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  Chapter One


  “Getting grilled” isn’t just an expression!


  “Mary, come on, we’re gonna be late,” I call out. But about as loud as you’d shout, “I’m a pharmaceuticals rep!” at a “We Hate Big Pharm!” demonstration. Which is to say, about as quietly as I can and still have the words emerge from my bill.


  It’s not that I don’t want to go. I do. And I want Mary to go with me. Of course.


  But I think I may be a masochist, so I can hardly trust my own judgment, can I?


  Of course she hears me. Why is that when I’m trying to make myself heard, half the time it’s like I’m wrapped in the Cone of Silence—which had better be a chocolate-covered wafflecone, because otherwise what’s the point?—but if I’m trying to be quiet I’m likely to wind up being broadcast on the news? So I can’t say I’m totally surprised when the bedroom door opens and my ladylove calls out, “My apologies, my love. I was endeavoring to attire myself in something appropriate for the gathering we are about to attend. Did I accomplish this successfully?”


  The pose she strikes is classic “come-hither”—framed in the open doorway, one hand resting high up against the frame, the other at her hip, leaning her head against her upraised arm, those big sapphire-blue eyes batting at me like, “What, you like?” She’s wearing one of my Mets jerseys, but tied just below her awe-inspiring chest, and a pair of my old jeans she’s cut off at mid-thigh, cinched tight around her waist with a web belt. She’s got on a pair of still-new hightops—her own, it’s not like mine’d fit her unless she was in a car and parked inside one!—and her long, dark hair’s pulled back in a simple braid, with a Mets cap perched atop it.


  Baseball has never looked this good.


  “You look amazing, babe,” I tell her, and my reward is a big, beautiful smile. When we first met I thought maybe Mary’s face had been sculpted from plastic, both because her features were so perfect and because she barely seemed to show emotion, but I later realized that was just because 1) she was focused on the task at hand (and yeah, maybe saving the universe was important enough to not giggle a bit), and 2) she’s actually a bit shy at first and didn’t know any of us from Adam (even she and Ned had only met once or twice, and only on the job). Now that we’ve been together for a bit, though, she’s got no reserves from me, which means I get treated to things like smiles so sunny you might need lotion against ’em and pouts so deadly the last time I just handed her all my bank info and computer passwords so she wouldn’t need to try getting anything else out of me.


  “Your family will approve?” she asked, abandoning the doorway—which I’m pretty sure just sighed sadly as she left it!—and crossing to join me. The way she’s biting her lower lip and tugging absently at her braid, I can tell she’s nervous. Which is funny, seeing as how we’ve faced down all kinds of threats together and she’s barely blinked. But I guess it’s less stressful saving the universe than meeting your boyfriend’s family.


  “Yeah, they’ll definitely approve,” I promise her, scooping up my keys, wallet, and Metrocard from the little dish on the table by the front door. “Don’t worry about that.” I’m certainly not. I can’t imagine they won’t fall instantly in love with Mary.


  It’s their reaction to me I’m never quite sure about.


  “Right, time to get a move on,” I tell her, and tug the door open, gesturing her out into the hall. Still not totally used to having a pad here in Manhattan—I keep expecting to see the area around the Matrix when I do that. Not that most New Yorkers would look all that out of place at the center of the galaxy, or be that phased by what they saw there. Most of ’em would probably just ask about the rent, what kind of food was available for delivery, and how long the subway ride was to downtown.


  That last one might be a bit of a deal breaker, though. At least, for your average Joe.


  “I still do not understand why we do not simply teleport there,” Mary is saying as she lets me usher her out and waits while I lock up behind us. “I could place us a block from your mother’s house, to ensure no one saw us arrive in that fashion.” She could, too—Mary’s got a real knack for the Greys’ teleportation system, pretty much pinpoint accuracy. Me, I’ve got a key fob that lets me go back and forth from the Matrix to my apartment—used to be to Grand Central but we changed that once I got this place—which is all I really need. She’s always off on missions for the Grays, though, so she’s got unlimited access to the system.


  We’re not using it, though. Not this time. “Can’t take the risk,” I remind her. “Low profile, remember?” None of my family know anything about the whole Matrix thing, and I’m not allowed to tell them. One of the Grays’ rules, for security. “Besides, this way you get to see some of the city.”


  She smiles and pats my hand, then slides one arm around my waist. “That I am looking forward to,” she admits, and we saunter down the hall together, arms around each other. That’s one of the ways you know you’ve found the right person, if you can actually walk while holding each other. Not as easy as it looks, but Mary and I manage it perfectly, despite her having a few inches on me height-wise and my having feet the size of old Cadillacs and a head the size of the Hindenberg.


  Ain’t love grand?


  Ninety minutes or so later, we’re exiting the LIRR station at Little Neck. The family home is just up the street here, near the top of the hill. I lead the way.


  Last time I was out here, Ma’d called because three wiseguys from Ned’s homeworld had turned up to lean on her in order to get me to back off from investigating what was happening on their planet. Ha, saying it like that, it sounds like some cheeseball TV show from the Eighties, like the one with the kid and his grandpa in the old camper van or the one about the alien with the pendant and the three different colors and powers. Like Tales of DuckBob or some such.


  Yeah, I’d watch that.


  Anyway, I’m a little wary as a result, but don’t see anything out of the ordinary on our uphill trek. There’s old Mr. Baumgarten across the street, peering at us through a gap in his living room curtains, but that’s to be expected. When I was a kid, if Ma needed to know when one of us has left or gotten home, all she had to do was go ask the neighbor—he kept better tabs on us than Homeland Security. I keep half-expecting him to set up some kind of sentry station at our front door and demand proof of identity before he’ll let us into our own house.


  Right now, though, we’re not going in. Instead I lead Mary around the side to where a six-foot gate blocks access to the back. “You ready?” I ask her. “If you wanna turn around and hightail it out of here, you know I won’t judge.”


  She gulps a little, but then straightens and gives me a firm nod. “I am ready.”


  I can’t help but smile at that. Then I unlatch the gate and push it open, letting a wave of sound wash over us like the jetwash from a big commercial plane. “Okay, here we go,” I declare, taking her hand and leading her down the path toward the backyard.


  We don’t even get all the way past the house before a small blonde bullet comes hurtling toward me. I swear, Lizzy’s got me chipped. Either that or she conned Ned into giving her access to the GPS in my headset. I wouldn’t put it past her. “Uncle Bob!” she shouts, wrapping both arms around me and squeezing so hard I’m glad I decided not to go for that last breath mint on the way. “You’re here!” She’s also mastered the art of ducking under my bill as she goes in for the hug, so I don’t wind up braining her. Which is good, because I like my favorite niece just the way she is.


  “I am?” I say, stopping and releasing Mary’s hand long enough to wrap both arms around Lizzy in return. “Are you sure? I could have sworn I was in Boise.”


  She groans and lets go long enough to step back and turn toward Mary. “Hi, I’m Lizzy,” she announces, holding out her hand. “I’m his favorite.” She tells everybody that—it’s true, of course, but I wish she wouldn’t announce it. At least, not to her sister and the other relatives.


  “I am Mary,” my lady replies, accepting the hand and shaking firmly. “I am his girlfriend.” She beams down at Lizzy—they’ve got maybe a foot difference in height—in a way that says, “I know you are his favorite, and I have no intention of trying to muscle in there, as long as you treat me with respect, too.”


  I’m guessing Lizzy reads it the same way I do—hey, we’re family, we share enough genes and enough books that it makes sense—’cause she laughs. The next thing I know, she’s hugging Mary, too. “I like you,” she states. Then she glances over at me and gives me a big thumbs-up.


  Cheesy, I know, but the fact that Lizzy approves has me all teary-eyed already. On the list of relatives I want to impress, she’s right near the top.


  Just below the woman now barreling toward us. The one who gave me birth—fortunately, long before the whole duckbill, or she probably wouldn’t like me nearly as much.


  “There you are, Robert!” Ma declares. She gives me a hug too, though a little more cautiously than Lizzy. Ma doesn’t have quite the same hand-eye coordination, and the first time or two she got the concussions to prove it. “And you must be Mary,” she says, turning to give my gal the hairy eyeball.


  “Yes,” Mary confirms. “It is a pleasure to meet you. Thank you so much for inviting me.” She holds out the package she’s been carrying. “I did not know what to bring, but I hope this is acceptable.”


  Ma takes the bag, reaches in, and pulls out a bakery box from Veniero’s. No need to ask what’s inside—they have the best cannoli in the city, which means by default the best outside Italy and maybe Chicago, though that’s a tough call. And one I’d be happy to officiate. “Thank you,” Ma says, beaming. “That’s sweet of you. Come on back and meet everybody else.” She doesn’t say anything else, but pats me on the cheek as she passes, which is at least an “okay, she’s got high marks so far, but jury’s still out.”


  I’ll take it.


  The next person I see is Harold, who’s manning the grill. He’s wearing an apron that says “I’m not in charge but at least I get to play with fire,” and truer words were never written. The happiest I’ve ever seen the man are when he’s out hunting and when he’s grilling. An attitude like that, it’s a wonder he’s not on some watchlist somewhere, but I’m pretty sure he’s the one family member who isn’t. Unlike Ma, who might’ve been fine if not for those letters she kept sending our local rep, warning him that, “she knew where he slept and where his wife shopped for fish every Wednesday.” Which is also true, but not something you should really put into writing.


  My view of Harold is eclipsed by a small mountain that’s suddenly lurched into my path, and I glance up—and up. “Hey, Andy,” I tell him. He grins down at me and reaches around to pound me on the back, which is dangerous when you’re as front-heavy as I am. “This is Mary,” I gasp out, gesturing toward her while I struggle to remind my lungs that now would be a really good time to quit loafing about and start working again. “Mary, my nephew Andy.”


  Andy smiles at her—he looks a little smitten, which I totally understand—but then he frowns. “I know you,” he says, his voice as quiet as his footsteps are loud, and those register on the Richter scale. “That mix-up a few months back.”


  Damn. Andy’s so quiet, and so big, you forget sometimes that the kid’s not dumb. Not by a longshot. I’m sure Lizzy remembered seeing Mary before too, but chose not to say anything about it. They’d all met her, in fact, back when I dragged them to Ned’s world to help stop the invaders from taking over our reality again. But we had to wipe everybody’s memories afterward—the Grays let them remember there’d been some kind of fight, and that I’d been crucial to its success, but that was about it.


  “We did meet then, yes,” Mary agrees. “It is nice to see you again.”


  We’re rescued from any awkward questions about what exactly happened by the arrival of Andy’s dad, Grant, who throws an arm around my shoulders in one of those effortless cool-guy hugs he’s always been good at and I struggled for years to master but never managed. More often than not I’d wind up just dislocating people’s necks, which is why I stopped. Grant’s wife, Reynata, is right behind him, as is Bonnie. “Hey, little bro,” he tells me, tugging affectionately. “‘Bout time you showed up! And brought your girl out to meet us!” He offers his hand. “I’m Grant.”


  “Mary,” she replies. “A pleasure.” She hits him with a half-power smile, which is still enough to blind most people. “DuckBob speaks often of you, and fondly.” Her glance goes to the blonde Valkyrie now sidling up on my other side. “And you must be Bonnie.”


  “Caught in the act,” Bonnie agrees easily, linking her arm with mine. “Nice to finally meet you. The kid here hasn’t said much—which, for him, is pretty significant—but what he has speaks volumes.” Somehow Bonnie pivots so that she’s perpendicular to me, and loops her other arm through Mary’s, easy as you please. “Now, what say we get you some grub, a drink or two, and give you a chance to eat before you have to face the rest of the crowd?”


  Mary laughs. “This seems sound strategic advice,” she confirms, her smile widening to three-quarters strength. “Thank you.” And she lets herself be led out into the backyard and toward the trestle table that’s already groaning a bit under the weight of all the food piled onto it.


  Or that could be my stomach, making its own interests known at the sight of all that food. In which case my digestion has learned how to throw its voice. That could be fun at restaurants, though I foresee problems the next time I’m doing a late-night snack run. Especially if it learns to form coherent sentences: “I want Ring Dings!


  Jasper, did you say something?


  And tacos! And chocolate-covered pretzels! Post-haste!


  But, Jasper, you hate chocolate, and you’re allergic to corn!”


  I could be a big hit at dinner parties, though. Or at least I’ll be able to provide my own distraction while I scarf down all the tiramisu.


  Chapter Two


  A little on the slow side


  An hour later, we’ve had some food—okay, a lot of food, my family has always been a big believer in stuffing its collective face—and some drinks and Mary’s met just about everybody. Which means that she’s:


  Been hit on by Ed, and none too subtly;


  Been glared at by Caitlyn, Ed’s wife, as if it was Mary’s fault;


  Been hit on my cousin Sue Louise, so blatantly it almost made Ed look subtle;


  Been propositioned by Frank and Jimmy, also not subtly but about money for one of their get-rich-quick schemes rather than for sex, though I’m sure they’d have gotten around to that one too if I hadn’t rescued her in time;


  Been addressed cattily by Tina, Lizzy’s old sister, who doesn’t do well with not being the brightest and prettiest around. Of course, that’s made her life a bit difficult, since Lizzy’s been outshining her since she was born, but Tina’s unpleasant enough that it’s tough to feel sorry for her;


  Been ogled but discretely and chatted up a little by Joe, Matt, and Marty—yes, Marty, too;


  Been spoken to by Harold, in his usual mild, inoffensive way;


  Been used as a pillow by Aunt Arlene, who passed out while standing there chatting—fortunately Uncle Joe saw it coming and snatched her tankard and plate as she dropped, or things would have been a whole lot messier;


  Been entertained by Grant, Bonnie, Lizzy, and even Andy;


  Now, however, she’s facing the toughest gauntlet of all—Ma.


  “So, what exactly do you do for a living, Mary? Ma asks, plopping herself down in the chair she just dragged over directly in front of where Mary, Grant, Bonnie, Lizzy, and I are all sitting. “You work at the same call center as Robert?”


  Mary frowns ever so slightly and shakes her head, causing the braid to whip about. “I am employed by the same parent company,” she answers slowly, “but not in the same capacity. My work activities involve negotiating with clients and assisting to overcome any operational difficulties.” Which is more or less true—the Grays use Mary as a scout, a translator, a diplomat, and a troubleshooter. All rolled together into one lovely package.


  “Sounds like you travel a lot,” Ma says next. “No plans to settle down?” The words “and start a family” are hovering so clearly on the tip of her tongue it’s a wonder they don’t clink up against her front teeth.


  Mary just shrugs. I love it when she shrugs. Or sighs. Or takes a deep breath. Or … “I do travel a great deal,” she agrees. “It is one of the reasons I accepted this career, so that I might see many places I could not visit on my own.” Yeah, like the Horsehead Nebula. “I have no desire to give it up at present, or to curtail my mobility.” She smiles at me and links her hand with mine. “But I return as frequently as I am able. I have an excellent reason to do so.”


  The sight of Mary’s obvious affection for me softens Ma up a bit. She’s just looking out for her little boy, after all. Still, that doesn’t stop her from asking, “And you don’t have a problem with …” she gestures at my face.


  There’s a subtle collective intake of breath all around us. After my “change,” Ma did her best to pretend it had never happened. Most of the time she won’t even mention it, and she still insists upon calling me “Robert” rather than “DuckBob.” But yeah, obviously my looks are the thousand-pound duck in the room, and there’s no getting around the question of why any girl, much less one as brainy and gorgeous as Mary, would want to settle for a feathered shmoe like me.


  Mary only smiles more, though. “What would I possibly object to?” she asks. “Your son is one of the kindest people I know, and, in his particular style, one of the cleverest. He is loyal and brave and funny and sweet, and …”—her voice dips an octave or two, sending a delightful little shiver up my spine and into certain other areas as well—”… he is a delight to all of my senses.”


  I think Ma’s eyes are about to pop out of her head. For a woman who birthed practically a whole litter—though spread out over a dozen years—and has something on the order of two dozen kids and grandkids, she’s still awfully prudish when it comes to talking about certain things.


  Then Grant laughs—not meanly, just in that “that’s awesome!” way he has. And Bonnie joins in. So does Lizzy. You know how sometimes you can tell when someone’s laughing at you, and sometimes it’s just as clear they’re laughing with you? This has the latter hung all about it in light-up letters ten miles high, and I’m getting teary again. This is my family, the best of them, and they couldn’t have shown their approval of Mary more if they’d offered her their house keys or the last slice of pie.


  Not that they’d do the latter. In my family, you’ve gotta earn that one.


  Finally, Ma smiles too, though hers is a little more strained. “Well, I’m glad to hear that,” she says carefully. “I always tell my kids it’s important to find someone who appreciates you for you.” What she actually says is “it’s important to find someone who appreciates you enough to give you a good alibi, or at least post bail, because Lord knows I can’t keep doing that,” but I guess it’s close enough.


  I lean back a little, really relaxing for the first time since even before we arrived—


  —which is right when a stuffed mushroom comes flying out of nowhere and bonks me on the bill.


  Oh, goody, I think. Here we go again.


  But, I catch and swallow the mushroom, of course. No sense letting good food go to waste.


  Then there’s a small, wire-taut figure marching toward me across the lawn, as other relatives scramble to get out of the way.


  Lila was always good at carving her own path. Usually through the flesh of those foolish enough to oppose her.


  “I thought I’d find you here,” she states, coming to a halt between Ma and me and glaring down at me with both hands on her hips. She’s got a big black messenger bag slung across her, and I eye it warily. The last time I saw that bag she was pulling her trademark pink baseballs out of it and using them to clock attacking mooks. I’m worried that this time I get to be the target dummy.


  “Hey, Lila,” I tell her. “Lila, this is my girlfriend, Mary. Mary, this is my favorite little sister, Lila.”


  Mary stands and offers her hand. “I am very happy to make your acquaintance,” she states. “I remember you and your formidable skill with the baseball.”


  “Yeah?” That distracts Lila a second, which is a feat unto itself, since she’s got laser focus most of the time. I should know—I’ve got the burn scars to prove it. “Thanks.” She accepts Mary’s hand. “I remember you, too. You held your own.” Coming from Lila, that’s high praise.


  The distraction only lasts a second, though, before her dark eyes are targeting me again. “I want to talk to you,” she says at last. One hand slips into that bag, and I tense. “About—this!”


  What she pulls out isn’t a baseball, though. Not unless it was flattened by a steamroller and then wrapped by a blind man. It’s a package, messily done in brown paper that’s now tattered and torn and in some places even blackened, the whole thing sealed inside a large Ziploc. There’s a piece of paper in there, too, with writing on it, but I can’t tell from here what it says.


  “Uh, okay,” I tell her, leaning forward but keeping my hands free in case I need to defend myself. “That’s seen better days.”


  “I’d imagine so,” she snaps back, but there’s something funny in her voice, and with her face. It doesn’t look as hard as usual as she adds, “It’s apparently been bouncing around from post office to post office for the last ten years.”


  Oh.


  Wow.


  Now that I look at it, the bedraggled package does look familiar. As does the handwriting still barely visible on the front.


  And I can guess what the scrap of paper says. Something along the lines of: “We apologize for the state of this package, and for any delay in its arrival. Though we are constantly improving the speed and accuracy of our deliveries, no system is perfect. We regret any inconvenience this may have caused. Sincerely, the U.S. Post Office.”


  Yeah, thanks for that one, guys.


  For once, I’m not sure what to say. “I told you I sent it” would be too on-the-nose, and too confrontational—even with her guard down Lila could still take me out without even trying, and might out of pure reflex. “Guess you owe me an apology, huh?” is right out, too. So instead I opt for something hopefully a little safer, offered with a shrug and a smile and a “what can you do?” look:


  “Happy Birthday?”


  Lila’s face contorts, and I think she’s gonna bite my head off—possibly literally, which would be something considering the relative size of our noggins, but I wouldn’t put it past her to try or be completely shocked if her mouth unhinged like a boa constrictor’s and elongated like an Anime girl getting ready to cry. Then she just nods and turns away, the package now clutched to her chest.


  But as she turns to go, she slugs me.


  On the shoulder.


  Hard.


  But it isn’t the pain that brings tears to my eyes. I know Lila way too well not to recognize that this is the closest she can come to “I’m sorry” and “I forgive you.”


  I’ll still take it. Happily.


  Mary is glancing my way, one eyebrow up as if to inquire whether she should go after Lila and put a beatdown on her. Now that’s a fight I wouldn’t want to have to bet on! Fortunately, I can just shake my head and motion her that I’m okay. And she believes me, because she knows me pretty well, too.


  This is shaping up to be the best family picnic ever.


  Lila doesn’t stick around—or, if she does, she stays out of my line of sight—but that’s okay. Now that the dam’s burst it’s only a matter of time before we manage to reconnect. It’ll probably take a while, and it’ll be awkward at first—hard to get past a decade of not speaking to each other or one side hating the other all at once—but we’ll get there. I can wait.


  The sun goes down, and the tiki torches get lit all around the edge of the yard, giving the place a nice festive feel. And conveniently hiding all the divots and pits and holes and other dangerous spots in the lawn, so everybody’s a good deal more careful walking around after that. Ma moves on to check on some of the others, and to make sure everybody’s eating, and to send people off with leftovers when they eventually start to drift away in ones and twos and small groups. Finally I turn to Mary and smile.


  “You ready to go?”


  She nods, but not eagerly, not “oh God yes, I was about to chew off my own arm in order to necessitate the 911 call and the ambulance out of here, it’d be a small price to pay!”—and aren’t I glad that girl didn’t stick around, even after she healed up! Mary’s is more like “sure, that’s cool, it is getting late.” She’s comfortable here, I can tell.


  And that’s got me flying so high I could probably just flap my wings all the way back to my apartment.


  If I had wings.


  But you know what I mean.


  “We’re gonna get going, Ma,” I say as we get to our feet. “Got the whole train back and all.” Most of the others still live in town or a town or two over, so they’ve got a lot shorter distance to go, and most of ’em that aren’t close enough to walk drove. Easier to make a fast getaway if you’ve got your own wheels—that was another thing Ma taught us early on. Right around the time Uncle Pete showed us how to hotwire a car “in case your wheels aren’t quite close enough.” Good old Uncle Pete. Shame about him, but we all told him hotwiring that police cruiser was a bad idea. Especially since he didn’t bother to make sure both cops were out of the car first.


  “Already?” Ma replies, but she’s just giving me a hard time. “Here, take this,” she says, passing me a bag that weighs as much as a small child. I check to make sure Lizzy hasn’t snuck into it—wouldn’t be the first time. Ma’s already turned to Mary and is giving her a hug. “I’m so glad we finally got to meet you,” she says, “and shame on Robert for taking so long! I expect you back soon!” Which is Ma’s way of saying “welcome to the family.” Unless you’re the plumber.


  “Thank you,” Mary replies. “This has been truly lovely. Thank you so much for inviting me.” She beams. “You have a lovely family.”


  Lizzy says good-bye but can’t manage her usual “don’t go without me!” death-grip hug because she’s already more than half-asleep in her chair. Bonnie and Grant say good-bye, too, and Harold waves from the grill. That man isn’t going to give up his post without a fight, not as long as there’s a single thing left to cook. I hope they’ve got the dog hidden well away.


  As a result, it takes us a lot less time than usual to extricate ourselves and actually get clear. We don’t say anything as we stroll down the hill, both nice and full and comfortably tired from a long day of hanging out with my family. Which is the kind of thing most people would give you medals for.


  It’s not until we’re back on the train, curled up together on one of the benches, that Mary says, “I truly did have a lovely time.”


  “I’m glad,” I tell her. “Me too. And my family adores you. Of course.”


  She smiles but is honest enough not to deny it. Instead, after another minute, she says, “May I ask you something?”


  “Of course.” I give her a careful peck on the cheek. “You can ask me anything, you know that. And if I don’t know the answer, I’ll just make something up.” Hey, I may not be the best person at Trivial Pursuit, but I’m one of the most entertaining!


  “There is something I have been meaning to discuss with you,” she says, looking down at her hands. Which are twisting around each other like a pair of curious dogs meeting for the first time. Uh-oh. “It is a matter of some import, and I have been loath to raise it, but now I feel perhaps I can. And indeed I must, for there is some urgency to it.”


  Wait, hold on. I grab both her hands. “Mary—are you pregnant?” I blurt out. “Are we gonna have a little duckling?”


  “What?” For an instant she freezes, caught totally off-guard. Then she laughs. Whew! Not that I don’t want kids some day—duck or human or hybrid—but I don’t think either of us is quite ready for that yet! “No!” she manages after she’s recovered. “Oh, no.” She pats me fondly on the cheek. “Not that the possibility dismays me. But no, this is something different.” She’s back to the hand-twisting again. “DuckBob,” she says, and it only just now occurs to me how carefully she avoided calling me by name the whole time we were at my family’s. I vaguely remember telling her once how most of them won’t, but clearly she remembered, and avoided it just to make things as easy as possible for me. With that in mind, I’m ready to hear whatever she has to say, no matter how painful. Which is good as she continues, “DuckBob, would you, perhaps, if it is not too arduous … accompany me to my college reunion?”


  Who the what now?


  Chapter Three


  Alma mater are belong to us


  I shake my head to make sure I heard her right—I’d clean out my ears if I still had ’em! “Did you say your college reunion?” I ask.


  Mary nods, and I can’t say she looks too happy about it. “Indeed. Francis Arnold Radcliffe Trumbull College for Advanced Personages.”


  There are some things it takes me a while to get. Others, not so much. When it comes to off-color acronyms? I’m faster than a supercomputer. Which is why I just blink at her for a second. “You went to a school called Fartcap? Seriously?” I’d grin if my bill worked that way. “That. Is. AWESOME! Man! I couldn’t come up with that if I tried!”


  She doesn’t seem as thrilled about this as I am, but I guess that’s the difference between finding a ridiculous acronym and attending a school that has one. Wouldn’t that make her—and all her fellow alums—Fartcaps? “I confess, I had not realized its initials spelled such a colorful euphemism,” she says, and I know it must be true because Mary’s painfully honest. Which is great when you need to know which tie works better or what she wants for her birthday, not so hot when you try to impress her with a home cooked meal and she warns that eating it could leave us both radioactive. But hey, no pain, no gain!


  “Uh, okay.” I scratch my head. Four years there—or however long, since with Mary’s brains I wouldn’t be surprised if she breezed through a full degree in a long weekend!—and she never noticed that? I’d have been howling over it from the first time I saw the brochures. And, knowing me, I might’ve gone there just for that. But Mary’s looking a wee bit upset, and I worry that I might be the reason. I’m working on the whole sensitivity thing, but it’s still a bit of an uphill battle for me. Both ways. In the snow. With driving winds. And grease on the slopes.


  “Sorry,” I tell her, taking her hands in mind. “Of course I’ll go with you. I’d be happy to.”


  That brings a smile to her face. “Truly? You would not mind?” She squeezes my fingers with hers. “I did not wish to burden you with such a chore, but it would vastly improve my own experience if you were there with me.”


  “Hey, no worries,” I say. “Even if I didn’t want to for myself, you know I’m here for you, whatever you need.” Unless it involves laundry. Or differential calculus. Or apparently Beef Wellington. “You want me to go to this shindig with you, I’m there with bells on.”


  She gets an impish look on her face, which brings out her dimples. I can already feel myself melting. “I do not know that bells will be required,” she says, squeezing a little tighter. “But perhaps you should model them for me nonetheless. Just to be certain.”


  That’s my girl—looks like a Playmate, talks like a librarian, thinks like a supercomputer, fights like a Marine, and, underneath it all? Can be as naughty as a Catholic schoolgirl.


  To say I’m a lucky guy is like saying the Himalayas have a little altitude and a few rocks.


  It’s a few hours before the topic resurfaces—turns out bells are a lot of fun if they’re attached and then jangled in just the right way. Who knew? I’ll never think of Mozart’s Piano Sonata Number 11 the same way again.


  But as we’re laying in bed, relaxing and recovering—and untying knots that got a bit tighter from vigorous motion—my mind drifts back to that earlier conversation. “So,” I say, keeping my tone light as a feather, “where is the old stomping grounds, anyway?”


  Mary’s look says she’s not entirely sure what I’m asking, which I’m guessing is partially from being lulled into near-sleep but also because sometimes even her DuckBob translator doesn’t cover everything, so I clarify: “Your old school. Where is it, exactly?”


  “Oh.” She nods, but fortunately stays relaxed and smiley, nestled against my chest. Hey, who doesn’t love a down body-pillow? “It is in Vermont. The school sits upon the edge of Stratton, near to the Green Mountain and Finger Lakes National Forests.”


  “Huh.” I stretch, careful not to dislodge her. “Vermont, eh? Never been. That’s cool, though.” I stop to think about it. “Vermont’s not all that far from here, right? Still New England and all that? So, what, driving distance?” Not that I have a car, and I haven’t had to drive in a while, but I’m sure I could pick it back up again. Long as it was a convertible. Or something with a huge dome on top. Like the Popemobile.


  Mary sighs, though not unhappily. “It is perhaps two hundred miles from here,” she admits, “and roughly four hours by car. But we need not take a vehicle—I can transport us there far more easily.”


  “Well, easily, sure,” I agree. “But maybe not as much fun.” I hug her to me. “Come on—me, you, the open road, the wind in your hair and in my feathers, the radio blasting? Sounds like a lot more fun than the usual ‘close your eyes and try not to puke’ teleport.”


  That makes her giggle, which sends pleasant, tingly little ripples through my chest feathers. “A road trip with you would be lovely,” she says, “and yes, certainly moreso than the teleport, though I do not suffer your gastric or sensory distress from it. But perhaps some other time. We will have little enough time to arrive for the reunion as it stands.”


  “Wait, what?” I lever myself up a little so I can look at her—otherwise my bill’s totally in the way, since it’s capable of blotting out whole mountain ranges—and she does her best not to meet my eyes. “When is this reunion, exactly?”


  I almost don’t hear her reply, muffled into my chest as it is: “It begins tomorrow.”


  “Tomorrow?” Okay, so much for being all relaxed. “Babe, why didn’t you say anything about it before?”


  Mary wraps both arms around me. “I was unsure whether I even wished to attend,” she answers quietly, “and then I worried over whether to trouble you with the suggestion that you escort me there. Even now I am tempted to send my regrets instead.” She hugs me more tightly. “We could simply stay here instead,” she offers, freeing one hand to tap one of the bells still tied around my upper arm.


  For once, though, I’m not so easily distracted. “Hey,” I tell her. “Hey, look at me.” She does finally, lifting her head up so I can see her properly. “You’re not troubling me or upsetting me,” I promise. “And you know I’m happy to hole up here with you at the drop of a hat. But this is your college reunion! How often do you get one of those? I think you should go, and I’m happy to go with you.”


  If I’m being honest, I’m actually really excited about it—a lot more than Mary is, evidently. In all the time we’ve been together, I don’t actually know that much about her. Well, that’s not entirely true. I know a lot about her, from how she takes her tea (a splash of half-and-half—before the water, thank you very much!—scalding-hot water filled nearly to the brim, and then a teabag—preferably Irish or Scottish Breakfast—left to steep until the mug is, as I read in a book once, “the color of old teak.”) to her favorite lounging-about-the-house clothes (plaid flannel pajama pants, one of my T-shirts so old it’s super-soft, and fuzzy bunny slippers) to the best way to scrub her back (no, I’m not telling you that one!). I know how crazy smart she is, and how incredibly calm under pressure, and how fiercely loyal, and how wickedly funny she can be when it’s just us and maybe Tall and Ned and she can really unwind.


  What I don’t know is where she came from, and what she was like before. Mary never talks about her past—I know there isn’t any family still in the picture, but whether that’s because they’re all dead now or because they won’t speak to her or she won’t speak to them or just because they’re in some commune Upstate and aren’t allowed to make outside calls I have no idea. Heck, I don’t even know how old she is, and that’s not something you can ask. Is this her five-year reunion? Ten? Fifty? Mind you, I don’t care if she’d older than me—even a lot older—or younger or the same age. It’d just be nice to know.


  So the idea of getting to see where she went to school, getting to meet her old classmates, getting to see her old school photo and hear stories about what she was like back then—that’s awesome to me. It’s like a little glimpse into the person she once was, the person who grew up to be my Mary. And, nosy as I am, I would never snoop on her—I respect her way too much to violate her privacy like that. But if she’s the one inviting me to go to her reunion with her? I am so totally there it hurts.


  Except that it looks like it might hurt—her. And that’s not something I ever want to do. So I add, “We don’t have to go. Not if you don’t want to. You just tell me what you’d like and we’ll do it. I promise. Though we might need more whipped cream first.”


  She smiles and kisses me on the tip of my bill. “Thank you,” she says. “I am, as always, grateful for your support, and delighted in the affection I know it springs from.” Yeah, love you too, babe. But her brow furrows as she continues, “I am still of two minds about attending. On the one hand, I do not know that it will be the most pleasant of experiences. But on the other, I feel I may owe it to myself and others to at least put in an appearance.” The smile steals back in. “And I am aware of your eagerness to see something of my past.”


  Darn! And here I thought I was being all subtle! Then again, Mary’s always been able to read me like a book. One with big pictures and simple words.


  “I’d love to see the place,” I admit. “But if going’s gonna make you miserable, I say we skip it.”


  “Not miserable, perhaps,” she answers slowly, clearly considering. “And it has been some time since I attended there. I believe we shall attempt it.”


  I squeeze her tight. “Cool! And if it turns out to be a drag, we’ll just pop back here.” I raise my arm so that last bell jingles again, and her smile turns slightly wicked.


  Then there’s a whole lot of jingling and jangling and a whole lot bells being rung. You can paint your own picture here, ’cause I’m a little too busy to paint one for you.
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