
“Was Damian easier to talk to? Anything, come on.”
“Honestly, no. Not really. I think they were all a little… confused. By me being there.”
Her eyes flicked over him, up and down. “Really?”
“Still harrassment, Cat.”
“Oh, Brucie’s harmless, and he adores his kids. And don’t pretend you don’t know how you look. Get you out of those hideous suits and—oh, you know what I mean. Like you don’t play up the all-American dumb-stud shtick—”
Clark shrugged. “Guess he didn’t mind my communist tendencies as much as you thought.”
Cat laughed. “Yes, because he thinks ‘manifesto’ means the Pride Parade. Well.” She shook her head. “At least give me first refusal for the tell-all.” She sashayed away before Clark could voice the it wasn’t like that! he’d been fruitlessly trying to articulate all afternoon. Fruitless, because no one gave him the opportunity, and also—he suspected—because it, well, it really sort of was.

  Like that.

***
A large figure appeared in the archway between the dining room and the hall, rolling its shoulders. “Hey,” the man said. “Ooh, salmon croquettes. What are you all—” He slung a motorcycle helmet onto the polished surface of the table, dropped into the chair next to Damian, looked at Clark, and said: “Aw shit.”
Clark looked at the Red Hood, barely disguised, thankfully not armed, and turned in his seat, carefully slow.
Bruce had a hand over his face, thumb and fingers pressed against his cheekbones. He said, “Good morning, Jason.”
“Our cousin!” Drake-Wayne tried valiantly, his eyes bulging.
“Cousin,” the Red Hood—Jason? Jason Wayne, Jason?—repeated, doleful.
“Cousin,” repeated Clark.
“My son,” said Bruce. “Who died—”
“Who was reported dead,” said Grayson-Wayne, “but who, obviously, did not actually—”
And Clark knew. Absolutely and without question. He said, half a prayer: “Robin.”
They all flinched (all but Bruce, of course).
“You were—you were Robin,” he said. “And—” he turned. “Robin, and then Nightwing—Bludhaven, of course; and: Robin and now Red Robin; and the newest Robin of all—B. Your—”
Bruce shrugged. “My boys.”
“Okay, B,” Grayson-Wayne said, “I think we need—”
Bruce raised his hand sharply, no more Brucie, and Grayson-Wayne fell silent. Bruce tilted his head at Clark.
Clark nodded, and carefully placed his glasses next to his plate.
“Boys,” said Bruce, with a soft sort of smile, “meet Superman.”
***
“All I’m saying,” Lois said, “is that there is something going on with Wayne. And you—” she glared—“You know something about it.”
“Lois, I really—”
“You are a terrible liar, Clark Kent.”
“Well, that’s only because I never lie.”
She rolled her eyes. “God, Smallville. Anyway. I expect credit when you figure it out and publish.”
“Lois, I won’t be—”
“Sure.” And then: “Clark?”
“Yeah?”
“Be careful, alright?”
***
“Superman.” Damian said it first. Then: “You eat food?”
It wasn’t the reaction Clark was expecting, but he’d also never come out to… well, not to anyone, but particularly not to a ten-year-old. “Ah,” he managed. “Yeah.”
Grayson-Wayne had gone pink. “Um,” he said. “Sorry about—I thought—”
“It’s okay,” Clark told him, which only made him pinker. Bruce laughed in his throat again, gently. Clark kept his hand by his glasses like they offered some kind of protection.
“Superman,” said… Red Hood, slowly. (Clark would think about all the implications of… all the rest of it… later. And get B to explain, for once.) Clark nodded at the Red Hood.
“Why?” said Damian. Clark squinted at him instinctively, as though his perfect eyes had trouble seeing across the table. Damian frowned. “Why act human?”
“Um,” said Clark, and looked at Bruce. Bruce had an eyebrow raised, as though he too was asking the question. “Um,” Clark repeated. “It’s not an act.”

    





  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Jason, dude, work on your situational awareness, ya foodie idjit (affectionate)
Dick, maybe take this as a lesson not to mock your dad for bringing the nice (nice-looking, cough-cough) reporter to family lunch? He probably has a reason? You may have just mocked his coworker? (I mean, you're also not wrong, but give him a bit of credit lmao)
Tim, well done on the small talk, A for effort, props to the Drakes. You're the only one here who's not a lost cause.
(Dami, A for effort, C- for execution, though it's really not your fault)
**
As always, delighted to hear from you in the comments and I hope you enjoyed ♥
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  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








