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HIRO BALANCED THE BOX of breakfast cakes on his left arm as he raised his hand to knock. The door flung open before his knuckle could make contact.

“Anwar's not here,” Hiro's daughter in law announced over a screaming toddler balanced on her hip.

“He texted me,” Hiro tried not to sound defensive. He shifted the box and held out a hand for his screaming grandkid.  Anwar had specifically added in his text that his spouse, Becki, didn't need help.

Becki screwed her mouth in an obvious attempt to bite her tongue and Lexi held out her hands and let Hiro take her.  She didn't need to say it again, they were all aware of her opinions on Anwar's need to telegraph his every move to his parents.  Still.  At his age.

Becki reached to take the box.

She thought Anwar's habit was residual from being raised by a control freak: Hiro's only defense there was that Jay was the control freak, not him.

Lexi reached back for her mom, nearly launching her little body. Becki caught her before she fell. Hiro caught the box.

“It just sounded like you were having a hectic morning,” Hiro pushed the door open with his foot and slid past Becki, holding the box over his head to achieve the tight fit. The box grazed the top of her bun. Hiro had never been tall, but the move to the lower gravity meant he had gained a full half inch of height. Which, of course, was more than completely negated by the next generation all being giants. 

“Why don't you come in,” Becki muttered into his back.

“Thanks.” Hiro deliberately chose to take her literally.

“Is that Grangran?” A high pitch squeal sounded alongside thumping footsteps.  Renji came running around the corner from the hallway to his bed­room.

“Pants!” Becki yelled at him.  “Who else would it be at 6 am?” she added in a mutter.

“Panz,” Lexi repeated

Hiro kicked off his shoes and squeezed past her again to the kitchen, tactfully not pointing out that Lexi was also pantless. Renji whirled around back to his room. 

“We wear pants when guests come over,” Becki called after him.

“It's fine,” Hiro told her. He set his box on the table.

“No it's not,” she sighed, running after the 5 year old.  “And I already made breakfast,” she called out.

“Cake,” Lexi reached up for the box. Hiro got her a fried dough cake with copious amounts of icing and sprinkles. The kitchen was in a well maintained state of barely contained chaos. A new potted plant took up all the space in the sink. Yet another native life form.  Hiro wasn't sure if a plant counted as a pet, but he was a little afraid to ask. The living room was overrun with beds and cages and tanks for the copious amounts of native life that his son's family ‘adopted’.  And it seemed like half of it was only kept to feed the other half. He didn't want to make the mistake of getting attached to the wrong one again.

Jay would've immediately demanded a toxicology report on the new addition.

And that's why I'm here alone.

“Cake,” Lexi repeated.

Hiro looked down, a grubby hand was reaching for the box again. Half of the first cake still clenched in a somehow more grubby hand, and the other half smeared all over her little chubby face. Hiro reached for a towel.

“How did you get it in your hair?” he muttered. He tried to wet the towel to clean her up.  The plant in the sink snapped at him.

“No, two's not enough,” Becki burst back into the living room, talking into the phone as she frantically ­searched for something.

“Grangran!” Renji yelled as he bounded into the room. He ran right up to Hiro and held up a glowing blue stick.

Hiro involuntarily recoiled, setting off the creature in the sink. 

“I named it Bluey,” Renji announced.

“Oh it's alive,” Hiro mustered up as much genuine interest as possible, “somehow.”

“Because Renji will lose one, and Lexi will want to do it too, and of course they're both going to want to keep one,” Becki explained into the phone as she partially climbed the shelf of pet habitats and retrieved a tiny shoe.  “Just go back and get the five pack and we'll meet you there.”  She hung up and noticed Lexi's cake covered hands, face and hair. She gave Hiro a glare.  “Come on,” she held a hand out, “you need to get cleaned up.”

Lexi burst into tears but followed her mom to the back rooms.

Renji pressed the blue stick into Hiro's hands. The alien texture felt as though it almost penetrated a layer of skin. He was nearly certain this had to be toxic.

“It's so cool,” Renji informed him as he beamed.  “Oh, cake.”  And he was instantly distracted.

“Wash your hands!” Hiro hastily set the blue whatever aside and steered his grand­son to the sink. 

The alien plant snapped at them.  He changed course for the guest half-bath. 

“We're going on the kids’ Geology tour today,” Renji narrated as he let Hiro wash both their hands in the sink. 

“I heard,” Hiro agreed as he forced Renji into doing a decent job of washing. “Your Daddy told me all about how you're going to see the natural QTT.”  The Quantum Teleportation Tunnel – or as his physicist friend called it, The Quirky Thesis Tube. As literally generations of scientists had a tendency to base their thesis work on the weird phenomenon. 

“And you can get these special rocks,” Renji went on, “they're - they - um - you throw them in, and they go faster than light!” He ended with a flourish, splashing water out of the sink.

“Uh huh,” Hiro agreed, grabbing a towel to dry both the kid and the bathroom.  “Your Daddy told me about that too.” And about how he hadn't known about
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