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"Coming in from the Cold: Monday: Memorial Day" Part 1

The next morning, Phil's alarm woke him early. It was Memorial Day, and they had plans. He dressed and went down for breakfast.

In the common kitchen he found Bruce trying to make French toast. Bruce swore over a skillet as he scraped a spatula frantically against the bottom. Betty fanned the air to disperse a faint cloud of smoke. 

"Phil, hi -- oh -- breakfast isn't -- fuck! -- quite ready yet," Bruce said. A corner of toast sailed out of the pan to splat at Phil's feet.

"Not a problem," Phil said mildly. He picked up the toast and tossed it into the kitchen compost bin. 

"I do not understand why this is so difficult," Bruce muttered. "It's a simple recipe ..."

"French toast is easy to mess up, if you haven't made it before," Phil said. He looked over Bruce's shoulder. "I think you're using bread that's too thin and fresh; that's why it won't hold together."

"Would you like to take over?" Bruce snapped.

Betty nodded encouragement behind Bruce's back.

"If you wish," Phil said. "I've made French toast plenty of times. I could show you how it works." 

Bruce sighed, his shoulders slumping. "Yes, please," he said. "I thought I could do this, but it's not really my cuisine, and today is just not my day."

"Okay, then," Phil said. He took out a fresh pan and started it preheating. Then he mixed up a fresh batch of batter. "Betty, please see if we have some day-old bread that's either whole loaf or thick slices."

"There's half a loaf of heavy sandwich bread, and a stick of actual French bread," she reported, coming back with both.

"Perfect," Phil said. "Give me the sandwich bread first. Then slice the loaf to the same thickness." He soaked the first few slices, explaining the process as he went along. Bruce and Betty watched intently. Soon they had a platter covered in golden-brown slabs.

"What should we set out to put on these?" Betty asked. "The recipe said all kinds of things ..."

"Powdered sugar, maple syrup, fruit preserves or fresh fruit," Phil suggested. Betty nodded and went to the pantry for preserves.

"Oh, hey, French toast!" Bucky said happily as he came into the kitchen.

Bruce glanced up -- and then scrambled away in panic, whacking his back against the counter.

Phil caught him, wondering what had gone wrong. Then he realized that Bucky was already in his dress uniform. Phil hadn't put his on yet.

"Bruce, are you -- oh, shucks, it's the uniform, isn't it?" Bucky said, his voice shifting from alarm to concern. Swiftly he skinned out of his coat, leaving only the plain undershirt. "See, it's just me. Everything's okay."

"Bucky, what's wrong?" Steve called, footsteps hurrying in the common room.

"Don't come in here yet!" Bucky said sharply. "I spooked Bruce. Give him a minute to calm down first." The footsteps stopped.

Bruce shivered against Phil's side. "Let me see your back," Phil said. He tugged the shirt loose. Underneath it, the bruises were already coming up where Bruce had hit the edge of the counter. "We should put an ice pack on that." 

Betty hustled back from the pantry, chucking two jars of preserves on the counter. She wrapped herself around Bruce. "It's all right, you're safe," she said.

Then Bruce reached out a hand for Bucky.

"You sure you want me here?" Bucky asked, easing forward.

"Need to know it's you," Bruce said. He buried his face in the crook of Bucky's shoulder, snuffling against the skin. "Kitchen smelled smoky, and then I saw the uniform and -- well."

"I'm here," Bucky murmured. "I'll protect you."

"Thanks," Bruce said. He pulled away then, and straightened himself. "Sorry for the fuss."

"We understand," Phil said. He fetched an ice pack for Bruce to tuck against the bruises.

"Uh, I hate to break the moment, but your toast is burning," Bucky said.

Phil hastened to rescue the French toast currently in the skillet. "Nice catch," he said.

Bucky went to the kitchen door. "Steve, take off your uniform coat and you can come in now."

Steve came in, ignoring the food, and went straight to Bruce. "Are you okay?" he asked.

"Yeah, just -- a little shaken," Bruce said. "I think maybe I should stay home today. I'm not really good with uniforms."

"I'll stay with you," Betty offered at once.

"No, you've been looking forward to this for days," Bruce protested. "I don't want to take away anything from you guys either." He lifted a hand to forestall Bucky, Steve, and Phil from volunteering. "I may not be a soldier but I still know what the day means to you."

Natasha slipped through the door. "I will stay with you, if my company is acceptable," she said. "This holiday is not important to me. I have always been an assassin, not a soldier."

"Okay," Bruce said softly.

"Come, fill your plate," Natasha said. "We may eat in my room. JARVIS has found a dance video which is said to mimic zero-gravity motion. Perhaps you would enjoy the physics of it." Bruce obeyed, and she herded him out of the room, snagging the jar of mixed-berry preserves on the way.

"Sometimes the patriotic holidays are hard on him," Betty said after Bruce left. "He doesn't have many good memories of soldiers. I mean, before the team."

"It's harder when triggers stack up," Steve said. "First the holiday, then the smoke in the kitchen, and the uniform. It was like that for me when I was sick. A wet day or a beating I could take, but not both together, and even worse if it was cold too."

"Well, now Bruce has people to look after him," Phil said. "Natasha will stay with him, and the rest of us can still go out as planned."

Tony and Clint arrived just as breakfast went onto the table. "Hey, who made French toast?" Clint asked.

"Bruce and Betty started it, then I joined in when I got here," Phil said.

"I want bacon. Is there bacon? There should be bacon," Tony said as he forked a single slice of French toast onto his plate and drowned it in maple syrup.

"Tony, be careful," Steve said, rescuing the bottle just as Tony's plate started to overflow.

"Sorry, not enough caffeine yet," Tony said. He took a long pull from his enormous red-and-gold thermos. "Where's my bacon?"

"I'll make some," Phil said as he got up. He'd meant to make some kind of breakfast meat before the morning went to hell. He kept an eye on his team as he covered the griddle with bacon strips.

"By the way, Bucky, a package came for you," Steve said, sliding it over to him.

Bucky opened the box and then just sat there staring at it for a long minute.

"I'm really glad the army got your updated medals to you in time for the holiday," Steve continued. He burbled on about it for a while.

"I don't ... I can't wear these," Bucky said, pushing the package away. Phil could see the distinctive glint of the Purple Heart and POW medals among others.

Tony swept them off the table into his hand. "That's okay. I'll just go put them away for you." 

Phil wondered about that for a moment. How would Tony know where to put them? Phil thought. Then he realized, Of course. There are basically two places that medals go: in a display case, or in the back of the sock drawer. Someone who just pushed them away wouldn't put them on display, so that leaves the sock drawer. Tony's rich-geek presentation made it easy to forget just how deeply steeped in military culture he was.

Steve looked a little lost. "I was only trying to be helpful ..."

"I know, runt. Not your fault I'm a little touchy," Bucky said.

"Do you want the first batch of bacon, Steve?" asked Phil. 

"I guess so," Steve said. "Thanks for making breakfast. It's good."

"Remember Jacques?" Bucky said, elbowing him.

"Yeah," Steve said with a blush. "I tried to make French toast over a campfire once. After I dropped the first slice in the fire by accident, Jacques never let me try again." Steve and Bucky were both smiling though.

Phil brought the bacon to the table. "Well, we have better resources now," he said. "If you want to learn how to make French toast, I'll be happy to teach you."

"I'd like that," Steve said. He looked down at his bacon, then back up at Phil. "You remind me of him, you know. Jacques was our infiltrator. He was a real subtle fella."

"He had this ... what did Gabe call it, Steve?" said Bucky, waffling a hand.

"Je ne sais quoi," Steve said softly. "Most of the team, we were these big loud guys. We would've been lost without him. I don't know how many times he kept us from getting captured. He faked the best papers you ever saw. God, I miss him."

"So do I," Bucky said as he squeezed Steve's shoulder. "You're right, though, Phil's every bit as good a spook as Jacques was."

Phil's throat tightened, but he managed to say, "I'm honored by the comparison."

By the time Tony came back, the next batch of bacon was ready for him. Happily he grabbed a strip of it to eat with his fingers. Steve and Clint were arguing quietly about appropriate ways to celebrate Memorial Day, which had changed a lot since Steve's time. "What's the fuss?" Tony asked around a mouthful of bacon.

"I like the fireworks," Clint said.

"I don't," Steve said. "I mean, I do like fireworks, but not today. It's disrespectful of the dead -- okay, maybe not Dum Dum, he'd love it, but most people, no."

"I prefer the parades and the bands to the fireworks," Betty said.

"I just don't think it's right to turn this into a three-day weekend with parties and all," Steve grumbled. 

Bucky gave a morose nod. "It's supposed to be a day of mourning."

"Yeah, I hear you," Tony said, showing his teeth. He pulled out his Starkphone and made a call. "Hi, Daniel, it's Tony. I found you a new backer," Tony said, then turned to Steve. "Heads up, Cap!" He tossed the phone to Steve.

"Uh ... hello?" Steve said. "I don't even know who I'm talking to, Tony just threw his phone at me." He straightened abruptly. "I'm very sorry to bother you, Senator. Oh, my name? I, uh, I'm Steve Rogers yes really. No, I don't know why Tony did that. We were just talking about Memorial Day." Steve gave Tony a dirty look.

"That was mean, Tony," said Phil.

"Nah, just ornery," Tony said with an irrepressable grin. "They'll love each other, watch, they've got a lot in common."

Steve brightened. "Yes, I'd be honored to lend my support to moving Memorial Day back to May 30. We're flying into D.C. for the day. I'm sure I could come say a few words." They chatted for a few more minutes, making plans.

"Was I right or what?" Tony asked as Steve handed the phone back.

"Yeah, you were right," Steve admitted. "Next time, give a fella some warning, though."

"I'll think about it," Tony said, digging into his French toast.

"You know, Senator Inouye has a memorable history," Phil said. "When ordered to capture a German outpost on the Colle Musatello Ridge, he got shot through the abdomen. That didn't even slow him down. He carried a bunch of grenades up the slope and used them to take out the machine gun nests. Then he got hit by a rifle-mounted grenade which tore up his right arm."

"Shit. Did he stop for medical attention?" Bucky said.

Phil shook his head. "Oh no. He pried the grenade out of his right hand and used it to kill the man who shot him. Then he used a tommy gun in his off hand to go charging around the battlefield, until he got shot again, this time in the leg. That one took him off his feet, so he propped himself against a tree and kept shooting until the Germans went down. Only after his unit moved in to set up defenses would he let the medics evaluate him. Single-handed, he killed twenty-five Germans that day, and wounded eight more."

"Golly," Steve said. "That guy's a hero. Was he okay after that?"

"Well, obviously he lived to become a Senator, but he did lose his arm," Phil said.

Steve looked at Bucky. "Yeah, that happened a lot."

"He's like you, Steve, if you'd been born that way instead of made," said Bucky. 

"Nah. He's like us, if we were both mashed together," Steve said.

* * * 

Notes:

French toast is a simple recipe in concept, but it is trickier than it looks.

PTSD causes flashbacks and other miserable symptoms. Know how to cope if you have a flashback. Family members can also help someone through a flashback. In this case, all the Avengers have experience with such challenges, and they know each other's triggers, so it's not hard for Bucky to figure out what triggered Bruce. Since Bruce-and-Hulk relate most strongly to smell/taste and touch, that's part of what causes the problem, but also part of what allows Bruce to reassure himself that this is his friend Bucky and not a random soldier sent to capture him.

Pilobolus is a dance troupe known for geometrics.

See Tony's red and gold thermos.

The POW Medal and the Purple Heart Medal are among the more salient that Bucky has earned. However, some veterans feel unworthy or ashamed of their medals, and may store them in the sock drawer or even throw them away.

Memorial Day has a long history in American culture. Senator Daniel Inouye was among the people who sought to restore its original date. He was also a total BAMF.

Jacques Dernier was one of the Howling Commandos, a Frenchman.

Je ne sais quoi literally means "I don't know what" in French, but the connotation is more "something special."

Memorial Day fireworks are traditional, but can cause stress for veterans.

Dum Dum Dugan was another of the Howling Commandos, known for his interest in explosives.

After breakfast, Betty helped Phil to clear the table. Clint and Tony hastily stashed the dirty dishes in the dishwasher. People who hadn't already dressed for the trip, went back to their rooms for that before reconvening in the common room.

Bucky put his uniform coat back on, shrugging his shoulders in vain attempt to get it to lay right. "Thought I had the right size," he muttered.

"Good enough for government work," Steve said. "You know how it goes."

Soon they were all ready to go. They took Tony's private jet to Washington, D.C. The flight was quiet, everyone lost in their own thoughts. The sky was clear and blue, the weather pleasant when they landed.

First on their schedule was the ceremony at Arlington National Cemetery. A crowd of people filled the grounds. Tony's connections made it possible for them to slip through and find an excellent view. Everyone stood solemnly and watched the laying of the wreath at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.

Phil had to close his eyes for a minute, bracing himself against the sudden upwelling of emotion. Every time he came here, he couldn't help but remember all the people he'd lost -- the ones he served beside, the ones he commanded, and especially those who fell under circumstances that made it impossible to recover their bodies. Good job, he thought, with a mental salute to their memory. 

Phil kept his breathing slow and steady. It wouldn't help to make a scene, although he could hear plenty of people crying in the crowd. It was the sharp catch of breath nearby that snagged his attention. Quickly he opened his eyes and scanned their little group for trouble.

"Steve, are you okay?" Tony murmured.

"No, not really," Steve said, his voice tight with strain. He looked pale and shaky in the warm spring sunlight. "This was ... this was us, Tony. Bucky and I were both lost for decades. Everyone thought we were dead, and this is the only grave we had. I never thought much about that until just now, and it kind of hit me like a load of bricks ..."

"Yeah, I get that," Tony said. "Bucky, how are you doing?"

Bucky didn't respond. If Steve was a little shaky, Bucky seemed outright shut down in shock.

Phil reached out and gave him a steadying touch on the elbow. "Bucky?"

Bucky startled at the contact. "Huh?"

That's not good, Phil thought. I think Bucky's had a little too much of this particular celebration ...

"Oh yeah, we need to get this show on the road," Tony declared. "Clint, you've got point. Make us a route back to the limo. Phil, get Steve and Bucky between us. Betty, you guard our backs." Tony chivvied the whole team into motion with a few deft gestures.

Behind them, the concert started up. That helped to keep the crowd stable. Clint was assertive but not rough about clearing a path for them. He used deft touches at elbows, knees, and waists to shift people aside.

It looks like we aren't the only ones bailing out early, Phil thought as he saw several other veterans moving away. He couldn't blame them. Emotions ran high on Memorial Day, especially here. Then a rising mutter caught Phil's ear.

Tony was scolding himself as he walked Steve and Bucky back to the limousine. "Dummy. Dummy. You should have seen this coming, should have known, you've seen it before. Dummy! Need to get them out of here." 

Phil realized that Tony's self-talk was spilling out loud, unnoticed as the man focused on getting his friends safely out of the cemetery. The harsh recriminations grated on Phil's nerves. I wonder if that's how DUM-E got his name, he thought abruptly. The others fit a similar pattern -- I know that U is short for 'Hey, you!' and Butterfingers is pretty self-explanatory. JARVIS may be the only one who was named in advance, on purpose. The thought ached, a bitter reminder of Tony's unhappy upbringing.

The Avengers made it back to the parking area in snug formation. Steve and Bucky were leaning on each other, flanked by Phil and Tony for support. Clint opened the door for them so that Happy wouldn't have to get out.

Tony carefully tucked Bucky into the limousine. Next Tony guided Steve in, then finally climbed in himself. Everyone else took a seat as well. "Happy, drive," said Tony.

"Problem, sir?" Happy asked as he pulled away from the curb.

"Ah, Steve and Bucky crashed at the Tomb of the Unknown. You know the drill," Tony said.

"Yes, sir," said Happy. Soon he stopped at a drive-through and placed an order. Then he rolled down the partition and handed back several bags.

Tony put most of the bags between his feet and opened the last. He pulled out two large cups of orange juice, then passed the first one to Steve. "Here, drink up. It'll help," Tony said. Steve quickly opened it and took a sip. Tony reached over to offer the second to Bucky.

"Maybe later; I'm a little queasy right now," Bucky said.

"Phil, you're closest to the fridge. Get him a bottle of water," Tony said.

Phil leaned over to rummage in the limousine's mini-fridge. "Got it," he said, handing the water to Bucky.

"Thanks," Bucky said. He took the bottle and rested the cool surface against his forehead.

"Coffee and croissants, grab 'em if you want 'em," Tony said as he opened more bags. The Avengers shared the bounty.

Phil accepted some of each. He was intrigued that Tony's instructions had cued a sugar-rich beverage, some bland food, and nothing with a strong greasy smell that might cause upset. Tony really has done this before, Phil mused. 

"No coffee for me, but I'd like a croissant, please," said Steve.

"Yeah, coffee after a bad shock, definitely not recommended," Tony said. He handed Steve a croissant. 

Plastic popped and cracked as Bucky finally twisted the top off his water bottle to sip at it. "Thanks, Tony," said Bucky. "I'm sorry for freezing up back there."

"It was my fault. I should've known better than to suggest this in the first place," Tony said.

"No, it was a good idea," Bucky said. "I needed, we needed -- what's the word I read in those exercises? -- oh, closure. Coming here helped me and Steve remember that we're not dead, just got stuck for a while, even though people thought we were dead." He took a long pull of water. "It's just, we know what people were thinking about us, because it's what we thought about the ones who never made it home. Standing at the Tomb ... it was kind of like having seventy years of mail dumped on us all at once."

"Yeah. What he said," Steve said. He sounded a little better, though, and at least nobody had broken down crying. "Is there any more juice?"

Paper crinkled as Tony reached into another bag. "Sure," Tony said, handing him the cup.

"I think I'm ready for mine now," Bucky said. He finished his water and held out a hand for the orange juice that Tony passed to him. "Thanks for getting us out of there."

"That's what friends are for," Tony said. "I just wish things hadn't turned sour like that."

Phil mentally reviewed the event, now that he didn't have a minor crisis on his hands. Tony makes a more capable leader than he realizes, Phil thought. He took over when Steve was out of sorts, made a good plan, and implemented it. All our hard work on teambuilding paid off today.

"I wish we could've stayed for the concert, but it's okay," Bucky said. He picked the foil off the top of the orange juice and took a sip. "Steve and I need to get back into the swing of things, but sometimes we have to take small steps."

"It helps a lot, just having friends there for backup," Steve added. "You took care of us when we blanked out for a minute. That makes it a lot safer to try things, because we know you'll step in if something goes wrong."

"I can't hide from the world forever," Bucky said. He reached over and helped himself to a croissant. "I can't hide from what I did. I have to ... make it part of me, somehow, and move on. This is helping."

Formation of a post-traumatic identity, Phil thought. Dr. Samson had sent him some materials on that topic that proved more useful than what Phil had found previously. That made it a little easier to support Bucky as he integrated what had happened to him.

"Yeah, same thing happened to me after Loki ..." said Clint, picking at a croissant. He shifted restlessly against Phil's side. 
Phil gave him a gentle squeeze of encouragement. Clint hadn't talked much about that, but maybe he was feeling the need more. "Go on," Phil coaxed. 

"At first I couldn't remember much, just a jumbled mess," Clint said. "Then more came back, and it was hard to sort out what was really me and what wasn't. The more I looked at things and put them back in place, though, the better it got."

"Bruce-and-Hulk have a similar problem," Betty said quietly. "It's hard for them to keep their memories organized because the transformations are so disruptive. It helps to have friends who can tell them what really happened, so that they can integrate it. You're not alone, Bucky, Clint. We all need each other."

Phil rubbed a hand over the phantom scar where Loki's spear had stabbed through the Life Model Decoy. Would I have recovered from the shock as fast as I did, without anyone as anchor? Probably not, he thought. He had clung shamelessly to Clint and Natasha after reuniting with them. He curled his fingers around the coffee cup, a comforting weight in his hands.

"We'll be okay," Steve assured Tony, who still looked a little anxious. "You haven't messed up anything. So what's up next?"

"Uh, the next scheduled event is the parade at 2 PM," Tony read from his Starkphone. "I figured we could drive around for a little while, maybe get something more for brunch, then watch the parade. We can hit a deli after that. Steve's thing on moving Memorial Day is later this afternoon, and the fireworks start after sunset. We'll fit supper around those, depending on when folks get hungry."

Phil smiled. It's different, planning a trip for people with such fast metabolisms, but we're getting the hang of it, he thought.

Happy treated them to a rolling tour of Washington, D.C. Phil expected that the holiday traffic would make it impossible, but the chauffeur knew dozens of clever shortcuts and back routes that gave them excellent views of the monuments from unexpected angles. He narrated the sights with practiced skill.

"Happy worked a summer here as a tour guide," Tony murmured as they admired a flowering park from an overpass. 

"I wish I had a camera," Steve said sadly.

"Phone, Steve," Tony reminded him. "Your phone is a camera, and because it is a Starkphone, it is not a crappy camera, although it isn't as good as one with interchangeable lenses. It's fine for snapshots, better than any point-and-shoot you could buy in a store."

"Oh yeah, right," Steve said, squirming so he could pull his phone from his pocket. "Some parts of the future I really like."

"Okay, turn on the camera mode," Tony instructed. "Touch the window and the car. That tells the camera to compensate for the fact that you're shooting through glass from a moving vehicle." Tony tapped something on his own phone, and the tinted window beside Bucky suddenly turned clear. "You should be good to go."

Steve leaned over Bucky, trying to reach the window. Bucky rolled his eyes and switched places with him, pushing Steve into the window seat. Then he had to buckle Steve's seatbelt for him because Steve was too busy rubbernecking.

* * * 

Notes:

The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier figures into some Memorial Day observations.

Emotional overload can happen due to acute or chronic stress. In this case, Steve and Bucky froze up because of how the current situation interacted with their past experiences. Know how to handle emotional overload or help a friend through it. The key is to take the weight off, at least long enough to regain balance.

Self-talk is the voice in your head when you narrate your actions or talk to yourself. Usually it is silent, but some people talk aloud, especially under stress. You can actually hear Tony doing that in the movies. Understand how to silence negative self-talk, promote positive self-talk, and help a friend with low self-esteem. It can be very tricky to challenge someone else's poor (and inaccurate) image of themselves, without directly contradicting their right to their own feelings. One good way is to provide counterexamples: "I'm stupid." "You feel stupid, but you figured out yesterday's problem faster than I did." Another is simply stating that you disagree; you're entitled to your own opinion too.

Closure helps people stop ruminating on things. Some people have a higher need for closure than others; here is a scale. Steve and Bucky need closure in order to release their hold on their native time and adapt to their current time. There are ways of finding closure.

Moving on is the next step. You need to counter the if-only guilt in order to move on with your life. As Steve and Bucky form new attachments in the here-and-now, they shift their focus from the past to the present. There is a Moving Forward program for veterans.

Trauma can shatter a person's sense of identity. They must then figure out who they are after that trauma. This applies to all the Avengers in one way or another. Here are some sample exercises for the formation of a post-trauma identity.

For many people, talking about painful feelings and bad memories is a necessary part of recovery. (Other people find that it doesn't help, or actively makes things worse, so pay attention to the effects of any problem-solving techniques you try.) Trauma recovery tends to proceed in stages: re-establishing safety and finding a support network, processing all the crap that happened and the fallout from it, then rebuilding a new identity and life to move forward. Clint in particular has taken time to reach a point where he can talk about what Loki did to him, because first he couldn't remember it very clearly and then he needed to calm down enough to recognize and analyze what's in his head. But there's a similar pattern with Steve and Bucky, who were also too shocked by their respective experiences to respond immediately. (In canon, they still haven't, and wow are they fucked up in The Winter Soldier and Avengers 2.) Sometimes it helps to focus on the contextual details of bad memories, instead of dwelling on the miserable emotions. You can transform negative memories, let go of them, and erase the trauma.

Many smartphones come with a camera now. Here are some of the best in our world. Naturally, a Starkphone is better! I simply extrapolated that it would have features to adapt to different demands, which the user could select from the camera management screen. There are tips on how to use a camera phone.

"Food truck ahead," Happy announced presently. "Anybody want some Rito Loco?"

"Yeah, pull us up alongside," Tony said. "Steve, Bucky, you guys want to try the Rib Rito, it sticks with you. Bruce is going to regret missing this."

"We can bring him another time," Betty said. She poked at her phone. "I'm having the Fruit Rito. Anybody else need to see a menu?"

"Nah, I'm good with Tony's advice," Bucky said.

"Same here, but if they've got fruit then I want one of those too," Steve said.

"O.G. Rito for me, please," said Phil. He loved the colorful local flavor of the D.C. food trucks and tried to catch one every time he came to town. 

Clint hesitated. "I don't want to eat so much that I'm heavy on my feet ..."

"You can share mine. I feel the same way," Phil said.

"I'll share too," Bucky offered at the same time Steve said, "You can have some of my fruit."

"Okay. Thanks," Clint said. 

"Add the usual Mojito Rito for me and whatever you want, Happy, that's a wrap," Tony said.

Happy relayed the group order and soon passed back piles of fragrant food.

Phil smiled as he watched Clint alternate nibbles from the O.G. and the Rib Ritos. This is so much better than stakeout with other agents picking on him for his 'funny' eating habits, Phil thought. 

When Phil first brought Clint in from the cold, the wary and traumatized young sniper had tended to gorge in private but refused to fill up while on the job, a relic from his circus days. He'd been beaten for poor performance too often to risk it. Phil had finally resorted to squeezing into the hawksnest alongside him and hand-feeding Clint bits of smuggled sushi. Clint's appetite had leveled out with time and care, so that the old habits rarely showed now, but he still lowered his eating if he needed to stay alert and agile.

It was all Phil could do not to laugh when Steve started picking strawberry slices out of the burrito and hand-feeding them to Clint.

They showed up a little early for the parade. This time it was Phil's connections that had procured a prime spot. The Avengers wedged themselves in beside several representatives of the World War II Veterans Committee that sponsored the National Memorial Day Parade. At first Bucky and Steve were breathless in the company of men who had been their contemporaries but were now separated by a gulf of time and experience. Eventually they relaxed enough to start talking again.

"Steve and I, we never really got our homecoming like the other fellas," Bucky said as they waited. "It's kinda sad. He's a hero, he should have a parade." 

In the distance, Phil could hear the crisp military music approaching. Heads turned as everyone watched for the front line to appear. "Well, maybe this one will help serve that purpose for both of you," Phil said. They'd been offered the opportunity to march but had both declined. At the edge of Phil's view, the crowd rippled as seated people stood up.

"Somebody tell me when the flag comes into view. I can't stand up for long," grumbled the nearest veteran, who was sitting in a wheelchair.

"I have the lookout," Bucky said.

"You don't need to stand up at all, sir," Steve said. "I'm sure everyone would understand."

"Day I can't stand for the flag, you can nail the box shut and throw me in the ground," the old man said. "And I'm pretty sure that captains don't 'sir' sergeants."

"You still have seniority," Steve said, but he was smiling as they teased each other a little.

"Here comes the flag," Bucky announced, then in a lower voice, "Got your brakes on?"

"Yes," the old man said, bracing himself against the arms of his chair. "Just need some leverage ..."

"I make a fine fencepost if you want one," Steve offered. He waited for the nod, and then he and Bucky carefully helped their fellow veteran to his feet. They closed ranks around him, propping him between the two of them so snugly that he couldn't have been holding much of his own weight. Phil leaned back a little. Sure enough, both of the super-soldiers had their inside arms wrapped behind for extra support. From the front, though, it would look like they were all standing at attention.

The flag passed by, its proud colors rippling in the warm spring breeze. Bright music streamed alongside. The parade spooled out behind.

"Flag's out of view," Clint called from the far side of the team.

"Care for a ride back down?" Bucky asked. The veteran nodded again. In perfect unison, Bucky and Steve knelt in slow motion to lower him into the wheelchair. The move was so practiced that Phil wondered how many times they had done this for injured teammates in the war.

The old man patted their hands as they let go. "There are fewer of us every year," he said. "This is the first time we've ever gotten anyone back."

"It's good to be back," Bucky said.

The parade included marching bands and veteran units from all fifty states. All of the wars with surviving veterans were represented. Along with them came patriotic floats and huge helium balloons. Steve frowned at the balloons. Then the old man said something that Phil couldn't catch, which made Steve and Bucky both chuckle, lifting their mood again. It took a long time for the parade to go by. The route ran from the corner of Constitution Avenue and 7 Street, along Constitution Avenue to pass in front of the White House and end at 17th Street. 

At last the crowd began to break up. "Hey, Tom, you want to join us for lunch?" Steve said. Evidently they had exchanged introductions while Phil's attention was on the parade.

"What in the world for?" the elderly veteran said, his tone pleased but surprised. 

"Catch up on old times," Bucky said. "Steve and I, we missed a lot."

"Sure, why not," Tom said. "I don't have plans until later."

"Need a push?" Steve asked.

"No I do not," Tom said. "Nothing wrong with my arms yet." He spun his chair neatly in place and rolled down the sidewalk as the Avengers shuffled into motion. "Thanks for the offer though."

They made their way to a deli from which delicious smells emerged, but it was crowded and all the tables were full. "Do we stick with the line here, look for another place, or bribe our way in?" Tony asked.

"I can wait ..." Steve said, but his stomach gave an ominous growl. 

Phil looked at his watch. It had been over two hours since brunch from the food truck, and Steve hadn't eaten as much as usual. "Bribe," Phil said.

"Hey mister, do you need a table?" asked a voice.

Phil turned to find a table crammed with teenagers who were hastily gathering up their sandwiches. "You're veterans, right?" said the tallest girl. "We saw the uniforms. If you want the table, it's yours. We can eat standing up."

"Thank you, miss, that's very kind of you," Phil said, motioning for the team to settle in. Bucky whisked one of the chairs out of the way to make room for Tom's wheelchair.

"I know the waitresses here. I'll send somebody over to take your order, so they know there are new people at the table," said one of the boys.

It happened so fast that even Phil was impressed. The waitress arrived with water and a basket of breadsticks, most of which went to Steve and Bucky. She managed all their orders. Phil could see Tony mentally tallying the tip as she recited the entire list from memory without missing anything, even though Bucky had ordered brisket on rye with mustard and Steve wanted the same thing without mustard.

The Avengers chatted casually as they waited. Tom filled in anecdotes from planning the parade and solicited everyone's opinions. He explained his personal feelings on balloons -- that they kept the little kids entertained so the older folks could focus on the main attraction. Even Steve had to admit that helped.

When the food and beverages arrived, though, everyone went quiet for a moment. Phil looked at Tom. The oldest veteran raised his glass of iced tea and solemnly intoned, "To absent friends."

"Absent friends," everyone chorused, clinking their glasses together. For a moment the air seemed full, pressed close with ghosts and memories. It always hit Phil this way, and stronger in the company of people who had lost so many to the swift fire of war and the slow tide of years. Then it was gone again in the next instant, folded away back into the corners of the mind where it waited.

While they ate, the stories came out. Phil opened with one from his early days in SHIELD, when he'd been young and cocky enough to get shot down in enemy territory. Nick Fury had gone in after him and carried him out. "I didn't realize until he collapsed beside me in the safehouse," Phil finished softly, "that he walked the entire distance on two broken ankles."

"I helped run a Navy landing ship on D-Day," Tom said. "I took five boatloads to that beach. Maybe one guy from each made it out of the water alive, except for the fourth trip. By then it was bad, you could see what you were getting into, like wading through hamburger. There was this kid ..."

Bucky and Steve both looked up at that.

"... maybe fourteen, fifteen years old, had to have lied about his age to get in. He kept saying that he needed a shave, I think to throw off suspicion that he wasn't old enough. Came to about here on me," Tom said, touching a hand to his chest. "He asked me how bad it was, and I said hell on Earth. So then he said, 'If that's how it is, best I go out first,' and squeezed through to the front." Tom fell silent for a long minute.

"What happened to him?" Bucky asked.

"Soon as the ramp dropped, he was struck by machine gun fire. Dead before he hit the water," Tom said. "But the three soldiers behind him, they all made it to the beach alive. Took out a machine gun nest, I saw that much before I had to turn back for another load. That kid may not have made it to the beach, but he sure as hell made a difference."

"Thank you," Steve said. 

"For what?" Tom asked.

"For telling me how it would have happened," Steve said. "I know you recognized me. Well, before this --" Steve swept a hand down his powerful body "-- I was tiny. I lied my head off trying to enlist anyway. I knew I was going to die young; I just wanted it to mean something. If I'd never met the man who made me who I am today, that story you just told, that would've been me, or something like it. I'm really grateful. It feels good to know that somebody that size managed to do his part."

* * * 

Notes:

Rito Loco is one of the more famous food trucks of Washington, D.C.

(Some of these eating links may be distressing.)
Disordered eating refers to unhealthy food habits that are not as severe as eating disorders. Many of the Avengers have or had a troubled relationship with food. It helps to understand food disturbances. There are resources for coping with disordered eating if you are ready. Know how to help someone with food disturbances. Focus on lowering stress related to food. Sometimes tracking/weighing helps but other times makes it a lot worse. A casual approach works better for some people.  We had a great discussion about disordered eating and other food challenges on my blog.

(Some of these feeding links are cute, but others may be stressful in various ways, and not necessarily the same for all readers.)
Food sharing and feeding convey intimacy. Hand-feeding is associated with infants, disabled or elderly people, lovers, and submissives. It is also used for raising hawks and other birds, and adult hawks may be hand-fed as well. It was actually the bird references that inspired Phil to try that with Clint. Steve does it because he simply doesn't realize that most people don't. To him it's perfectly normal, because he was so sick so often growing up that Bucky or someone else often had to help get the food into him.

Developing a healthy relationship with food typically shows a pattern of traits in good eaters.

The Memorial Day Parade is one of many celebrations in Washington, D.C. for that holiday.

Traditional flag protocols are very conservative. Few people follow them anymore, but some people remain extremely serious. The main point is to convey respect. Steve and Bucky justifiably vary the rules a bit because they're holding someone up.

Wheelchair etiquette includes offering help and then letting the rider decide what to do.

Tom's remark about veterans is a paraphrase of sentiments from "The Band Played Waltzing Matilda."

Washington D.C. has many fine sandwich shops.

A toast is often offered by the senior or ranking member of a group. Steve has the highest moral and military rank, but has made it very plain that he considers Tom's lived seniority more important. "To absent friends" is popular throughout a wide range of military organizations including the U.S. Marines and the Royal Navy. To Absent Friends is also an entertainment trope about remembering those lost or distant.

(These war-related links range from morally painful to downright gruesome.)
Veterans may waffle over whether to tell their stories, but many of them find it helpful to relate their experiences to a sympathetic listener. Here are some sample war stories. There have been projects to connect veterans with listeners. Understand how to talk with veterans and how to listen to them. The main ideas are 1) don't pry, and 2) be gentle with their memories, because many of those memories still hurt. If someone is telling you war stories, it usually means that they are trusting you a great deal. Occasionally it means they're so numb that they can't tell where their boundaries or morals are, so keep an eye on where those lines are.

The invasion of Normandy during World War II, also known as D-Day, remains one of the more horrific battles in history. For Steve in particular, this story provides a sense of closure, because he has spent a lot of time wondering "what if" he hadn't met Dr. Erskine.

"If we're talking about tiny, I knew a medic that size once," said Clint. "I was flying medevac around Kabul."

Phil remembered this story. SHIELD had loaned out Barton's services after a hit on the Ten Rings who were stirring up the theater in Afghanistan, because he could fly like a hawk and get into places that nobody else could.

"She crawled into my chopper with what looked like a piece of meat, and I thought, what the hell?" Clint said. "Turns out it was a soldier -- no arms, no legs, just the head and torso. She got pretty ventilated herself too. I asked if she needed me to short-stop the flight so I could patch her up well enough to make it back to the base." Clint took a deep breath, and then went on. "Turned me down, told me she didn't need it. She said, 'If you fly true, I can save this one. If we stop, he's a dead man.' So I kept flying, and I tried not to knock them around dodging all the rockets in the air. By the time we landed, my boots were sloshing in blood. She was already dead -- light as a bird when I lifted her up. That guy, though, he made it. She told me true on that. Just didn't tell me what it'd cost."

Just then, the waitress came by to set a basket of pastries on the table. "Today dessert is free for veteran parties," she said, then hurried to the next table. The place was still mobbed. Phil grabbed himself a cheese danish and then passed the basket to Steve and Bucky.

"One time Peggy went on a raid with us, because she had a hot tip about some captured Sherman tanks," Bucky said, taking a caramel turnover. "She was the only one with contacts in the resistance there, and managed to hook us up with them. It was a good thing too, because we got pinned down away from our ammo dump -- the tanks were on the move and they cut us off. Steve was already down by then."

Steve flexed his left hand, right fingers rubbing over it. "Yeah, I had a perfect view from the ditch," he said. "These two British boys ran upside the tunnel where the tanks were coming out, and dropped bundles of explosives. Collapsed the whole tunnel. They didn't make it out of the blast, but they kinda saved the world that day."

"After that, Peggy and I got to the ammo dump and picked off the remaining tanks," Bucky said. "You know Ronsons --"

"Lights the first time every time!" chorused Tom and Tony. 

"How do you even know that, kid?" Tom asked, eyeing Tony.

Tony shrugged. "My old man made weapons, so I know pretty much everything about them. Steve and Bucky have heard me use that line before."

"So you're old school despite your age," Tom said with a chuckle. "Eh, I've met a few others." Then he sighed. "Good people lost a lot in that war."

"Some more than others," Bucky agreed quietly.

Tom raised an eyebrow at him.

Bucky rapped his left fist on the table, and even with the skin glove, the metal underneath made a muffled clank. Phil could see the slight stiffness in the wrist, where the forearm didn't rotate quite the way a flesh-and-bone one would, because the prosthesis had a different infrastructure. "It's a good fake, but it's still fake. I left the original behind in Germany," said Bucky.

"It's not a good fake," Tony muttered.

"Perfectionist," Bucky said, his voice fond.

"Better than anything I've seen," Tom said. "Not Stark Industries work?"

Tony shook his head. "I'm working on a replacement. That one is ... adequate in performance but unreliable in other regards."

That was an effective way of shielding classified information, Phil mused. Tony may not care about rules, but he does care about protecting people. He filed away the observation in case of future need.

"I'm sure that'll be something to see," Tom said. "Starktech is popular down at the VA, at least for guys who can afford it."

"Ping me if too many people slip through the cracks," Tony said absently, fiddling with his phone. "I've got programs for that sort of thing, but it's hard to keep them current with people's needs. Easier if I can get good feedback, you know?" Deft fingers tapped at the tiny screen. Phil wondered what he was doing.

"Sure thing," Tom said. "I know a guy who works at the VA here, good counselor, he should know what you need. Let me just fly him a kite so you can hook up." Tom sent a message on his phone -- which happened to be a Starkphone -- then launched into a story about a German guard dog, three soldiers, and some black-market steak.

They kept telling stories until they emptied the basket of pastries and the waitress came back. "Thanks for taking care of my friends today," Tony said to her. 

Phil caught a flash of gold paperclip as Tony tucked a fold of bills into the pocket of the waitress' apron. She probably just earned a week's income, he thought.

"It was my honor," she said with a nod to the soldiers, setting the leather folder with the bill on the table.

Or maybe a month's, Phil amended as he saw Tony scribble something extra at the bottom of the paper.

After lunch, they parted ways with Tom, who had called a friend to pick him up. Phil watched with wry amusement as said friend boggled over Tom's choice of company. Then the Avengers regrouped with Happy. He took them on another scenic drive on the way to Steve's event.

Steve was anxious, fussing with his cuffs as they climbed out. "This was a dumb idea. I should never have agreed to this. Tony, this is all your fault."

Tony just smirked, the accusations rolling off him like water over a freshly waxed car.

"Not a fan of public speaking, huh? Neither is Bruce," said Betty. 

"I always feel like a dancing monkey," Steve said. "Nobody really wants to listen to me."

"Well if they don't, they're idiots," Betty said.

Steve gave a blustery sigh. "It's just ... different this time. I really care about this. I don't want to mess it up," he said.

Phil steered him firmly toward the back of the stage. "Just say what's in your heart. That will never lead you wrong," he said. "We'll be in the audience, and you can concentrate on us if you get nervous." 

After leaving Steve in the capable hands of the stage manager, Phil collared one of the Secret Service guards and said, "Make sure nobody pesters Captain Rogers, please. He's skittish enough about public appearances without getting mobbed by groupies."

"Yes, sir," the guard said crisply. Phil had his connections there too.

The Avengers settled into their seats just before Senator Inouye walked onto the small stage. "Most of you have already heard me speak about the importance of moving Memorial Day back to May 30," he said. "This time I've got a new supporter who'd like to share a few words. Ladies and gentlemen, Captain Steve Rogers.
"
Steve strode to the podium with a brisk confidence that belied the anxiety only his friends could detect. "This used to be called Decoration Day. It goes back all the way to the Civil War," he said. "It's not a holiday in the sense of being a day for celebration. It's a day of mourning. You know what veterans do today? We get together and tell stories about our dead friends. War leaves marks on civilians too. I've known people who couldn't leave home on Memorial Day because the memories were too bad. You take a day like this and stick it right after a weekend, people want to turn it into a party. It's not meant to be. I don't think it's right. So I'd like to request your support for Senator Inouye's efforts to change the timing back where it belongs. Thank you and good night."

Phil had to shake himself back to awareness after the quick, sharp speech. Steve had already hustled off the stage. The audience was still staring after him in stunned silence.

"Well that was like getting hit in the face with a brick," Tony muttered. "Shit, I think Steve just broke the audience. I better go do some damage control." He slipped out of his seat and vanished expertly into the crowd.

The stage manager had come out to announce the next speaker. The audience finally responded, some individuals giving a brief spatter of applause. There also came some shuffling as people moved in or out to follow favorite speakers.

Phil saw Tony snag Steve as the taller man emerged from the wings, guiding him over to a cluster of the Senator's supporters. Poor Steve, he hates gladhanding, Phil thought. It looked much better than usual, though. Tony never left his side, coaching Steve with subtle touches that kept him on the right track. Tony smiled and nodded at the important people, doubtless smoothing the way with copious donations as well. Tony's right, of course, that much blunt truth is more than most people can hear without losing their mental balance a bit. Sometimes Steve doesn't know his own strength.

The next speaker was an elegant woman with a theme of social dynamics and what holidays say about a culture. Phil listened with half an ear as he watched his teammates. Presently Tony made it back to the group with a sweaty, frazzled Steve in tow.

"You did great," Bucky assured him. "Look at how much you got through to the audience."

Steve broke into a huge grin of relief. "You really think so?"

"Yeah, I do," Bucky said, giving him a sideways hug.

"Daniel is thrilled with our support," Tony added, but Bucky was the one whose approval Steve cared about.

By the time they made it back to the car, Steve and Bucky had deflated again. They crawled into the seat and just sat there. "You look tired," Betty said.

"A bit," Steve admitted. "Give me a few minutes and I'll bounce back."

Tony's phone jingled a text alert. He glanced at it and then said, "Happy, swing by the VA office. I need to meet someone there."

"You got it," Happy said. The ride went smoothly, and before long they pulled into the parking lot of a plain brick building.

"Bucky, would you mind coming in with me?" Tony asked. "It goes easier if I have someone to vouch for my technical expertise in prosthetic hardware. You're not wearing my tech yet, but you've volunteered to alpha-test it for me, so that should do."

"If it'll help, I'll come," Bucky said.

"I'll come too," Steve said, climbing out of the car.

"I'll sit this one out, if you guys don't mind," Clint said. Betty nodded.

"Chatter says there's an antique shop around the corner, if you want to check it out," Happy said. Evidently he was in touch with other chauffeurs. "They're open today to catch the tourist traffic."

"Have fun," Tony said, patting the car as he left. 

Phil followed him into the building. Inside it was dim and mostly quiet. A small crowd of people huddled in the cheap plastic seats near the front desk. Holiday stress, Phil guessed. Tom's counselor friend must have his hands full today.

Tony leaned casually on the desk, chatting up the secretary. "I'm here to see -- actually, Tom didn't give me a name, but we talked about prosthetic support and he said one of your counselors was the guy to see. I've got some new tech in development, and I want to make sure everybody's got what they need of the old. Maybe even find a few more volunteers so I can pick their brains about what kind of fresh features would be the most useful." Tony held out his phone, evidently displaying a message. "Can you help me with that, Jenny?"

"Yes, of course," the secretary replied, her fingers pattering away on a keyboard as she checked the schedule.

* * * 

Notes:

Ten Rings is a terrorist organization in the Marvelverse, behind Tony's kidnapping among other mayhem.

Kabul is the capital of Afghanistan, and an important strategic location in the war.

Due to medical advances, more soldiers survive catastrophic injuries than they used to. This includes several who have lost all four limbs.

M4 Sherman tanks got the nickname "Ronsons" (after the lighter) from their notoriously poor armor. One good hit really could set them aflame.

Evaluating casualties in combat follows some very different guidelines than in nonhostile territory.

The Veterans Administration is responsible for health care and other needs. However, it's not doing a good job of keeping up with prosthetic equipment. Outcomes for replacement arms are especially poor. Tony's persistence in digging up user input is aimed at improving performance and acceptance. Bucky still has no idea how useful his help is in this regard.

Tony likes to use gold star paperclips for holding tip money.

Public speaking entails a whole host of skills. Based on the painfully awkward examples in Captain America: The First Avenger, the army shamefully cheated Steve of suitable coaching as well as shortchanging his physical training. Learn how to prepare and deliver a good speech.

Memorial Day actually began as Decoration Day. There is a movement to return it to May 30, so that it doesn't seem like just another three-day-weekend excuse for a big party.

Gladhanding means going through an audience shaking hands, talking, and being extra-friendly. It can be a way to make connections, seek favors, or smooth ruffled feathers. Know how to work a crowd.

PTSD can make holidays hell for veterans. This is especially true in case of fireworks. There are ways for veterans to cope with holiday stress.

There were a couple of amputees among the little cluster of veterans in the waiting area, Phil noticed. The black woman wore a replacement leg on her left, and another man's right forearm was plastic and metal. Bucky and Steve had drifted over to speak with them. Yolanda and Arthur, their names were. Phil could see Bucky's left fingers drumming restlessly against his thigh as they talked.

Steve at least had been recognized, which sent him into what Phil privately called his "aw, shucks" routine. In this case it blended oddly with his respect for other veterans; he was more interested in thanking them for their service than in collecting praise for his own. Phil remembered that Steve had grown up admiring soldiers.

Tony shifted to point at something on the computer screen, his knee bumping against the desk. The metal gave a loud, hollow boom.

Every veteran flinched. The man with the prosthetic arm doubled over in his seat, trying to cover both ears when he only had one proper hand. 

Steve was on his knees in a heartbeat, gently taking hold of the man to shield him from the sound, one big hand covering the unprotected ear. Just in time, too, because the desk boomed again as Tony sprang away from it. 

"It's okay, everything is fine, we're safe here," Steve said, his voice low and confident. Even as rattled as they were, the veterans looked to him for reassurance. If Captain America wasn't on alert, surely they didn't need to be.

"All clear," Bucky said crisply. He'd cased the room in moments.

"All clear," Steve echoed. The man clinging to him still hadn't let go, muttering something that Phil couldn't make out. "IED, huh? Yes, Arthur, I've heard about those. Rough stuff."

Phil saw one of the office doors swing open, brass 'Counselor' plate glinting in the light. He raised a hand to beckon to the dark man stepping out of it, who started to turn the wrong way.

"On your left," Steve said quietly.

The man approached, but he snagged on something else. "Tony?"

"Sam?" said Tony. "Well ... crap. Fancy meeting you here."

"I should --" Sam began.

"-- take care of your man, yeah. I'll wait my turn," Tony said.

Sam peeled the veteran off Steve, saying, "Thank you for stepping up when it's not your job."

"It's always my job to take care of the man on my right and the man on my left," Steve said.

Sam gave Steve a broad smile while guiding Arthur to the office.

Another case of hero-worship, Phil mused. Something about Sam seemed vaguely familiar, but he couldn't pin it down. 

"I am so buying you a new desk," Tony said to the secretary.

"Yes, please," Jenny said. "This one makes too much noise if anyone leans on it, but we have to take what we can get."

Tony leaned over -- very carefully not touching the desk itself -- and typed something on her computer. "Pick whatever you need."

"I don't see any prices."

"Just pretend that it's a date menu," Tony said with a wink.

"What if I decide to order the lobster?" Jenny said, teasing him back.

Tony grinned. "I'm Tony Stark. I like a girl who knows how to have a good time. Get yourself a file cabinet appetizer and a bookcase dessert if you want."

Yolanda and some of the other female veterans were smiling at the easy banter. Tony had a way with women, when he wanted to be charming instead of raunchy. Yolanda turned out to be an expert in explosives.

"It's too bad Bruce isn't with us today," Steve said. "He's our chemist. You would've got on great with him. About the only way I blow things up is if somebody shoots at me while I'm standing on them." 

It got the expected wry laughter, then Yolanda shook her head. "I don't like explosions as much as I used to."

"Hey, that gives me an idea," Tony said. "Who here wants a ride to somewhere quiet for a day or two, before the main fireworks go off tonight? I've got a country house outside the city. Far as I'm concerned, you folks already paid your rent."

Nearly every hand in the waiting room went up.

Tony rubbed his hands together. "Okay, great, let me just set that up," he said. Then he pulled out his Starkphone. "Happy, give me a shout-out on whatever the chauffeurs are using for chatter. I need a bus and driver to carry some guests out to my country house on the Virginia side." The holiday would be busy, but someone inevitably got stood up and would be grateful to score a replacement gig.

Steve gave Tony an adoring look that Tony was too busy typing to see, but Phil noticed. Steve likes people who take care of people, he thought. Phil took out his own phone, brought up a list of Tony's favorite restaurants in the area, and queried which of them might be enticed to cater on short notice. That evidently crossed over a search that JARVIS was already running, and the two of them conferred in swift text before settling on Art and Soul for the chicken dumplings.

By the time Jenny had redecorated the office and Tony had arranged transportation, Sam came back with a somewhat calmer Arthur. "We're hopping a bus out of the city, courtesy of Mr. Stark here," said Yolanda. "You want to come along, Arthur?"

"Uh yeah, sure, if it's okay," Arthur said.

Sam was staring at Tony as if he'd grown another head. "You what?"

"I'm loaning out my country house to any veteran who needs a quiet getaway from the holiday," Tony explained. "Would you rather go with them for emotional support, or stay here and help me pick out another counselor to put on the bus?"

Phil suddenly realized that if this Sam had known Tony before, he was probably altogether unprepared for the new improved Tony, a breach made all the wider by the hints of Carter compassion and honesty showing around the sharp bright core of Stark. "We just want to help," Phil murmured. "The VA is always short on resources, and people are feeling edgy in the holiday crush. This is something we can fix. All right?"

"... okay, then," Sam said, catching up. He was quick on the rebound. "I better stay here, where folks know how to find me." Sam turned to the secretary. "Jenny, who's on call as backup today?" 

"Denice and Juan," said Jenny. "I can try both and tap whomever calls back first."

Sam nodded approval, then turned back to Tony. "What brings you here? This isn't your usual ..."

"I'm diversifying my portfolio," Tony said, edged with something that Phil couldn't define. "Guy named Tom gave me a hot tip that you were the one to talk to. Now I know why. Can you pencil us in?"

"For you, yes," said Sam. He led them into his office.

"A while back, I made some serious hardware for Sam and his partner," Tony explained.

"That's where I know you from," Phil said. He'd read about the secret project which fitted pilots with mechanical wings. "Sam Wilson, United States Air Force Pararescue, code name Falcon."

Sam's face clouded over. "No. Riley was Falcon. I was Tiercel, his wingman," he said. "We had a deal, though, if anything happened to him I was supposed to take up the mantle. After he died, I managed it for a few more missions, but ... I just couldn't do it without him. When the program was canceled, I didn't fight it."

"Yeah, about that," Tony said, scuffing a hand over the back of his neck. "Some of the new things I'm working on should make your old rig a lot more agile."

"I don't fly anymore," Sam said.

"Too bad, we could use more air cover," Tony said. "I'm sure you've seen the footage of the Avengers in action."

"I saw you fly a nuke through a hole in the sky, Tony. You had to know the chance of that being a one-way trip," said Sam. "You talking to anyone about that?"

"Not if I can help it," Tony said tightly.

Phil realized that Tony and Sam had known each other well enough before they'd lost touch for the jagged edges of the relationship to turn cutting now, even without either of them necessarily meaning it. "We came here to discuss prosthetic devices," he pointed out.

"Okay, well ... take a look at Bucky's hardware, then," said Tony.

"Sure," Bucky said, showing off his arm.

"That's not Starktech," Sam said at once. 

"No, that's HYDRA garbage," Tony said. "What I'm working on will be lighter, safer, a little more sensitive --"

"You solved the neural interface," Sam guessed.

"Uh no, my lab partner has contributed more than I have on that end of things," Tony said. "We've got it almost ready for alpha testing, though. I'd like to get your opinion on acceptance/rejection patterns in veterans using prosthetic arms. In return, I'll top up whatever you've got for supplemental funding of their devices. I know the government doesn't cover everyone who needs it."

Sam sighed. "I'll do my best, but you know you'll get better input from Bucky or another end user."

"Yeah, but Bucky's tolerance for this topic averages five to ten minutes," Tony said. His gaze flicked to Bucky and then he added, "You can tap out any time you need to."

Bucky lifted his chin. "I can take it, if it'll help other fellas."

Phil caught the subtle shift of Sam's attention as he assessed Bucky's self-effacing stance.

"You need to take good care of yourself, soldier, or you won't be any use to anyone else," Sam said to Bucky.

"That's what I hear," Bucky said, without agreeing or disagreeing. "Tony's got some good ideas, and he thinks some of them might solve problems that people have with previous equipment ..."

Phil listened as the conversation rambled over Bucky's current arm, the planned replacement, and comparisons of both to the various prosthetic devices already available. He kept a sharp eye on Bucky, but the super-soldier seemed to be holding up well. Steve had a hand on the small of his back. That grounding assist might account for Bucky's improved tolerance.

Eventually, though, Bucky just ran out of steam. Phil glanced at his watch. Just over fourteen minutes, he realized. Bucky really is improving.

Sam caught the rising distress before Bucky could do more than fidget. "Thanks for showing me your arm, Bucky. I think we're just about done here," said Sam. He picked up a pen and made a note for himself. "I'll ask around for volunteers interested in beta-testing new gear -- Arthur will probably go for it -- or at least answering surveys."

"Oh yeah," Tony said on a bright note. "JARVIS has a whole new stack of Q&A stuff. There's a short survey and then a longer one where people can pick topics like what they want to do with a prosthesis, or their most important features like weight."

"That backpack weighed a fucking ton," Sam said quietly.

"I know, I know, when I started up the Iron Man project, the Mark I turned out so heavy that I could hardly move it," Tony said. "Later on, when I started putting of all the automated support into the Mark II, I felt really bad about the EXO-7 because you and Riley had to carry the whole weight yourselves until liftoff. So, I'm sorry for that."

Sam dropped his pen. "Did you just apologize to me?"

"Um ... yeah? Did I fuck it up?" Tony said. He cast an anxious look at Phil.

"You did fine, Tony," said Phil. "I think Sam just isn't used to hearing you work through things that way."

"I really am sorry," Tony repeated, looking at Sam again.

Sam swallowed hard, then held out his hand. "Apology accepted."

They shook on it, and Tony grinned. He was still grinning when they left the VA building. 

* * * 

Notes:

PTSD causes flashbacks, especially for veterans. They experience many reminders of combat such as fireworks or other loud noises that resemble artillery.  With Prolonged Duress Stress Syndrome or Complex-PTSD, effects can be even worse due to repeated trauma that makes the world seem permanently unsafe.  Know how to cope with flashbacks. You can also help someone else deal with flashbacks, panic attacks, and PTSD in family life.

Sam Wilson / the Falcon appears in comics and the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Falcons are birds of prey noted for their speed, agility, and ferocity. It was Captain America: The Winter Soldier that decided me to bring Sam into this series, because that iteration of him makes an awesome match for this recovery-focused storyline. Most of his characterization therefore stems from that source, although I like the bird affinity from the comics and I'm liable to keep that. Another tidbit of my headcanon includes his wings being Starktech, because Tony pretty much is the cutting edge.


"On your left" is a quote from Captain America: The Winter Soldier, which you can watch online. But it also appears throughout the military in references similar to what Steve says about "the man on your right and the man on your left."

Fancy restaurants still carry menus without prices, traditionally offered to women as it is assumed the man is buying. But it also works for ladies treating their gentlemen, or business meetings where one person is buying for both, etc. Tony favors it as a way of avoiding sticker shock; between him and JARVIS they can strip the prices off of anything online.

Art and Soul Chicken Dumplings rank among the most famous comfort foods around Washington, D.C.

When people change, it can be so dramatic that friends may not recognize them, especially after a separation of a few years without being able to watch the slow progress as it happens. Such changes can be bad or good. The right friends can help you become a better person.

A tiercel is a male falcon or hawk. Sam's partner Riley obviously meant a great deal to him. I've seen many wonderful interpretations of their relationship, ranging from homosexual to queerplatonic. I'm leaning toward the latter in this series. I also got to thinking about Steve and Bucky, how in some timelines they trade off the title of Captain America. So my headcanon is that Sam is the second Falcon. He's still limping from that loss.

Sam knows about Tony's tendency toward self-destructive and/or suicidal behavior. Overcoming self-destructive urges typically goes through stages. Understand how to deal with a self-destructive friend or help someone who feels suicidal. Sam actually does a great job with this stuff, he's just thrown off his balance by how different Tony is now.

The Marvel movies show a pattern of suicidal behavior. Tony's most dramatic moment is that wormhole jaunt in The Avengers I, but there are other scenes with a similar lack of self-preservation. Steve scuttles two ships intending to go down with them, in his first and second movies. (For this series, the first is canon but the second is not.) He really can't make it any plainer that he does not wish to live without Bucky at his side. Canon!Steve is exhausted and hurting badly and wants to be done already. In essence, these scenes play out a Banzai charge, or as an entertainment trope, Heroic Sacrifice. That kind of self-sacrifice in combat raises a lot of moral questions. It's a murky zone because it's not self-extinction for the sole purpose of dying, but it's not healthy self-preservation either. Given the pattern established for both Tony and Steve, they clearly welcomed death, so it's combat-camouflaged suicide. And then they didn't die, which is utterly devastating.

Prosthetic limbs, especially arms, have limitations which can undermine acceptance. Better testing, sensors for control, and sensors for feeling can lead to new advances in prosthetic technology. The crucial point is to ask users what they want in terms of aesthetics and performance. In this way, doctors hope to improve acceptance and enrich quality of life.

Altruism is all about doing things for other people. But helping others can also help you. It's not selfish to take care of yourself. Like most heroes, the Avengers do better at looking after other people than at taking care of themselves. Know how to take care of other people, and yourself, and balance the two.

Stretching boundaries is a necessary part of personal growth, especially for people with emotional injuries that limit their current options. Know how to stretch safely.

Apologies make up for past oversights and repair broken relationships. Sometimes people are surprised by an unexpected apology. In this case, people so rarely respond well to Tony's apologies that he's insecure about offering them, and he used to avoid doing it most of the time. So Sam is totally blindsided by the new Tony, who is now Carter as well as Stark. Understand how to apologize and how to accept an apology.

Steve and Bucky, though, lacked the fresh surge of energy that put a bounce in Tony's stride. They slogged along the smooth sidewalk as if through a trench full of mud. At least they had each other for support.

"How are you two doing?" Phil asked as they climbed into the car that Happy pulled up for them.

"I feel ... kind of done in," Steve said. Bucky nodded. "I'll keep up, though. I don't want to spoil the day for anyone."

"It's okay if you need to go home early," Betty said.

"I thought you wanted to see the fireworks," Bucky said.

"I did, but there will be other times for that," Betty said. Her slim fingers plucked at the strap of her purse. "I think I'd like to get home to Bruce." 

"Does anyone object to departing now?" Phil asked. Clint and Tony shook their heads. "All right, then."

"Change of plans, Happy; take us home," Tony ordered. 

This time Happy didn't dawdle. He cut briskly through the traffic, now using deft navigation to get them back to Tony's jet as soon as possible. Phil felt grateful that Tony's wealth allowed them to travel on their own schedule. He didn't relish the thought of trying to drag tired, overstimulated supersoldiers through hours of airport hassle.

Steve and Bucky fell asleep in their seats, leaning against each other. Tony looked at them and got up. "There should be a closet or something ..." he muttered, rummaging around the passenger compartment. Then he made a pleased sound of discovery. Tony returned with two small fleece blankets. He handed one to Phil for Steve, and tucked the other around Bucky.

Phil covered Steve with the blanket, smoothing the soft cloth over him with gentle strokes. Steve gave a drowsy murmur but did not wake up. Phil returned to his own seat and pulled a Starkpad from its nearby pocket so that he could read on the way home. 

Meanwhile Tony had produced a pad from somewhere, which was twice the usual size and had its own miniature holoprojector. An articulated model of Bucky's replacement arm shimmered in the air over Tony's lap as the engineer worked. Agile fingers danced over the glassy surface of the pad, then reached up to pluck minute elements from the model. Tony expanded the wrist, discarding and replacing things. Phil watched him, entranced, his own pad forgotten on his knees.

Back in New York, they transferred to a waiting limousine, where Happy drove them home as efficiently as ever. He pulled the car into the garage of Avengers Tower. It coasted to a graceful stop in the precise center of the open floor. 

Phil noticed that Tony sat patiently and waited for Happy to walk around and hand him out of the car, instead of bailing out while the wheels were still moving as he was wont to do under other circumstances. A brief squeeze of Happy's hand on Tony's shoulder, an answering quirk of smile, and Phil understood what Tony had been waiting for. Their relationship lived in these moments of contact, communicated through service and acceptance, touch and response. They were servant and employer, but they were also friends, and they negotiated the delicate balance between those layers with the ease of long practice.

It was gone in an instant, hidden away under Happy's professional charm as he helped the other passengers out of the limo. Clint and Betty got Bucky and Steve between them. Both supersoldiers were awake and mobile, but clinging to their friends for moral support.

"Hey Tony, aren't you going to help us get these guys upstairs?" Clint asked.

"Busy," Tony caroled with a wave of his hand, as he headed for the workshop section of the garage.

Phil moved to assist the others, only to be stopped by a diffident touch, the back of Happy's wrist against his waist. "Yes?" Phil said.

"A word in your ear, if you don't mind," Happy said in a low tone. "Whatever you've been doing with Mr. Stark, you keep doing that. It's working. It's making a big difference for him. I've never seen him so relaxed and ... hell, I've hardly seen him happy at all."

"He's had a difficult life," Phil replied.

"You have no idea," Happy said. "Not half of it hits the papers. Today may have been a bit touch-and-go for some, but for him? This is the first time I've driven him home on Memorial Day and not had to worry if I'd need to drive him to the ER later. Look at him, he's fine, he's going to go build stuff instead of get drunk. Thank you. I can't tell you how much this means to me." Happy dropped his hand away from Phil's front.

Phil shifted to let his hand brush along Happy's as they parted. "You don't have to tell me," Phil said. "I understand." As he moved toward the elevator, Phil could hear the quiet garage sounds behind him, Tony already puttering in his workshop as Happy went to park the limo in its customary spot.

First Phil went to his own apartment. He changed clothes, wanting something casual and comforting. He hesitated over the well-worn Captain America t-shirt, but ultimately settled on one with plain blue-and-white stripes. Then he headed downstairs to the common floor.

There Phil found Bruce and Natasha on the couch. They bent over a Starkpad. Bruce's charcoal-and-ash curls banked the fire of Natasha's hair where their heads leaned together.

As Phil walked in, Bruce popped off the couch and began pacing, talking with someone on the phone. "Yeah, I can do that," Bruce said. "Orbital mechanics should translate great onstage, it's all just bodies in motion. I know some guys at NASA who can help too. What, of course they'll be interested, they're nerds, we love the arts. Somebody's bound to say yes."

"What's this about?" Phil asked.

Natasha tilted the screen to show him a video of several dancers ... evidently on a glass platform, with the camera shooting from below them, Phil realized after a moment's confusion. "Bruce and I have been watching Pilobolus," Natasha explained. "Some of the scenes reminded him of zero-gravity motion. He wanted to explore other ways of merging science and performance. So we're sponsoring a new dance, and Bruce is speaking with one of their choreographers about physics as inspiration."

Bruce finished the call and tucked his phone back into his pocket. Then he flopped onto the couch, grinning. "Did Natasha catch you up on our day?" he asked. He snuggled into Phil.

"Yes," Phil said, wrapping an arm around Bruce. "I'm glad that you two found something so engrossing to do."

"Also we cooked supper. It is in the crockpot," Natasha said.

"You cooked?" Phil said, a little surprised. Bruce often did, but Natasha rarely made anything other than cold dishes.

"Bruce helped," said Natasha. "So did JARVIS. He found us a recipe for beef stroganoff made with cream cheese. It should be ready in another hour or so."

Phil sniffed, and found the scent of creamy mushroom sauce wafting in from the kitchen. "It smells good," he said. "Thank you both for thinking of this."

Bruce twitched a shoulder against Phil's side. "We figured that people might appreciate coming home to some comfort food."

Just then, Steve and Bucky arrived, shower-damp and full of nervous energy. That was a problem with super-soldiers: let them nap while agitated and sometimes they'd settle down, other times wind themselves up afterwards. Phil didn't think a session in the gym would help with this kind of nerves.

"I need, we need, something to do," Steve said. "Something grounding and soothing, I think, but I'm not sure what."

"I know that, I know," Bucky said, moving his hands in a disorganized gesture, as if trying to pack something formless into a more regular shape. Then he grabbed his Starkphone and poked at the screen. "I have, there's a list, just need to find it --"
JARVIS interrupted gently with, "Bucky, may I suggest that you use your random selector of coping methods?"

"That's a great idea, JARVIS, thanks," said Bucky. He tapped the screen in a more organized manner. "Okay, we're ... cooking." Then he frowned and sniffed the air. "Only it smells like somebody started supper already?"

"Yeah, it's stroganoff, but we haven't made a dessert," Bruce said. 

"What do you want for dessert, runt?" Bucky asked as he turned to Steve.

"I dunno," Steve said.

Bucky hit the selector again. "We're making ... cookies. There's a different batch for you and me: Nutella ones, and white chocolate-macadamia ones."

"Okay," Steve said, relaxing a little now that he had a clear plan to follow. He and Bucky moved into the kitchen. Phil could hear the quiet clink of cookware as they set out bowls and measuring cups.

Betty came into the common room. She had changed into a floppy purple t-shirt dress printed with a Thomas Kincade flower garden. Her long dark hair hung over her shoulder in a loose braid. "Have you got room for one more?" she asked, eyeing the pile of people on the couch.

Bruce nodded happily. "Uh-huh," he said.

Betty sat down on the other side of Bruce. He wormed his way off the cushions until he was lying on top of Phil and Betty. Phil lifted a hand to stroke through Bruce's hair. Bruce made soft happy sounds in response.

Natasha perched lightly on the arm of the couch next to Phil. "Do you wish to see today's project?" Natasha asked Betty, showing the Starkpad that now displayed the project notes. "Bruce and I have commissioned a dance. It is to feature an artistic representation of physics."

"What a lovely idea," Betty said. "It could do with some lasers. Laser propulsion is all the rage in modern spaceflight. We could make one of the dancers a rocket, send her flying around the other celestial bodies ... I know a guy down in Huntsville who is all over that."

"Mmm ... JARVIS, record and save," Bruce murmured.

"Saved and added to the dance file," JARVIS confirmed.

"Not something often seen in a formal dance performance, but you could make great use of a disco ball to create a starscape," Phil said, looking over the notes thus far. Maybe he should chip in a donation too. It had been a while since he had found a creative project he really wanted to support, but Phil had always loved dance.

They continued their lazy discussion of how to combine art and science. Phil felt immeasurably better than he usually did on Memorial Day evening. The scent of chocolate chip cookies went a long way toward soothing the rough edges left by the day. This is what we're fighting for, Phil thought as he let himself lean against Betty a little. She wrapped a friendly arm around his shoulders. Bruce made a warm, welcome weight in their laps.

"I believe the stroganoff should be done by now," JARVIS said presently.

"Thanks, I'll go check it," Bruce said, peeling himself off of Phil.

"I'll come help set the table," Phil said. He stood and stretched. 

In the kitchen, Steve and Bucky sat at the table. Steve was eating Nutella out of the jar with a large spoon. Bucky had the macadamia nut butter, a knife, and one of Natasha's bitter chocolate protein bagels. 

Bruce sampled the stroganoff and declared it done. He put the pasta on to boil. Then he moved the ceramic crock of stroganoff to the table. "JARVIS, supper in about fifteen minutes," Bruce said. "Please pass the word to everyone who's not already here."

* * * 

Notes:

Chauffeurs can be very useful for busy people. Happy and Tony have been friends for years, and that helps keep Tony from running completely off the rails. There are tips on how to be a good chauffeur.

Pilobolus is a dance company known for its unusual techniques.

The Crockpot Cream Cheese Stroganoff is my bit of shameless self-insert. :D

Decision fatigue happens after making lots of decisions. Choice paralysis comes from having so many options that they overwhelm people. Having too many choices can make it harder to decide. Prisoners of war and other people with PTSD often have impaired executive function which contributes to these problems. Bucky copes with this by using JARVIS as a prosthetic memory and selection. Understand how to cope with many choices. and avoid decision fatigue.

Goal-Fish is a random selector for chores and recreation that accounts for things like your energy or pain levels, budget, and time available. HabitRPG basically turns your life into a video game as you seek to establish good habits.

Nutella is a delicious chocolate-hazelnut spread which can be used to make cookies. White Chocolate Macadamia Cookies are also tasty.

This is Betty's Thomas Kincade t-shirt.

Enjoy some Chocolate Multigrain Protein Bagels.

Phil picked up a stack of plates and carried them to the table. As he set them down, Natasha flitted past and lifted the last bit of bagel from Bucky's hand, depositing a pile of silverware in front of him. "Don't spoil your dinner," she said.

Bucky's knife chimed against the glass. He peered into the jar of macadamia nut butter. "Wow. Empty," he said. "I didn't realize that I'd eaten that much. I'm still hungry. Guess I better get a fresh jar out of the pantry --"

"I regret that we are out of macadamia nut butter at the moment, Bucky. I have placed an order, and a new jar should arrive with tomorrow morning's groceries," said JARVIS. "Meanwhile, there is more Nutella along with almond butter and cashew butter if you wish something other than conventional peanut butter."

"Shoot," Bucky said as he stared at the empty jar. He looked shaken. "I didn't realize -- I didn't mean --"

Phil hastily abandoned a handful of glasses on the nearest counter. "It's all right, Bucky," he said, patting the larger man's shoulder. "We can always buy more." Out of the team, Bucky and Steve were the most prone to worrying about supplies. Everyone tried to find ways of helping them cope with a background that spanned the Great Depression and World War II.

"I just feel bad for hogging the food," Bucky said in a small voice.

JARVIS chimed in, "We have the ingredients to make a batch of macadamia butter, if that would make you feel better."

"Huh ... yeah, I think that would help. Thanks, JARVIS, that's a great idea," said Bucky. He perked up a little.

"I have placed a recipe on the screen above the counter," JARVIS said.

Natasha smoothly finished setting the table while Phil helped Steve and Bucky assemble everything needed for the macadamia butter. The food processor whirred away. Bucky washed and dried the empty jar, so that they could simply put the fresh macadamia butter in there. 

The oven timer dinged. Betty pulled out first Steve's cookies and then Bucky's batch. The sweet notes melded with the savory steam from the crockpot. They all smelled delectable.

Clint sauntered into the kitchen and boosted one of each right off the cookie sheets. "Hot! Hot! Hot!" he yelped, juggling sweets full of molten chocolate. Half a cookie detached and headed for the floor. "Fuck!"

Bruce got a plate under Clint's purloined pastries just in time. "For pity's sake, put those down for a minute before you try to eat them," the doctor scolded. "You'll be miserable if you blister your tongue. Again."

"Buh iff so worff it," Clint mumbled around a mouthful of chocolate-chip Nutella cookie. Bruce rolled his eyes and put the plate on the table. Clint followed as if on a leash. Tony still hadn't arrived, but it wasn't rare for him to come late to a meal, or even skip altogether.

Along with the stroganoff, there were pasta and sourdough bread to use as a base. Natasha also brought out black bread and butter. Betty had microwaved a package of frozen peas. Everyone gathered around the table. 

They ate quietly, now and then trading remarks about how the day had gone. The dance project fascinated Bucky. Bruce wanted to hear all about the parade and what else Betty had enjoyed on her outing. The stroganoff was well received; everyone encouraged Natasha's tentative venture into hot food. Clint had to eat gingerly around the blister on his tongue, though.

Phil noticed that every time Bucky went to refill his plate, he put some on Steve's plate first. Steve didn't even blink, the habit so ingrained that it barely even registered anymore. At least he wasn't eating with his forearm curled around his plate, the way he did when he felt nervous. Clint had resumed eating full portions, too. He even took a spoonful of peas without being prompted, and Clint was not a fan of vegetables.

Eventually it was time for dessert. They passed around platters of cookies. Steve had become quite fond of the chocolate-chip Nutella recipe after Bruce turned him onto hazelnuts as a good source of protein, vitamin E, and assorted minerals. Of course that reminded them that somebody was still missing. 

Steve pulled out his Starkphone to ping the workshop again. "Tony, are you coming or not? We're almost done with supper," Steve said, a note of worry creeping into his voice.

"Busy," Tony replied. "I ate today. I'm sure I did. It's still Monday, right? Yeah. I'm good." He cut the connection.

Tony's definition of "good," while improving, is still not ideal, Phil thought.

Bruce sighed. "I'll take down a little bit for Tony and coax him to take a break. I'm trying to show him that smaller, more frequent meals can work better than gorging once in a while," he said. "Steve, give me a couple of the macadamia-white chocolate cookies. He'll eat those."

Phil was almost full, but he helped himself to one cookie of each flavor. These really taste good, he mused. The different nut butters made the cookies richer and softer, chewy in the center under a crispy crust.

As Bruce was scooping stroganoff into a plastic tub, Steve's phone rang. "Hey guys, JARVIS says my shipment just arrived, I've got some equipment sitting in the main lobby that I need in the workshop. Could somebody bring it down here, please? 'Kay-thanks-bye." Tony said without pausing for breath. 

Steve was left staring at the dark screen in his hand. "Um ... that was ..."

"That was Tony," said Bruce in a wry tone. He snapped the lid onto the container and used a rubber band to fasten a clean fork on top.

"Let me take that," Phil suggested. "It'll be harder to convince Tony to take a break with new supplies on hand. He minds me a little better."

Bruce nodded gratefully and handed over the food. "Thanks, Phil. I worry about him, you know? Tony doesn't always take good care of himself."

"I'll pick up the stuff in the lobby," Bucky offered. "I know what it's like to get caught up in building something."

"That's very thoughtful of you, Bucky, thanks," said Phil. They left Clint clearing the table and Steve putting away the leftovers.

Bucky had no trouble carrying the several packages that waited for Tony in the lobby. Phil did take one long tube of something that rattled faintly, because it proved unwieldy with the square boxes. As they rode the elevator to Tony's workshop, Bucky began singing softly:

First you say you do
And then you don't
And then you say you will
And then you won't

Phil recognized the lyrics of a jazz song from the late 1930s. The tune was plaintive and a little sassy. It fit the awkward push-pull of the relationship between Tony and Bucky.

You're undecided now
So what are you gonna do?

Ah yes, that was the title, "Undecided." For all their uncertainty, though, the two men had decided to stick by each other. Phil felt grateful for their sincerity, however clumsy their efforts at mutual support. 

JARVIS opened the door to the workshop. Phil and Bucky had to kick aside a pile of empty cardboard boxes in front of the door. Tony still wasn't used to having other people around his workspace, and didn't always account for the change in traffic.

The raucous blare of Tony's rock music surged over them. Bucky winced. It was nothing like the soulful jazz and lively swing that he'd grown up with. To him, this was just a wall of noise. Phil couldn't help but sympathize. He preferred classical and swing himself, although Clint had since turned him on to some of the better country and western songs.
Inside the workshop, DUM-E and Tony were headbanging away to the music. They toiled over something gleaming and complicated laid out on a bench. Neither of them looked up, intent on their work.

The opening of the door sent U and Butterfingers zipping into their charging stations. They plugged in with a plurk-plurk sound and both went dark. The bots were still skittish around people other than Tony. Usually when anyone else came near the garage or workshop, they hid.

Alerted by the motion, the engineer looked up to see Phil and Bucky, then waved the music down to a less ear-rending level. He bounced happily at the sight of the tube under Phil's arm. "Yay, they came! I so need these," Tony said, heading for them.

DUM-E dashed between Tony and the others. His engine revved to a menacing growl. The metal hand snaked forward.
"What the heck?" Tony said, trying to shove the bot out of his way. "Knock it off, you tinsel idiot, they come bearing gifts. We never turn away guests who bring us goodies."

"Tony, what's wrong?" Bucky asked. "I mean, you said not to hassle your bots because they're not used to people, but this seems like ... more."

"Yeah, um, DUM-E has seen what can happen when other people attack me, so he's got his reasons," Tony said. "He's a bit overprotective is all. Just don't harsh on him, okay? He is a sensitive little snowflake."

Bucky put down the packages he carried to show his empty hands. He did not encroach any further on DUM-E's territory. Phil held out the coveted tube at arm's length. Tony managed to snag the far end of it. "Yes!" he crowed. DUM-E whined in protest.

"Why is DUM-E blocking the path?" Bucky asked. "I've been down here before a few times. Usually they just avoid other people. What changed?"

"We're carrying things," Phil said, watching how DUM-E's camera eyes tracked the two vistors. "That can seem threatening, especially if you don't know what's inside the packages."

"Wow, he's really upset," Bucky said with a worried frown. He crouched down to put himself on the little robot's level. Then he took off his shirt. Thick scars fanned out from the seam at his left shoulder. "Tony, toss me the rim key."

"You'll need a chemical rinse if you take the sleeve off," Tony said, lobbing him the tool with an easy underhand pass.

"Yeah, I know. I don't mind if you don't," Bucky said as he unfastened the synthetic skin.

"No problem," Tony said. He petted DUM-E, trying to soothe the anxious robot.

Bucky peeled off the long fleshy glove and handed it to Phil. It felt soft, almost alive in Phil's grasp. This is remarkable material, Phil thought.

"Look, DUM-E, I'm just like you and Tony," said Bucky. He turned his palm up, showing it empty. Then he waggled his silver fingers. "See, it's metal. You know metal."

DUM-E gave a startled chirp. He rolled forward, then jerked back. Bucky held out his hand and waited. DUM-E inched toward him again. The three claws opened, servos whirring softly as the robot reached for Bucky. Then DUM-E paused, hesitating just before contact.

"It's okay, you can touch it. You won't hurt me," Bucky said. 

"Gently, DUM-E," Tony coached. "No more than 3 psi."

"My hand can take a lot more than that," Bucky said.

"Yeah, I know, but it's junk and I don't trust it," Tony said. "Besides, I'm trying to teach DUM-E how to shake hands and most people won't shake with him. Except Rhodey that one time, but he stuck DUM-E with a joy buzzer and that was really not funny."

"No wonder the poor kid's so skittish," Bucky said. "I'm not that kind of jerk, DUM-E. I won't hurt you or Tony."

"Rhodey didn't mean it, he just has a rough sense of humor on the rare occasions when it lets it off the leash, you know?" Tony said. "I've known him since college. Rhodey was the only friend I had for a while, and -- and he's been around for DUM-E's whole life. So don't diss him."

"I just think DUM-E deserves better, is all," said Bucky. 

* * * 

Notes:

Nut butters come in many tasty and nutritious varieties. Here is a general guide to making nut butters at home.

Macadamia butter is luxurious stuff. You can buy it, or make your own. This recipe is just macadamia nuts, macadamia oil, and salt (Tony safe). This recipe adds coconut oil and honey (NOT for Tony). 

Hazelnuts have a lot of nutrients.

"Undecided" is a 1938 song by Ella Fitzgerald appearing on many albums. Read the lyrics. Listen to the song on YouTube.

Tony Stark built three bots: DUM-E, U, and Butterfingers. While JARVIS behaves like an adult, the bots act more like rather young children. Read about DUM-E and U. Butterfingers is mentioned here. This is a baby picture of DUM-E with teen father Tony. Watch a video of Tony and his bots, including the scene of DUM-E saving Tony's life in Iron Man 1. This article has a little animation showing U. Here is DUM-E. Both of these show Tony's severe verbal abuse of the bots. He really loves them, but he doesn't know how to show love very well. Since children learn what they hear, imagine what conversations Tony must have grown up hearing. (Thanks Howard, you fucking waste of oxygen.) There are better ways to talk to children. Know how to deal with verbal abuse from your parents.

Situational awareness and threat assessment are useful in personal and building security. Threatening behavior can include things like moving closer aggressively. (DUM-E has trouble distinguishing between a harmless advance and a credible threat.) Another is carrying objects that might be used as weapons. Risk factors in employees include a troubled past. (Basically all the Avengers, and DUM-E has no way to know yet that these people will protect Tony.) There are ways to improve your situational awareness.

So DUM-E has PTSD, mainly from seeing Tony half-dead from having the arc reactor ripped out of his chest. (Thank you Obie, you fucking waste of carbon atoms.) PTSD can appear in children but with slightly different symptoms compared to adults. Here DUM-E shows hypervigilance. Know how to help someone through a panic attack or flashback. There are ways to cope with PTSD in the family and in children.

Bucky does exactly the right things by backing off and showing DUM-E that he is not a threat, instead of ignoring the bot's worry. Bucky uses nonthreatening body language such as crouching down and displaying his empty hand.

Gentleness is a virtue. In order to touch gently, robots need excellent programming and plenty of sensors. Tony has to figure out ways of explaining "gentle" to DUM-E, who perceives the world differently than humans do. 3 psi is just above average human blood pressure. There are tips for being a gentle person and teaching gentleness to children.

Traditional joy buzzers are mechanical, spring-wound toys. There are now electric ones too.

The robot gave a querulous trill and nudged his hand, then skittered away. Bucky didn't move. DUM-E crept back and took careful hold of Bucky's hand, the powerful claw gripping gently as instructed. The handshake was tentative yet complete. Phil could see the tiny camera lenses shifting to focus on small details of the prosthesis. Then DUM-E let go, turning around to regard Tony with a chirp of curiosity. 

"Yeah, Bucky's like me, a cyborg," Tony said. "It's nice not to be alone the way I used to be. I'd like to share the garage with him, but if you're not comfortable with that, let me know. This was your home first."

DUM-E made a thoughtful hum. Then he rolled back to Bucky, grasped his hand again, and tugged gently.

"I guess this means I get to be in the club," Bucky said with a grin as he followed the robot further into the garage.

Phil took a step forward, intending to hand Tony the food next. DUM-E squawked in protest. "One new person at a time, is that it?" Phil said. "All right, then. Bucky, come get Tony's supper, please."

Bucky doubled back for the food. "Tony needs to refuel, DUM-E. We brought him beef stroganoff and white chocolate-macadamia cookies."

Plurk, went DUM-E, and did not interfere with the transfer.

"I'll take the cookies," Tony said, holding out a hand. 

"After you finish your supper," Bucky said. He kept the cookies just out of reach and presented the small container of stroganoff instead. "Come on, eat up like a good boy and then Bruce won't nag us."

"Tyrant," Tony grumbled, but opened the tub.

"Yeah, he can be, but we love him anyway," Bucky said.

"I meant you." Tony sampled the stroganoff. "Hey, this is really good. Who cooked?"

"Bruce and Natasha made the main dish. Steve and I baked the cookies. We needed to relax," Bucky said.

"Cool," Tony said. "So hey, look at this." He pointed with his fork to the mess of metal on the workbench. "I got an idea for fixing the wrist, think I can make a two-strut model work, just like a real forearm. That should fix the flexibility problem you have."

Phil couldn't make out the details from where he stood, but he could see Bucky's back stiffen. "It'll jam. Won't it?" Bucky said.

"Not if I build it right, and I will, so trust me," Tony said.

DUM-E rolled up to the bench, his chassis fitting neatly under the empty space beneath it so that he could work comfortably. Sensitive metal fingers nudged the partially constructed device. He gave a crisp chirp.

Bucky leaned over to look where DUM-E was pointing. "Is that ... like a piston, or a shock absorber?"

"Something like that, yeah," Tony said. "I'm experimenting with some different things. The wrist needs to be flexible so that it can accomodate the double strut from the forearm. I'm thinking maybe some parts that slide, and some that compress or expand as a solid mass. I can't just rebuild an anatomical wrist out of metal, it won't work the same as live tissue, so it's got to perform the same functions in more mechanical ways ..."

The two men chatted with enthusiasm while Tony ate. Phil discreetly checked the time. Despite the bumpy day, Bucky seems to have recovered well, Phil thought. He shows more tolerance than usual for discussing the delicate topic of his arm. Most of the time he doesn't recover this fast after bailing out earlier in the same day.

"Okay, you can have your dessert now," Bucky said when Tony handed him the empty container, exchanging it for the cookies wrapped in a paper towel.

Tony rolled his eyes in pleasure as he bit into the first one. "Umm. So good. I love these things." Belatedly he turned back to Bucky and Phil, taking another bite. "You wan' fum?" 

"Don't talk with your mouth full, Tony, and no thanks, I'm stuffed. Phil and I ate upstairs," Bucky said.

The white chocolate-macadamia cookies didn't last long. Soon Tony brushed away the crumbs and returned his attention to the project at hand. "So next step, I'm testing fancy polymers and shit for the compression zones. Reed sent me some samples that he thought might work with these rods," Tony said as he opened the long tube that he'd claimed earlier, spilling out lengths of metal. "Somebody find me the right box." 

Phil sorted through the packages that Bucky had set on the floor. "I believe this is the box you want," Phil said, holding it up. 

Bucky came to get it. "Thanks," he said. Then he lowered his voice. "Sorry about the robotic guard dog not letting you into the work area."

"It's all right," Phil said. "I am aware of DUM-E's reasons for caution, and they are not unfounded, even if he doesn't understand yet that I pose no threat to Tony." DUM-E had seen his father butchered and dying right in front of him, when Tony crawled downstairs after Obie's attack. No wonder the little robot worried so much.

"Oh no, don't you dare!" Tony said. "Put that thing down. You do not need the fire extinguisher, DUM-E, because there is not going to be a fire."

Bucky chuckled as DUM-E danced out of reach while Tony tried to grab the fire extinguisher away from him. "What's the problem, Tony?"

"He sprays me all the time when I'm not on fire," Tony said, making another futile lunge. "It is annoying and he is an overprotective mechanical nanny! Which I do not need."

Phil privately believed that Tony needed more minding than he admitted, but did not say anything aloud. He watched DUM-E continue to keep the fire extinguisher just out of reach. Tony and DUM-E chased each other around the table. Tony was smiling a little, though. At least this way, Tony gets some safe exercise and entertainment, Phil mused.

Bucky frowned. "Tony, how many times have you actually set yourself on fire?"

DUM-E twittered. "Four hundred seventy-two," JARVIS translated.

"That is bullshit," Tony said. "It hasn't been more than a couple dozen. Few dozen. Whatever. Certainly not hundreds."

"DUM-E, can you tell when Tony is about to catch fire, before flames become visible?" Bucky asked in a thoughtful tone.

The bot gave an affirmative chirp, nodding his hand with the fire extinguisher still in place.

Tony froze in the act of reaching for the coveted device. "Sweet JSTOR, I never thought of that," he said. "I am such an asshole. No, worse, I'm a stupid asshole." He smacked himself on the forehead. "I should have thought to check ... I wonder how much of the other dumb shit he does, actually has a reason behind it."

Probably more than anyone has realized, Phil thought. DUM-E thinks differently than the rest of us do, even compared to the other bots, but he is neither stupid nor irrational. He is Tony's son. He's just ... quirky.

DUM-E whirred over the fire extinguisher.

"Yeah, you can keep it, just in case Daddy sets himself almost on fire again," Tony said. "You are my very special snowflake, you know that? Never change."

DUM-E set down the fire extinguisher within easy reach. He nuzzled his metal hand against Tony's shirt. Black oil smeared over the white cloth. Then DUM-E leaned over the workbench where he could assist Tony.

"Bucky, would you like to help too?" Tony offered. "Stay for as long or as short as you want. It's ... um ... speaking from experience, easier to develop a sense of ownership for things you've actually built ..." His hand fluttered over the arc reactor.

Bucky pressed a palm to Tony's chest, just for a moment, and Tony's fingers skimmed over bright metal. "Yeah, I could try that, a few minutes anyway," Bucky said.

"I'll leave you boys to your work, then," Phil said. The atmosphere had turned intimate in a way that made him feel like an eavesdropper. He set the remaining packages in a neat row beside the door. Then Phil headed to the elevator, requesting the common floor. He didn't feel like doing paperwork tonight.

On the way up, Phil mulled over what he had observed. We've been avoiding the garage and workshop most of the time, giving the bots their space, he thought. Maybe we overdid that. Too much avoidance can make matters worse instead of better.

"JARVIS, do you think DUM-E is all right?" Phil asked aloud. "We didn't overstress him by leaving Bucky in his territory, did we? I assume you could tell if something went really wrong."

"All of us are networked together, so yes, I know when DUM-E is in distress," JARVIS replied. "At first he found the intrusion alarming. Now he seems to consider Bucky part of the family."

Phil sighed. "If only it were that easy with those of us who don't happen to be cyborgs," he said.

"You are gentle and thoughtful. I feel confident you will think of a way to reassure DUM-E that you have sir's best interests at heart," JARVIS said.

"This isn't just about me, it's about the whole team," Phil said. "We live here; this is Avengers Tower now. I don't mind giving the bots some private space, but I don't want them to be afraid of us."

This was usually where Tony said "fucking Obie."

"Regrettably Obadiah Stane furnished them with examples of humanity's moral nadir," JARVIS said, his voice cooling. "Ms. Potts and Colonel Rhodes, while loyal to sir, have been ... erratic in their reception of his inorganic family members." Then his tone softened. "Bucky is the first person other than sir who has ever reached out to DUM-E like that, accepted his perceptions as valid, and offered comfort. That gives us more of a foundation to build upon."

It reminded Phil of something. "JARVIS, did you know that DUM-E was responding to workshop fires at the smoulder stage rather than waiting for visible smoke or flames to appear?"

"I did," JARVIS confirmed. "I also tried to explain that to sir, but he was unreceptive and ordered me to desist." The air vents whiffled a mechanical sigh. "On such occasions that he becomes careless enough to cause fires, he is often quite drunk, emotionally overwrought, or otherwise impaired in function. Or all of the above. Of course there are times when an unanticipated reaction occurs, but that happens less often. Sir is excitable, but he is a gifted engineer and not prone to making sloppy mistakes."

Four hundred seventy-two.

Oh, Tony.

Phil was suddenly, fiercely glad that Bruce had finagled a promise from Tony about the proper treatment of work-related injuries. "I think that Tony might benefit from a semi-permeable boundary on the garage level," Phil said. "The other Avengers could visit him more often, even if it's just a matter of carrying materials or bringing food down to him. That should help DUM-E get used to the rest of the team and learn that we all care about Tony too."

"I concur," JARVIS said. "I believe it would benefit sir as well as DUM-E. Sir needs to hear that he is accepted and appreciated, but sometimes he becomes uncomfortable with overt displays."

"You think that a more oblique approach would appeal to him more, like people interacting with DUM-E," said Phil. It made sense. Tony craved affection, but he had so many experiences of betrayal that it was no wonder such words made him nervous. Hence his efforts to buy friendship, which in turn made some of the other Avengers uneasy.

"It seems worthy of the attempt," JARVIS said. "We have reached the common floor." The elevator doors opened.

* * * 

Notes:

Robots can indeed be taught to shake hands.

Shyness can have positive or negative aspects. It's normal for children around ages 3-6, which is about how DUM-E seems. He alternates between enthusiastic, protective, and hesitant. Coping techniques for shy children include introducing one new person or activity at a time. Also, despite what some people say, it's perfectly okay to say, "He's shy." There's nothing wrong with being shy! It's only a problem if it makes someone unhappy. So follow the explanation with a hint how people can help: "Let him watch before joining in. Then he might like to help set up the supplies." Shy children will do a lot better if people avoid overloading them, and if they have fun instead of feeling harassed, they are more likely participate enthusiastically in the future. Overstimulation is a risk for young children and those with special needs.

Buildings and furniture need to be designed to accommodate someone who travels on wheels. For example, tables and desks need roll-under space. Tony's workspaces tend to be accessible because of the bots, but also because he likes to zoom around in a wheeled office chair, and because it's not rare for him to get injured enough to impair mobility.

Lab fire safety involved a number of precautions. Make sure to have the right safety equipment. Bruce's bargain with Tony included buffing up the lab safety protocols and equipment.

Avoidance of stressful situations can have positive or negative effects. The troublesome version is associated with PTSD. However, you don't have to eat the eggplant. When is avoidance good? When you can lower your stress by skipping things that don't give you a benefit. When is avoidance bad? When you are avoiding things that you really need to do, or freaking out over things that are difficult or impossible to avoid. In this case -- as often happens -- the bots avoiding people worked for a while but later became less effective and more of an obstacle. That's when you need to work on reducing avoidance. Here are some helpful worksheets.

Loving your children requires knowing what their love language is. Otherwise they have trouble feeling loved. Tony's outbound love language is gifts, but his inbound is words.

Bruce and Betty were curled up on the couch, while Steve lay on the floor, lazily kicking his feet in the air. They were all watching television. Phil peered at the display. "Is that ... Biker Mice from Mars?" he asked, bemused. "I haven't seen that show in years."

Betty grinned. "I always loved Charley Davidson, because she's smart and talented. Besides, I wanted to show the guys here why turbo is a button you push and let go, not push and hold down."

"I seem to remember an exploding bike making that point at least once," Phil said.

"The mice are so weird, but I like their motorcycles," Steve said from the floor.

Bruce nodded. "They are pretty cool."

On the screen, Charley and Modo were trying to talk the thrill-seeking Vinnie out of some reckless plan. A stiff gesture snagged Phil's attention. That's right, Modo has a bionic arm, he recalled. All of the Biker Mice had sustained injuries from experiments and adventures that culminated in them fleeing from Mars to Earth. They found a new home and family anyway. 

Phil settled on the loveseat. From there he could stretch out his legs until his toes just reached the side of Steve's hip. Phil wanted to connect with his people tonight. Steve gave him a soft smile over his shoulder, then went back to watching the show.

They had just started the next episode when Bucky came in, skin glove and shirt back where they belonged. JARVIS paused the action so that he could provide a summary of the plot and potential triggers for Bucky's approval. "I dunno ... maybe?" Bucky said. "Let's give it a try."

"If you start watching, and something in the show upsets you ...?" JARVIS prompted gently.

"I can close my eyes for a second, snuggle with friends, or ask you to pause the program," Bucky said. "If I feel like my control might slip, I can always tap out if I need to."

"Good plan, Modo." Betty patted the couch, and Bucky sat down with her and Bruce.

"Modo?" asked Bucky. 

"You'll get it in a minute; he's one of the Biker Mice. JARVIS, rewind to the beginning of this episode, please," said Betty.
"Rewinding," JARVIS said. The episode restarted.

Phil kept an eye on Bucky, but he seemed perfectly comfortable. He laughed in all the right places. Modo clearly became his favorite character. In the next episode, the appearance of the evil Dr. Karbunkle made Bucky freeze up for a few seconds. Then he wrapped himself more firmly around Bruce and settled back down.

Comfort contact, Phil thought. It's a good sign that Bucky can seek refuge in his friends and thereby boost his tolerance for stressful concepts. 

They watched several more episodes. Steve got hungry again, wandered into the kitchen, and came back with a big bowl of plain popcorn. Betty slipped off the couch to sit with him and snitch a few pieces. 

Phil reached down and helped himself to a handful, then leaned back in the loveseat. It felt good to relax. Besides, the Biker Mice were hilarious.

Then Tony came into the common room, one hand kneading the other. "Hey, guys," he said. 

"Tony, are you okay?" Bruce asked. 

"Yeah, I'm fi--well, no," Tony interrupted himself. "Actually my hands are killing me. Think you can fix it?" He stopped rubbing his hands and held them out. 

"Come here and let me see," Bruce said, beckoning to him. Bruce cupped Tony's wrist in his palm and gently manipulated the fingers. "No blisters, cuts, bruises, or other obvious injuries. What have you been doing?"

"Working on the prototype," Tony said. "Phil and Bucky brought the new materials down. I finally got the wrist to work right! I am a genius. Behold the genius that is me."

"Yes, Tony, that's good news," Bruce said. He rotated Tony's hand. "How long did it take you to do that?"

"Since we got home," Tony said. He leaned against the back of the couch.

"Hmm ..." Bruce said. He pressed a careful thumb into Tony's palm.

"Ow fuck!" Tony protested.

"Sorry," Bruce said, working his way up the forearm. Tony yelped again. "Okay, I think what happened is that you spent several hours coding and building finicky little things, which left you with hand cramps and possibly irritated tendons. We've talked about this, Tony -- you need to protect your hands if you want to stay able to do the kind of work you do."

"I know, I know," Tony said. He rubbed his free hand along the back of his neck. "It's just, I was in the zone, I had to get to a good stopping point. I came up here to relax, honest." His voice took on a plaintive note. "So, can you fix me or not?"

"I believe so," Bruce said. "Bucky, please go into the kitchen and warm up a couple of heat pillows."

"Sure thing," Bucky said as he got up. 

Soon Phil heard the quiet click of a cabinet opening. There was a pause, a long whirr, and then the chime of the microwave oven. 

Bucky came back with Bruce's starry night and Steve's stars-and-stripes pillows. Bruce's smelled of peppermint and lavender, Steve's of cinnamon. "Here you go," Bucky said to Bruce.

Bruce draped one over Tony's hands and wrapped the other behind his neck. "There, sit like that for five minutes and let the heat start relaxing your muscles," he said to Tony. "JARVIS, timer please."

"Counting down from five minutes," JARVIS confirmed.

Phil got up and went into the bathroom to get a blanket from the warmer there. He knew that Tony kept the garage level cool. After hours down there, it's no wonder he's stiff and sore, Phil thought. He tucked the hot blanket around Tony, who snuggled into it. 

"Good idea," Bruce said as Phil returned to the loveseat. The Biker Mice rolled on in the background.

"Mmm," Tony said. He tilted against Bucky.

When JARVIS called time, Bruce shifted the heat pillow and blanket enough so he could reach both of Tony's hands. He found the tender spots between thumbs and forefingers. "Tony, I'm going to squeeze down on these pressure points," Bruce said. "It'll hurt for a couple of minutes, then once I let go, you should feel better." 

Tony flinched and whined at the contact. "Torture me, why don't you ..."

"Shh, I've got you," Bucky said, wrapping an arm around Tony's shoulders. "Let the doc do his job."

Tony huffed but burrowed into Bucky's embrace for support. When Bruce let go, Tony heaved a sigh of relief. "Huh. That does feel better."

"Good," Bruce said. He moved the heat pillow to cover Tony's left hand while he concentrated on the right. Bruce folded each finger forward and back, then tugged them from side to side. He kneaded the palm with careful strokes before slowly moving up the forearm. 

"S'nice," Tony said, responding to the massage.

"I'm glad you like this part," Bruce said. Next he shifted hands, tucking Tony's right under the heat pillow while he worked on the left.

Tony fell asleep. Soon he melted against Bucky, head tipped back, snoring loudly.

Bucky gave him a worried look and murmured, "That doesn't sound too good." 

Phil knew, mostly from talking to JARVIS and Happy, that Tony had always snored. Alcohol increased the tendency. The arc reactor made it even worse. After growing up with Steve, of course Bucky finds distressed breathing uncomfortable to hear, Phil realized.

"It's not good for him," Bruce agreed. "Snoring indicates a minor interruption of the air flow. Here, I'll show you what to do." He reached out and gently adjusted Tony's position until the raspy noise stopped. Then Bruce propped him in place with more pillows. 

"Thanks," Bucky said. "Tony needs people to look after him."

Bruce nodded. Presently he finished working on Tony's hands. He patted the engineer on the shoulder and said, "You can wake up now. I'm done."

No response.

Phil chuckled. "He probably won't wake up, Bruce. He fell asleep on me once before."

"Sir is deeply asleep," JARVIS confirmed.

An evening-long engineering binge is better than a three-day one, especially minus the usual drinking, Phil thought.

"Okay, uh ... now what?" Bruce said, clearly at a loss.

"Don't tease Tony about it," Phil said. "This is a show of trust, and we should respect it as such."

Bucky gazed at the man sleeping in his grasp. His last experience with Tony falling asleep unexpectedly had ended in disaster. Now Bucky just gave him a fond look and folded the blanket around him a bit more thoroughly. "He looks so peaceful like this," Bucky said.

"How about I put Tony to bed," Steve said. He handed the empty popcorn bowl to Betty, a few unpopped kernels pinging around the bottom.

"That's probably a good idea," Phil said. "JARVIS, do you think we can move Tony without waking him up?"

"Most likely," JARVIS said.

"Be gentle with him, guys," said Bruce. "Tony isn't used to his new sleep pattern yet."

Steve slipped between the coffee table and the couch, then held out his arms. Bucky scooped Tony off the cushions and lifted him up enough for Steve to take hold. They made the transfer effortlessly.

"We'll take good care of him," Bucky promised, arranging Tony more comfortably in Steve's arms. Tony turned his face into Steve's neck and sighed. Then the two supersoldiers headed for the elevator.

Betty padded into the kitchen to put the empty bowl in the sink. Bruce stood up and stretched, a slow thorough yoga move of some kind from the look of it. His back popped. JARVIS had already turned off the television.

Phil yawned. He checked the time. It's almost midnight -- later than I thought, he realized. Time for bed. Phil went back to his own apartment and turned in for the night.

* * * 

Notes:

Biker Mice from Mars is a cartoon show, the only one I can think of where a majority of the main characters have disabilities and adaptive equipment. Modo has a bionic arm. Enjoy a sample.

Coping with triggers involves forming a safety plan that lists things you can do to soothe stress if a trigger appears. This tends to work better than avoidance for getting your life back on track. Given Bucky's background, even cartoon mad scientists make him uneasy, but sympathetic friends help him feel safer. For overall stress relief you should identify your triggers, create a plan to cope with them, find healthy solutions for stress relief, and work on reducing anxiety in your life. Here is a workbook for managing stress.

Hand cramps can come from physical or psychological causes. Physical ones include cool temperatures and repetitive motion. Psychological reasons can also contribute to arm (love issues, impaired connection, fear of discouragement), forearm (blocked goals, fear of inferiority), or hand (giving and receiving, fear of action, inability to handle something) cramps. 

There are several ways to relieve hand cramps.  Exercise balls or other finger fidgets move away from repetitive stress.  The Avengers have these things scattered all over the Tower.  Hand stretches and range-of-motion exercises help with sore muscles and tendons. Here is a video of some hand exercises. Aimed at guitarists, here's one of finger stretches. This one shows arm and hand massage.

Heat pillows offer another way to ease muscle pain. Different fillings retain heat and emit soothing smells. Choose the right kind for your needs. This site is where I found Bruce's starry night and Steve's stars-and-stripes pillows. You can also make your own heat pillow.

Yoga stretches feel good after watching television or working at a desk. Here is an article about office yoga. This video shows a three-minute yoga routine.
