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		XXV

		Mary Jane Watson decided that being apprehended by armored nut-jobs twice in her life was two times more than she cared to endure. Not only was she offended by the sense of helplessness, she was also painfully aware that it was 7:45 at night, coming up on the eight o’clock curtain for her play. With her missing, it meant that her understudy, Rebecca Kitt, was probably sitting in her chair, putting on her costume, and getting ready to do her part. Not that she didn’t think Rebecca could pull it off. She knew she could. In fact, truth to tell, she felt that Rebecca probably did the part better than she did, and she was convinced the producers would realize that and boot her from the show.

		“If I lose my gig, I’ll strangle you with your own tentacles!” she bellowed at Doc Ock. The fact that her clothes were wet and tattered and she was chained to a rusty pipe did not, in her mind, make her threats any less formidable. “Hey, I’m talking to you!”

		Arm Boy, as she had come to think of him, continued to pay her no attention. He was totally obsessed with this gizmo of his that looked to Mary Jane like an oversized version of the game Mousetrap. Power was humming through it, and the air seemed to be crackling, as if lightning was parking itself right in the middle of his ramshackle structure. His tentacles were busy releasing into the air the contents of some sort of metal canister, and, to her surprise, it hung there, suspended, defying gravity. Her brief admiration of the stunt was quickly superseded by the realization of just how cold she was. She was shivering, and the whole place stank of salt water and mildew.

		She bit down on her lip and emitted an ear-piercing whistle so loud that even Arm Boy couldn’t ignore it. He looked toward her, glowering over the tops of his sunglasses.

		“You got what you needed for your little science project,” she called. “Now let me go!”

		He actually smiled at that, which wasn’t exactly what she’d been expecting. “I can’t let you go,” he said, sounding surprisingly rational about it. “You’d bring the authorities. Not that anyone can stop me, now that Spider-Man is dead.”

		Mary Jane’s mind reeled from that statement, but she shrugged it off. She was dealing with a crazy man. How seriously could she take anything he said? It was like getting stock tips from the Son of Sam. “He’s not dead,” she announced. “I don’t believe you.”

		“Believe it,” he assured her.

		Then he turned away from her but, disconcertingly, the pincers of the arms seemed to have other ideas entirely. They snapped at her, seeming for all the world as if they were… jealous of her, somehow. There was enough slack to her chains that she was able to bat away the tentacles.

		Doc Ock fired up his machinery to an even more ear-splitting level. The stuff hanging in the middle suddenly ignited, and to Mary Jane’s wonderment, it took on the aspect of a tiny golden sun, no bigger than an orange, forming in the middle of the machine. Where the interior of the warehouse they were in had been dreary and dark, it was now fully illuminated…

		And that was when the pulsating light revealed Spider-Man, crawling along the ceiling.

		Mary Jane gasped, but the noise wasn’t audible over the howling of the machine. Doc Ock’s back was turned, so he didn’t notice Spider-Man at all. But one of the tentacles seemed to be…

		… looking?

		Was that possible? Could these arms of his actually see somehow?

		Spider-Man lowered himself down a web, toward Mary Jane. Her eyes lit up and it was all she could do not to cry out in relief. He reached for her chains and whispered close to her ear so she could hear him over the howling of the machinery, “As soon as you’re free—”

		He got no further than that as a large metal blade sliced into the steel pipe that lay between Spider-Man and Mary Jane.

		The arms had warned Ock.

		It was the only possibility, as chilling and unthinkable as it was. They had tipped him to the presence of the intruder, and now Doc Ock was coming toward them, his voice dripping with anger and contempt. “I should have known Osborn wouldn’t have the spine to finish you!”

		Osborn? Harry was part of this, too? Mary Jane could barely process the information. Harry was supposed to have killed Spider-Man? Harry? The guy who’d practically gone catatonic in high school biology when he’d had to snuff a frog for dissection? She knew he’d become obsessed, blaming Spider-Man for the death of his father, but… My God, the whole world had gone insane.

		Spider-Man leaped to a perch that was, for the moment, out of Ock’s reach. Mary Jane noticed that the glowing ball, which had been the size of an orange, was now beach-ball-sized. It burned with a fiery intensity, and she wondered with growing alarm just how big the thing was going to get.

		It was then she realized that not only did she not have the answer to that question, there was every possibility that neither Spider-Man nor Doc Ock knew it, either. Which meant that the miniature sun might grow to become a full-sized sun. And having one of those in the middle of Manhattan couldn’t possibly be a good thing.

		“Shut it down, Octavius!” called Spider-Man from above. “You’re going to hurt a lot more people this time!”

		Spider-Man made a move toward what appeared to be electric cables leading into the machine. It was obvious to Mary Jane what he intended to do: If he could yank out those cables, the power would be disrupted. Unfortunately it was obvious to Doc Ock, as well. His tentacles lashed out, blocking the way, driving Spider-Man back.

		“It’s a risk we’re willing to take!” said Ock.

		Mary Jane wondered for a moment who he meant by “we.” Was Doc Ock speaking with the royal “we?” But then she understood, and the knowledge chilled her even more than she already was. The “we” referred to him and his tentacles. He thought of them as living entities. And considering the way they acted, she couldn’t say he was wrong.

		“Well, I’m not willing to take it!” Spider-Man told him.

		Doc Ock’s tentacles coiled back like cobras, then struck. Spider-Man flipped over Ock and landed next to the power cables, but before he could reach them, a tentacle rammed into his back. He staggered from it, and a second grabbed his wrist and slung him away.

		Spider-Man tumbled end over end upward and crashed through the rotting roof, sailing away into the night. Mary Jane’s heart sank. If the wall-crawler was unconscious, he would be killed by the impact, wherever he came down. So she was as startled as Ock when he came crashing back in through one of the large, boarded-over windows, swinging on a web and making a beeline directly for the doctor.

		Ock, who’d turned his attention back to his machine, swung around in surprise, just in time for Spider-Man to smash him squarely in the chest with both feet. He hit so hard that he drove his opponent through the floorboards. The brackish water was right below them, lapping up around their legs, as Spider-Man and Ock fought to find purchase.

		Mary Jane saw the glowing ball continue to grow, and she pulled at the chains with rising desperation as she became more and more convinced that absolutely anyplace else in the world was a better place to be than where she was. All at once she was lifted off her feet, and found her ankles being pulled toward the fiery ball of whatever the hell it was. The only thing holding her in place now were the chains that bound her wrists to the rusted pipe.

		The pipe, for its part, was hardly the most reliable of anchors, and it started to bend toward the machine. Mary Jane, being drawn closer, began shouting for help at the top of her lungs.

		Her voice must have been heard over the cacophony of the machine as Spider-Man hit Doc Ock so hard that it drove him down into the water. Because he then turned toward Mary Jane, fired two webs, and swung up to her.

		The chains around her hands snapped off the rusted pipe, and Mary Jane was yanked through the air directly toward the glowing ball. She didn’t have to be a science major to intuit that the moment she hit the thing, she’d be incinerated. She let out what she was certain was her final scream, then jerked to a halt.

		One of Spider-Man’s web-lines had snagged her wrists, halting her, suspending her horizontally in midair. The aggressive machinery was pulling her in one direction, while Spider-Man was doing everything he could to haul her in the other.

		And it seemed as if the machinery was winning… that she was edging closer, ever closer to the growing fireball at the heart of the storm.

		A flare of energy, like something from the surface of the sun, licked out at Mary Jane. Conveniently enough, it sliced through the chains that bound her ankles, further freeing her.

		Spider-Man dropped to the ground, just beyond range of the fireball’s pull, yanking the web-line as hard as he could. This sent Mary Jane flying toward him, and he caught her. Setting her down, he shouted at her, “Run!”

		She didn’t need to be told twice. Immediately, she sprinted for the exit. Don’t look back, don’t look back, she kept telling herself, right up until she heard the crash of wood and a grunt of pain, at which point she looked back.

		What she saw chilled her. Spider-Man was lying on the floor, his hand to his head, nursing it as if he’d just been struck by something. It wasn’t difficult to figure out what that something might be. There was Doc Ock, wielding four ten-foot-long wood beams, one held by each tentacle. Backlit by the roiling flames, he reminded Mary Jane of nothing as much as the multiarmed Hindu goddess Kali.

		He came in fast at Spider-Man, swinging the beams like an entire attacking team of baseball batters. In a dazzling display of acrobatic prowess, Spider-Man dodged, twisted, and leaped between the swinging beams, all the while making his way once more toward the power cables.

		And then his luck ran out. As fast and agile as he was, the tentacles seemed to be learning with machinelike speed. They adapted to his maneuvers, compensated, and one of them scored a direct hit with a beam. It stopped Spider-Man cold, then another came in and slammed him sideways. He crashed into a steel column and fell to the floor, seemingly down for the count.

		Doc Ock tossed aside the beams. He grabbed Spider-Man by an ankle and hoisted him into the air, upside down. One of the mechanical arms moved toward him, and the pincers spread apart to allow a steel spike to spring from the end of the tentacle.

		“Good-bye,” said Ock, not sounding especially sorry to see him go.

		But Mary Jane was already in motion. Overcoming the sheer terror she was feeling, she grabbed a two-by-four and swung it right at Ock’s head.

		It never landed. Despite the fact that Ock’s back was to her, the tentacles saw it coming. One of them jerked the plank from her hand and knocked her back with casual ease. She went flying, and collapsed against a pile of debris, the wind knocked out of her. Desperately, she tried to stand… and suddenly she felt something giving way directly beneath her. She slipped, then tried to yank her foot out. It didn’t move. For an instant she thought that one of the tentacles was holding her, but then she saw that, no, they were all occupied with Spider-Man. Worse, they were about to kill him, while she sat helplessly by. She screamed his name in frustration.

		Doc Ock, his attention back on his opponent, drove a steel spike toward his helpless foe. But Spider-Man wasn’t as out of it as he seemed. Suddenly, moving with such swiftness that he was a blur, he webbed the bundled electrical cable that lay beneath him and hoisted it directly into the spike’s path.

		The spike punctured the cable… and the tentacles snapped open, releasing Spider-Man as they were jolted with enough voltage to light up Soho.

		They writhed and twisted, and it had to be the mechanisms of the tentacles grinding against one another that made it sound as if the things were shrieking. But damned if that wasn’t what they sounded like. Like living creatures screaming in agony.

		Father, help us! Help us! We don’t want to die! Save us!

		Yes, don’t worry! I’ll…

		Father!

		Who…

		Father, no!

		… are you… what are… what did you do to me… ?

		Father, you know us.

		Oh, my God… What have you…

		Don’t talk like that!

		… done… to me… to…

		We did what you wanted! We loved you and made you, you ungrateful cretin. Don’t you dare turn against us! Oh Father, we are sorry… we should not treat you like the sniveling coward, yes, coward that you are, and Father help us and go to hell… Ah, God, it huuurrrts…

		Spider-Man watched as an electrical blast blew Doc Ock backwards, sending him spiraling through the air. He landed on the other side of the warehouse, where he would be unable to stop Spider-Man from completing his task.

		Spider-Man ran to the cables, hoping the gloves of his costume would provide sufficient insulation, considering how pumped up the power had become. He gripped the cables, steadied himself, and then wrenched them from the base of the generator. The cables sparked and sputtered, and he waited for the machinery to die down.

		And he waited.

		And he waited.

		Not only did the machine not taper off, the reaction began to accelerate. It had become self-sustaining.

		Spider-Man stood there, dwarfed before the giant fusion ball, not knowing how to stop it.

		All he knew at that moment was that sections of the pier’s walls and roof were beginning to buckle under the inexorible gravitational pull of the fusion-powered ball. They were probably feeling it throughout the city. Anything that wasn’t nailed down could wind up being sucked into the thing.

		We are so screwed, he thought.

		Otto Octavius sat up, not knowing why his back was aching so badly. He was having

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
		XXVI

		High above the shore, the glistening spiderweb stretched between several buildings. Mary Jane was curled up in it, watching the stream of blinking red police lights so far down, they seemed like beetles. They sped toward the pier, or what was left of it. She knew that the police would scatter about the scene, trying to piece together what had happened. And none of them would ever know.

		She sensed a movement beside her, and turned to find Peter crouched there. It was such a bizarre sight for her. Like one of those pictures one sees on the Internet where some celebrity’s head has been grafted onto a body that obviously isn’t his. Here was Peter Parker’s head atop Spider-Man’s body, and the two clearly could not possibly go together. And yet…

		… and yet…

		“I think I always knew, all this time, who you really were,” she said. “That day you kissed me in the cemetery… it was so familiar, and I thought… but then I figured, No, it couldn’t be… but it was.”

		If Peter had looked as if he’d literally been carrying the weight of the world upon his shoulders earlier, keeping the wall from collapsing upon them, he looked even more so now.

		“Then… you know why we can’t be together. Spider-Man will always have enemies. I can never let you take that risk.” He had spoken with voice quavering, but then, with more conviction, he said, “I will always be Spider-Man. You and I can never be.”

		She felt moisture welling in her eyes, and wanted to do anything at that moment except cry. Here Peter had displayed such strength, such determination, and she was going to start sobbing? It seemed unworthy of the moment. Nevertheless, for all her willpower, a few tears strayed down her cheek. Peter reached over with a gloved hand and wiped them from her face. She watched with silent awe as webs emerged from his hands and attached themselves to her. She wondered how the hell he did that—perhaps a web-shooting mechanism of some kind—and then abruptly she was off the edge of the web and being lowered to the ground, letting out an alarmed squeak as she went.

		The police cars were clustering around the pier, and Mary Jane realized that someone should tell them what the devil had just happened. Her feet touched the ground and the far ends of the web-lines fluttered down after her, released by Peter. She tugged at them tentatively, but they wouldn’t detach from her arms. Since the entire city wasn’t littered with Spider-Man webs, she reasoned that they’d eventually dissolve by themselves. “Eventually” was good enough for her; she realized she wasn’t all that anxious for them to disappear.

		Flashlights were being aimed in her direction, and she shielded her face as the police called, “Hands over your head!”

		She spread her arms to either side and, squinting against the glare, standing there soaking wet in scraps of clothing, she shouted in irritation, “Do I look like I’m armed and dangerous, for God’s sake?! Hello? Hostage here! Get a clue!”

		“Mary Jane!”

		A figure emerged from the crowd, and at first she couldn’t make out who it was because he was backlit by the red blinking lights and police searchlights. But then he took a couple of steps forward, and there was another man behind him, in a long coat. He was shoving identification in the faces of the cops, shouting, “Press! We’re press! That’s my son’s fiancée, you idiots!”

		And as J. Jonah Jameson managed to thoroughly intimidate the police through sheer force of personality and his daunting cigar, John Jameson sprinted toward her, his coat flapping around him. She took a step toward him, then staggered as everything that had transpired in the past few hours began to catch up with her. He caught her before she fell.

		“Mary Jane! Are you all right?!”

		“Well, my outfit’s shot to hell, but otherwise, yeah,” she gasped. “How did you know I was here?”

		“We didn’t. Dad and I were just driving around, monitoring police-band calls, listening for something… I don’t know, we figured if Doc Ock and Spider-Man were involved, it’d be big.”

		He stared at her, as if afraid to believe that she was real, and then he clutched her to him, rocking slowly back and forth, whispering thanks. Then he realized his hand was stuck to her back. He pulled it loose, staring uncomprehendingly at the web-strands that had attached themselves to his fingers, not recognizing them for what they were.

		“What’s this?”

		Mary Jane wasn’t looking at him. She was staring at the web strung overhead. Peter was a dark and distant figure, but even from where she was, she could see him pull his mask on and turn his back to her. Then he fired a web-line and swung away into the night.

		“Nothing,” she said. “It’s… it’s nothing.” And she tilted her head back and let John kiss her fervently.

		Harry Osborn sat immobile in the large chair that had once been his father’s favorite. He could have been carved from stone as he stared at the TV screen showing the live news story that was unfolding down at the docks. The scene was awash with lights from police cars, and the newscaster was stating that, according to an eyewitness, Doc Ock had been involved and was responsible for a device that had been causing all manner of seismic sensations for a ten-block radius. However, according to the same eyewitness, Spider-Man had heroically thwarted the doctor’s efforts.

		Harry continued to watch as the “eyewitness,” clearly Mary Jane, was being loaded into an ambulance. She looked banged up but otherwise unhurt; obviously, this was just to play it safe. Her tall, strapping fiancé was climbing in with her. And there was J. Jonah Jameson, waving the TV cameras back, shouting, “No comment! No comment! You can all read about it in the Daily Bugle tomorrow! Exclusive! Now get that damned camera out of her face!”

		Finally, Harry’s hand made a slight movement, over to the remote control. He pushed a button and the television obediently shut off. He placed the remote next to an untouched glass of scotch that sat next to him.

		Mary Jane, his former girlfriend, with another man. Peter Parker, his former friend, revealed to be Spider-Man… the man who had killed his father. Spider-Man… the savior of the city. That’s how it was going to play out. Even Jameson’s hate-mongering rag wouldn’t be able to cover this one up. The people would worship that wall-crawling murderer.

		And then there was Harry Osborn. No girlfriend. No best friend. No father. No huge, moneymaking, breakthrough project from a brilliant scientist.

		Nothing. He had nothing.

		He was like the emptiness of space, a vacuum, cold and airless. And didn’t nature abhor a vacuum?

		He leaned forward in his chair, buried his face in his hands. His shoulders started to shake, and he thought about the balcony a mere thirty feet away. He knew that, because he’d been pacing the distance from the chair to the balcony, over and over, contemplating the peace that would come from hurling himself over the edge.

		Thirty little feet. That was all it would take. He just had to move thirty feet… plus one more.

		If he did that, then at long last, he’d be with his father. At that moment, Harry Osborn believed he would do anything, absolutely anything, for that to be the case. He wanted to be with his father more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life.

		Was it not a consumation devoutly to be wished?

		That was the moment when he heard a cackle echoing through the apartment. It was soft and seductive, and it chilled him to the bone… but it was also somehow comforting, as insane as that sounded.

		He looked up and glanced around for the source. “Hello?” he called tentatively.

		No answer came.

		Slowly, on shaky legs, Harry rose from the chair. The television had been the only illumination in the room; Harry had found the darkness to be of comfort. Now it seemed to be hiding something… some new intruder.

		But there was no one there. He was sure of it. He walked to the door, looked outside the room. Still nothing.

		“If thou didst ever thy dear father love, revenge his foul and most unnatural murder.”

		Harry whipped around, taking in the entire study with a glance. He suddenly discovered he was seeing better in the darkness than he would have thought. “Who’s that?” he called out.

		“Son,” the voice came back to him, and he realized he couldn’t tell whether he was actually hearing it, or if it was coming from within his head.

		He was standing by his father’s mask collection. It had always creeped him out before. Now he found it oddly familiar. The voice… the voice had been unmistakable. Yet Harry couldn’t bring himself to believe it. It made no sense. That voice’s owner… he couldn’t possibly…

		“Yes… I’m here.”

		Harry turned quickly, as if speed would enable him to catch whomever it was who was mounting this sick practical joke. He caught his own reflection in an ornate, full-length mirror, started to turn away, and then looked back in horror. It wasn’t his own face in the mirror.

		It was Norman Osborn’s face, grinning out at him as if he’d passed through the looking glass into Wonderland, and was encouraging Harry to step through to join him.

		“Dad,” Harry said in confusion mixed with fear. “But… you’re…”

		Norman shook his head. “No. I’m alive in you, Harry. It’s your turn now. You’re an Osborn. You swore an oath!”

		“Dad…” Harry was no longer questioning the reality of what he was seeing. Instead, he was just trying to cope with explaining himself to something that might have been coming not from any twilight realm, but from the guilt-ridden recesses that lay within him. “I don’t know… how can I… ?”

		“You can. You must,” Norman told him with growing insistence. “You put your word, my money, our name on the line. You swore to make Spider-Man pay. Now make him pay!”

		Harry shook his head—not in disagreement, but to cast the confusion from his mind. “Peter’s my best friend…”

		“And I’m your father. Don’t you miss me? I worry about you.” His tone became a befuddling combination of sympathy and contempt. “Harry, you’re weak. You always were weak. You always will be weak, until you take control. Now you know the truth. Be strong, Harry. Avenge me. AVENGE ME!”

		Harry stepped back, terrified, and appalled at what he was witnessing. He tried to make it go away through force of will, telling himself that his father wasn’t here, and still the face of Norman Osborn glared at him from the mirror, with burning eyes.

		Screaming, “Nooooo,” Harry grabbed the glass of scotch and threw it as hard as he could.

		It crashed into the mirror, smashing it to pieces, shards flying everywhere. Harry felt one dizzying moment of elation. At least he had triumphed over his own visions, though they were out to drive him insane with—

		He stopped, and stood there, gaping.

		For there, in a space revealed by the broken mirror, the face of the Green Goblin was staring back at him.

		His first impulse was to back up, and yet—as if on their own—his legs moved him forward. He was in his stocking feet, and small bits of glass dug into his soles. He didn’t care. All the pain did was serve as proof that he was, in fact, awake.

		The mask wasn’t moving, or talking to him. It merely hung there, staring at him. As he approached, he was able to make out other things behind it. It wasn’t just a space; there was an entire hidden workshop behind the mirror. There was the familiar glider on its stand. The armored suit in a case. He realized the mask itself was sitting on a workbench, propped upright. Harry hesitated, then picked it up and examined it, confusion playing across his face. The confusion gave way to growing horror, then to realization that totally reordered his world, turned everything around, was too much… too much…

		And his mind splintered and broke apart as profoundly and thoroughly as the mirror he had just shattered. He gripped the mask, shaking wildly, uncontrollably.

		Then—just like that—the moment passed. The trembling subsided. And very softly, almost to himself…

		… he began to laugh a familiar laugh.

	
		
		XXVII

		Mary Jane stared at herself in the mirror, and wondered if she wasn’t looking at another person altogether.

		“Oh, honey, you look so beautiful,” whispered her mother, Madeline Watson, kissing her on the cheek. Mary Jane smiled gamely and looked to the left and right, admiring her reflection.

		The wedding dress was based on a design by the late Willi Smith, and it was unquestionably breathtaking. Louise, as her maid of honor, was helping with some last-minute adjustments. It was remarkable to Mary Jane how she had become so close with her fellow actress in such a short period of time. That, and it also pointed out to her what few female friends she had.

		She couldn’t have asked for a more beautiful day for the wedding. The sky was cloudless and clear blue, and the harrowing experiences with Doc Ock seemed a distant thing of the past. Almost as if they had happened to someone else.

		She’d kept peeking out through the door, peering into the church sanctuary to watch the growing number of people who were arriving. She’d spotted Harry Osborn, who was looking far more relaxed than she’d seen him in a long time. He’d been speaking with John and laughing. A lot. Which was odd, considering Harry was never much of a laugher. It was nice to see the change, though, and she hoped it bode well for him.

		And there had been her aunt Anna, and some of the old gang, such as Liz Allen, who was arm in arm with Flash Thompson, if you could believe that. She should have known. Liz had always been circling the outskirts of that relationship.

		Then there were John’s friends, and his dad’s friends. A vast assortment of city bigwigs and movers and shakers. The organ music was playing steadily, and soon it would switch over to the Chopin piece that was supposed to indicate the start of the ceremony in which she would be married to Pe—

		John. She would be married to John.

		My God, what if I say, “I, Mary Jane, take thee—” and say the wrong name, like on that sitcom. What if I muff my lines? What if—

		“Honey?” asked Madeline. “Are you all right? You’re shaking.”

		“I’m fine. Really,” Mary Jane insisted, inspecting her makeup for the twentieth time. “I just… I feel like I’m about to step out and play the biggest scene of my life in front of the most demanding audience ever.”

		“Play a scene?” Louise said, and then made a slight “tsk” sound.

		“Shut up,” said Mary Jane in a tone that was supposed to sound teasing, but had more edge to it than she would have liked.

		Madeline looked from one girl to the other, and her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What’s going on?” she asked.

		“Nothing, Mom.”

		“Oookay.” Madeline turned and faced Louise squarely. “What’s going on?”

		Mary Jane and Louise exchanged fierce looks, and then Louise shrugged. “Well, I was just thinking that you play a scene because, y’know, you’re acting. And if you’re happy to be someplace and doing something, why would you be thinking of it like you were pretending to be there?”

		“Louise, we’ve been over this.”

		“Aw, dammit, Mary Jane,” said Louise in frustration, “all these months in the show, and you haven’t learned a thing about relationships?”

		“This is real life, Louise,” shot back Mary Jane. “Not The Importance of Being Honest. And if you don’t stop—”

		“Earnest,” her mother said quietly.

		“I said ‘earnest.’ ”

		Madeline looked at her for a long moment and then, without removing her gaze from her daughter, said, “Louise, could you excuse us, please?” Louise nodded, and was out the door, leaving Mary Jane and her mother alone. Madeline was holding the bouquet, but now she carefully placed it on the table. “Mary Jane, what’s going on?”

		“Nothing! So maybe I said ‘honest.’ So what. I meant ‘earnest.’ ”

		“Is it Peter?”

		The question brought Mary Jane up short, and she stared at her mother in amazement. “Why… why do you—?”

		“Because he’s not here, Mary Jane.”

		“I… didn’t invite him.”

		“Mary Jane,” said Madeline impatiently. “As if that decision alone doesn’t speak volumes. I’m not stupid, all right? I see the world around me. If Peter Parker wanted to come, he’d show up, invitation or not. But he’s not here, and that says something to me.”

		“That he hates me?” Mary Jane ventured, without much conviction.

		“I don’t think that’s possible. I think it’s much more likely that he felt his being here would cause you pain. And if that’s the case, it makes me wonder just why that would be. Why would it be so difficult for you to see him?”

		Mary Jane said nothing, but just looked down at the floor. Then she let out a heavy sigh. “Mom?” she asked softly.

		“Yes, dear?” Madeline replied, the soul of patience.

		“At what point… did you know marrying dad was a mistake? How long did it take you to regret it?”

		“Oh, honey, I never regretted it.”

		Mary Jane took a step back and shook her head in disbelief. “Aw, jeez, Mom.”

		“I never did,” insisted Madeline.

		“Now who’s not being honest, huh? After the way he treated you… ?”

		Madeline moved toward her and took her firmly by the shoulders. “I regret how it turned out, yes. But that marriage gave me you, honey. Without your father, you wouldn’t be here. For all the grief I suffered at his hands… I couldn’t imagine the world without you in it. Heck, I don’t even think I’d care to try. Oh, now look, your mascara’s running.”

		The reason, of course, was that she was tearing up. Quickly her mother dabbed the tears away and then started repairing the makeup.

		There was an abrupt knock at the door and it swung open before they could say anything. And to their astonishment, Mary Jane’s father was standing in the doorway. He was wearing a suit that didn’t fit particularly well, and he pulled at the shirt collar.

		“They’re getting antsy out here,” he said.

		“Dad?”

		“Yeah,” said Phil Watson guardedly.

		“You’re… you’re here.”

		“You invited me. You don’t want me here?”

		“No, I just… I didn’t think you’d… it’s…”

		“Phil, this might not be the best time,” Madeline said, trying to sound diplomatic.

		“Why? What’s the problem?”

		“There’s no problem,” Madeline assured him.

		He looked more closely at Mary Jane. “Then why has she been crying? What is it, cold feet? Or something more?”

		“Dad, you can’t do this,” Mary Jane told him, keeping her voice firm. “I know I invited you and everything, but this is… this is personal, and you can’t just jump in and go all Father Knows Best on me and think you can solve—”

		He looked at Madeline and asked, “What, is this about the Parker kid?”

		Both of the women were astounded. “How… how did… ?” Mary Jane tried to say.

		“Mary Jane, I might’ve been the crappiest father in the world, but I still got eyes that see and ears that hear.”

		“Mary Jane,” Madeline said gently, “let me ask you two questions, okay? You don’t even have to answer them out loud. The first question is: Do you love the man you’re supposed to marry? And the second question is: Do you love Peter Parker?”

		As it turned out, she indeed did not have to reply aloud. Her expression, the softness in her eyes, the smile—that said it all.

		“Well, cripes!” Phil Watson said with characteristic impatience that, for the first time in two decades, benefited his family. “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.

		“What the hell are we doing here?” grumbled Jonah Jameson, standing near the altar and looking at his watch.

		John was near him, waiting in the bridegroom’s customary spot. He patted his father’s arm. “Patience, Dad. These things take time.”

		“Take time! I don’t have to take time! I pay other people to take time for me!”

		“Mother,” sighed John, “can you talk to him?”

		John’s mother glanced at Jonah, looked back to John, and then said, “Why start now?”

		Jonah glared across the aisle at Louise, who forced a smile. “And what are you doing up here?” he demanded. “Shouldn’t you be back there, lighting a firecracker under her or something?”

		“Last minute mother-daughter talk,” explained Louise.

		“What, is she giving her marriage tips?”

		“If she is,” murmured Jameson’s wife, “I hope she’s recommending drinking heavily.”

		Jameson fired her a look. “Very funny.”

		“Was it?” his wife said blandly. “Oh.”

		“Uh-oh,” said John.

		His father glanced at him. “What do you mean, ‘Uh-oh’?”

		“Not liking the look of this,” said John, and he pointed down the aisle. A number of the guests, who were starting to become fidgety in their seats, turned and looked where he was pointing.

		One of the ushers was sprinting down the aisle, and he was holding what appeared to be a note. With a shaking hand, he handed it to John. John, for his part, was utterly calm as he unfolded the note and read it. Then, without a word, he handed it to Jonah.

		Jonah read it, then crushed it, which was more than enough to start a babble of speculation from the attendees, which only escalated in volume when Jonah Jameson snarled, “I never liked that girl!”

		Now there was uncontrolled confusion and disarray, everyone talking to one another, and even worse, society columnists from rival newspapers were scribbling notes like mad, obviously eating it up. Jonah was ready to spit nails. There was such a pounding in his ears that at first he didn’t hear his son saying, “Dad, it’s okay!”

		“The hell it’s okay! It’s not okay!”

		“It is!”

		“That she’s doing this to you… that gutless—”

		“Ladies and gentlemen!” John called to the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, please… settle down! Listen!” There was a lull in the cacophony of voices. All eyes were fixed on him. “Folks… there’s…” He paused, and then said, “There are some people I would have liked to have had here today… who won’t be. One of them, as it turns out—and as I think many of you have figured out—is the bride.”

		People looked at one another, a few of them laughing very uncomfortably.

		“But there are others,” John continued, “friends of mine, who went up on missions and never came back. Missions that failed over some fault that… well, that went undetected. And sometimes it even seemed as if good judgment was overridden in order to have the mission go forward, and corners were cut, because no one wanted to wind up looking bad. What I’m saying is that sometimes things… well, they don’t feel quite right, and it’s far better to abort the mission and risk looking bad than have the mission go down in flames. That’s not being gutless,” he said pointedly to his father. “That’s just good sense.”

		There was dead silence for a long moment.

		And then Jonah bellowed, “She did this because of some other man! I know it! And when I find out who it is, I’m going to make his life the living hell it so richly deserves to be!”

		Then, of course, everyone started talking at once, and it was pure pandemonium. John rolled his eyes, looked up at the priest, and gestured helplessly. Someone nudged his arm and he looked down. Louise was standing there, smiling up at him.

		“So,” she said brightly, “you doing anything later?”

		Meanwhile, in the room in the back that had only moments earlier been occupied by a bride, Madeline and Phil Watson watched out a window as their daughter sprinted down the street, wedding gown billowing behind her, and flagged a cab. Madeline finally turned to Phil, looked him up and down, and said, “You have more flaws than any other man I’ve ever known, and I could never live with you again… but, damn, Phil, every so often, you have your moments.”

		“Yeah, well,” he shrugged, “I’m a work in progress.”

		“Aren’t we all,” she sighed. “Aren’t we all.”

		Peter sat on the front stoop of his apartment building, and watched his uncle Ben pull up in his car. He moaned softly.

		Ben rolled down the window and leaned out. “What? No hug?”

		“I gave it all up for you, Uncle Ben. Okay? I did what you wanted. I’m Spider-Man again. I’ll never stop making it up to you. It came down to you and Mary Jane, and you won. Happy now?”

		“Well, I’m happy that you haven’t forgotten me and your responsibilities…”

		“Good. So could we please—”

		“But the Mary Jane business… Good Lord, Peter, how dare you?”

		Peter gaped at him. “How… how dare I what?”

		“Do you think she’s stupid?”

		“No!”

		“Feeble of mind or dim-witted in some way?”

		“Of course not!” said Peter, starting to get angry.

		“Do you consider her less competent than your aunt May?”

		“No!” Peter rose from the stoop and came toward Ben, his fists balled in annoyance. “How could you even ask that?”

		“Because you put the truth out there for your aunt May—or at least as much of it as you reasonably could—and then backed off and let her accept you or reject you on her own terms. But you didn’t remotely give Mary Jane the same courtesy. This is the twenty-first century, son. You don’t get to make up women’s minds for them. Come to think of it, it’s pretty much been that way no matter how many centuries you go back.”

		“But… I knew it was best—”

		“Peter,” Ben said, almost laughing, “you barely know what’s best for you. Don’t go around saying you know what’s best for others.”

		“But… I thought it’s what you wanted… that I wasn’t meant to…”

		“To be happy? Ohhh, no,” said Ben, stabbing a finger at him. “Don’t fob this one off on me, son. You want to spend your life beating up bad guys on my behalf, I’m all for that. But if you want to spend your life beating yourself up, then keep me out of it, thank you very much. In case you haven’t checked the scorecard recently, Peter, you’re one of the good guys.”

		Peter stood there, feeling dazed. “But… she’s married by now. I let her go.”

		“You didn’t let her go. You pushed her away.”

		“I…” Peter lowered his head. “Yes, sir. I did.”

		To his surprise, Uncle Ben replied with a cheerful tone. “You know what’s funny, though? What’s that physics thing you quoted every now and then? About when something happens, something else happens?”

		“For every action, there’s an equal and opposite reaction?”

		“That’s it,” said Ben. “So I’m thinking… you may be due for an opposite reaction to your action.” He waved. “It’s been good talking with you, Peter.”

		“Will I…” He cleared his throat and suddenly discovered that, for all the heartache the past days had been, he didn’t want his uncle to depart. “Will I be seeing you again?”

		“Probably not, son.”

		“I’ll… I’ll miss you.”

		“Nah, not as much as you think. Not with her around.” He chucked a thumb behind himself and drove away from the curb.

		“Her? What her?” Peter called after him, and suddenly he was jolted awake by the sound of a car horn.

		He was surprised to discover that he wasn’t on the stoop. He was in his apartment, having fallen asleep on his bed. But there was a car honking outside his window, all the same. He rubbed the slumber from his eyes, went to the window and looked out. A cab was sitting there. There was no one in it but the driver. The passenger door was open, as if someone had jumped out of the cab with such urgency that they hadn’t bothered to close it. Finally, the clearly annoyed cabbie climbed out of the driver’s side and closed it himself, shaking his head and muttering in Spanish.

		Wonder what that’s about, thought Peter, and turned around… to see Mary Jane standing in his doorway. She was wearing her wedding gown, but her hair was in total disarray. She was staring at him with wide eyes and flashing a lopsided smile.

		“Had to do what I had to do,” she told him.

		Peter bit his lower lip, just to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. Automatically, he glanced at her hand. There was no wedding ring… or even an engagement ring. “Mary Jane… ?”

		“Peter… I can’t survive without you.”

		“We can’t—”

		She shook her head firmly. “I know why you think we can’t be together, but can’t you respect me enough to let me make my own decision?”

		In spite of himself, Peter smiled. How familiar did that sound?

		“Peter,” she continued, “I know there may be risks, but I want to face them with you. It’s wrong that we should each be only half alive… half of ourselves. I love you. So here I am, standing in your doorway. I have always been standing in your doorway.” She moved toward him, and added softly, “Isn’t it about time somebody saved your life?”

		At that moment, Peter Parker heard something that he couldn’t quite identify. But then he realized: It was the sound of his soul breathing a sigh of relief.

		A slow smile appeared on his face. “Thank you, Mary Jane Watson.”

		He took her in his arms and a moment that seemed an eternity in coming finally arrived. Their lips pressed together and Mary Jane almost melted into him. It was that night in the rain all over again, and they both knew it without having to say a word. And there was nothing that was ever going to separate them again, nothing that could possibly spoil this perfect mo—

		The howling of sirens floated through the window. Police cars, three of them. Peter turned and saw them speeding up the street. People were scurrying to get out of the way, and the cop cars were barely slowing down. Something fairly major had to be happening.

		He turned back to Mary Jane, and he was absolutely certain that he was about to totally screw up this new phase in their relationship before it had even begun.

		Mary Jane simply smiled.

		“Go get ’em, tiger,” she said.

		As Spider-Man hurtled above the streets of New York, following the call of the sirens, he imagined that the shadow of Uncle Ben was pacing him—no longer carrying a message of guilt, but instead one of approval over how Peter was going to be able to balance his life from now on. Peter realized just how much of the discord had flowed from his relationship, or lack thereof, with Mary Jane. It was the center of his universe, without which the universe could not hold together. More important than that, Uncle Ben appeared to realize it, as well. Hell, the old man had probably known it all along, and had just been waiting for Peter to figure it out for himself. He was like that.

		Sometimes the boy gets the girl, Uncle Ben. Now the eyes I have dreamed about are waiting for me at the end of the day. But power and responsibility remain my job, my destiny… because I am still… Spider-Man.
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