

  Preface


  
    who's coming to dinner

    Posted originally on the Archive of Our Own at http://archiveofourown.org/works/49552558.
  


  
    
          	Rating:

          	General Audiences

          	Archive Warning:

          	No Archive Warnings Apply

          	Category:

          	M/M

          	Fandoms:

          	DCU, Batman - All Media Types, Superman - All Media Types

          	Relationships:

          	Clark Kent/Bruce Wayne, Jonathan "Pa" Kent & Martha Kent & Bruce Wayne

          	Characters:

          	Bruce Wayne, Clark Kent, Martha Kent, Jonathan "Pa" Kent

          	Additional Tags:

          	Meeting the Parents, Bruce Wayne Week 2023, Injury, Midwestern Passive-Aggression, Bruce Wayne Visits Smallville, Parenting, a little angst a little humor. you know how it is


        	Language:

        	English


        	Collections:

        	Bruce Wayne Week 2023

      	Stats:

      	
        Published: 2023-08-22
        Words: 4,160
        Chapters: 1/1
      

    

    








who's coming to dinner

    by shipyrds

      Summary

      Beyond the onslaught of comestibles are Ma and Pa Kent. They’re seated next to each other, which isn’t traditional, and also makes this feel even more like a job interview Bruce is failing. He thinks. He’s never actually had a job interview, never mind failed at one. That may be part of the problem.
“So,” he begins, a tentative foray into the awkward silence broken only by the sounds of Jonathan’s fork scraping mashed potatoes onto his plate. “How’s the, ah, harvest this year?”
“Bad,” Jonathan says, and does not elaborate.
--
Three visits to Smallville over a year.
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        prompt for day 3, batman in smallville!


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






who's coming to dinner

    
      Bruce had kind of thought the pie thing was a myth when he'd agreed to meet Clark at the Kents' for dinner. And now he's here without Clark, who'd gotten stuck in interstellar customs, staring down a groaning table at a veritable gauntlet of baked goods. There's dessert pies, of course, but there's also two separate casseroles, a loaf of bread, baked mac and cheese, roasted yams, and a tomato cobbler. Bruce didn't know you could put tomatoes in cobblers. He also didn't know it was humanly possible to bake this many things in a single oven.
Beyond the onslaught of comestibles are Ma and Pa Kent. They're seated next to each other, which isn't traditional, and also makes this feel even more like a job interview he's failing. He thinks. He's never actually had a job interview, never mind failed at one. That may be part of the problem.
"So," he begins, a tentative foray into the awkward silence broken only by the sounds of Jonathan's fork scraping mashed potatoes onto his plate. "How's the, ah, harvest this year?"
"Bad," Jonathan says, and does not elaborate.
"I'm sorry to hear that," Bruce says, dutifully polite. All of his Brucie charm seems to have deserted him, not that it would help him here. "And Mrs. Kent, Clark tells me you have a quilting group? How is that going?"
"Oh, you don't want to hear about that," Martha says. She seems determined to leave him floundering in his lake of green bean casserole. He doesn't know how to say that he desperately wants to hear about her quilting group, if only to fill the cavernous silence that is currently imbuing the Kents' warm and cozy dining room with the ambiance of a warehouse recently vacated by Mr. Freeze.
"The tomato cobbler is delicious," he tries. "Do you think I could get the recipe?"
Martha thaws slightly at this. "Of course!" she says, with real enthusiasm, and he relishes his small success. And then she continues, "Bruce, I didn't know you cooked."
"Ah," he says. "Well, it would be for Alfred."
"Ah." There is a thick, stodgy silence. "Well then. I'd be happy to write it out for him." Her voice implies that there is no chore she would dread more.
Bruce takes another helping of corn pudding in desperation. "Did Clark cook much as a child?"
He should have tried that angle first. Here, at last, is something they both have in common. Martha brightens more than he's seen her all night. "Oh, we couldn't get him out of the kitchen. Real mama's boy, our Clark. Well, that's what I thought, anyway."
"Turned out he was just hungry all the time," Jonathan says, picking out all of the cucumber slices from the salad bowl in front of him.
"Jonathan used to have a hell of a time keeping him out of the corn when the ears were ripe."
"Oh, did he help with the harvest?"
"If by help with the harvest you mean fly around eating half the corn right off of the stalk, sure." Jonathan smiles fondly down at his plate. "Better than a combine harvester and worse than cutworms, our boy."
"I would love to see pictures, if you have any."
Martha looks at Jonathan. Bruce gets the sense that there is a conversation happening here, even though all that seems to happen is Martha narrowing her eyes and Jonathan shrugging and returning to his potatoes.
"They're all the way up in the attic," Martha says.
"Well," Bruce says. He pokes at his beans. "I wouldn't want to be any trouble." He offers to clear the plates, but Martha won't hear of it. Jonathan goes into the living room and turns on the small rabbit ear TV very loud. It is currently tuned to an Animal Kingdom special about coral reefs. Bruce feels a certain kinship with the fish whose demise is being graphically described by a man who sounds exactly like Alfred.
He considers going into the dining room and sitting with Jonathan as the deafening tones of David Attenborough wash over him. He decides he can't face it. "If you're sure you don't need me, I'm going to sit on the porch for a bit," he says, raising his voice to be heard over the clatter of dishes and the life cycle of the parrotfish. "The stars are beautiful out here."
The stars are beautiful, bright enough to wash the waving heads of wheat in faint silver. The rush of wind through the fields sounds almost like the ocean. Bruce sits on the porch swing and stares down at his feet.
It's not that it's a surprise that Ma and Pa Kent don't like him. Neither Batman nor Bruce Wayne are exactly anyone's first choice to be dating their son. But he'd hoped. Clark had had, by all accounts, an idyllic childhood. The perfect family, two doting parents who seemed to consider Clark the main accomplishment of their lives. He'd never fooled himself into thinking he could lay claim to a piece of that, but he'd thought it would be nice to be near it. And he doesn't know what he did wrong, feels a childish sense of injustice at the idea of Ma and Pa disliking him before even meeting him.
Well, he's had harder challenges in his life, and he's won over more difficult targets. Maybe he can help Jonathan with some of the machinery.
He's so busy staring at his shoes and feeling vaguely sorry for himself  that he doesn't notice Clark blurring across the Kansas sky until he's floating by the front steps. "So sorry I'm late," Clark says, dipping down for a kiss. "All the possibility of spaceflight, and the Denethorians have used it to invent a worse version of TSA." He lands lightly on the porch swing. It's always impressed Bruce, how lightly Clark manages to move through the world. It's a trick he's never seemed to master.
Clark bumps his shoulder against Bruce's companionably. "How did dinner go? What are you doing out here on the porch?"
"Ah," Bruce says, staring down at his hands. He's oddly reluctant to tell Clark about how dinner had gone. He never likes to admit his failures to Clark, who so rarely fails at anything, and this is a particularly sharp one. "I'm getting the feeling that your parents don't much like me."
Clark puts his hand over Bruce's, rubs his thumb over the callouses at the base of his thumb. "They just don't know you yet."
Bruce resists the urge to bark a laugh. "I think you may be one of the few people who've found me to improve with extended contact."
"I think you'd be wrong about that," Clark says, and he presses a kiss to Bruce's temple so easily that Bruce has to close his eyes against it. "Come on, come back inside. I can't leave you brooding out here, even if it is your natural state." He pulls Bruce off of the swing. "Jesus, how high did Pa turn up the TV? I could hear it all the way up from town."
Bruce watches him walk in, how the warm light from the house seems to stretch out to welcome him. Hears Martha's cheerful greeting, how Jonathan immediately mutes the TV as soon as Clark enters. He can do this. He can win them over. He won Clark over, after all. He still isn't sure what small serendipitous miracle made that happen, but he'll have to try his best to replicate it.

The next time he sees the Kents is not under circumstances calculated to endear him to anyone. He lands the Batplane in the barnyard, chickens scrambling away from the blast of the engines. Jonathan comes running out from the barn, wiping his hands on a greasy rag, and his weathered face goes white when he sees what's in Bruce's arms. Somehow the Denethorians had known about Kryptonite, and Clark had taken a direct blast to the face and then a light ray to the shoulder. Bruce can still smell it, lingering around him, the sickly sweet scent of burned meat.
"Is he," Jonathan says, his eyes flicking down to the tattered cape dangling around Bruce's feet.
"He'll be all right," Bruce says. "I'm sorry to alarm you, it's just that our facilities on the Watchtower are overwhelmed right now. And all he really needs is some sunshine and rest."
"Oh thank God," Jonathan says, all his breath leaving him in a rush. "Oh thank God." He takes off his glasses, closes his eyes tightly. Bruce looks away for a moment to give Jonathan some privacy. He's seen that kind of relief on a face before. He's felt it. And he's felt its reverse, too.
"He'll be all right," he says again. "It looks worse–" he can't finish the sentence. It does look worse than it is. But it looks very, very bad.
Jonathan puts his glasses back on and squares his shoulders. "Right," he says. "Right, let's get him laid out. I think we've still got those reflectors around somewhere, too, that'll help. Come around back here, I'll find a blanket Martha won't yell at me for ruining."
Martha is already running out the door, though. She stops short at the foot of the porch steps, presses both her hands to her mouth like she's trying to keep something in.
"He's all right," Jonathan calls up to her. "Mattie, he's all right."
"I'm sorry I didn't call ahead," Bruce says. "I wanted to get him out as soon as I could." And he hadn't thought. He'd spent most of the flight over from Central City looking at the shallow rise and fall of Clark's chest, terrified that it might stop. He hadn't thought how it would look to the Kents, Batman descending on them with their son's limp body in his arms.
He lays Clark out on the sheet Jonathan has stretched in the yard. He strips the suit away, leaving Clark in a pair of simple briefs. It's a bright beautiful day in Kansas, luckily.  Already Clark's color is improving. He tries not to look at the Kents holding each other, at the way Martha's hands tremble slightly where she's clasped her husband's arms. It feels like an intrusion that he's here at all, having descended in fire and blood into their bucolic life. But he can't make himself go, not when Clark still hasn't woken.
"Bruce," Martha says, startling him, and he has to duck his gaze at the pity in her face. "Come on up into the house. You look dead on your feet. Jonathan can keep an eye on him."
"No, it's– I can help."
"Sure you can," Martha says. "But you don't have to."
"Please," he says, and the sound of his own voice startles him. "Give me something to do."
"All right," Martha says. "All right." And she gives him a stack of mirrored sheet metal that must have been in a greenhouse at some point, which he sets up in a circle around Clark's body. He realizes, after he leaves red smears on the first reflector, that his gauntlets still have Clark's blood on them, and hastily strips them off. Over on the sheet, Jonathan's brought down a bucket and some clean rags and is sponging the blood and dust from Clark's wound. The wound itself is almost closed now, the angry red lightening to a pink as Clark's cells remember the way they're supposed to go together.
Jonathan sets the rag aside and cups his hand to Clark's face, brushes back his hair, and Bruce is struck by the simple domesticity of the gesture. How often Jonathan or Martha must have done the same thing, when Clark was small. How often he did it himself, when he put Dick or Damian to bed. Jason and Tim and Cass came to him too old, although Cass sought out physical contact with an unselfconscious ease he envied. He realizes he's staring, and puts the final reflector in place. The light gleams off of the pale near-unbroken expanse of Clark's skin.
And then there isn't anything to do but wait. Martha brings out a couple of stools from the barn, and they all three sit there together. Bruce strips off the bulk of his armor and cleans it with the rest of the bucket of water, then sets it out to dry. It's an incongruous picture, Batman's carapace stacked against the faded red wood of the Kents' barn.
"Do you play euchre?" Martha asks.
"What?"
"Euchre. It's a card game. Has Clark taught you? I know they don't play it much back east."
"No," Bruce says. He can't stop looking at Clark. His chest is rising and falling more evenly now, no trace of the wound on his shoulder. Clark should have woken by now. Something must be wrong, that he hasn't.
"Bruce," Martha says, and she puts her hand on his knee. "He just needs sun and some time. We're going to teach you the rules." And she brings down a folding tray table and a deck of cards from the house, along with a pitcher of ice water and a tin of peppernuts.
And that's how, when Clark blinks to wakefulness, nobody notices initially because Martha has just taken all seven tricks and is crowing loudly about it. "What," he croaks.
"Clark," Bruce says, scattering his cards on the table to leap over the wall of reflectors. "How are you feeling?" His pulse is back to normal, his cheeks flushed. He can't tell Clark's temperature just from feel, but he's not sweating or clammy anymore. Bruce resists the impulse to peel back Clark's eyelids, which he would certainly not appreciate.
"Am I hallucinating, or were you just playing three-handed euchre with my parents?"
"You up to being a fourth?" Jonathan calls. "You know your mother cheats."
"I–" Clark says, scrubbing his hand across his face in evident confusion.
"I brought you to your parents' because the Watchtower medical facilities were overwhelmed, and you needed sun."
"How did this lead to euchre," Clark says. "I should have warned you, Ma is ruthless."
Bruce purses his lips. "I needed something to do," he says. "You were– not waking as quickly as I would have expected."
Clark smiles up at him. "You were worried, huh," he says, poking Bruce's arm.
"Yes," Bruce says. "I was. Please don't make light of it."
The laughter vanishes from Clark's eyes. "I'm sorry to have worried you," he says. He looks like he's about to say something more, but then Martha and Jonathan are pulling him up to sit, and Bruce steps back to let them fuss over their son. He appreciates that they let him have the first word with Clark at all– if someone had tried to step between him and one of his children's sickbed, they would probably lose a hand.
He can guess at what Clark might have said, though. He sits by Bruce's bedside with some regularity, a presence Bruce often chafes at. Often views as patronizing, as proof that Clark resents his easily-injured humanity. Bruce has never been a good patient, and loving Clark has not made it any easier to see him, in all his unbreakable perfection, next to the evidence of Bruce's inability to keep up with him in the field.
But Clark never says any of that. He always just looks down at Bruce with a kind of taut, exhausted worry around his eyes. And now Bruce has sat on the other side of that bed, and nearly lost his mind after what was in all honesty only about an hour, when Clark was never in any real danger.
He doesn't know how to separate his love from his fear. He has never managed it before. But Clark makes him want, with a kind of desperation, to try.

"I owe you an apology," Martha says, several months later, handing Bruce a plate and a dishtowel. He'd gone to the Kents for dinner again, although this time it had gone much better, both because Clark had been there, and because now Martha could hold his lack of euchre skill over his head.
"I don't think you do," Bruce says, a little startled.
"No, no, you're not getting out of this one," she tells him. "The first time you came to visit we were terribly rude."
There are few things in the world Bruce would like less than having whatever conversation this is going to be, but he knows his own limits, and heading Martha Kent off from a subject she's set her sights on is not within his power. He tries to think of some diplomatic response and settles for "I got the sense you might take a while to warm up to me."
Martha smacks him with her own dishtowel. "Don't use your CEO voice on me," she says. "I wanted to explain. I feel badly. We really left you to flounder your way through that dinner. Your poor face when you told me you wanted my recipe for someone else!"
Bruce suppresses his smile. This far out, it is a little funny, how thoroughly they had stonewalled him. "I had thought," he says, "that it might be because I'm not exactly the partner you might have envisioned for Clark."
"Well, no, you weren't," Martha says. "But it wasn't that. Clark's our son, and also we found him in a rocket ship in the west corn field. We didn't really have a lot of expectations about what his life was going to look like. We mostly just wanted him to be alive, and happy. Whatever happy looked like for him."
Bruce has to scrub away an invisible streak on the plate he's drying, so Martha won't be able to see whatever his face must be doing at that. Bruce had loved his parents, with a simple and childlike trust. And he knows they had loved him. The intervening years, the defining griefs of his life, none of that had ever swamped that knowledge. But with an adult's distance, the perspective of thirty years and multiple children of his own, he knows that his own mother would never have said something similar about him. She had loved him enough to die for him. But if she had not died, she would have had expectations for him. She would not have been able to stand there and tell him that he should take his happiness wherever he found it.
For that matter, it's not something he could say about any of his own children. He has tried his best. But he does not think any of them would say he was an easy father. He's still not sure whether Dick would even call him father.
Martha's put her hand on his shoulder. She doesn't wear gloves to do the dishes, so the sudsy water is seeping into the fabric of his shirt. "Think that plate's probably dry by now," she says, taking it from him.
"I– yes," he says. "My apologies."
"That's the thing you don't need to say to me," she says, briskly, and hands him another plate. "What I meant was, Clark can keep himself safe. We were never worried about him being safe. But he's never been good at keeping himself happy. He was such a lonely little boy."
Bruce has always imagined Clark's time in school as a golden idyll. He would have played football; he would have been surrounded by admirers. His easy warmth would have drawn them all to him like plants craning towards the sun. He would have been everything that Bruce was not. "I didn't know that," he says.
"Oh lord, he had such a hard time making friends. Broke my heart. We were so worried someone might notice something different about him, we did too good a job teaching him to put walls up. It got a little better in high school. He spent all his time with that Luthor boy. We were just happy he had a real friend, and not just the other kids in the journalism club, who really only tolerated him. But, well, you know how that all ended."
Bruce, who had never expected to hear billionaire mastermind Lex Luthor referred to as "that Luthor boy," as though he were a misbehaving teen from the next farm over, chokes a little. "Clark hasn't really talked about it," he says. "But I can guess." Luthor had done his best to suppress all of the news articles about the accident, but he's no match for Oracle.
"Well, you ought to hear that all from him himself, and not my secondhand gossip. But when you came around, well."
"You thought I was more of the same," Bruce says. It's not an unreasonable conclusion for them to have drawn. Another grim, brooding billionaire drawn to Clark's irrepressible warmth?  No wonder they hadn't liked him much.
"No," Martha says. "No, that wasn't it at all. You couldn't be more different. Alex was terribly selfish, even back then. And the only time he ever came over for dinner he looked at my pie like it was something that had crawled out of the back waste pond."
"Well, that's just unforgivable," Bruce says, with a grin.
"See, that's what I mean," Martha says. "I have Batman in my kitchen telling jokes."
"So," Bruce says. He's finished the plates and moved on to the glasses. It's more than he'd usually ask, but he wants to know. "If it wasn't my unfortunate resemblance to Lex Luthor, what was it?"
"You seemed so unhappy," Martha says. "And busy. Clark deserves someone who will put him first. He puts everyone else first, all of the time. We thought he would run himself ragged trying to make you happy, and you wouldn't be able to do the same."
Bruce swallows. "I see," he says. Because none of that has changed. When it comes down to it, if it's a choice between Clark and the rest of the world, he would not choose Clark. Clark would never want him to. And in their line of work, there's a good chance that at some point he might have to make that choice.
"But Clark also needs an equal," she says. "He needs someone who can keep up with him. I don't mean physically, obviously," she says. "I'm not going to make you run a race or that kind of nonsense. But he's so smart, and so driven, and he doesn't trust easy. We tried our best to raise him right, but all the same he keeps those walls up."
"You think I can keep up with Clark?"
"Sure," Martha says. "I see you two together. Whatever I thought at the beginning, you make him happy. He moves around you like he trusts you to be there, like he trusts you to take care of yourself. You're not another worry for him. You're a person he can count on to share the load."
Bruce didn't expect to find himself choked up in Martha Kent's kitchen, when she'd taken him up on his offer to help with the dishes. But here he is.
"Suds in your eye?" she says, knowingly. And her small hand is on his back again, rubbing soothing circles between his shoulder blades the way she must have done for Clark when he was a child.
"Thank you," he says, when he can speak again. "For telling me."
"That's the other thing you don't need to say to me," she says. "You make him happy. That's a debt I can't repay. The least I can do is not leave you wondering what you did wrong, back at the beginning, when it wasn't any of your fault to begin with."
"A debt you can't repay," Bruce says. "I don't suppose that means you'd be willing to part with that pie crust recipe after all?"
"Clark!" Ma calls, through her laughter. "Get in here! That businessman of yours is trying to weasel my secrets out of me."
Clark appears in the doorway to the kitchen. "Can't leave you two alone for a minute," he says. "Ma, stop bullying Bruce." But his eyes are bright and knowing, the quick check-in he uses in the field. Bruce doesn't imagine much of that conversation could have escaped his hearing. Clark tries to give people privacy, he knows, but the house is small.
Bruce looks at the man he loves, standing there in his mother's floral-patterned kitchen. Martha has leaned on him for support as she dissolves into giggles, and so there's a wet handprint on his faded flannel shirt. He meets Clark's eyes, gives a brief nod: no intervention needed. But all the same, he's happy to see Clark. And if Martha says it, well, he'll have to believe it: Clark's happy to see him too.
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          End Notes

          happy Bruce Wayne week! i went a little unhinged and wrote 3k words today. so if anything is wonky once again please let me know! tomato cobbler is real and cook's illustrated has a great recipe for it. euchre is also real and it is cutthroat. i did read a whole book on midwestern pies for this fic and then used absolutely none of it. but if you would also like to read a book on midwestern pies, Midwest Pie: Recipes that Shaped a Region (ed. Meredith Pangrace) is delightful.
as always I can be found on Twitter and tumblr and in the comments! let me know what you thought <3


        


    


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








