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1. A Long Winter

Author’s Note:

        	
          Translation into Русский available: 
            Долгая Зима by raitelir
        

        	
          Translation into Tiếng Việt available: 
            A Long Winter [Trường Đông Giá] by blueskyandpudding
        



    

      This fic was a total ball for us to write. Expect two more installments: a second chapter which will be a  functioning annotated bibliography with our research and some cool historical facts, and the next an extension, detailing the contents of Bucky’s other ten letters to Steve.

Translation to Vietnamese here: http://archiveofourown.org/works/4653102/chapters/10613871

    


    
    Come join us on tumblr! we are emily and ellen. For more of this series, check out our Not Easily Conquered tag and our tag for fanworks inspired by this one.

 

 

 

 

And Lot’s wife, of course, was told not to look back where all the people and their homes had been. But she did look back, and I love her for that, because it was so human. 

So she was turned into a pillar of salt. 

So it goes.

 

—Slaughterhouse-Five

Kurt Vonnegut 

 


  1947



  New York, June 17. — Captain America: wed! Steven Rogers, our bravest American hero, was married this last Sunday, the sixteenth of June, at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral in his own native New York, New York. The lucky lady? Cap’s wartime sweetheart, a British correspondent from the Strategic Scientific Reserve. The ceremony was a private affair with only close friends and family in attendance. From here at the Times, we personally wish the Captain and Mrs. Rogers all the best of wedded bliss. 



  (Welch, Jonathan. “A Happy Ending!” The New York Times 2 Feb. 1947. Print.)


 

 


  1954


The wind is cold enough to burn as it hits Steve’s cheeks. His own red fingertips reach out, down. Bucky’s hand strains up, up.  

“Stevie,” says Buck, entreatingly. It doesn’t matter how far he stretches; Steve cannot reach him. Helpless, he watches as blue frost creeps up Bucky’s white throat like spreading ivy. Just when Steve thinks he can grab him, winter’s long fingers lick down Bucky’s arm to freeze his hand a millimeter too far away. If Steve were to touch him now, he knows that Buck would shatter into a million frozen pieces, and then he’d scatter, forgotten, into the howling wind. 

“Stevie,” Bucky repeats, his fingers so close to Steve’s, “Wake up. Wake up.” 

“Wake up!” says Peggy, and Steve jolts upright, gasping. He thrashes for a second, legs tangled in the bedsheets, and grips blindly at a small arm. His heart pounds thunderously in his ears and limbs and he thinks for a terrified moment that the thudding is a train speeding up to meet him. 

“Buck?” he asks, confused and hopeful.

“No, Steve, it’s me, it’s Peggy,” she says, hushing him. Carefully she pries his fingers off her arm with small, strong hands, one by one, until he’s left clenching his fist around nothing. “Steve, look at me. You were dreaming. It wasn’t real.” 

“Pegs.” Steve blinks heavily. It is her. Bucky’s eyes, a terrible, dead blue, begin to fade in favor of Peggy’s face. “Pegs,” he repeats, relief flooding through him.

“You haven’t had one that bad in a while,” Peggy murmurs.

“Sorry,” says Steve hoarsely. He tucks his face into her hair and breathes in deeply. “Jesus, I’m sorry. Do you think I woke Kat?”



You weren’t so loud,” Peggy assures him. “I only woke because you were tossing and turning.” 

Steve pulls back. “Did I hurt you? Peggy?” 

“Hush,” says Peggy. “No. No, Steve. Now go to sleep.” 

She maneuvers them easily into a familiar position: curled opposite each other, perfectly mismatched parentheses. Steve buries his nose into the hollow of her throat. Peggy tucks his head under her chin and holds onto him. Their toes press together, and Steve warms up.

When he wakes again his elbow is thrown over his eyes to keep out the sunlight. The nightmare comes rushing back and he jerks into consciousness, sitting up, his heart beating too fast. The bed is empty. He looks around for a second, panic curling in his throat, and then realizes that Peggy is only in the bathroom. So he settles, watching with renewed sleepiness as she finishes fixing herself up in the mirror. Not, Steve thinks, that she needs to at all. Styles have changed, which is why Steve figures she leaves the red tube of lipstick unopened as often as not anymore. Steve doesn’t care, seeing as it makes it easier to kiss her whenever he likes without having to worry about little red stains.

Peggy turns back into the bedroom and, upon noticing that Steve is awake, grins. 

“Oh, don’t lay there looking at me like that,” she chastises. “You know all I want to do is climb back into bed.” 

Steve flushes all over and raises an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?” 

Peggy looks at him for a moment with bright eyes. “Come zip me up,” she decides after a moment. Obediently Steve stands and crosses the room to her. He brushes her hair carefully over her shoulder so as not to disturb the fresh curls and tugs up the little hidden metal zipper. The dress is the one Howard gifted her with for her birthday. It’s a heavy winter fabric in a deep burgundy that flares out at the waist. Howard, thinks Steve, has good taste. Steve presses an affectionate kiss to Peggy’s temple as he steps away. 

Downstairs he fries up some eggs and makes toast and coffee while Peggy wakes up Kat and wrestles all that hair into a braid. Kat gets down first and kicks her little legs back and forth while she sits on her hands, waiting impatiently for breakfast. Peggy shows just as Steve is dishing them up and settles down at the table to flip through her miles and miles of paperwork. 

“Thank you, sir,” Kat says very primly when Steve sets her plate in front of her, the toast cut neatly on the diagonal. 

“You’re welcome, ma’am,” replies Steve formally. He shoots a smile up at Peggy but she doesn’t see, caught up in her SHIELD reports as she is.

“Daddy,” says Kat after a moment of thoughtful chewing, “Why were you shouting last night?” 

Steve, his coffee mug halfway to his mouth, freezes. 

“You must have been dreaming, darling. Daddy wasn’t shouting at all,” covers Peggy lightly. She stands, then, and Steve, still frozen solid, listens to her shoes click against the tile. She kisses Kat with a smack on the cheek to make her giggle, and then presses her mouth to Steve’s. Her face an inch from his, she says, “I’ve left a file for you.” 

Steve watches as Peggy walks out the door and listens to the car start in the driveway. Then he gathers himself up and turns to look at the clock. 

“Alright, miss,” he says. “Time to get you to school.” 

Twenty minutes later, pleased that Kat isn’t too old yet to still hug him goodbye at the bus stop, Steve finds the file Peggy was talking about. It sits innocuous and unlabeled on the coffee table in the den. 

It isn’t very thick. Steve knows what a thin intelligence file means, and it isn’t anything good. 

Peggy gets home at nine, even later than usual, and goes upstairs to kiss Kat goodnight though she’s already in bed. When Peggy comes back down, she stays silent as she pours herself a brandy and sits across the kitchen table from Steve, who is still reading and re-reading the file, his coffee gone cold and sludgy by his elbow. 

He finishes skimming over the last page again and sets it down. Peggy, her glass in hand, kicks off her heels and sips her drink, looking across at him with the cool and patient stare he recognizes from the war. 

“I don’t speak enough Russian to read this one,” Steve finally says, sifting through the papers until he finds the page. “I can recognize a couple words so I think I got the gist of it, but I wanted to be sure.” 

Peggy glances over the report and hears precisely what Steve didn’t say: that he wants to be proven wrong and told he read it incorrectly. His hope flickers out as her mouth purses into a thin line. “They’re taking children,” she affirms. 

Steve wonders at the logistics of an operation like this. Are the kids being plucked out of their homes in the dead of night, their screaming parents shot, or bound and gagged? Or are they instead made to sign release forms, understanding that their children will be serving the USSR to the best of their ability? Are they proud? What do they say to the neighbors when they ask? 

Peggy pushes the report back to Steve. “Officially, in the eyes of the USSR, this organization does not exist. It’s one of the most deeply buried special ops projects I’ve ever seen; we weren’t even sure it was real until last week. In the grand scheme it’s an astoundingly small operation, with, by my estimate, a maximum of one hundred people directly involved, less of whom are entirely or even partially informed. I doubt we would have even come to know of it if it hadn’t been for Howard’s informant in Chukotskiy.” 

That wasn’t in the file at all. “Chukotskiy?” Steve asks. “That’s a wasteland. The only thing that far north is frozen tundra.”

Peggy shakes her head. “That’s what I thought. That’s what we all thought. But…”

She meets Steve’s gaze. They both know that she shouldn’t be telling him this, but it’s never stopped them before, and it doesn’t stop them now. 

“But we believe it to be their base of operations,” Peggy finishes. “Or, at the very least, some type of training ground. We can’t get close enough to know for sure. And, as you can probably imagine, it isn’t just children.” 

“They train adults too?” 

“One in particular has come to our attention.” She reaches into her briefcase, propped against a table leg, and clicks it open. She fishes around inside it for a moment, her red lacquered nails glinting in the dim light. She then procures a long sheet of paper all in Russian that across the middle reads ПРОЕКТ: ЗИМНИЙ ВОИН in huge black lettering. It is very clearly an Electrofax copy of a manilla envelope. He can read the first two words, but after digging around for a moment in his memory realizes that he has never before seen the last one.

“Proyekt Zímnij Voin,” Peggy pronounces, pushing it across to him. Her accent is flawless; Steve didn’t even know she was learning Russian. He chews on his thumbnail as he examines it. “The last word translates directly to ‘warrior’ or ‘berserker,’ but our linguists say that colloquially to the region, it may simply mean ‘soldier.’” 

“I don’t like the sound of any of the above,” Steve mutters. 

“This is the first shred of evidence anyone has found that the Winter Soldier Project is more than an urban legend. We’ve been keeping our eyes open for a very, very long time,” confesses Peggy.

Steve glances up at her. “How long is very long?” 

“I was first made aware of it in ’48.”

Steve is thrown, though he knows he shouldn’t be; of course operations happen without his knowledge. If Stark and Peggy are pursuing this then it isn’t something to be taken lightly. That aside, though — 

“Why are you telling me about all this?” Peggy has asked for Steve’s advice on SHIELD projects in the past, but not often, seeing as she is more than capable, and far surpasses Steve in espionage besides. There is something more here, Steve thinks. There is something that Peggy feels she and the SHIELD cannot deal with completely on their own. 

She is, Steve realizes, scared. 

“We’ve had several agents who have reason to believe that we should…investigate the death of Joseph Stalin,” Peggy says. She is choosing her words very carefully now. 

“Stalin,” parrots Steve, a cold and dreadful feeling settling like a stone in his stomach. It spindles icily up his spine. “Stalin died of a brain hemorrhage, Peggy.” 

Unblinking, Peggy agrees, “That’s certainly what the papers said.” 

—

Steve has been on leave for seven years, starting a few months after Kat was born, when Stark started getting twitchy about calling Peggy back to work. Since then, Steve has been informed by at least ten politicians in the United States, Howard Stark, and SHIELD itself that this is a war of intelligence and technology, Rogers, and not one of brute force. It has been made abundantly clear that there is no place for him in this fight. 

But, figures Steve, there wasn’t a place for him in his last fight, either, and it’s not like that ever stopped him. 

Steve is made to set up an interview with SHIELD in order to be cleared again for active duty. The building has changed since he was last here and now it has Stark’s name all over it, its spire reaching high into the DC skyline, its millions of windows dizzyingly reflecting the blue sky and white clouds above it. The place buzzes with men in smart black suits, sporting ties that probably cost a prettier penny than Steve’s leather shoes. Steve has to stop to consult a receptionist twice but finally ends up finding his way through the winding corridors to his interview room. 

There are two agents waiting for him: a young woman with a recording device and some kind of a very small typewriter, and a young man who keeps apologizing for having to hook Captain America up to a polygraph machine. They introduce themselves as Agents Sanchez and Lee. 

“It’s really only procedure, sir,” Lee says.

“Of course,” Steve reassures, for what he estimates to be the hundred and fifty-first time. “I wouldn’t want any less, son.” 

Agent Lee sits down across the table and pushes his wiry glasses up the bridge of his nose. His bony fingers fiddle with the switches on the machine for a moment before it shudders a bit and hums to life, its five little needles skittering across the reams of rolling paper beneath it. 

“Please state your name and date for the record,” says Lee. Steve does. “Please state your reason for contacting SHIELD.” 

“I want to be moved back to active duty.” 

“Please clarify, sir?” 

Steve isn’t entirely sure that there’s all that much to clarify, but tries his best anyway: “I’d like to be moved back to active duty in order to help with the war effort in any capacity that I can.” 

Agent Sanchez taps busily away at her device and cranes her neck to watch the needles scratching at the paper. Lee opens the file in front of him and scribbles down a couple notes. Steve doesn’t bother trying to read them and instead looks upside-down at his own identification photograph, printed and adhered to the page just under his name and date of birth. 

Lee shifts for a moment before finally getting on with it. “Were your parents Joseph and Sarah Rogers?” 

“Yes,” confirms Steve.

“And they immigrated to America in 1917, is that correct?” 

“Sure is,” says Steve.

“Irish Catholic?” 

“Yes.” 

“To your knowledge, were they affiliated in any way with the Socialist Party of Ireland prior to or following their immigration?” 

Steve blinks. “I’m sorry,” he finally says, “Could you repeat that?” 

Lee’s eyes, behind his glasses, flick nervously to Agent Sanchez. In turn she looks to Steve, her young face passive and impressively, entirely unreadable. Lee swallows thickly and forges ahead. 

“To your knowledge, were they —“ 

“No,” Steve interrupts, looking between them. “Sorry, no, I heard you fine. Are these questions procedure too?” 

Lee is sweating. He sets his pen down like he’s afraid he’ll drop it otherwise, and Steve wouldn’t doubt it, considering the way that he’s shaking like a damn leaf. “Sir, uh, yes sir. A new mandate states that each potential or returning agent must undergo a complete background check, sir.” 

Under Steve’s hands the plastic arms of his chair creak. He nods to the file. “And what other questions have you got in there?” 

“I’m supposed to review your voting record, sir, and the employers you worked for prior to your deployment,” says Lee. “And…” 

A tightness begins to ball up inside of Steve’s chest, an epicenter around which he thinks his heart is contracting. He recognizes the feeling as the same kind of anger that got the shit kicked out of him in a lot of Brooklyn parking lots. “And?” he prompts.

Lee looks like he’d rather face a goddamn firing squad than say the truth of it. Stiltedly, he confesses, “And I’m supposed to ask you about the nature of your relationship with Sergeant James Barnes of the 107th Division and the Howling Commandos, sir.” 

Steve is completely unaware that he is standing until he realizes that it must be the reason why Lee is no longer at eye level. There was a snapping sound when he moved; belatedly he figures out that it was the polygraph bands that Lee had hooked around his chest breaking. Blood rushes in his ears. “Can you tell me where Stark’s office is?” 

Lee is scared shitless and can’t even speak. Steve sometimes still forgets he’s six feet and two hundred pounds of muscle now, and it isn’t Lee he’s mad at, anyway, not some green kid who’s only following orders; everyone has been there. He tries hard to soften the blow. “Son? Will you tell me where Stark’s office is?” 

“It’s on the top floor, Captain Rogers, and to the right,” Agent Sanchez replies instead, looking truly apologetic, but otherwise unruffled. 

Of course it is. “Thank you,” says Steve. He proceeds to yank the sensors off his right hand and rip the blood pressure cuff clean in half when he pulls it from his arm. Looking at the carnage of the machine, he nods to it and suggests, “Foot me the bill.” 

Steve jogs up eleven flights of stairs, having no desire to be enclosed in a metal box with a bunch of guys in monkey suits, but feels no better when he reaches the top of them. He walks right up to the door of what is obviously Stark’s penthouse office and takes a long minute to gather himself up and make sure his muscles are relaxed so that he won’t put a hole in the door when he tries to knock on it. It’s a really nice door and Steve has already broken government property once today. 

He knocks. 

“Susan, I thought I said no —“ unheeding, Steve walks on into the office, and Stark’s voice tapers off. “ —appointments. So, you found my office.” 

“Kinda hard to miss, Howard,” Steve says. “Only takes up one entire floor.” 

Howard spreads his arms, spinning around to face Steve fully in his leather desk chair. Whatever fury Steve managed to work off by taking the stairs comes back full throttle. “Well, what brings you to my —“ 

“I want to know what the hell kind of interrogation I was just subjected to under the guise of an interview,” Steve snaps. 

“Cap, it’s just procedure,” Stark says, in that deliberately exasperated and placating way he has. “Did they ask you if you were a commie? We have to ask everyone if they’re a commie; blame it on McCarthy. Look, what was the name of the agent? I’ll just have him fired and we’ll call it a day.” 

Steve is horrified by that. It’s extravagant and cruel. “You’re not firing anyone. I just want to know why you’re treating potential employees like prisoners of war.” 

“Haven’t you heard? Red is the new black,” Stark replies. His tone is flippant, but he eyes Steve critically for a long, disconcerting moment. Abruptly, he stands and crosses the room to his drink tray, pouring two tumblers of something expensive and amber-colored. Steve takes a second to look around the office, which is truly huge and truly, really ostentatious, but probably also one of the most secure places in this building, which doesn’t reassure or impress Steve but instead disquiets him, making his stomach churn uncomfortably.

Stark offers him a drink. Steve shakes his head, and Stark shrugs, throwing it down himself. “So,” he says after a moment of measured silence, “Carter told you about the Red Room.” 

Steve remains quiet.

“Okay, okay,” says Stark. “I get it; you won’t confirm or deny, the two of you are a well-oiled machine, etcetera. That’s fine. But Cap, you have been on active duty.” 

“No, I haven’t. In the last six years I’ve received two honorary promotions for nothing more than filling out a couple of forms. That damn well isn’t active duty and you know it,” Steve says, goggling. Stark laughs aloud, and the sound grates on Steve’s nerves sharply. 

“Uh, yeah,” he says, “You definitely have. What, you think that there’s such a thing as leave from SHIELD? And for — for Captain America? Steve, buddy, come on. If we’d needed you, we would have called you.” 

It takes a moment for the implication of that statement to settle. When it does, it stings. 

“What about when I think you need me?” Steve asks. Stark remains silent. “If your informant is right — if we do have reason to believe that the Red Room was somehow involved in the cover-up of an assassination mandated by the government of the USSR itself —“ 

Stark looks ready to relent. Steve thinks it’s mainly because he wants to cut short the impending lecture and quiet down Steve’s raising voice, a trick that Steve only learned to use after seeing Stark back right off of dames the second they start causing a scene. 

“If I can help, I should be helping,” finishes Steve firmly. He thinks of saying the same words to Bucky in a hundred different ways a lifetime ago, right from the second they sat huddled around their little flaking radio, their knees knocking together as they listened to the news of Pearl Harbor filter in through the static. 

But Stark does not look at Steve with that familiar disapproving worry. Instead he appraises him openly, the way he looks at his machines, and then nods, once, and turns back to his desk to shuffle through papers. Steve, frankly, is sick of watching people shuffle through papers. “Fine,” Stark agrees. “You want active duty? I’ll give you one better. We’re running some recon for the CIA and VENONA down along the southern border of Leningrad. What do you say we warm you up with some field work?” Rapid-fire, he continues, “I’ve got a meeting in — right now. How about my people contact your wife who contacts you, huh?” 

Stark makes a shooing motion just as his office phone starts to ring like it’ll fall off the hook if he doesn’t answer it right away. Steve, bewildered by this abrupt turn of events, shows himself out. 

—

He comes clean to Peggy a day later, who, it turns out, has already been contacted by Stark after all. 

“I didn’t actually want to get shipped off right away,” Steve explains over re-heated dinner once she’s home from work. She frowns at him as he frowns at his overdone pasta. He knows he shouldn’t cook nervous; his ma always promised that you could taste it in the food. Turns out she was right. 

Peggy tilts at him a wry smile, entirely and beautifully unconvinced. “Really,” she says.

“If anything, it’s only for a couple days,” defends Steve mulishly, after a moment. “Are you sure that you and Kat will be —“ 

“God knows I’ve earned a three-day weekend,” Peggy cuts in. She reaches across the table to take his big hand in hers, their calloused palms fitting easily together, and adds, “There’s no point in being your own boss if you can’t take time off for your family when you need to.” 

“Well, when you put it like that,” Steve concedes, smiling. He threads his fingers through hers, and knows she loves him when she digs into the crispy alfredo without a single word.

So on Thursday evening Steve gives Kat a big kiss before bed, reads her an extra story, and promises to try his absolute best to be back in time for cartoons on Monday. Later in the dark of their front porch Steve presses his mouth to Peggy’s and spans her waist with his hands, feeling the thin, unyielding strength of her torso as she reaches up to tangle long fingers in his hair. She finishes kissing him and pulls away to smile softly. “Good luck, soldier,” she says, conspiratorially, before slipping back inside. 

A moment later Steve’s ride shows up, a nondescript black car that looks hugely ominous on their little suburban street. Steve slides into it, ready for debriefing. 

The thermal uniform they’ve fitted him with is similarly nondescript and black, and tight enough that he can wear it under a regular suit without having to worry about constricted movement or even a disrupted line in the fabric of his pants. Steve is grateful for how warm it keeps him five minutes into the car ride. Repainted to a matte gray, his shield rests heavy and familiar in his lap. By 2100 he’s on one of Stark’s jets and headed across the ocean, squinting in the dim light of the plane at the files he’s been handed. Stark and Peggy want them investigating an abandoned meat packing plant in the Vinnitsky District; when Steve had looked up from his briefing to ask why, the CIA operative blinked down at him and deflected, “It may be a branch of a fledgling intelligence agency, sir.” 

“Might help if I knew what I was looking for,” Steve replied, friendly enough.

“I have no other information, sir,” the operative had said. 

So either the operative didn’t know, or — and Steve doesn’t know which is worse — Steve doesn’t have the clearance to be told. 

It really is only recon. 

But any help is good help, and Steve talks out a drop plan with his team — five junior agents, all men, all white, and all apparently born fully-formed on this Earth without the ability to crack a damn smile, Buck’s voice tells him, but Steve studiously brushes that one off as being unnecessarily mean — over the course of the long flight. He doesn’t even have to raise his voice because the engines in this jet are quieter than the devil. They’ll be in at around 0600, and have one hour to get to the location they should be observing. Steve wants to keep it simple: surround the facility from a distance, watch Agent Richardson’s six while he gets their photographs, and take shifts on surveillance for the next twenty four hours.

They’re right on schedule when they land in a big field of snow. Steve and his team shuck their civvies, keep their black SHIELD issue thermals, and pull on bulky white snow suits that rustle dangerously when they move. They pass around balaclavas that are a mottled grey and white. Steve’s fits snug and tight over his mouth and nose, trapping his breath in a little pocket. He straps the shield to his back, glad Stark, or whoever, included that capacity in the design.

The wind whips bitterly. They have half an hour to hump through until they reach their location; after the first ten minutes Steve’s eyes have gone dry and hurting and he imagines the other guys aren’t doing much better. They tuck their chins to their collars and have to nearly lift their knees to their chests to fight through the snow banked up against some of the icy wooden fences.

The team is quiet, not so much out of necessity — they are, pretty literally, in the middle of nowhere — but rather a sheer lack of things to discuss. If anything, the silence of a long trek is good and familiar. That last winter before VE Day, the Commandos were told to take on a stealth mission in occupied France, and it was balls freezing just like this, and Steve would have probably died on the spot if it hadn’t been for the serum. As it was, all he had to do was curl up on the ground head to foot with Bucky, and he was warm enough. 

They were ambushed in the night while Falsworth was on watch. Bucky took a slug to the gut that, by some miracle, didn’t hit a single vital. He bled like a stuck pig for a heart-stopping ten minutes and scored permanent bite marks into the belt that Steve shoved between his teeth before Morita started digging out the bullet. They were behind enemy lines so he couldn’t scream without giving them away, and he didn’t; didn’t make a single sound other than panicked whimpers while Steve held him down. They echoed in Steve’s head like church bells anyway.

Horrifically he didn’t pass out like Morita thought he would. Bucky was lucid the whole time, and Steve was afraid to even open his mouth and talk, that’s how close to the Nazi base they were, so when the bullet was finally out and Jim was threading the needle, Steve pressed his forehead to Buck’s, just for a second, just to keep him there, afraid still that something would go wrong and Bucky might leave him. 

Morita did a good job on the stitches, though, and it healed faster than it should have, all things considered. 

Afterwards, Gabe swore up and down that it had been the longest he’d gone without having to hear Dugan’s Chatty Cathy mouth run a mile a minute, and that just for that he’d take a cold-weather stealth mission over a good warm bed any day. Dugan had scowled and Bucky had laughed at them both, and Steve remembers to this day the rush of relief he felt when Bucky’s face didn’t contract in pain. 

Buck had hated the winter. He hated the rattle it put in Steve’s lungs, and he hated the graves he stayed out late digging when pneumonia took someone else in the neighborhood.

They approach a copse of trees now that tapers off and then, after some more walking, becomes a snow-brushed thicket. In the middle of it is the big ugly packing plant. It seems hollowed out and abandoned but still structurally sound, just as the briefing promised. Steve gives the signal and they split, O’Brien and Morrison to the west side of the factory and Fuller and Watkins to the east. Richardson watches the northern entrance, tucked under a tree so the camera stays intact; right by him there are tire treads just now being covered by snow. Steve watches his six and keeps an eye on the perimeter. They wait. 

It comes from the snow.

One second Steve is shifting closer to the ground, haunched on the balls of his feet, and the next pain is exploding in the back of his neck. His vision flashes black. Snow burns his eyelids, soaking through the balaclava, and when he looks up a tall black figure is already on Richardson. 

A sickening crack echoes across the snowbanks. 

Steve gets up running, but the man he chases is fast. He is headed to the western entrance, straight across the front of the factory; O’Brien and Morrison open fire simultaneously, the bang-bang-bang of their handguns muffled by the wind. Their shots are going wide because of it. Steve sees a bright, tiny flash of silver, and then red arcs across the snow. Morrison clutches at his neck with a gloved hand and O’Brien keeps firing, desperate now, while Morrison bleeds out from his carotid, gasping wetly on the ground. 

At closer range O’Brien’s bullets begin to connect. The man doesn’t falter. Something’s wrong. Steve pushes until his thighs burn and then throws his full weight onto the man’s back, expecting the momentum to take them both down. It doesn’t. With an odd whirring noise, Steve is flipped onto his back, the breath knocked out of him from the impact onto the ice beneath the snow. And just like that the man is up and running again, O’Brien shooting defensively. He runs out of bullets. Steve rolls to his feet and, the second before the man can reach out to snap O’Brien’s neck, hurls his shield with all his strength.

The man turns whip-fast and with a dull thunk of metal catches it one-handed. 

He wears a mask that covers his mouth and jaw. Goggles shield his eyes, black, reflecting nothing. His short hair is dusted with snow. 

Then, aiming for Steve’s head, he hurls the shield back. Steve ducks reflexively and hears it connect into the trunk of a frozen tree behind him, almost cutting it clean in half. He knows with complete certainty that if he had tried to catch it it would have killed him. And then the man is on him, swinging his entire left arm into a punch aimed for Steve’s throat. Ballistic striking — next to nobody uses it. It’s a tough technique to master, but Steve knows it too. He blocks, and connects shockingly with something hard that isn’t flesh. While Steve grunts in surprise, the man takes the split second to drive his right fist into Steve’s ribs. Steve kicks him hard in the kneecaps and he’s down but then up, lightning-fast. He punches at Steve again, spins and lands a solid kick to the ribs that hurts bad enough to bruise. He aims another kick, and another, and Steve jumps back, ducks low, the man’s boot grazing the side of his ear. Two sharp punches are aimed for Steve’s head and he deflects them, dancing back, on the defensive. 

Surprising him, Steve crouches low and flips the man over his shoulder and into the snow. He’s heavier than Steve expected, and with that whirring sound again a hand shoots up to pull Steve beside him, a leg catching him unexpectedly behind the knees. They grapple, and the man closes his hand around Steve’s throat, too strong, his knees bracketing Steve’s thighs. Steve knees him in the kidneys, and when he curls up, kicks him hard enough he thinks it’ll throw him off. But it doesn’t, and he lands on top of the man instead, looking into those sightless goggles. He tries to pin the man’s hands into the snow, succeeds finally, and in desperation pulls back and cracks their skulls together. The move would have knocked anyone else out cold, especially after hitting the hard ice. It doesn’t. The man shakes his head like a dog and frees his left arm enough to tuck it between their bodies, bucking upwards and stabbing his elbow into Steve’s solar plexus so hard the breath rushes out of him. As he gasps the man hooks his ankles high on Steve’s back, and then he twists, quick, and suddenly two strong thighs are crushing Steve’s neck, muffling his hearing, flexed hard around his head. Steve gasps, his lungs failing to catch up just the way they used to. His fingers scramble along the man’s legs, finding nothing but slick fabric, unable to gain purchase. He twists but can’t budge. Steve’s vision starts to white out and he grasps desperately at the man’s waistline.

He finds a knife.

Steve rocks forward with all the strength he has left and draws it from the man’s belt. He stabs him soundly in the top of his thigh, and the man yelps, sharp and pained, and Steve somersaults over and off of him. Blood is smearing through the snow. Steve thinks he hit the artery. The man clutches his leg in pain, curling in on himself. Steve has an easy shot from here. He steps closer, raising the little knife. And then like a flash, right when Steve’s in range, the man uncurls and throws one of his own. Pain zips from Steve’s forearm up. He grits his teeth and can’t help but yell when he yanks out the blade.

The man staggers to his feet. He taps his ear and reports something, voice unwavering, in Russian. Steve waits. Over the man’s shoulder, maybe a yard away, Agent Fuller has a clear shot. Steve nods sharply. 

Everything happens in quick succession. The bullet rings out, the Soviet ducks, and Steve has barely crouched when he feels it rush just over the top of his head. The man spins and throws the knife in his hand with unerring accuracy: it hits Fuller between the eyes, and like Richardson, he’s dead before he hits the ground.

Then the Soviet takes off at a breakneck run toward the factory. Steve hurls the knife at him, but his wrist is weaker than it should be and it misses the man’s back, going half an inch wide. The man does something to the door and breaks in, disappearing inside. 

Steve makes a judgement call, and instead of giving chase runs back to the surviving three of his team. He falls to his knees in the snow and takes over from O’Brien, pressing his hand to Morrison’s neck in a belated, last-ditch attempt to stem the bleeding. He listens as Watkins, his voice shaking, calls it in. There’s no trace of the Soviet left. The wind screams.

 

 

 


  1962



  …Another guest of note spotted at the White House Correspondents’ Association Dinner was  Colonel Rogers, pictured above, with the lovely Mrs. Rogers on his arm. After President Kennedy greeted the couple, Colonel Rogers spent the majority of the evening speaking with longtime friend Howard Stark…



  (Brooks, Kelly. “A Night At The White House.” The Washington Post 28 Feb. 1962. Print.)


—

“And do you agree with that, Colonel Rogers?” 

Steve shifts in his dress uniform, hugely uncomfortable at these events, as always. When he hears his name he snaps back to attention, searching in his memory for the thread of conversation. “Absolutely,” he replies. He abruptly feels again the annoyance he had managed to shake off a second ago. “I’m all for safety in schools, Congressman. But I’m just not entirely sure how hiding under a desk will save my daughter’s life in the event of a nuclear attack.” 

He’s met with a kind of gobsmacked silence. Steve looks past Ervin’s shoulder in the hopes of catching Peggy’s eye, but she’s speaking quietly and intently across the crowded ballroom with Howard Stark and John Dulles, the Secretary of State.

“The duck and cover films are about reassurance and safety, Colonel,” says Vice President Johnson. His tone is almost stern and certainly impatient. Steve is pretty sure it’s actually about politics and placation, and is opening his mouth to say just that when a hand claps down hard on his shoulder.

“Jokester, isn’t he?” asks Stark’s voice. “That’s fatherly instinct for you. His baby girl is his entire world. Give us a minute, boys?” 

Stark steers Steve out towards the balcony doors just as Julie London steps up to the microphone to sing. There is a smattering of applause before the piano starts to play. Steve shakes Stark’s hand off the moment they’re far enough away from the crowd. It’s so cold out that the balcony is empty, snow dusting the rails and the White House lawn. He rounds on Stark the second the doors close behind them. 

“The hell was that?” Steve demands.

The sleazy smile Stark was wearing inside drops instantly off his face. He tugs irritably at the cuffs of his tuxedo and brushes snow off his arms. “You’re a national icon, pal,” says Stark,  “And we’re at the biggest White House gala of the year. You can’t just go around saying shit like that. Look, I’m all for speaking your mind, but save it for the board room, will you? Jesus Christ.” 

“You know, Stark, it amazes me how little you seem to care about the fact that your own country is facing a threat from a bomb you created,” Steve snaps, thoroughly fed up. 

“Aw, Rogers,” Stark demurs, clutching sarcastically at his heart, “It’s sweet how you give me all the credit.” 

“Is nothing serious to you?” Steve asks, truly wondering. This horrible limbo they’re living in reminds Steve of that blurred time in his memory of the weeks before the carnage at Pearl Harbor. Nobody knew what was coming, but there was something terrible in the air all the same.

Stark fishes in his pocket and after a moment lights up a cigarette. Its cherry ember glows brightly in darkness. “Sure I take things seriously. You have any idea how much money I donated tonight? Talk about a dent.” 

Steve, by some incredible miracle, manages not to sock him in the jaw. “Do you have any idea what will happen if we keep telling our kids that the best way to deal with a nuclear attack is to bury your head in the sand? The potential for damage is enormous, not to mention the collateral that would result—“ 

“I know it’s news to you, but not everything can be solved with a couple of tanks and a gun.” Stark is angry now; good, thinks Steve. “Jesus, Cap. Pull your head out of your ass. Times are changing. This is bigger than a war. This is bigger than any war. The technological advancements we’ve been making in the last two years alone as a result of this conflict will change the world.“ 

“If there’s a world left to change.” 

Stark steps closer, his dark eyes glittering fervently. “I’m going to put a man on the moon, Rogers.”

“Sure,” agrees Steve. “Remind me, is that before or after you waste millions on what amounts to a pissing contest?” 

Stark falls silent, his cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth. Steve thinks for a glorious moment that he’s actually managed to shut him up, but then Stark takes another drag and barks out a laugh. 

“I made you,” he says, abruptly quiet, his eyes narrowing. “You know? I made you what you are. Do you have any how much you cost? Do you have any idea what the financial fallout was like after the serum was destroyed?” He scoffs. “No. No, of course not. Because you’re a soldier, Rogers.You’re a grunt. But this isn’t a war for soldiers. This is a war for weapons.”

The doors open just then, and it’s Peggy, thank God, standing there silhouetted by the light of the party happening inside.

“What are you two doing?” she asks, sharply suspicious. 

Stark plants his hand on Steve’s shoulder. “Nothing at all, sweetheart,” he says. Steve’s skin crawls and Peggy’s look becomes deeply unimpressed. “Just sharing a smoke. I’ll see you back inside.” 

He flicks his cigarette carelessly off the balcony of the White House and brushes past Peggy, who gives him a wide berth and looks ready to hit him. Steve, familiar with the feeling, walks over to her as she shuts the doors. 

“You shouldn’t be out here, it’s freezing,” he says. 

Peggy eyes him and then proceeds to ignore his attempt at pleasantry entirely. “Let’s go home, shall we?”



“Peggy, if you have to stay for longer you know I don’t mind,” Steve says, and he doesn’t; Peggy is the Director of SHIELD now, Stark having signed it off a year prior in order to expand his weapons empire even further and make investments in developing technology. His investments are lucky, Steve supposes. Stark picks them sparingly, and, like Midas, the second he touches them, they turn to gold. 

“If you and Howard have resorted to arguing on the balcony then it’s definitely time to make a tactical retreat,” says Peggy archly. She wrinkles her nose at Steve and adds, a smile in her eyes, “Besides, my feet are starting to hurt. These shoes are absolute hell.” 

Peggy extricates them from the gala deftly, kissing cheeks and, Steve notices, nodding sharply at Dulles before they exit. He can hardly recognize Peggy when she puts it on like this, handling every question and well-wish and photograph like she’s spent her entire life doing it when really it’s only been the last couple of years.

Unglamorously they take a cab back home, and Peggy takes her shoes off while Steve gives the driver directions. The babysitter, Jennifer from next door, initially tries to wave off the extra twenty Steve hands her, but relents when he insists that it’s for staying so late and managing to get Kat into bed so early. Peggy brews Steve a pot of coffee and makes tea for herself while Steve shuffles around, kicking off his shoes and hanging their jackets. 

“I saw you met Lyndon Johnson,” calls Peggy from the kitchen. Steve sifts through their mail: bills, bills; Dugan’s gotten himself engaged, bills. At least it’s no problem to pay them anymore; used to be that — 

Well, a lot of things used to be. 

Peggy continues digging around for a tea bag and asks, “What did you think of him?” 

“He’s alright,” Steve replies. He didn’t like him, not really, and had heard stories aplenty about how bad he wants the presidency. Steve’s next words fade, distracted; there is a file on the bottom of the pile of mail, a thick one, with CONFIDENTIAL stamped across it in red, prohibitory letters. At the bottom it reads ПРОЕКТ: ЗИМНИЙ ВОИН. 

“Peggy,” says Steve, rounding into the kitchen and offering the file out. “Do you need —?“

“Oh, Christ,” says Peggy, her eyes going wide. “Thank you, I can’t believe I left that out.” 

Steve hasn’t heard a word about the Red Room in years, much less the Winter Soldier Project, not since that first operation in Leningrad went to hell in a handbasket and Agent Morrison, twenty at the oldest, died under Steve’s hands. Steve, who has been running recon and taking care of the occasional hostage situation since, simply figured that the information had petered out, trusting SHIELD to come to him should anything important come to light. 

“You need it for work?” Steve asks.

“Yes,” says Peggy, searching around now for her briefcase. Her tone indicates that this is as much as she has to say on the topic. Steve pours himself a mug of coffee and leans against the counter and watches. 

Sarah Rogers sometimes talked about the Sight and would claim that she knew just when a spider would be spinning its web inside the pantry or when prices for milk would go up, again. Steve never put a lot of faith into it, chalked it all up to Old Country superstition. 

His spine prickles now all the same. 

“Is there a situation?” Steve tries.

“Not at all,” Peggy replies evenly. She makes a small noise of triumph and slips the file into her briefcase; Steve hears it click and realizes he does not know the four digit code to unlock it and never has.



Peggy carries her briefcase to the closet. Steve stands in their kitchen. He scuffs his socked foot against the tile, listening as she pushes shoes out of the way to make room. “You know,” he says after a moment, “I, uh, I haven’t really asked you recently — how’s work?” 

“Alright,” Peggy replies. Steve hears the door shut and schools his face into an open smile as Peggy rounds back into the kitchen. She returns it and then reaches for her tea. She takes it black with sugar, the same way that Steve takes his coffee.

Steve thinks of how a week earlier he woke to an empty bed and heard her on the phone in the study with an operative, talking about a situation in Volgograd. She was snapping out orders with more force than Colonel Phillips ever had, rest his soul. 

They finish their drinks in silence and Steve tells her he’ll be upstairs in just a second.

“Just gonna wash the mugs, tidy up,” he explains.

Steve kisses her on the mouth but doesn’t manage to make eye contact, seeing instead the sweep of her eyelashes and the black line of her sharp eyeliner before she turns away and goes to bed. 

—

In Steve’s dreams, Bucky reaches out with his blue fingertips and whispers Stevie, so sweetly, like he aches all the way through his bones, all the way down to the meat of his heart, for two syllables and a childhood nickname that’s long since gone. But in the dreams he says it again, quiet like a secret, just in the moment before the frost creeps up his throat and strangles his voice into silence. 

This is a lie, of course. Bucky died screaming. 

—

It’s only the three of them tonight, Morita in town on SHIELD business and Dum Dum on a long layover back to New York. They snap to attention and salute him when he finds their table at the back of their usual dive, one where everyone remembers the war and nobody dares hassle Jim or Gabe besides. Steve returns the formality before clapping them both on the back and settling down next to Morita and across from Dugan, drinking a perfunctory first toast. It’s strange to talk without the others, but Falsworth and Dernier are both back home, and Gabe’s out of the life as much as anyone can be, spending all his time with his six kids in Oregon. They drop each other lines when they can — though, Steve knows, more amongst each other than to him, but that’s alright — that’s how it is. It’s good enough that they like sharing drinks with him, because he doesn’t know another company who’d voluntarily drink with their CO. 

Dugan’s got one son from his marriage during the war that didn’t last through the victory, and they talk about him, about Leo, how he’s going to law school, and about Miss Morris, who, according to Morita, has decided to make an honest woman of Dum Dum at last. 

“And Mrs. Rogers?” asks Dugan, his eyes bright from the alcohol. The boys don’t drink much anymore because they haven’t got as much sorrow to drown, but Steve still insists on buying for everyone, even if it is only three of them. Tradition, routine; and a good one. 

“She’s good, she’s still in intelligence,” Steve replies.

Morita, who’s switched out of medical and has spent the last six years code-breaking for SHIELD and doing other things involving Stark’s technology that are ironically above Steve’s clearance level, nods to himself. SHIELD flies so far under the radar now that even Dugan can’t know, despite being involved with the SSR previously. And isn’t that something, these days — how everyone is willing and ready to lie to their friends in the name of national security. Loose lips, sunken ships…

“How’s Miss Kathryn?” Morita says.

“Growing up,” Steve confesses. Dark hair like Peggy’s. Steve’s eyes. She’s a stunner, and she’ll be breaking hearts left and right in the next year or two, Steve just knows it. “They shoot up so damn fast; Dugan, now I know what you mean. She’s so much older.” 

“Aren’t we all,” Dugan agrees, gone thoughtful and quiet. 

Morita examines Steve in the darkness of the bar. “Not you, though.” 

“Hmm?” asks Steve, finishing off his beer.

“Not you,” Morita repeats. “Look, me and Dugan — especially Dugan—” an eye roll, “We’re going all gray. Cap, you don’t look a day over twenty-five.” 

“Lucky bastard,” Dugan agrees.

“Guess that serum was good for a couple things, huh,” Steve jokes, but weakly. Dugan chuckles dutifully but Morita just looks at him askance, knowing. Dugan putters around, finishes his beer, and checks his watch.

“Hell,” he swears suddenly, “My flight’s early tomorrow, and Lillian will have my balls if I miss it. Last toast?” 

This tradition is sixteen years old, older than Kat, older than Steve’s marriage. Dugan goes up to the bar and orders four stiff shots of Glenfiddich and then arranges them on the table. Morita raises his glass first, as it’s always Morita, whose voice will not crack, and who has different words each time.

“To Sergeant James Barnes,” Jim says. “Steady hands, steady heart.” 

“To Barnes,” Dugan echoes. They down their shots at once, gather their coats, and leave the fourth glass full, sitting in an empty space at an empty table. 

— 

Outside the sun is setting and Steve has dinner finishing up. Kat does homework upstairs, preferring these days to sequester herself away and study. She has a very high GPA and likes to spend long days out by the ponds and lakes to watch little fish and crustaceans swim and scuttle up onto the bank and away again, keeping notes and drawings in a field journal. She’s a grade ahead of what is average. Steve knows that Peggy wants her to learn more of self defense, and respects that even though he has realized that he should not try to pretend to understand it. He doesn’t. He has no idea what it’s like, in these days that are somehow more unforgiving than ever, for girls and women who want a career. 

But, selfishly, Steve doesn’t want Kat to have to learn those things at all. 

The front door opens a little past seven and Peggy comes in, finally, after a very long day.

“How was work?” asks Steve from the stove.

“Alright,” Peggy replies, smiling vaguely.

—

Steve brushes his teeth, Peggy already asleep with her back to the light spilling out from the bathroom. He spits into the sink and rinses his brush and then stares hard into his reflection and hears Dugan’s words echo back at him from weeks before. There are no lines on his face, no creaks in his joints. He leans close to the mirror; there isn’t a single gray hair on his head. His skin is young and taut, his teeth white and straight. His jaw is strong and clenched, his eyes blue and scared. Steve Rogers is forty-three years old. If he didn’t shave for a while he could pass, at oldest, for a youthful twenty-eight. 

Steve thinks of Stark, who drinks like he’ll live forever, and realizes that there is gray that flecks his mustache. He thinks of Dr. Erskine, who was balding, who never warned him, who couldn’t have known all the effects besides. 

Steve thinks of Peggy and realizes that yes, there are the very fine beginnings of lines around her mouth, laugh wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. She’s taken to wearing her hair short again, and Steve hasn’t seen a tube of red lipstick on their bathroom counter in a long time. Steve didn’t notice because Steve sees her every day, and because she’s beautiful. But it’s true. Morita was right. 

Around him the world is aging.

He doesn’t know why this is a surprise; his body has always betrayed him. He was born sick and tiny and too soon, with bad lungs and a bad immune system. And now — now, even after he’s been fixed — it turns out he’s still broken. 

Steve has never thought about living forever, not even abstractly, not even in the way that the young and the reckless tend to do. He doesn’t want death but he’s never been afraid of it. He worries what Kat would do without him when he goes out on the more dangerous missions but knows if he was lost out there in the perpetual Soviet winter that Peggy would pull her through. Steve has lived through an improbable number of maladies, a cellular recalibration, a world war. He’s been shot more times than he can remember and once took a knife to the jugular. He jumped out of a plane that was nosediving into the Arctic and swam a hundred miles to a frozen shore.

He hasn’t died yet.

With a steady and growing unease, Steve looks in the mirror and realizes that he might not for some time. 

— 

Steve wakes up gasping and Peggy presses a hand to his chest. She offers him water. He says no thank you. Peggy falls asleep again with her back to him.  

—

“How was work?” asks Steve. The clock in the living room ticks; Kat is at a friend’s for the night, and it is almost ten. 

Peggy smiles at him in an unintentionally sharp-edged way that says she has been doing something very unpleasant all day long. Steve thinks of her punching Hodges in the face a million years ago at Basic and wonders what she does now when the USSR captives mouth off during an interrogation — or what she has other people do for her.

“Just fine,” Peggy says, and takes her briefcase, locked, straight upstairs.

— 

In the dark Steve stares at the ceiling, Peggy breathing steadily next to him, and he wonders — was Bucky even real? Or some fantastic concoction of his fever-addled mind? Sergeant Barnes Steve can believe in; other people remember him. There are photographs and news reels and programs on the television about Captain America and his Howling Commandos. There are movies with big Hollywood stars. Sergeant Barnes has his name on a wall of SHIELD and the Pentagon both, fallen soldier, fallen hero. KIA, 1945. Kids write about him in school on Memorial Day. They have their comic books, vintage now and not worth shit because nobody’s buying. Sergeant Barnes, James Buchanan: as much as Captain America, he’s larger than life, a legend that refuses to die just as much as Steve’s hair refuses to go gray. 

But that Brooklyn kid who came home reeking like cigarettes and the docks, who laughed with his head thrown back, who spiffed himself up in the mirror every Friday night, smelling good and sweet, not a hair out of place — there’s not a soul alive who knows him, no one but Steve anymore with a soft spot left for that hell-raising boy. 

 

 


  1963


Kat tells Steve that she is maybe thinking about possibly going steady with Robert Morrow, who is in her grade and spends, to Steve’s understanding, about sixty percent of his time yanking on Kat’s braid and daring her to climb trees by stating loudly that she probably can’t climb trees, not in those shoes. He sounds just like Buck, which sends Steve straight into a panic. Bucky could drop girls with a wink and had a grin that might have easily launched a thousand ships. Which was fine, at least when it was Buck, but Steve doesn’t know who the hell this Morrow kid is except he sounds like a troublemaker. 

He doesn’t tell Kat no, of course. He feels his general gripping fear that this kid will hurt her isn’t justification enough for that. And besides, she has none of Steve’s awkwardness, maybe because growing up the daughter of Captain America she hasn’t been afforded it. When she talks about Robert Morrow she’s collected like Peggy and doesn’t blush once. 

Despite the outward cool, Steve knows what it’s like to get hit with the full force of attention that way. 

The same week that That Troublemaker Morrow asks her out, Peggy teaches her how to throw a punch and the proper angle at which to take someone out at the kneecaps. Steve figures it’s a fair trade. By the time Morrow turns up to pick up Kat for dinner and a movie, stammering and terrified of Captain America, Kathryn, looking very pretty and very, very young, is equipped with the knowledge of breaking his nose should he try anything. 

Steve thinks this is enough stress to last him a lifetime and is vaguely relieved that Peggy had swiftly put her foot down after having one child. 

A week later Kat’s out at school, probably hanging around that Morrow kid again. Steve is trying and failing to make an edible lunch, distracted by the previous day’s inconclusive debrief at SHIELD HQ about KGB activity when the program he’s watching cuts out suddenly, replaced by the CBS logo. 

President Kennedy’s been shot. 

He calls Peggy’s office line directly and can’t get through. He kills the oven and runs sixteen blocks to the Triskelion. Stark is there. 

Steve spends three days asking what he can do. On the fourth, Stark tells him he’s having a press conference. Johnson — President Johnson now (guess he got, says Buck’s voice, what he was jonesing for so bad) — approved it. A PA presses a slim stack of notecards into Steve’s hands. He reads a bunch of words to the reporters that mean very little to him. Steve assures everyone that they’ve caught the man who did it. 

Peggy and Stark don’t act like they’ve caught the man who did it. They work so late into the night that Steve generally turns in without her. For weeks he receives nothing. No crises, no orders. It’s radio silence. Some people, maybe, remember stories from their grandparents about the day that Lincoln was killed, but by and large, no one has a single goddamn idea what’s supposed to be done. They follow procedure best they can. Steve views the footage that SHIELD has procured of the assassination but it’s whisked away before he can take a look at it frame-by-frame.

He thinks of the First Lady trying to climb away from her husband’s body, her pink suit stained with blood and brains, for a long time. 

It’s after 2400 when Peggy gets home on the seventh day, Steve waiting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and a book that he hasn’t been reading, doesn’t even know the title of.

When the door opens Steve sets it down on the table in front of him. Peggy walks in, brushing a wet snow from her coat. She hangs it up and gets almost to the stairs before spotting Steve in the kitchen. She stops and stands and they calculate one another openly, Peggy’s head cocked to one side, Steve’s hands folded atop the open book. 

Steve breaks the silence. “How was work?” 

Peggy cracks a dry and humorless smile and goes upstairs. She doesn’t take the time to lie.

The next night she doesn’t make it in at all. Steve waits up for her until eight in the morning, after Kat is already at school, and makes coffee. She opens the door half an hour later, carrying her shoes in one hand. Peggy freezes when she sees him reading the paper in the kitchen, still dressed from yesterday. After a moment of stunned blinking she recovers and sets her shoes onto the floor.

“You shouldn’t have waited up,” she says briskly. 

Steve stays silent, watching as Peggy goes about making herself a cup of coffee. Her lipstick has been wiped off and in the back her skirt’s buttoned all wrong. 

“I’m only gonna ask once,” Steve says, boiling and quiet. “What the hell’s going on?” 

“I’m not entirely sure if you’ve noticed, but the nation’s in a panic,” says Peggy tightly. 

“You work in intelligence, Pegs. Everything from here on out is public relations. The assassin was apprehended —“ 

Even from behind Steve knows all of Peggy’s tells, and doesn’t miss the way her shoulders tighten. She’s tired, and her guard is down, and it’s suddenly obvious that Steve’s suspicions have been right. She’s been lying to him about something. She’s been lying for a while now.

“The assassin hasn’t been apprehended,” realizes Steve, feeling an awful dread. “Peggy — why hasn’t the assassin been apprehended?” 

Peggy appears to be weighing her options, her back still turned. 

“Dammit, Peggy!” Steve suddenly barks, standing. He plants his hands on the kitchen table and wills her to turn around, to put a goddamn stop to this. “So help me, if you’re helping Stark feed SHIELD’s lies to the people —“ 

“It isn’t like that,” Peggy snaps harshly, wheeling around on him. Her eyes blaze. “Not anymore. It isn’t like that anymore. Nothing’s the same as it was, Steve. Can’t you see? Can’t you see that the entire game has changed? Not only the board, not only the pieces, not only the players.” 

“What are you doing?” asks Steve, bewildered and furious and confused. “What the hell is it that you’re doing, Peggy? What’s got you so damn guilty?”

“I am protecting this country,” Peggy says, barely keeping her voice from a yell, her hands shaking with rage. Steve scoffs and then fiercely she repeats, “Listen to me. I am protecting this country. Everything has changed, and I have had to change with it or drown. Do you understand? Can you understand that? I have changed myself to keep this country in one bloody piece, Steve. I have torn myself to pieces to keep people safe.” 

Steve’s stunned into silence and after a moment Peggy turns, stirring milk into her coffee, her movements sharp. Steve wonders when she started drinking her coffee with milk. It’s an affectation, he thinks bleakly, of Howard’s. She runs her hand through her hair and takes a breath. Steve watches her do it, still angry, unwilling to let it go.

He tries to push it down, though. He softens his voice as best he can and takes a couple deep breaths. But it comes out snappish anyway, because it turns out that Steve just wants to be mad. “You were just gone for almost twenty-four hours,” says Steve into the silence. “You didn’t call. You didn’t leave a note. I had no idea where —“ 

Peggy’s turns, her eyes narrowing again. “I’m not sure how it’s escaped your notice, but I’m the director, Steve. Sometimes I have to stay later than what I’d prefer.” 

“Kat knew you didn’t come home last night,” Steve replies. “I’m not going to lie to our daughter for you.” 

“I was working,” Peggy says. She looks at him and then squeezes the bridge of her nose, closing her eyes and taking another breath. “I need to be back in the office after dinner,” she says, in a voice that is deliberately very calm. “I’m going to wash up and take a nap. Alright? I’ll be down in two hours.”  She turns to the stairs, and Steve’s self control crumbles. 

“Are you fucking him?” Steve bites out to her retreating back.

Peggy stills. She turns and walks back down until she stands very close to Steve. 

“Do you want to repeat that?” Peggy asks.

Steve breathes in through his nose, a directionless fury building behind his eyelids. He knows he’s lashing out. He knows, and somehow, he can’t stop himself. “Are you,” he enunciates, “Fucking him.” 

Peggy’s hands clench into fists by her sides. For a split second Steve is entirely sure that she’s going to hit him. Instead she says, icily, “I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time for your petty jealousy or your insecurities when the intelligence community is crumbling around my ears. I have bigger problems than you.”

“Is that a yes?” pushes Steve.

“You bloody hypocrite,” Peggy hisses. “How dare you say that to me? You?” 

Steve reels back. “What the hell are you talking about? Peggy, I’ve been faithful to you my whole life.”

Peggy shoves at his chest. He doesn’t budge, but she uses the momentum to push herself away. When she speaks again her voice comes out strangled. “If you truly believe that, you’re even more blind than I thought. Don’t expect me home tonight either.” 

She walks back to the door and shoves her feet into her heels. Grabbing her briefcase and her coat, she turns to look at him and snaps, “I slept in my office. All Howard did was call in for breakfast.” Her face becomes suddenly sad, and her entire body is held rigid in a way that means she’s very tired and trying very hard not to cry. “I still love you, Steve. God help me, I think I’ll always love you. I just don’t much like you anymore.”

 

 


  1966



  In 1943 then-Captain Rogers was called upon to lead an SSR-sanctioned rescue mission for the captured 107th Division of the US Army behind enemy lines in Austria. The mission was successful, and Rogers returned to allied territory with 200 of the 243 captured men. From these soldiers he selected a team of specialists known as SSR Strike Unit One (see “Howling Commandos”, page 255). This was the rescue mission that not only launched Colonel Rogers’ military career, but is also recognized as being one of the most courageous operations that occurred during the Second World War. 



  (Cochran, Stacey, and Randall Cross. A Boy From Brooklyn: The Authorized Biography of Captain America. Reprint. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1950. Print.)



  —


Steve crosses the Red Square briskly, the reflection of the Kremlin looming behind him in the window of the cafe he approaches. He opens the door and spots Agent Sanchez, drinking from a tiny espresso cup in the corner. He weaves through little tables and chairs to sit across from her, not bothering to take off his coat or gloves. He pushes his horn-rimmed nonprescription glasses up his nose as he pulls his chair in and drinks from the coffee she’s bought him, black and too hot, with a little sugar. 

“Recon complete,” he reports lowly. “We’ll be back by 2100 at the latest. Let Director Carter know that I’ll be in for a debrief within the hour.” 

Sanchez nods. “Noted,” she says, but keeps looking at Steve instead of redirecting her attention to her book the way she’s supposed to. 

“What is it?” asks Steve, immediately on watch.

Sanchez evaluates him for a moment and finally says, “I wanted to let you know before we get back that there’s a situation with a number of media outlets.”

Steve, whose body has tensed for confrontation, is confused. “What?” He says. 

“Mr. Stark has been calling through SHIELD for the last hour. He said it wasn’t urgent but that he’d like me to tell you to, and I quote, get your ass back to the States for damage control ASAP.” 

Steve drinks his coffee, which is cool enough now. “Do you know what happened?” 

“I…” Sanchez’s brow wrinkles. She seems young and confused in a way that she never has before, and Steve looks at her as her gaze drops. Her eyeliner is drawn on neatly, her hair curled, the scar bisecting her left eyebrow filled in with pencil. She seems, suddenly, softer.

“Sanchez?” 

“I’m not at liberty to say,” she finally decides. She raises her head and looks at him again with a stare that is piercing and sure. “But Colonel Rogers, I do want you to know that no matter the fallout, or the truth of the accusations, I know where my loyalties lie. And they lie with you.” 

—

In 1943, Steve, rain soaking through the worn soles of his boots, his hair dripping against his forehead, watched inside a command tent as Phillips’ face fell into a look that was apologetic but matter-of-fact. In 1943 Steve panicked, defied direct orders, and enlisted the help of a civilian engineer to fly him into Nazi territory on the sliver of a chance that Bucky was still alive. Quite incidentally he freed 200 men. He should have gotten a court-martial. Instead, through dumb luck alone, he ended up the captain of his own team. 

B-A-R-N-E-S. Steve had spelled it out a million times, to his employers, in the hospital; yes ma’am, he’d gasp between coughs, that’s my next of kin. He never really thought of all the times Buck himself must have spelled out Steve’s name, to his manager at the docks, to the officers at the recruitment office and, later, Basic. R-O-G-E-R-S, that’s right, Steven G., yes sir, he lives in Brooklyn. Yes sir, mark him down.

In that tent Phillips told Steve he’d been writing letters all day long. It’s only now, twenty-five years later and staring at the lurid headline splashed across the cover of the Times, that Steve belatedly and randomly realizes that one of the condolence letters in that pile was addressed to him.

 


  WAR HERO’S LOST LETTERS FOUND;



  SERGEANT JAMES BARNES’ EPISTOLARY CONFESSIONS SHOCK THE COUNTRY;



  WERE THESE ADDRESSED TO “CAPTAIN AMERICA”?


 

“Who the fuck wrote this?” demands Stark into the phone. Beside him Peggy is flipping through the article, her face very blank. Steve numbly holds his own copy of the newspaper in his hands, looking down at the black and white photograph of Bucky in uniform. He smiles handsomely into the camera, his officer’s hat tilted rakishly to the side; it’s the same photograph thousands of people have of their dead soldiers. Steve doesn’t know where they got this picture. Even he doesn’t have it, hasn’t laid eyes on it in years, never realized it had even disappeared. It’s what he gets, he figures, for allowing the SSR to box up their Brooklyn apartment instead of doing it himself. 

Stark is continuing, his knuckles white around his tumbler. “Ever—Lyle Everhart? Who the fuck is Lyle Everhart? Listen to me, whoever that cocksucker is, he obtained these letters through illegal means. He — are you listening? He infiltrated an intelligence agency of the US government to get a headline. —Yeah? Well, maybe next time you should check your fucking sources. Make sure your reporters aren’t about to get your ass sued in federal fucking court. Jesus fucking Christ.” Stark slams the phone so hard down on the receiver that it rings a little. He lets out a breath and turns to face the window of Peggy’s office, running a hand over the top of his gelled hair. 

Stark’s words finally penetrate. Steve tears his eyes away from Bucky’s printed face and looks up at Peggy and Howard, a hot panic beginning to push through the sludge of shock. “What do you mean, he infiltrated an intelligence agency?” 

Stark’s shoulders go stiff. 

“Stark,” says Steve, slowly. “What the hell do you mean, he infiltrated an intelligence agency? Are you —?” The thought is awful, and Steve’s throat closes up around it. It takes him a moment to speak. “Are you telling me, are you saying that you — you knew about these? All these years, you knew about these letters? You had them under lock and key, all these years, and you never told me? Nobody ever told me?” 

Stark turns. “We thought,” he starts, placating. 

“You thought,” laughs Steve. He is, he registers a little dimly, getting hysterical. “You thought? You thought — what, you thought it was within your goddamn rights to pry into my life far enough to keep me from reading my own mail?” 

Unexpectedly, Stark’s face drops in surprise. “You mean you’ve never seen these?” 

“Of course I’ve never goddamn seen these!” Steve shouts. 

“Shut up,” says Peggy sharply. “Both of you, calm down. Howard, I’m going to handle this. We’re going to find a secure location, and you are not to call, you are not to visit, not until I tell you that we are finished and that you may speak to us. I want you to contact your legal department. I do not want you to issue any kind of statement or speak directly to the press. Do you understand me?” 

They stare at one another for a tense moment until finally Stark gives a small nod. Satisfied, Peggy gathers up her coat and briefcase and the paper and brushes by Steve, saying, “Let’s go.” 

So Steve follows her numbly to the car and doesn’t fail at all to notice the SHIELD employees in the elevator and the front desk and even walking into the door who stare at him before snapping their gazes away like they haven’t been. They drive home in silence, Steve going for the passenger seat because he doesn’t think it’s a very good idea to get behind the wheel. He looks out the window and feels Bucky’s black and white eyes, crinkled by that smile, staring right up at him out of the page. Steve walks inside the house and into the kitchen. And then he remembers about Kat.

“Has she seen these?” he asks, suddenly and coldly terrified, dropping the paper onto the counter.

“She’s in school, she won’t know about it for a few hours if we’re lucky,” Peggy replies evenly. She crosses into the kitchen and sets her briefcase on the table. Steve looks down again at his copy of the Times, staring at the headline. The words of the article itself blur and he can’t focus enough to read them. He rubs a hand over his mouth and takes a breath.

Peggy waits with impersonal patience at the other end of the kitchen. Steve looks at his shoes, his hands; at the paper again. He owes this to her, he does, owes it to her more than anyone, but is not entirely sure that he will be able to make his voice work right, not after seeing that smile on Buck’s face, not after finding this out. Now. After all this time. 

“Even when I had nothing,” begins Steve, “I had Bucky.” 

As though she expected this Peggy nods. She looks down at her own copy of the Times, and Steve can see her eyes move across the text of the headline, once and then twice. She nods again to herself, just a little, and asks, starkly, shatteringly, “Did you love him?” 

Here is the horrible truth of it, cover to cover: for as long as Steve can remember, the entire universe began and ended with James Buchanan Barnes. It spun on the axis of them. But then James Buchanan Barnes fell miles into a frozen ravine, and the universe, in an act of unspeakable cruelty, kept spinning on.

Steve loves Peggy. He has loved her since the moment he saw her, and during the war he thought about her every night before he fell asleep and every morning after he woke up. He loves her endlessly, loves her growing wrinkles, loves the mole beneath her left breast. He loves her in her multitudes, in her singularities, and the night he proposed he felt unworthy and small in the face of something so huge as the love he felt for her and the love that she returned. He loves the life they have built. He loves her despite the lies and the fights and the chill that has settled over their brownstone. 

Steve didn’t — he didn’t, with Bucky. 

It was never so simple as that.

When Steve’s lungs rattled so bad and started him coughing so hard he went white, when his ma would sit beside his bed and pretend hard like she wasn’t thinking of calling in the priest, Steve breathed for Bucky, just for Bucky, who’d kill Steve himself if Steve left him alone without anyone to throw rocks with. When Steve would start gasping in the winter after trying to walk up the three flights of stairs to their shoebox apartment, Bucky would stop on the landing and press Steve’s thumb to the healthy pulse inside his wrist and sway close, waiting for their heartbeats to match. When they fell asleep — at nine, at sixteen, at twenty-five and freezing cold in Allied France — they aligned like two pieces of a puzzle, so perfectly fitted together that it would take an act of God Himself to tear them apart. And it did take an act of God. It did. They ruled the world with scraped knees and no central heating and not even two dimes to rub together. Steve would raze cities to save him. He would march through miles of the blackened hell of wartime Austria all over again, a thousand times, a million, barefoot or even naked, bleeding, carrying one hundred pounds uphill like Sisyphus, just to see one last time the smile that spread across Bucky’s face when he recognized Steve as his savior. Steve knows this the way that he knows the sun rises in the east and sets in the west. With Bucky, Steve is covetous. He has seen him in his dreams a hundred times. He has wanted him for a thousand years.

There is no way to say this; Steve couldn’t make his throat open enough to get the words out even if he knew how. He can only form his mouth around the simplest truth he has ever known, the truth that he has never spoken; the truth he is only just now, twenty-five years later, realizing completely. 

“Yes,” says Steve, and experiences for the hundredth time the boundless grief that lays in wait inside of him, always.

Peggy’s face remains expressionless. “And do you still?” 

Does he? He knows now. A moment before he didn’t, but now he does, and suddenly he sees the last twenty-one years with startlingly clarity. It makes sense — the ache he carries everywhere he goes. The pain he cannot shake. The way his marriage has fallen into splintered bits of what it used to be. It makes terrible sense.

“Peggy, you gotta know,” Steve says, roughly, because this is the most important thing for her to understand right now. “It doesn’t mean I love you any less.” 

Peggy makes a noise like she’s been hurt and Steve looks at her. She isn’t crying but she looks betrayed, and confused, and rightly so — she doesn’t deserve this; she doesn’t deserve any of it. Steve hasn’t heard her cry in years, not since she thought he was going to die putting that plane in the ocean, and her pain pierces right through him, cutting through the numbness of realization. 

“Peggy —“ he tries. 

“I’m going to stay here and so are you,” Peggy says, her voice suddenly collected and businesslike. “We’ll speak to Kathryn about it once she gets home. You’re not to tell her a single thing that you’ve told me. I don’t care what you say to the press. Say whatever you like. But the day she moves out for MIT is the day that you will move out.” 

Steve’s throat closes. He wants to fall to the floor and beg but knows it would only disgust her, and he doesn’t want to hurt her anymore than he already has. He hasn’t lied. He loves her, but— 

And isn’t that it? He loves her, but. 

“Do you mind if I still speak to Kat?” asks Steve.

“She’s an adult,” Peggy says. “She can do what she likes.” 

“Is there anything I can do?” Steve asks helplessly.

Peggy looks at him with a hardness in her eyes that Steve has never seen directed to him. It chills him in a way that he knows he deserves. 

“No,” she says. “No, there’s nothing to do, Steve. Not anymore.”

—

The letters might as well be journal entries, Steve supposes, except for how they are obviously written to someone, obviously deserving of an address and a name that they do not have. There are even two fold marks on each page, both horizontal, the way you’d fold a letter. They aren’t dated, but Steve figures Buck wrote them pretty far apart. Each one is filled up with emotion so vast and violent that Steve knows he couldn’t have been keeping up with them each and every day. 

Stark can’t or won’t get Steve the originals, but Steve is too exhausted by the whole situation to raise hell about it. Instead he makes do with copies of them, Bucky’s scribbled handwriting stretching across the pages. SHIELD delivers them to Steve. There are an unlucky thirteen. Steve wonders if these were all the letters that Bucky wrote or if there were more that didn’t survive the war. 

Stark swears up and down that all he knew was that Phillips put Buck’s pack from the war into the care of the SSR. They tallied the contents — leather-bound journal, cigarettes, handful of knives, a broken watch, a half-empty flask — and put it in storage. And that was it. That was all. Then he advises Peggy loudly to fire every single employee who works archives and every security officer in the building too for allowing a breach of security like that, and Steve stops listening.

The photocopied pages are stapled together in the upper left hand corner. Steve picks and worries at the staple until it falls out of its own accord. He’s holed himself up in his bare SHIELD office to finish this, locking the door and drawing the blinds. For two long nervous minutes Steve thinks that he can’t do it. He thinks that he can’t read them, and that he will shatter into a million pieces if he tries.

But he’s thought this before, in alleyways and movie theaters, in Basic, during the procedure; when Buck slipped away. So he cracks his knuckles and gets to work. He owes it to Bucky. He owes it, maybe, to himself. 

—

Kathryn gets back from school two weeks after the news hits with torn-up knuckles and scrapes on her knees. Steve rushes to his feet as soon as he sees, fear streaking through him. 

“Dad, I’m fine,” she protests. 

“What the hell happened?” he blurts, heading to the downstairs bathroom and rifling around for a moment before he finds the alcohol to blot at the scrapes. When he comes back out Kat’s still standing where he left her, looking exasperated and wary. He takes her little hands in his own and dabs and them. She flinches but hides it quickly. 

“Kat,” he says. He catches her eye, forces a little smile, and says honestly: “You’re killin’ me here. You just have to tell me what happened. I’m not gonna be mad.” 

“I was walking home with Mary, and there were these boys with a newspaper. I heard one of them —“ She takes a sharp breath and looks away, her brows furrowed. She works her jaw when she’s angry just the way that Steve does. He hasn’t held his daughter’s hand in a long time, but he does now, setting the cloth aside and folding his hands around hers.

“They called you a commie,” Kat says. “They said — they were waving the paper around, the one with all that stuff in it about Bucky, and when I went over to tell them to shut up, the boy said that I should be ashamed to have a father who’s a communist and a — and a queer. And I punched him in the face.” 

This is, impossibly, worse than Peggy’s reaction. This is his daughter, who has been directly harmed because of his mistakes. She bled for him. 

Tears catch thick and fast in his throat, which is a first in a long time. “You didn’t have to,” manages Steve.

Her eyes meet his, the same blue that he recognizes from the mirror.

“I wanted to,” she says. 

Steve studies her. He drops his gaze and knows that Peggy will be angry if she finds out, but he has to do it. He has to tell her. He doesn’t like to lie, and he isn’t comfortable with doing it, not the way that she is. “Your mother didn’t want me saying this to you,” he says. “But I think I owe it to you now that you got into a fight about it. Kat…” 

Terrified, he can’t meet her stare. He’s too much of a coward. And then Kathryn’s wrapping her arms around him tightly. “Just means you’ve got a really big heart,” she mutters, “That’s all.” 

“You believe that?” asks Steve, after a long, steadying breath. 

Kathryn nods into his neck. 

She graduates Valedictorian of the class of 1966 with her knuckles still scabbing over, and Steve and Peggy do the heavy lifting for her when she moves into her dormitory. Her roommate is a sweet girl named Janine who looks about ready to faint when she meets Steve. Steve thanks God privately for small mercies; at least she didn’t spit in his face and Kat’s too. 

That night, true to his word, Steve packs up a duffle bag. He doesn’t have many clothes, and he leaves his uniform and suits behind. He brings his sketchbook, his wallet, a pair of shoes, the photocopies of Buck’s letters, and the flag.

The hands of six strangers folded this flag. Steve did not wear his dress uniform that day, only his best suit. He sat with his head bowed through the ceremony and held his palms outstretched from his seat to receive it. The fabric has faded now, but on that day it was almost too bright. He hasn’t been to Arlington before or since. Beside him, Peggy did not flinch when the shots were fired. When he did, she took his hand in hers. 

He tucks the flag into the bottom of the bag and goes downstairs. Peggy stands waiting for him in the quiet of their brownstone. He offers her a weak smile.

“Do you have enough money?” she asks. 

Steve shrugs. “Got a fifty in my wallet. I’ll figure out the rest. SHIELD still pays me, even if I’m only a consultant anymore.” 

“Steve —“ 

“I’m not taking our money, Peggy,” he says. “That’s for you and Kathryn. I know you hardly need it, and that you make a hell of a lot more than I do, but I’m not taking a cent from you. Not now or ever.” 

“Alright,” says Peggy quietly. They look at each other for a moment, and Steve misses her already and can see clear as day that she misses him too. Despite how angry they make each other these days, all that matters when you’re saying goodbye is the good times. But she’s right, as she usually is, and they both know it, and so he’ll leave, at least for now.

“Where are you going?” she asks. 

Steve shrugs, smiling without humor at the corner of his mouth. 

Peggy opens the door and in the dim light of their porch raises a hand to his face. Her eyes are wet and she keeps them open when she kisses him at the corner of his mouth. “Be well,” she says. 

“Yeah,” croaks Steve. “Yeah, Pegs. You too.” 

She waits, falling into parade rest, and stands vigilantly as Steve straps the duffle to his motorbike and takes off into the quiet of the night. 

—


  What do you say, after this I’ll take you someplace nice, and I’m not talking about one of the dance halls you hate so bad either. It’s so God damn cold in Brooklyn your lungs make a louder racket than our broken radiator and Mister Eli’s mangy cat combined, and then here mud sucks at our shoes and gets under my fingernails and I swear to God that I haven’t felt warm in half a year. Neither have you, no matter how hard you pretend otherwise. 



  So if we ever get out of this frozen wet hell we’re going out to the Grand Canyon. I tell you, I dream of the Grand Canyon. We’ll be there at night, just you and me, and throw rocks off the edge to hear them make land a thousand miles down, thunking like fat little raindrops into a puddle. That’s all I want to do anymore. Lay on the baked red ground next to you until my bones heat up. Warm again. Warm again with no more of that thick dried blood smell in my nose, just you, clean like your soap. You’d be heaven for anyone, but you’re especially heaven for a sinner like me. And even if we freeze where we lay like that Nazi splinter group we found — I heard the desert gets real cold at night, or maybe you told me that — at least it’ll be because we wanted to be there, and at least the air will be dry.


 

 

 


  1969


Dumbstruck, Steve reads the papers on the morning of June 29th. There have been riots in Greenwich Village at some place called the Stonewall Inn. The West Village has always been alright, nicer than where Steve kicked around anyway, and he’s surprised, but not as surprised as when he reads more and sees what they were rioting about. This is how Steve learns the word bisexual. 

Like the electricity in the air before a lightning storm, there is change coming.

Steve does odd jobs for a while and keeps an eye on the news. He worries about Peggy and sends postcards to Kat. He does paint work in Pittsburgh and construction for a month in Nashville. From a motel in Little Rock Steve watches Stark put his men on the moon and is mystified by their slow and plodding steps on the grainy black and white television. Aldrin makes his speech and then plants down the American flag, as if it matters — as if, in this whole huge universe, the most important thing to do is show up the Soviets on a little rock that’s out of everyone’s jurisdiction anyway. He sketches the scene, the little men on the far-away rock in the sky, and draws Howard Stark’s face on the flag instead of the stars and stripes.

When Stark has a kid a few years on Steve’s surprised, because he was sure that the space program, that was it, that was his real baby, even if it was only one of a thousand others, discarded once it was done and filed. Howard’s got no goddamn idea how to love people. All he loves are the things he creates. 

—

The letters are worn now by Steve’s constant worrying, the edges all frayed, soft and peeling where he’s folded and re-folded them. By now he can recite them all almost word for word.


  They fucked me up, but I don’t ever wanna tell you just how bad. I won’t even now, don’t even want to think those things in your direction. But I will tell you — mostly because God willing you’ll never see these — I will tell you that when you first came for me I thought, hand to the Lord, that I was finally dead. And then I figured it was just another trick. They did that, made me think you were there. They’d shoot me up with something, and after I felt it slide through my veins under my skin I would see you, or I’d hear you, and I’d say your name the way I used to. You know what I mean — that nickname you hated, the one I still sometimes say just to rile you up because you’re amazing when I piss you off, your face all red like that, something about the fact that I can get your heart going. 



  But that name, I’d say it over and over. Up until I realized that they were back to their old drill, asking how’s that feel, does it hurt when I cut here? How about the sole of his foot next? And then I’d go back to it, name, rank, serial number. You wouldn’t believe all the German I learned on that table. It was a God damn language lesson.



  And now I’m trekking around with you, killing anyone who’s got a swastika on and looks at you wrong, and I’ll tell you, my feet bled for three days straight after you came to get me, and I didn’t once feel a thing. 



  It’s like this. You were the best at mythology when we were kids, and I remember one day we were reading about Icarus. And you remember this, I know you do, but I’m going to tell you the story again anyway. Icarus made wings out of wax to escape a prison. But when he was outside for the first time in years there was the sun hanging up in the sky above him and he thought it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He flew closer and closer and his wings started to melt, but he didn’t give a good goddamn. He kept flying up until he couldn’t fly anymore, and his eyes were probably burning, and his skin was probably burning, but still he didn’t care. And then his wings melted all the way and he fell miles and miles into the ocean and brained himself on a rock, that poor stupid asshole. And I’ll tell you what: I’m no better. I’m no fucking better.


—

At the Grand Canyon Steve makes a campfire. It’s a little cold, just the way Bucky predicted it would be, and by the flickering orange light Steve starts a sketch. It’s not the portrait that he’s got cut out from the newspaper and pressed between the pages in the back of his sketchbook, not even close. Instead it’s Buck the way that Steve remembers him, those big heavy-lidded eyes, the cleft in his chin Steve sometimes thought about pressing his thumb into, his hair a little unkempt like it was after a night of dancing. He draws Buck with his mouth open on a smile, on a laugh, and shades in the crinkles around the corners of his bright eyes, and sketches the broad slope of his shoulders and even the loosened knot of his tie. 

He looks at Bucky’s face for a second, frozen in a laugh, frozen in time, and then he takes the sketchbook in one hand and holds it up and out so that Bucky can face the stars and the full moon and the Canyon itself, stretching and winding as far as Steve can see, and he hopes that Bucky knows, wherever he is, that they’ve made it; they’ve finally made it here, together. 

 

 

 


  1971


In some bizarre twist of fate — that is to say, Steve gets lost near San Fran — Steve finds himself close to where he knows Jim’s living, and so, at a bit of a loose end and feeling the loneliness catch up to him besides, he calls Morita up from a pay phone to ask if there are any okay places around to stay the night. 

This ends in Jim saying he’s got a perfectly fine guest room, which, “honest to God, Morita, wasn’t my intention —“ 

“Will you get in here?” asks Jim, looking amused as Steve loiters uncomfortably on his front porch. “You’ve got some scruff, and I think you’re making the neighbors nervous.” 

Self-consciously Steve scrubs a hand over his jaw, which he has, admittedly, neglected shaving recently. He comes inside. Joseph’s off at school, Kat’s age now, but little Trisha waves bashfully at Steve when he comes inside. Michelle Morita, who comes up about to the middle of Steve’s chest, gives him a matching wave from the kitchen where she’s finishing up dinner. 

“You look cold,” she says, “I have soup, if you’d like some?” 

Steve stutters his way through what’s supposed to be a polite decline but somehow ends up with a bowl of chicken noodle anyway, homemade, and he slurps it all down in about two seconds before handing it back, embarrassed. Meanwhile Jim roots around in the liquor cabinet and comes back out with a bottle of Jack, good and cheap. 

“I’m gonna take Cap out back for a bit, it’s not as cold as it was earlier,” he says.

“Don’t you dare have a smoke, James Morita,” says his wife threateningly, pointing her wooden spoon at him. Jim raises his hands in a gesture of innocence and Michelle narrows her eyes at him, flashing Steve a wink before he follows Jim out onto the little porch outside.

Morita doesn’t have any cigarettes, he says, uncapping the bottle. He takes a sip and then hands it to Steve, waving him off when he tries to pass it back over.

“Not much of a drinker anymore,” he explains. Morita leans against the rail of the wood porch, looking comfortable enough in his deep emerald sweater despite the chill in the early February air. Steve takes another drink of the whiskey, enjoying the familiar taste of it if nothing else, and mirrors Jim’s position, looking up at the night sky. 

“You hear about Detroit?” asks Jim after a moment. He doesn’t give Steve time to reply, which is alright; Steve hasn’t heard anything about Detroit at all. “Bunch of vets from ‘Nam are getting together, holding a testimonial. They’re telling all the stories of what they had to do over there. Talking about it…calling them war crimes.”

“It’s like Nuremberg?” asks Steve, troubled by this.

Morita gives a shrug. “Nobody’s being prosecuted, no names given. First Lieutenant this, Major that, you know. Real vague. It’s not a real trial, either, so I guess it’s not like Nuremberg at all. Just a bunch of kids, broken in a million ways, talking about the things their CO’s made them do. I’ve got a…well, a friend, I guess. Real young guy, you know, but he’s testifying, yesterday and today. I talked to him on the phone, he sounded pretty broken up about having to relive it. I tell you, Basic just isn’t what it used to be.”

Though he had no idea about Detroit, Steve does know what Jim references — how some CO’s nowadays like to skin a little rabbit live in front of you the day before you ship out.

“Yeah, I heard about all that, from Sanchez,” replies Steve. “She was supervising the testing of Stark’s newest weapons out in the desert.” 

Morita hums. “Stark made white phosphorous, huh? Nasty shit. Should’ve known it was him.”

“Nobody wanted to fight in this war,” Steve says, quiet. 

“No, they didn’t. And it’s not a hell of a surprise, you know?” 

“I do,” Steve agrees. 

After another second of silence, Jim says, “They’re calling it the Winter Soldier Investigation — what?” 

Steve realizes a second too late that he’d allowed his recognition of the term to show on his face. “Nothing,” he deflects, shrugging. “Just — that’s an odd name, isn’t it?” 

“Maybe, or at least until you think about it. Thomas Paine, right? The American Crisis, and all that.” 

Steve remembers sort of vaguely learning about Thomas Paine during school but can’t say that he knows how that pertains to Vietnam, of all things. It’s a little funny, in the bleak sort of way that anything is funny these days, that Captain America — is he still Captain America, even? — knows the pledge, and the national anthem, and pretty much nothing else in terms of his country’s history. 

Morita, though, is in a different boat. Steve remembers that like a lot of their generation, Jim actually headed back to school after they got home. “These are the times that try men’s souls,” he quotes, reaching back for the bottle. After a sip, he continues, “The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.” 

Steve nods, pulling the rest from his memory. He did read this, but it was a really long time ago, on a class trip to the Smithsonian with Kat’s fifth grade class. “Tyranny, like Hell, is not easily conquered,” he finishes softly. “So if the summer soldier shrinks away from the truth…” 

“The winter soldier accepts accountability,” Jim agrees. 

“I’m proud of them, then,” Steve decides. 

Jim slants a smile at him. “No matter what you think of yourself, I think it wouldn’t hurt them to hear you say that. Even if most of them got the draft instead of enlisting, like you.” 

“Well, it’s not like none of us got the draft, even back then,” Steve replies, and then goes ahead and starts stumbling all over himself. “I mean, you know…even in our own company.” 

Morita looks at him quizzically. 

“I didn’t know either,” Steve hastens to explain, fiddling with the neck of the bottle. “You know, not until the letters in the paper and all, I had no idea that Bucky didn’t actually enlist.” 

“Oh,” says Morita, understanding now. “No, you see, I didn’t read any of those letters.” 

“What?” asks Steve, thrown. “Why not? They were all over the papers for an entire year.” 

Jim eyes him. “Did you want those published? Did Barnes want them published?” 

Steve shifts. “I didn’t even — Jim, you know, I didn’t even know about them, not until they hit the news.” 

“Then there you go,” Morita says, nodding sharply. “I figured it was private. Between you and him and no one else, even if nobody agreed with me.” 

“But it’s — I mean, you —“ Steve huffs out a breath, uncomfortable as hell, and finishes, terrified, “It doesn’t — bother you?” 

Morita gives him that glance again, a kind of centered, examining look on his face. “All the things I went through before I shipped out, all these years of people staring down their nose at me, and then seeing the same thing happen to innocents in Germany, persecuted and murdered just for being who they happened to be, it would be a little hypocritical of me now to give a damn about you and Barnes being that way, don’t you think?” 

“I don’t know,” Steve says, honestly.

“Well, I do,” says Jim, “And it isn’t just that. You and him, you were the two best CO’s a soldier could ask for. And you’re a damn good friend to boot.” 

“Thanks, Morita,” says Steve, a little hoarse. 

Morita keeps on studying him. “They really fucked with you, didn’t they? Whatever Barnes wrote to you?” 

Steve has a deep drink of whiskey and wishes, not for the first time, that it still worked the way it used to. He gives a dry laugh. “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

When Jim waits, Steve continues, bolstered on by the silence. “I just — I realized a lot of things, after I read them.”



“You’re not with Peggy anymore,” Jim observes. 

“Haven’t spoken in a while,” Steve admits. “She, ah —“ 

“Kicked you out?” 

Steve’s surprised into a laugh. “Something like that, yeah.” 

Jim gives him a smile in return. “You ever thought of…I don’t know, writing him back? You think it might help?” 

That hasn’t crossed Steve’s mind once. “I’ve been, you know — I draw a lot, try to get it out of my system.” 

“I’m a shit therapist,” Jim says, “But I know enough to think that might be a good idea.”

The silence is, by some miracle, not uncomfortable, and they pass the bottle back and forth a couple more times. Steve searches his memory for the rest of The American Crisis that he had hung back to read during that field trip. If he thinks hard and tries to picture it on the dark canvas of the sky, he can remember it word for word. Let it be told to the future world, he reads from his memory, that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue could survive, that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet and to repulse it. 

“Getting chilly,” Morita says, after a while. He nudges Steve’s shoulder with his own, and after a few more drinks they had back in. Steve doesn’t sleep a wink that night even though the guest bed is all kinds of comfortable, but he does shave, and after that cooks a big breakfast for the family and high-tails it out of there by noon.

 

 

 


  1972



  CAPTAIN AMERICA ARRESTED — REFUSES TO ACCEPT BAIL! 


—

“I swear to God, you little shit, you just go lookin’ for trouble,” Bucky told him once in ’41, getting ready to set Steve’s steadily bleeding broken nose. Steve glowered up at him through two black eyes and Buck just looked disapprovingly back. “You’re a punk, Rogers. Now hold your breath and don’t move, for Christ’s sake.” 

Steve, of course, jerked away at the pain, and they didn’t get their security deposit back due to all the blood that ended up being impossible to get out of the carpet, and it wasn’t half so bad as it looked, really, stopped hurting in less than two weeks. But not even the serum could fix the crooked beak that Steve’s got as a result of Bucky’s lacking nursemaid skills. He could sew up wounds daintier than any lady, could Cap’s steady-handed Mrs. James Buchanan Rogers, the Commandos used to joke. But setting bones was just never Buck’s forte. 

This is what Steve thinks about as he kicks around in a holding cell with a bunch of other protestors from the demonstration that got them all in trouble in Manhattan, offering a crumpled-up handkerchief to a bulky dark kid with a busted nose that just won’t quit bleeding. Steve doesn’t think it’s broken, but he knows it’s got to hurt like a son of a bitch. 

The demonstration started in Suffolk County outside a police station. Steve was only passing through, dithering around on the Coast, too chickenshit yet to decide if he wants to brave the streets of Brooklyn after all this time, weighing the pros and cons for weeks now: will the familiar neighborhood accent outweigh the crushing loneliness, or will it just make everything that much worse? And then Steve saw the signs, some group calling themselves the Gay Activists Alliance. They were marching on a police station that arrested two of its own officers for sodomy.

One kid, real young, her hair parted down the middle wearing a fashionable dress, all flowing and white beneath a big coat, was holding up a big sign. On it was Bucky’s photograph, the one of him in his uniform that was printed in the papers. She had painted on it in big black letters, “SHOW SOME RESPECT.”



And what was Steve supposed to do in the face of that? So he joined the gathering crowd, and when people started to recognize him he smiled a real smile and shook their hands and returned the odd salute. The girl holding the sign introduced herself as Casey and blushed when Steve thanked her, his voice mostly working, and blushed even harder when he kissed her on the cheek. And when the police came out and told them to stand down and even started waving their nightsticks around, they didn’t move. And when Steve got pushed up against the wall with twenty other protestors, got his legs kicked apart and cuffs slapped on his wrists, even though he easily could have broken out or pulled rank he didn’t, and now here he is, adrenaline still pounding in his veins as he bends over this bleeding kid and waits for his turn for a phone call. 

“You put up a hell of a fight,” Steve comments. The kid does; he didn’t pull any punches with the officer who started hitting him. The officer didn’t get reprimanded for it, no guesses why. The kid gives him a wry sideways grin from underneath the stained handkerchief. 

“That’s really somethin’ coming from you, Colonel,” the kid says. 

Steve knows his accent, a little faded but recognizable all the same. “Hell’s Kitchen?” he asks.

The kid nods. “Good ear. Born and raised in Clinton.” 

“Brooklyn,” says Steve needlessly, but the guy doesn’t laugh at him, just nods. “You’re military?” he asks, already knowing the answer. 

“Sure am. Was, I guess. I just train kids now. Back from ‘Nam for good, God willing.” He salutes, a little sloppy considering the way he’s got his head tilted back to stop the bleeding. “First Lieutenant Nicholas Fury, sir, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

He’s young to be a First Lieutenant, Steve thinks, or maybe Steve is just getting old. He returns the salute anyway. “So what brought you here?” 

“I used to work at Suffolk County Station,” Fury replies. The bleeding at least has stopped, but he’s still speaking thickly, and he has to breathe through his mouth. Steve remembers vividly that feeling. “I spent a summer traveling around the state, looking for odd jobs. Got sick of Hell’s Kitchen. So I got work here for a summer, just filing papers, stuff like that. I was seventeen, never bothered finishing school; didn’t know if I wanted to sign up or join the force yet. Long story short, I knew the guys who got arrested. Good officers. Officer Perry, he wouldn’t let anyone hassle me, and I appreciated that. I was just passing through, going to visit my Granddad back home. Saw the protest. Figured if anyone deserved me backing him now, it was Perry.” 

Steve nods, impressed. 

“What about you, if you don’t mind me asking?” Fury says. 

Steve shrugs, taking a seat on the concrete bench next to him. An officer comes in to let the next person out for their call home, and Steve contemplates his response while the man shuts the door and locks it again. “You’re a smart guy, Lieutenant,” he says carefully. “I’d think you’d have it figured out.” 

“Yeah,” Fury agrees, looking at him sidelong. “Yeah, you know, I guess I do have it figured out.” 

He grins at Steve then, and holds out the handkerchief. “Guess you won’t be wanting this back, huh?” 

Steve is startled into a laugh. “Not really,” he admits. 

Just then the officer comes back, opening the door and pointing to Steve. “You’re up,” he says. Steve, who already knows the media’s going to be up in arms over this, has decided not to worry anyone else about it. He got himself into this mess, and he’s not about to call Peggy and ask her to come bail him out. Calling Stark is entirely out of the question. Calling Kat doesn’t even cross his mind; she’s busy as hell with her internship at Stark Industries and doesn’t need any kind of distraction.

“Pass,” he says. 

The officer is visibly surprised, and then uncomfortable, and then even more uncomfortable when he directs his attention to Fury. “You, then,” he says. 

Fury shrugs. “Nah, I’ll pass too.” 

Steve looks over at him, raising his eyebrows. “Nobody to bail you out?” 

“Not in particular,” Fury replies. 

“Listen,” Steve says after a second. “If your CO’s are pissed that you spent your leave letting cops off easy —“ Fury grins again, “I’ll give you a number to call once we get out of here. I think you’re suited to the kind of jobs they’ve got.” 

Fury raises an eyebrow. “Are you recruiting me?” 

Steve shrugs shamelessly. “Sure am,” he says. “You’ve got something in you I haven’t seen in a long goddamn time, kid.”

—

Peggy — God knows how she tracked him down — calls him in his motel for the first time in a good few years to yell at him. She only yells when she’s worried. It’s the first time he’s heard from her since Kat’s graduation from MIT last year, where she kissed him on the cheek and looked at him with sad eyes. He asks how she likes Lieutenant Fury; when she doesn’t say a word, he tells her he’s missed the sound of her voice. She says, “Well,” and hangs up on him. He smiles for the rest of the week. 

 

 

 

 

1975



Steve goes to see Kat and Joseph Morita the first Christmas after they are married, and they’re just — just glowing, really glowing. Kat stuffs him full of food (which Joe cooks) every chance she gets, because she’s gotten it into her head that if she just feeds him enough he might be okay. She’s not far off: Steve still has a very strong ‘food = happiness’ reaction from growing up poor in the Depression and then not eating so well sometimes when he was on extended missions with the Commandos.  

He’s also glad to see Joe treating Kat well, not that he really expected anything else. Joe’s a good kid, and anyway, he has no doubts that Jim would tell him off before Steve ever could if Joe was doing something wrong.  

Joe and Kat have a cozy house in rural Virginia, while Steve mostly stays in hotels and the occasional apartment, and Peggy, last he heard, had moved out of their old place to an apartment closer to SHIELD headquarters, so it seems pretty natural that they would all meet up at the kids’ house. 

Steve, however, clearly didn’t think about this until Kat walks into the kitchen and announces more to Joe than to him, “Okay, Mom’s coming on Christmas Eve and staying through New Years. Here’s a list of all of her favorite foods, pick like… three, and I’ll help you make them.”  

If Steve had realized this when he agreed to come for Christmas, he might have said no. Peggy deserves to spend time with Kat and Joe without feeling uncomfortable, the way he’s sure she did at the wedding in July. 

Still, he’s here now, and when he offers to leave Kat gives him an excellent glare, backed up by her husband’s snort, and says, “Dad. If I thought I couldn’t handle awkward-land with you and Mom, I would have told one of you not to come, or to come for New Years, or something. I can handle it, Mom can handle it, everything will be fine. If you two can’t find something to talk about I’ll start rambling about my latest scientific discoveries and you’ll be so bored you’ll be forced to speak to each other. Trust me. I have a doctorate.” 



Steve suppresses a smile at that, nods, and tells her, in complete honesty, “Yeah, well. You always were my little genius.”

Kat smiles, offers him a slice of the mincemeat pie she knows he loves, and shoves it into his hands him before he can wave her off.  

—

The day before Christmas Eve Joe pokes his head into Kat’s office, where Steve is sketching silently and Kat is working unnecessarily on some project or another. He looks at both of them, nods, and then announces, “Okay: Kat, I need to go grocery shopping for some stuff you put on your mom’s list, and Steve, you wanted some of that eggnog you’re so finicky about picking. I was gonna let you off the hook, but you both are obviously introverting so hard you’ll soon forget how to speak, so you’re coming with me.”

Kat and Steve exchange looks, glance at Joe, look at each other again, and get up. Joe has this look on his face that scarily reminds Steve (and probably Kat) of Peggy when she isn’t going to take no for an answer, and suddenly Steve finds himself looking forward to Peggy’s arrival tomorrow, if only to see how she and Joe get on.  

—

Having offered to drive, Steve can’t really take his eyes off the road long enough to figure out what kind of conversation Kat and Joe are having with their eyes and little gestures, but he can tell that they’re probably about to tell him something he’s not going to like. 



Before they walk into the tiny grocery store, Kat puts a hand to the middle of his chest, and, not quite able to meet his eyes, whispers, “Dad. People around here… they don’t always like us so much.” 

She must see the quizzical look on his face, because she goes on. “You have to promise to let us deal with this our way, okay? Don’t — don’t say anything, or, ah, punch anyone. They’re not gonna hurt us, they just don’t like us, so we’re just gonna go in the store, and get what we need, and leave, and probably sing a song. You can sing along if you want, but I don’t know if you know the lyrics, so don’t worry about it.” 

Steve is still extremely confused, but he can tell it’s important to her, so he says, “Yes ma’am.” 

Kat, recognizing their ritual instantly, gives a watery laugh and follows up with, “Thank you, sir.”

They’ve only just walked in the store when Steve begins to understand. The cashier looks up at the sound of the bell, then looks down as fast as he can, like he never saw them in the first place.  No hello, no how can I help you, nothing. Not even eye contact. Ahead of him, Joe takes Kat’s hand and they both grab baskets, then head off together into the store to find what they need. Steve follows slightly behind, watchful.  

Joe gives Kat’s hand a tug and she follows him into the spice aisle, where a man stands puzzling over a grocery list probably given to him by his wife. He looks up when he notices their approach, then scowls and grumbles “fuckin’ Japs” under his breath.  Steve wants to yell, wants to shout and maybe punch the guy, but he remembers what Kat asked of him and instead watches his daughter and her husband. Kat glances at Joe, and they both begin very quietly singing. If not for Steve’s serum-enhanced hearing, he wouldn’t have been able to make out the words, but he can, and they are: 


  Come mothers and fathers



  Throughout the land



  And don’t criticize



  What you can’t understand



  Your sons and your daughters



  Are beyond your command



  Your old road is rapidly agin’. 


The man in the aisle glares at them but grabs what he came for and storms off. Kat and Joe keep singing; having started in the middle of the song, they soon get to the end and start back up, this time at the beginning, and keep going as they walk through the store, as though the glares and grumbles of those in the store are merely musical accompaniment.  

“For the times, they are a-changin’” indeed.


  —


Peggy arrives for Christmas Eve, and they seem to get along. They actually inadvertently have a few decent conversations, but neither of them are really focussed on the other, which in hindsight Steve guesses might be a good thing. Too distracted to pay attention to whatever’s between them, the love and the fights and the betrayal, they forget to be stilted and instead fall back, so far back, into their comfortable quiet and their quick banter. 



Steve can’t say he knows why Peggy is distracted, but it isn’t for the same reason that he is.  The cause of Steve’s distraction is Kat and Joe. Specifically, how he forgot that even his daughter and her new husband could have anything to teach him. But they’ve taught him this: he’s forgotten how to stand up for himself.  

After the grocery store, Steve watched them quietly, trying not to stare and make his daughter wonder why he was suddenly all glare-y, but he does, he watches, and he wonders what it’s like to be them.  

Steve used to stand up for the things he believed in, for himself, and he used to be breakable.  He used to get beaten up in alleys and thrown bodily out of bars, and it wasn’t difficult for the people doing the beating and the throwing. But he would stand up anyway, again and again and again, and still he would be knocked down.  

Steve thinks maybe he’s forgotten how to get up again. He’s stood up for things, sure, but nothing has knocked him down in a long time, not since Buck’s letters and all the disaster that followed.



Steve is pretty sure he hasn’t quite gotten back up yet. 

Maybe it’s time he remembers how to stand on his own.  

 

 

 


  1976


Two days after New Years, while Kat is working on some project-gone-wrong and Joe is taking a call about the potential effects of a power outage on one of his computing machines, Steve realizes that he needs to leave soon and also that he needs a new jacket. He also needs at least one new pair of pants, and probably a good hat, and gloves if he can find them. He turns to Peggy sitting in the comfy chair next to him and wonders if he should interrupt her reading to ask her if he could borrow her car for a quick trip to town. 



Peggy, having long practice with Steve’s considering silences, puts down her book and quirks an eyebrow at him.



“Sorry, uh, I was just wonder if maybe I could borrow your car? I kinda need a few things from town and I don’t want to interrupt Kat or Joe when they’re doing their intense… working… thing.”



Peggy smirks at him.  “You can’t borrow it, no, but I’ll drive you into town and go shopping with you.”



Steve considers this silently for a second. Then he nods. “Sure you won’t mind?”



“I’m sure.”



The drive into town is silent except for the moment they pass the only other house on Kat and Joe’s long driveway — through the bare branches of the trees it’s easy to see the roof, where Christmas lights have been arranged in the unmistakable form of an American flag. They both try to suppress snorts, then end up giggling like children, and Peggy asks, gasping, “Can you imagine how much work it must have taken to get those lights up there?”, to which Steve can only shakes his head and laughs more. 



Steve tells Peggy to pull over when they get to a thrift store, which, along with army surplus, is where Steve gets most of his clothes these days. Peggy kind of rolls her eyes but follows him in and watches as he goes through racks of clothes anyway, holding things up to see if they’ll fit, and then shoving them into the basket. Steve is no good at shopping. Peggy knows this intimately.

“Go wander,” she commands after a bit. “You need a jacket and trousers, correct? And a hat, too; the one you’ve been wearing is a bit beat up. I’ll meet you at the changing rooms.”  

“And gloves, if you can find them,” Steve says, cowed. Peggy nods and turns away.  

Wandering the store, he sees a bookcase and decides to make a quick stop to see if there are any good novels. Nothing good he hasn’t read, but he does find a beat-up Vietnamese phrasebook, and he wonders how long it’s been there — what soldier left with it and came back, or didn’t come back; what soldier didn’t want the reminder of war anymore. Steve understands. He still flinches sometimes when he hears German, and can speak it pretty well for someone with no formal training, even though it’s only with a pretty heavy focus on phrases like “give me the location or I’ll shoot.”



Steve doesn’t think about buying the book, but he also doesn’t put it back, only wanders to the changing rooms and sits on a bench to wait for Peggy, which reminds him of all the times Peggy and Kat dragged him shopping in much better places than this, places that didn’t feel like home and always charged too much, but which he put up with because Peggy and Kat liked them alright, and it was the dad thing to do.  

To pass the time Steve opens the book and starts reading, committing phrases to memory. He creates a vocabulary out of thin air, trying out pronunciations till he think’s he’s got it pretty right.  In his head a world passes before his eyes, the world of the first war to be so publicly televised. A war so unlike to his own war, and yet a war so terribly familiar. 



He thinks of Bucky getting the draft and never admitting it, and he wonders if they wouldn’t have fled to Canada too, had the battlefields of Europe been flashed in front of their eyes day after day on a TV before they even arrived.

Steve’s quick brain puts together the dots of this new language, just the way it once captured the locations of HYDRA from a glimpse of a map. 



Peggy arrives when he’s still engrossed in the last pages of the book. She cocks her head to the side at his intense expression, and says, amused, “Now I know where Kat got her ‘intense… working… thing’.”

Steve only looks up, wide-eyed, and says, “I think I need to go to Vietnam.”



“Fantastic,” replies Peggy, long-suffering. “Now I really know where she got it.”

 

 

 

 


  1977


Southern Vietnam is dry in the winter, just the opposite of that wet cold that Bucky hated so bad about Europe. Steve had done some reading before hopping a plane here, but he can’t say he was expecting this kind of weather — that reading was mostly about the clothes he should bring and what gestures not to make, and a few more language books because really, one phrase book was not going to get him through when he was all alone. 

And he is all alone. This isn’t unusual, but he doesn’t think he’s ever actually been alone before in a foreign country.  

Southern Vietnam is dry in the winter, and wet in the summer, and Steve had not expected that.  

Southern Vietnam is riddled with land mines and people who don’t trust him for very good reason, but he speaks Vietnamese pretty well even though he butchers the dialects fabulously. So the locals get to laugh at his pronunciation, and his earnest way of learning when they correct him, and pretty soon people mostly like Steve. Which is good, because otherwise he wouldn’t get fed.  

Admittedly, he is pretty useful, because he can pull livestock out of muddy rice paddies on the occasions when they get stuck, and move lots of bags of rice, and whatever else, but you have to get people to trust you at least a little before they’ll take you up on your offers of help.  

Speaking of people and land mines, he has to be told by the locals of wherever he is where not to go all the time, and there are still accidents among the people who supposedly know this land. People lose limbs like Bucky used to lose nuts and bolts working in the garage — all the time, and unnecessarily.  

Steve never liked bullies, didn’t matter where they were from. 



The mines were planted by both sides. 

He thinks of Morita telling him maybe he should write a letter back to Bucky, see if it would help. He can’t think of much to say and there’s not a scrap of paper out here to spare anyway, but when he thinks about it, thinks of writing home, it goes something like this: 


  I know I will never find every mine, because hell, the villagers may never find every mine, and a hundred years from now there may still be land mines beneath farmers’ feet. But for the time being, on the days when they trust me, they tell me where not to go because there are explosives there, and so I walk to the edge of wherever that place is — and it’s always too close to someone’s house, it’s always land they could be farming for the starving stomachs of the children who also know where the land mines are — the children, who come to watch me as I stand on the edge of the place where the land mines are. And there, I throw heavy things and watch the explosions, and think about my birthday in the summer, and I remember how sometimes explosions represent freedom and sometimes, well, sometimes they’re just feared.  


For a long time after he came home he’d jump six feet in the air every time he heard a firework. Nobody but Peggy knows that. He spent a lot of birthdays in the basement with the record player turned up high. 

Southern Vietnam is dry in the winter, and when the rice isn’t growing, Steve detonates land mines, hurling heavy things sometimes very great distances and watching holes get blown into the earth.  

Sometimes he wishes his shield wasn’t in storage, because he could hurl that too. 

So when he can Steve stands up from the dinner table, thanks the family of this week for the food, and walks to the hill to set off bombs again. There’s a pile of heavy things waiting for him. Isn’t there always?



Steve stands up.  

 

 

 


  1980



  There are a bunch of stories in this world. I know this because I slept through every single one of them in school with you snoring away right beside me. Long stories, short stories, ghost stories. Sad stories and romance stories, parables, tall tales, and even the stories that have happy endings — And let me tell you, men on Mars make more sense to me than those do these days. 



  I’m the story that’ll never get told, but that doesn’t much bother me. They’ll remember you which is as it should be. Just like me, they were caught off guard. Nobody ever saw you coming, not the army, not the country. You went and blindsided us all. And now that all the storytellers have got a hold of you, you’re gonna live forever. 



  I remember maybe third day of Catechism when Sister Catherine said that each and every one of us are sinners and there wasn’t nothing to be done for it. And I believe it of me, hell yes I do — I’m a killer, stone cold. Some people are good at math and some people are good at art, but me, I’m good at shooting, and it scares me right to the bone the things I’d do for you. When they turn me away from the pearly gates I imagine they’ll give me a list full of the names of the Germans I killed for you and won’t look twice at what I think about doing every time I curl up around you at night, sayin it’s just to keep warm. Because it’s fine and all to kill for your country, I think, but not quite the same when you’re killing for just one person in particular. 



  And besides, I’ve got a whole laundry list of other sins, past even those. I’m a liar and a coward, and once I got the draft I burned the letter so that you’d never find it. I’m so God damn afraid to die, but it’s not for me. It’s because I can’t leave you alone in a world as ugly as this one. Somehow you don’t know it, but there’s no justice here, not anymore. All the word about the death camps. The shit Morita put up with before he shipped out. You took a knife to the neck last year and still you can’t see it, don’t understand that Hell isn’t some place underneath us, all filled up with fire and brimstone. Hell is right here, and I’ve been damned for a long time. 



  I know you’re not alone without me anymore. You’ve got your girl and you’ve got the boys. I know you can take care of yourself, and it puts me at a loose ends, how you can keep safe on your own now. You don’t need me. Doesn’t mean I’m not still afraid for you, not scared shitless that this world is gonna eat you alive. 



  But at least now I understand, I think, the feeling you had when you talked about doing right by your country, because I don’t mind living in Hell if it means doing right by you, just the way I’d strip the boots off a million dead Nazis if it meant your feet staying warm and dry. 



  I see you worrying your daddy’s rosary at night, the poor battered old thing, and I wonder how you can still pray. I went to confession a hundred times until I gave up on it, because no matter how many Hail Marys I recited in the dark with you laying next to me, it didn’t stop. Sister Catherine would spit on me because I don’t have much need for God out here, but I’m glad you do. I’m real glad one of us does. But you keep giving me those big sad eyes of yours, like I’m breakin your heart when I try to explain it to you, and so I’ll give it another go, just one last try, even if you’ll never know about it — 



  Ave Maria, gratia plena, get him out of this war, and if you’ve gotta take someone then take me, because I’ve got nothing real to go home to but he’s got a girl now and I can see the hope written all over his face when he sees her. Sancta Maria, Mater Dei, pray for us sinners, but don’t spend too much time on my immortal soul, because not even divine intervention can help me now. I know when to walk away from a fight and trying my damnedest not to need him was a losing battle. 



  I won’t be in the history books; that’s for you. But I loved you first. As long as they get that right, I don’t care what they say. 



  —


There’s a perpetual hush over Arlington that Steve remembers too well from the last time he was here, standing in this exact spot. 

The grave is empty: there was nothing of Buck left to bring back. Steve falls to his knees before it anyway, the dusting of snow across the grass seeping through his pants. There are flowers all over it, and notes held down by rocks, and little rainbow flags pushed into the icy grass. Steve presses his fingers to the indented lettering.

JAMES BUCHANAN “BUCKY” BARNES

SGT

US ARMY

SSR

MARCH 10 1917

APRIL 1945

PURPLE HEART

WORLD WAR II

This grave is the only thing of Bucky left in this entire world, this grave and the letters Steve has shoved into his back pocket today. He traces Buck’s name, lingers on the base of the Y. There are a million things to say but he can’t think of a single one of them and knows that if he opened his mouth his voice wouldn’t work besides. So instead he kneels in silence and presses his forehead to the frozen headstone and learns the weight of regret. He knows what it is now to love someone for their whole life and then beyond. Time goes by slowly, but he’ll love Buck until time runs out. He’ll love Buck when he’s got his own grave here, and then he’ll keep on loving him, even after that. 

It’s cold enough that his tears slow on his cheeks, and when they finally sink into the snow Steve thinks of drops in a puddle, of pebbles thrown into the Grand Canyon. It’s a long fall; a long way down. None of them really make a sound in the end. But he’ll whisper the one truth he knows into the abyss anyway — 

You are the soul inside of me. Even now. Even though you’re long gone. 

It counts for something. Bucky will be loved until the end of time. He’s the one who will make it into the history books that really matter. This love, it has counted for something.

—

Steve goes home. 

Brooklyn has changed in the years he’s been avoiding it. The accents have faded, for one, and for another the roach-infested building he and Bucky made their paltry home in is long gone, replaced by a nice-ish restaurant. Steve doesn’t mind so much, past the initial shock. These changes have no right to come as a surprise — he’s been away for forty years — but they do anyway, and as he wanders through the familiar streets and smells the familiar Brooklyn smells he feels incomplete, but at least now he knows exactly why. 

Still he eats at one of their old haunts that’s miraculously still standing, and then he sees some posters for a demonstration happening up in the West Village to raise awareness and education about AIDS, so he takes the B train there and stays for a night in an okay hotel and shows up early to the rally to help kids make signs that say “ACT UP — FIGHT AIDS.” They’ve got a big crowd going and when they start up even more join, holding up the extra signs that have been left out just for that purpose. The police force shows up, but Steve doesn’t think it’s going to get violent, at least not today. 

He spots her bending down to pick up a sign. She’s just as beautiful as she was the day they got married, or maybe even lovelier, with thick streaks of grey in her hair and that same smile on her face. Down the way, she holds up her sign. He jogs to catch up with her. They march together. She reaches down and takes his hand. 

“I forgot how to be uncompromising in my beliefs,” she tells him. “I thought maybe if I came here you could help me remember how.”

“Okay,” says Steve, his smile huge and uncontainable. “I want to do that. Peggy, I’d love to do that.” 

She looks at him for a second longer, their hands still folded together as they walk. “I learned the word — bisexual. Is that correct?” 

“It is,” Steve says. It’s the first time he’s said it out loud. Around his hand, hers tightens. 

He loves her. She knows now.

 

 

 


  1985


“I want to dance with you,” Steve insists. Even from here he can practically hear Kat’s almighty eye roll. She’s been designated Christmas ham duty while Joe gets more eggnog and the grandkids hang out upstairs, and Steve’s put the radio on a station that plays all the old carols he and Peggy remember from growing up. 

Peggy narrows her eyes at him from her armchair. “I’ll break my hip, just you watch. Not everyone here is still a spry twenty-nine.” 

“He looks thirty-five at least,” Kat calls helpfully from the kitchen. The phone rings and she picks it up, greeting whoever’s on the line with a “Hey, kid,” which probably means it’s Stark’s son calling because he’s blown something else up in the MIT chem lab. Kat, who is has proven herself to be a master at cleaning up Anthony-call-me-Tony’s chemical, mechanical, and explosive messes, chatters away while waving around a spoon, likely letting dinner start to burn. This is why Joe cooks. Kat might be a scientist, but she generally finds following directions on the mashed potato box to be very boring. As she talks, Steve wonders briefly what it means that Tony is calling them on Christmas. Sure, Steve likes him, and so does Kat, and Peggy’s got herself years of Stark-wrangling experience, but it seems… odd. 

“Come on,” wheedles Steve. Peggy relents, smiling, and he tugs her to her feet and wraps her up in his arms, swaying her gently. He’s too goddamn lucky. He doesn’t deserve her, and he thinks about it every day, and thanks God double that. “My best girl,” he murmurs into her hair. If there’s one thing Steve’s learned, it’s that the heart is huge and cavernous and big enough for two, and he loves Peggy the way he’s never loved anyone before or since. 

“Ugh, yeah, my parents are just being my parents,” Steve hears Kat say to Tony. Thirty-seven years old and they can still embarrass her; it’s amazing. Peggy muffles her laugh into Steve’s chest. 

 

 

 


  1991


Peggy’s been retired for years now, passing the mantle on to new directors. She’s out this evening, though, staying late to consult on an issue concerning an undercover op in Stalingrad. Steve takes a shower at around 2030, and by the time he gets out there’s a message on the landline. 

“Rogers, listen to me,” it’s Stark’s voice, sounding tight and panicked in a way that Steve has never before heard. He thinks at first that Stark must be drunk, knows that there was some kind of function tonight — a gala, a fundraiser, something of Maria’s? — but his speech isn’t slurring and he hasn’t started yelling. Steve and Howard haven’t spoken past civilities in thirty years. “I was — we were wrong. We fucked up. I need you to phone when you get this. Peggy —” 

Steve frowns at the machine. The light blinks; there are no more new messages. He presses the button again to replay, wondering if the recording was cut off somehow. 

“Rogers, listen to me. I was — we were wrong. We fucked up. I need you to phone when you get this. Peggy —“ 

That’s it — there’s nothing more. Stark is scared, Steve realizes. He’s spooked. Steve hits the button one more time to make sure, already digging in the drawer for the address book so he can get the number for Howard’s private line. 

“Rogers, listen to me.” 

The phone rings just before Steve can begin to dial. 

“Stark?” Steve answers. 

“This is Special Agent Alexander Pierce,” the man on the other line says. “Colonel Rogers, Margaret Carter has asked for you to come in.” 

—

The site of the crash is lit up under floodlights and surrounded by police tape. It’s past midnight now. Peggy is speaking in low tones to Pierce, a man of maybe Fury’s age whose name Steve has heard before in passing. Steve circles the crash. The bodies were removed two hours ago, but the vehicle is still here, too big to take and still in need of being analyzed. The roads are covered in deadly patches of black ice, and it’s easy to see how the car could have spun out of Howard’s control, especially if he had spent the night at the bar. 

Steve hasn’t told anyone about the message. SHIELD has marked time of death as being within  the hour of 2000. The message Steve got was timestamped 19:45. 

There’s nothing wrong with the car that anyone can find. Steve snaps on gloves and checks it over himself. It flipped onto the driver’s side but never ran off the road. It didn’t impact against anything except the guardrail, and the only way Steve knows it hit there is because of the sizable dent in it. The wreckage itself is right in the middle of the road; Stark hadn’t been driving on the highway. And why would Stark take a back alley route home, anyway? Unless he  thought —

There’s nothing wrong with the engine of the car, so far as Steve can tell. Buck was always the mechanic between the two of them, though, and Steve really can’t differentiate much outside of the very basics. The brakes weren’t cut. There are tire tracks on the road like Howard slammed the car to a stop. It makes sense if he had been sliding around on the ice, trying to regain control of the vehicle. It also makes sense if there was something blocking his way forward. 

The passenger side door is torn off cleanly at the hinges. The door itself is feet away. 

It could have come off when the car flipped.

But how can a closed door come off when a car is flipped? 

SHIELD medical declared cause of death to be blunt force trauma. Maria went through the windshield. Or at least the windshield was broken and they found Maria spread out on the road. Howard smashed his head against the steering wheel, which is covered in blood. 

Steve tries to map it out in his head. The car hit ice, Stark hit the brakes. The tires skidded across the pavement and the vehicle stopped abruptly. Maria — who must not have been wearing a seatbelt — went through the windshield. Stark’s head hit the wheel. And then the car flipped? Or they hit more ice, but that’s impossible, if Stark was already dead. Steve tries again: Stark hit the brakes, cracked his head; Maria went through the windshield. Maybe Stark’s foot was pressed on the gas; the car hit more ice, flipped. The passenger side door…

There is glass from the windshield inside the remains of the car. Too much glass. So much glass that it looks like the windshield was broken from the outside. 

The wind picks up, whipping the snow in flurries around the site of the crash. Maria’s blood is all over the asphalt, steadily being covered in white. 

The day of the funeral it doesn’t snow, but the air is cold like ice and Steve’s nose goes numb. Peggy doesn’t shed a single tear, but her back is ramrod straight. She’ll miss him. Kat doesn’t cry either, even though she keeps looking around, worried, through the entire service — it’s all for nothing, though, because Tony never shows.

After the wake Steve impulsively deletes Howard’s message from the machine before Peggy can hear it. He can’t even justify to himself why he does it — he isn’t sure. But he does it, and jumps about six feet when an incessant banging starts on the door a moment later. 

“I’m really only wondering one thing,” says Tony Stark. It’s like talking with a ghost, Steve swears to God, the ghost of Howard Stark from 1943. The voice, the face, Christ, even the eyes. Except the Howard Stark of 1943 never got higher than a kite, which Tony definitely is — his pupils are blown and he looks like if he wasn’t leaning against the doorframe he’d topple over onto Steve’s feet. 

“Is it true that she was the mistress?”

Anger boils hotly in Steve and he says, “Now listen here—” just as Peggy sweeps up behind him. 

“No,” she says. “Astonishingly, it is possible for a high-ranking female operative of the British armed forces to earn a prestigious title at the head of an intelligence agency without fucking anyone to get there. Are you coming in? It’s snowing.” 

Tony blinks wordlessly, opening and then closing his mouth. There isn’t much to do when Peggy speaks to you like that, and so he comes in from the cold.

 

 

 


  1998


Tony Stark has been “Tony fucking Stark” in Steve’s head and between him and Peggy for four years when Tony announces that he’s throwing Kat a surprise 50th birthday party. Steve’s not entirely sure how it can be a surprise since Kat is one room over when he makes his announcement, and he really doesn’t do it quietly. Ultimately it’s probably all for the best, as Tony is really, really bad at keeping secrets. This way, Steve figures Tony can pretend he kept the party a surprise and pretend to be mad if she doesn’t act surprised, all the while not feeling the pressure of, you know, actually keeping a secret. This is how Tony fucking Stark works; they don’t pretend to understand.  

He asks for a list of all the people who should be invited to a 50th birthday, and while Steve hasn’t been to all that many birthday parties, much less 50th ones, he figures he can come up with something.  

Turns out he’s completely wrong. Steve’s first inclination when faced with a blank sheet of paper is to doodle, to sketch little balloons and birthday cakes and streamers, all the things he remembers from Kat’s birthday parties as a little girl. Unfortunately for Steve, Kat’s childhood friends do not live down the street from them, nor are they even still her friends. That’s generally what happens when you grow up — you grow apart. Steve wouldn’t know, he acknowledges to himself, and only a little glumly. He only had one friend growing up, and now that only friend is dead.  

He shakes his head, draws another balloon with a little figure dangling off the end, hanging by one hand, a fluffy cake below.  

Steve flips the paper over and starts again, first with Kat’s husband and her kids, because that’s easy.  

1. Joe Morita

2. Jamie Morita

3. Tim Morita

Then he doodles Jamie-girl at a table with her three namesakes, Grandpa Jim, Bucky, and Falsworth, chuckling to himself as he adds the two Tims scheming in the corner. At this point Steve is nearly out of paper, so he adds Kat’s doctoral advisor who she still keeps in touch with and Janine plus all of the other roommates Kat got along with, which is a surprisingly large number. Steve supposes that with parents whose personalities are as strong as his and Peggy’s, Kat had to learn how to get along with people. She’s an excellent mediator; very good at talking the kids out of Tony’s crazy plans.  

At the very bottom of the page Steve doodles himself holding the shield against an onslaught of party decorations, and writes, in his best comic-style calligraphy, “HELP.  DON’T KNOW WHO KAT STILL LIKES OR HOW TO PLAN PARTY”, sets aside his pen and leaves the list out for Peggy to find.  

—

Despite the fact that Tony fucking Stark technically planned the party, it goes surprisingly well.  Joe managed to get his dad to come up to DC for once, and Peggy gets Gabe Jones to attend as well. (Steve would suspect blackmail of some kind if he didn’t know Gabe so well.) No one gets horribly drunk, though everyone besides Steve is a little bit buzzed, even Tim, who is technically underage. Tim likes to break rules in front of Steve and Jim; Steve suspects this is some inborn trait for his family, the urge to break rules. He doesn’t know if he’s encouraging this trait by not punishing it, or discouraging it by not giving it any attention.  

At some point in the night, Steve realizes that he hasn’t toasted Bucky with the Commandos for years. He looks over at Jim, who nods at Gabe, who turns and reaches for the bar, the bottle of Glenfiddich, the four glasses. 



Jim, who has different words each time, whose voice cracks from age these days but still never anything else, is steady as ever when he says, “To Sergeant James Barnes, who would have liked a family big as this one.”

 

 

 


  2001


Steve is on a four-week training detail to keep fresh on SHIELD protocol in prematurely-cold Montana, of all places, when he hears about it. The base he’s on is probably the most remote one SHIELD’s got in the United States, barring maybe locations in Alaska, which is still a newly minted part of the country to him. Because of this, they only get cell service on the fancy SHIELD satellite phone, which means the duration of each call is pretty limited.

He is waiting for Peggy to call, Barton sitting off in the corner with a badly affected air of nonchalance. One of his hearing aids, the left, Steve thinks, got trampled on the course this morning, and so, as Barton cheerfully announced earlier, his hearing is “completely for shit.” Steve doesn’t think that’s all that’s going on, though; Barton seems antsy about his turn with the phone, and it’s probably because he recently brought in a new recruit and he’s nervous about how she’s settling in. Rumor has it she’s the infamous Black Widow, but Barton calls her Romanoff most of the time, and some variant of Natasha when he thinks the others can’t hear. 

Steve is also pretty sure that Barton is certifiably insane. Still, he’s a better shot than even Bucky was, as much as Steve would never say it. Steve also kind of feels he should apologize to the picture of Buck he’s got stuffed in his wallet for speaking ill not of the dead, but rather of Buck’s much-lauded ability during leave to shoot a bottle to bits from increasingly improbable distances in increasingly improbable contortions, usually to the drunken laughter of everyone. 

Finally the phone lights up, but it’s with Kat’s name. Still, that’s not too unusual — Kat’s a busy woman with a career, a husband, and kids, but she makes time to go see her parents on occasion, and maybe she thought Peggy would be lonely with Steve gone for four weeks.  Steve answers, and barely gets out a hello when it’s — 

It’s a bit like December 7th, 1941 all over again, the way the moment rushes up to meet him, like biting the pavement from a punch to the nose and knowing you’re going down, and yet somehow still not expecting it; the way his limbs turn heavy and cold with abrupt terror. 

“Dad,” Kat gasps into the phone, “Dad, it’s — really bad, it’s really bad. The Towers are just collapsing, they had — planes? I don’t know how they — they had planes, and they got the Pentagon — they’re at the Pentagon, tell me, oh God, Dad, tell me you’re not in the city —“ 

“Kat, Kat,” Steve says, firmly, and then gently: “I’m just fine. I’m alright. I’m in Montana, remember? Real far away. I need you to take a breath, okay? I love you. Breathe for me.” Kat does, he can hear her gasping slow through the tiny speaker, and he shuts his eyes tight and gives himself a second to panic. Over the line Kathryn’s calmed and so Steve makes himself calm too. She tells him, “Sorry. Okay. Christ, I can’t — I’m passing the phone to Mom.”



Steve presses the back of his hand to his mouth, moves it away, and waits for Peggy to come on. He can hear the tension in her voice when she tells him what’s happened, what’s happened to his country, his city, his home. He knows she wants to be out there helping, because he does too, but he’s stuck in Montana and already knows there’s no way anyone is going to be flying, not after this. He closes his eyes and shakes his head as he listens. Barton has stopped pretending not to watch and is standing ready, because he’s good enough to know when something has happened and good enough to know when he needs to be prepared. 



Peggy’s voice is trailing off when she tells him, “Steve, you come home as soon as you can.  You come home to us, and then you go do what you can to help.”



And Steve knows how that is, remembers how well Peggy knows him, because she was there a million years ago when he set his jaw and wouldn’t take no for an answer, and she knows she can’t stop him when he gets this way.



“Okay,” agrees Steve. “I love you, Pegs, and tell Kat I love her too. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”  

Steve hangs up and beckons Barton closer so he can hear.

“Somebody flew planes into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. We’re in for a hell of a ride, Barton.” 

A lot of things happen very quickly on Barton’s face. He swallows hard and says “fuck”, looking jarred and terrified. And then suddenly, to Steve’s shock, he straightens himself up and sets his shoulders, more serious than Steve’s ever seen him.

“Call me Clint, sir,” he says. Steve recognizes that look in his eye; it’s the look all snipers get when they’ve finally sighted their target, and it’s now just a matter of time until that target is in range. That moment of perfect stillness.



This is what Steve is good at — not the spying, not the covert ops, not really even being a soldier. This is what Steve is good at: pulling people together, and holding them up when they need it most.



“Tell everybody to pack up, and get the cars ready. We’re going to DC.”



Steve takes a deep breath, and calls Fury’s line. He’ll be busy, but not too busy to deal with Steve Rogers informing him that he’s leaving Montana with 20-some agents and heading for clean-up duty. 



—

Tony is the next person who calls him, getting through once they reach the nearest town.  Tony likes explosions as much as Howard ever did, or possibly — terrifyingly — more, but he also likes people about ten times the amount that his father did, which is probably why he can be so difficult to deal with. That’s not to say that Tony will ever admit to liking people. From experience, Steve has decided that he infinitely prefers this to Howard’s method, which was to hate people privately and put on a very convincing show of loving them publicly.



Tony doesn’t sound drunk, which is odd, and the conversation is short, which is also odd.  Normally Tony takes about fifteen minutes to get to his point, if not more, and that’s assuming there’s any point to begin with.



“Tony?” Steve asks, after Tony’s said hi, and then nothing else. “Hey, son. You okay?”



“Sure, sure. Yeah; I’m fine. Wasn’t in DC or New York or anything, I’m fine.” That’s not what Steve meant and Tony knows it, so he doesn’t give Steve a chance to interrupt. “Hey, you remember how I was thinking about shutting down some of the weapons lines ‘cause, hey, nobody’s using ‘em?” There’s a huff of laughter that doesn’t sound a whole lot like laughter. “Yeah, I’m probably not gonna do that anymore, huh?”



Steve has to take a minute to think of what to say. “Tony,” he finally comes up with, a little careful, and trying not to sound careful, “You can do whatever you want with Stark Industries. It’s your company.” This is mostly the truth. It’s Tony’s name on the products, at least.



Tony’s response is stilted. “Yeah, yeah of course. But — well, I mean.”



Steve, terribly, does. “I know, Tony.”



Tony hangs up abruptly, and Steve can’t say he really blames him. 



They’ll be in DC in another twenty hours or so. Steve spends a lot of the drive there thinking of how he’s going to go to New York and do everything he can, which is more than most people, but still not nearly enough.  

—


  New York, September 14. —Amid rescue and clean-up workers yesterday was Steve Rogers, known also as “Captain America”, the World War II hero whose serum-enhanced body allowed him to perform superhuman feats of strength, and also to keep his youthful looks. Rogers’ past has been fraught with scandal, leading to, many claim, his reclusiveness over the last few decades. This is the first time since his arrest in 1972 that he has been seen in public, though he was not wearing the iconic Captain America uniform, instead working side-by-side with rescue workers and lifting rubble too heavy for one man and too delicate for machinery.  Regardless of his past, we here in New York City are glad to have our fellow New Yorker to help us out.  



  (Roberts, Josephine. “Captain America back in New York.” The New York Times 14 Sep. 2001. Print.)


 

 

 


  2004


Steve is starting to get used to funerals. Dugan passed on first, then Falsworth and Dernier a few years later, and of course Stark died first in the crash back in ’91, whether Steve cares to remember it or not. Tony’s at this funeral, which Steve thinks is odd until he remembers how much Tony likes Kat. Kat’s supporting Joe through his loss, pretending she’s not torn up about losing Jim, and so Tony is probably hoping to help out Kat, distract Jamie and Tim, whatever — Tony’s a good kid, even if no one would ever admit that. Ms. Potts, Tony’s PA of four years, is also there, which Steve figures is a very good sign considering Ms. Potts always manages to keep Tony on a leash.  

Steve keeps telling himself he’s getting used to funerals, but the truth is, he’s not.  And besides, when was the last time the funeral was for a member of his family? His mom’s funeral? Does Buck’s count, since Steve’s the one who got his flag? 

Steve has tuned most of what the pastor is saying out, a habit learned from years of Catholic school and Catholic church and apparently works regardless of denomination, but he catches the end when the man says, “And now Mr. Morita’s son would like to say a few words.”

Joe stands, slowly lets go of Kat’s hand, and takes the microphone. 



“I remember when I first fell in love with Kat, the woman who would become my wife,” he says, voice sad, but also a little amused. “When I came home from our third date I had what must have been the most idiotic smile on my face, and dad took one look at me and said ‘oh, no.  You’ve fallen in love.’  I must have gone pretty pale at that point because he took my shoulder, sat me down, and poured me a glass of scotch. Keep in mind, my dad was not typically a drinking man, but he poured himself a glass about twice the size of mine before he sat down.” The crowd chuckles a little, sniffles a lot, and Joe keeps talking. Steve had no idea his son-in-law was so good at talking to crowds. “So my dad looks me in the eye, and he says, ‘Ace, people are gonna tell you it’s a bad idea to fall in love with Captain America’s daughter, and they might even be right, and they’re gonna tell you that falling in love with a white girl is gonna be hard, and they’ll definitely be right, but you remember this: Kat’s not just the daughter of a famous guy, she’s her own person, and so are you. You both keep that in mind, and you’ll be just fine.’  And then he tipped back his scotch, clapped me on the shoulder, and went to bed.  And that was my dad. He always remembered that people were people first, no matter what.”

Afterward Steve and Gabe pour glasses of Glenfiddich, but they make no toasts, and keep the shot count to two.  

 

 

 


  2006



  In the past year I have been afforded the privilege of sitting in on a class at Harvard University. It is a course offered only to upperclassmen in the English Literature department, titled “The Thirteen Letters: An Examination.” 



  Over the course of the semester students were assigned to do close readings of at least five of the now timeless wartime love letters written by Sergeant James Buchanan Barnes. This means that students would approach Barnes’ letters as a complete literary work and analyze it as such, combing through the text for imagery, symbolism, and metaphor. This is groundbreaking, as it marks the first instance of Barnes’ letters being studied not for their historical or sociopolitical relevance, but rather purely for their artistic merit. After two days of auditing the class, I couldn’t help but wonder how no one had ever studied the letters in this way before.



  Barnes was no conventional writer. Public records tell us that he attended school until the seventh grade and then dropped out in order to find a job, as many boys of the time did. Despite this, Barnes’ grasp of the English language is by turns electrifying and anguished; he expresses effortlessly an entire range of human emotion, even with his lack of formal education, his poverty-stricken upbringing, and his age. 



  Speaking of age, James Barnes died in battle at a criminally young twenty-six after seeing combat for a little less than two years. This means that he penned his surviving creations between 1943 and 1945, arguably the most dangerous period of the war. His KIA status makes his vibrant account of love and loss all the more poignant. Had he lived longer, Barnes may have become America’s greatest wartime novelist. As it is, he unintentionally joined the ranks of O’Brien and Vonnegut with his unapologetic approach to the incendiary topics of violence and sexuality.



  Each hour in the classroom was focused on discussion, rather than traditional lectures. One day in late November, the homework assignment had been to prepare any kind of story detailing  your own personal experience with the aspects of the letters that had gained even more fame after being integrated into popular culture. Several students showed up in the familiar t-shirt with Barnes’  army photograph printed above a large, slanting repetition of “Love is love is love.” One senior brought a movie poster, signed by director Joe Wright, of the controversial 2002 film “Unrequited.” Memorably, near the end of class, another young man pulled up his shirt to show off a tattoo on his ribs that read in a simple font “I loved you first,” a beloved quote from Barnes’ final letter. He shared that he got the tattoo because his mother, who had died of breast cancer two years earlier, treasured the honesty and universality of Barnes’ letters.



  At the end of the semester, Professor Alison Chen, to every student’s immense relief, made an announcement that there would be no final, cumulative or otherwise. Instead there was a small assignment: a one page paper, no longer than 1200 words, detailing each student’s emotional reaction to the letters as whole. I spoke to students after their last paper was due.



  “It was, in total honesty, I think the hardest paper I’ve ever had to write at this school,” one junior, a whopping double major in English and Engineering, told me. “I didn’t realize how emotional the letters made me, but over the course of the semester I just got so invested in this man’s story. He bared his soul, and so I wanted to be generous in return. It was so hard to keep it short enough to turn in and still express all that I felt.” 



  She confessed, laughing, that she ended up writing eleven pages, which she spruced up and submitted to the Harvard Crimson, where it will be published as an article in the spring. 



  There are two sides, however, to every story. Chen’s lecture series, unfortunately, could not fully address the other man who played an integral role in Barnes’ life, as very little is actually known about him. 



  It’s a question for the ages. Were these letters truly addressed to Steve Rogers? All evidence seems to point in that direction, even though Rogers has never spoken about the content of the letters, not even to confirm or deny if they were in fact written to him. 



  As for Rogers himself, he has joined in on a number of demonstrations made by the LGBT community. He is rumored to have donated huge amounts — anonymously, of course — to various LGBT organizations, and has championed in campaigns for HIV/AIDS fundraising, research, and education. The public, being the public, will continue to speculate. It seems increasingly likely with every passing year, however, that Barnes’ love was truly and tragically unreturned. 



  (Hendrix, Naomi. “The Thirteen Letters, Forty Years Later.” TIME Magazine. Print.)


—

The reporters just outside are raising all kinds of hell. Steve shifts where he stands, trying hard not to think of all the people out there. He hasn’t done a press conference since the ’60’s when he was still letting Stark use him as a mouthpiece, just after President Kennedy was killed. Steve’s hands aren’t shaking — they didn’t shake when he put the plane in the water, they didn’t shake when Erskine strapped him into the VitaRay — but he is, ridiculously, after sixty years in the public eye, nervous about this.

Beside him Tony is texting someone lightning quick. Steve figures it was a good deal of blackmail and pointed stares on Kat’s part that convinced Tony to be here today, as neither Peggy nor Kat were able to, in a show of moral support. Or maybe just as a distraction. Knowing Tony, and knowing how Kat knows Steve, it’s probably the latter.

Tony snaps his phone shut and pushes it into his back pocket. “Sure you don’t want me to prep them for you? I could, hah, loosen them up a bit.” 

“Not necessary,” Steve grits. He doesn’t have any notecards. He has no idea what he’s supposed to say. He wishes for a ludicrous moment that he had his shield on him, not the one he still uses on the odd recon mission, but the old one, the one made of painted plywood that he used to tape his lines onto the back of. Jesus Christ, Rogers, thinks Steve. This is a bad idea.

Tony looks insanely uncomfortable. He’s not very good with words of encouragement, which is frankly no surprise, considering who tried to raise him. Steve berates himself again; he shouldn’t think ill of the dead, not even when he wants to turn tail and make a run for it. 

The crowd outside saves Tony the trouble of a stilted emotional moment, though. They’ve settled, a silence hushing over them. 

“Well, get out there, Cap,” Tony says, slapping him on the back with his free hand; his phone has made an appearance again. No one has called Steve that in thirty-five years. “Kiss some hands, shake some babies.”

Steve steels himself, squares his shoulders, and walks out. Cameras flash and someone, thank God for them, must have directed the reporters to stay seated Or Else, and so there’s no vicious clambering when they see Steve. A few hold out microphones. A few others tape recorders. The room is so quiet you could hear a goddamn pin drop. Steve is afraid to break the silence. 

“Hello,” he says, after a moment of hovering. His voice echoes hugely in the quiet room. “I haven’t…been around a lot. I don’t think my career choices are really what you’ve come to hear about, though.” 

It’s not really a joke, but either way, it falls completely flat. Steve takes a breath, and says, “I think I better start at the beginning.”

“I had a best friend, growing up. You all know about him. He was…Christ. I don’t even think I can explain him. I won’t do him justice if I try. He was — he was giving. Caring, funny. Real good dancer, to boot. The ladies loved him. We had a lot of burdens, growing up when we did, and with the war looming over us. But I remember that when he wasn’t working, he was out at the dancehalls, and when he was doing that, he was nothing but a carefree kid.

“But the thing is, beneath that, like anyone back then who ever thought of someone of the same gender in a romantic way, he was scared as hell. You gotta remember, it wasn’t just frowned upon: it was illegal. Buck and me, we lived in a…well, a pretty open neighborhood, I guess you could say. But that didn’t make it any less dangerous for him, or for anyone else. A lot of people lived in fear.  

“I didn’t know those letters existed,” Steve continues. He looks out at their faces. Most of them seem unfazed so far, as if they’ve been expecting this, and are now ready for Steve’s gently-worded confession that he’s straighter than an arrow and has a wife and a family to prove that in spades. Jesus Christ. Steve swallows. 

“I didn’t know they existed,” he repeats, “And if I had — if I had, my life would have probably been a whole lot different. For one, I wouldn’t have been so scared of the way I felt about Buck. I didn’t know it, not for a long time, but I loved him. And don’t — look, don’t misquote me, because I mean that. I was in love with him. I was in love with James Barnes. I’ve been in love with him for as long as I can remember. 

“I may not look it,” Steve continues, quiet now, “But I’m an old man. All the guys I fought with are dead, but I’m still here, looking about as old as my grandkids do. I see no reason to hide from it anymore, and I’ve had decades to figure myself out. I’m telling you in the hopes that I can help anyone who’s felt as scared or wrong or prosecuted as Bucky and I did. So here it is: I’m bisexual. My wife and I are still happy as anything to be together. I love her to this day, and I’ll always love her, the same as I’ll always love Bucky.”

For a long moment the room is silent. And then it bursts into noise and camera flashes and motion, and Tony comes to Steve’s rescue and causes a whole outburst of pandemonium on his own, waving an arm and smiling vaguely behind his sunglasses, giving Steve a free second to escape while his heart pounds in its chest like it’s trying to break right out.

“Alright, alright — Jesus! None of you were this excited when my sex tape leaked —“ 

—

“You didn’t tell me it was being televised,” says Peggy from her armchair when Steve finally comes home, having walked all the way back. Summer is creeping up on them, and he’s sweating a bit, at his forehead and the small of his back. He’s calmer now, the walk having helped him, the adrenaline wearing off. He pours himself a glass of water and refills hers before returning to kiss her on the cheek and sit at the corner of the couch closest to her. Wolf Blitzer is on mute, talking via Skype with a woman. The ticker tape reads CAPTAIN AMERICA CONFESSIONAL: “I WAS IN LOVE WITH JAMES BARNES.” Steve is just grateful she’s watching CNN instead of Fox. He doesn’t know what Bill O’Reilly has to say about this, but he can imagine. 

The TV flicks off and Peggy turns her head to look at him. She smiles at Steve and he smiles back helplessly, relieved to be home and away from all those flashing cameras. There’s a reason, he thinks, that he’s been avoiding the press for so long. It’s even more exhausting than he remembered.

Peggy reaches out and cups his face in her hand, the wistful expression fading from her face. 

“You look just the same as the day we met,” says Peggy softly. It’s a blatant lie; Steve, who finally has one entire gray hair, looks absolutely nothing like the skinny kid she first laid eyes on back in ’43. But Steve understands what she means, the way that two people stupid in love always do: she looks just the same to him, too. 

“Whole year older than you on the inside, though,” Steve replies.

“Older, probably,” Peggy says. Her brow is furrowed now, and Steve clasps his hand over hers. Her eyes search his. “We were happy, weren’t we?” she asks, as though wondering at the fact of it. “Despite all of it, we were happy. I’ll never know how we managed that.”

Steve’s throat closes up, and he says, truthfully, “The happiest. We were the happiest, Pegs.” 

“Was it worth it to you?” she asks.

“Every single second,” Steve replies. “I wouldn’t have traded you for the world.”

Peggy looks at him for a moment longer and then drops her hand from his face, curling her strong fingers around his. She takes a shaky breath, and Steve is concerned immediately, but she’s fine, only thoughtful. Her voice is rough when she speaks again. “In a moment I’m going to beg you for forgiveness, because I think it’s unfair of me to ask for it before I tell you. You were so brave today and it did nothing but remind me of my own cowardice.”

Concerned now, Steve shakes his head. “What’re you talking about, Peggy?” 

“I’ve done terrible things,” Peggy says, hushed. “I’ve done terrible things, Steve. I’ve lied to you.”

 

 

 


  1943


Steve’s red pencil is worn down almost all the way to the nub, but he only needs a little more to shade in the space just between the building across him and the beginning of the sunset. He takes a moment to shave at it with his pocketknife before bending back over his sketchbook, kicking his feet into the empty air below him.

There’s a commotion at the front door as Bucky gets in. Steve snorts to himself when he hears Buck step on the loose nail in the floorboard and let out a colorful string of curses for what must be the sixth time in as many days. Barefoot, Bucky climbs out the window Steve’s left open and joins him on the tiny fire escape. 

“That was a new one,” Steve comments. 

Bucky hums and leans over to see Steve’s drawing. He smells like he always does after work, a mix of sea-salt and sweat-salt and cigarette smoke, his arm pressed damp and warm against Steve’s. He looks at the sketchpad in Steve’s hands for a second and then out at the sunset, squinting. Steve flips to the next page and scratches down, fast but precise as he can, Buck’s profile, illuminated by the dying orange and pink light of the sun. 

“So what’s your story, morning glory? Wanna go out tonight?” asks Bucky. He glances down at the sketchpad again, smiling a little when he sees what Steve’s switched to drawing. He always wants to go out. 

Steve raises an eyebrow, still focused on getting down the line of Bucky’s brow. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for tomorrow?” 

Bucky leans back on his elbows and shrugs. “I don’t think there’s a better way to get ready for Basic than dancing.”

“Well, guess I wouldn’t know,” Steve replies, before he can check himself.  

Bucky looks at him sharply. “Hey,” he says. “None of that.”

Steve sighs. If they’ve had this argument once, they’ve had it a million times. “Buck—“



“It’s only Basic,” tries Bucky again. “Steve.” 

“Buck.”

“Will you look at me? Jesus.” 

Steve huffs and glares at him.

“What’s got you all worked up?” asks Bucky quietly. He’s leaning in so close that their foreheads are almost touching. “I know you want to get out there, and I know that you’re — you’re sore, about me gettin’ in and you not, but you gotta hear me, it’s like I keep telling you —“

“It’s not just that,” Steve says. He looks at Buck helplessly, wishing for the words to come. The truth is that he and Bucky haven’t been apart for longer than maybe a week in the last decade and he’s not entirely sure what he’s supposed to get up to without him. Bucky’s his only real friend in the whole entire world. The only thing he has is Bucky. And if Bucky goes out there, if Bucky dies out there, Steve has no goddamn idea how he’s supposed to forgive himself for not being right beside him the whole time.

First and foremost Steve wants to fight for his country. But now that the future is coming up to meet them, Steve thinks more and more about Bucky alone out there, about letters that could get lost so easy in the mail; about, ridiculously, how cold Bucky’s feet get at night.

It’s a weird role reversal, Steve worrying about Bucky this way. Their balance has been upset by it, but Steve can’t help himself. 

“Then what is it?” pushes Buck, clueless asshole that he is. His voice is a little reedy. “You gotta tell me, Steve. You gotta tell me. I can’t fight with you tonight.”

Defeated, Steve shakes his head, looking at Bucky and summoning up a smile for him. “It’s not you, Buck. I just had a long day. It isn’t you, huh?” 

“You’re better off here,” says Bucky, quiet and firm. “You hear me? Someone’s gotta hold down the fort until I get back.” He pauses for a second, and Steve can hear the joviality in his voice, even if it’s faked, “Who knows, maybe you’ll even learn how to cook me a decent meal without burning the whole complex down first. And you can write me letters so I won’t get bored.” 

“Smartass,” says Steve, softening. “Like hell I’m cooking you dinner; I’m not your girl, Barnes.”

“No,” Buck says, looking at him. He smiles, but it comes out strange. “No, guess you aren’t.”

Silence falls over them. Bucky looks back out at the sunset, just the last strains of it, and Steve finishes up his sketch by the light he has left, drawing the sharp, strong line of Buck’s jaw, the bulge of his Adam’s apple, and then shading in the five o’clock shadow which he’ll have shaved off by tomorrow. 

Bucky appears to decide to drop it, because just then he rummages in his discarded jacket pocket. “Saw you were runnin’ low,” he explains, handing over the new pencils he must have just bought on the way home. “So. Just in case.”

Steve thinks for one horrific, embarrassing moment that, honest to God, he’s going to cry. 

Their balance is upset. Bucky, much as he’d never admit it and Steve would never, ever say it, is the crier out of the two of them: Steve remembers Buck’s frustrated tears two winters ago when Steve almost died in the night, spilling warm and wet over Steve’s hand while Buck thought he was sleeping. He cries when he’s scared. 

And now, right now, Buck’s scared. 

He does a hell of a job of hiding it, but he can’t hide anything from Steve. He’s been saying goodbye to Steve in little ways for weeks now: stuffing all his cash under the ratty couch cushions, sorting his civvies into clothes that might fit Steve and clothes that are falling apart at the seams, and now this, giving Steve pencils before he leaves because he knows damn well that Steve’s not going to buy them for himself while Buck’s gone. 

And it’s all because Bucky’s got this idea in his head that his ticket out of Brooklyn is one way only.

Steve takes the gift, and because he doesn’t know how to do anything but wear his heart on his sleeve today, Buck’s brow furrows. “They the right ones?” he asks, concerned. 

“Jesus Christ, James Buchanan Barnes,” says Steve, shoving hard at Bucky’s shoulder, angry and disbelieving and somehow suddenly elated all at once. Bucky laughs and grins that grin that could start a riot. 

“Goddamn, they must be perfect if you’re saying that,” Buck teases.

“You better be planning to scrub all that smug off if you want a single dame to look at you tonight.” Steve moves to shut his sketchbook, but Bucky catches his hand by the wrist and stops him, looking down at the half-done sketch of himself on the page.

“Hey, why’re you drawing me? I’m not even shippin’ out yet,” Bucky says, sounding a little rough. “It’s only ten weeks, anyway. You’re not getting sentimental on me, are you?” 

“You wish,” Steve says, kicking Bucky’s bare foot with his own. But he doesn’t move away, and Buck doesn’t either, and so they end up with their legs tangled together. Bucky is the subject of about eighty percent of Steve’s sketches anyway, Steve almost tells him, but he stops himself and says instead, “I’m just documenting your ugly mug so I can show all the girls how handsome I am in comparison.”

“I keep tryin’ to convince them that you’re the looker,” Bucky says, absent and honest. “You sure you don’t mind dancing tonight?”

“Nah,” says Steve, if a little despondently. “Go get scrubbed up, I know you want to go out.”

“Aw, c’mon, don’t be so serious,” Buck cajoles. “Not like there won’t be plenty of time for me to bug you night and day between Basic and the war, right?”

Steve looks over at him. “Just want you to be careful, is all,” he says, echoing a statement he’s heard from Bucky a thousand times. 

Bucky stands, brushing off his pants and heading back inside. Over his shoulder he calls, “None of that, now. I’m your bad penny, Rogers! I’ll be turning up under your shoe until the day you die, wait and see.” 

From the sketchbook Buck looks out at something in the distance, his eyes squinted against the sunset, the light long gone by now. 

 

 

 


  2006


Peggy, unable to meet his gaze, begins to talk. 

“There were only the rumors. The man had been alive for far too long, you see. Howard and I assumed that it was several men over the years in the same costume, but then we received reliable intel, a file from as far back as ‘46, that corroborated with yours about the arm. We were forced to conclude that it was the same person. And then a few years after Leningrad, Stark’s informant successfully infiltrated the Winter Soldier Project. They called him —“ Peggy’s voice catches. “I’m sorry, Steve. They called him the American.

“Stark’s informant gathered as much information as he could. The Soldier healed fast; too fast. We believed they were experimenting on him. But that’s as much as I know, because soon after, Stark’s informant was discovered, and he was executed. They — the Red Room, that is — they sent photographs, to warn us. And in one of them — Steve, please believe me; it was only the side of his face. The photograph was blurred and grainy. We couldn’t know for sure. We never knew for sure. His hair was a little longer but he wasn’t wearing a mask, and it — Steve, I’m so sorry. It looked like him.” 

Steve realizes he is shaking, his breath caught in his chest. He’s unable to breathe, feeling like his lungs are closing up, like his asthma is back again. Like Pearl Harbor, like 9/11, his limbs have gone cold and heavy, an unspeakable dread clawing at his throat the way the ice claws at Bucky’s in his nightmares. 

“Like who, Peggy,” he says. 

Peggy wraps her hands tighter around his and says, urgently, “We didn’t have the technology for facial recognition. It was 1962. And it was impossible, Steve. It all seemed so impossible.” 

Steve has never begged, not once in all his years; not when Peggy asked him to leave, not even for his ma’s life, not even for Bucky’s. He’s begging now. His voice is filled with a need so raw and base that he can hardly recognize it. 

“Peggy, please tell me. Please.” 

“It was James Barnes,” Peggy confesses in a whisper. There are tears in her eyes. “Oh, Steve. It was him.”



Steve’s heart pounds in his limbs and around him the world seems to slow. Dimly he tries to reconcile it. Steve left him — he left him — but only because there couldn’t have been a body. There wasn’t time to look. No one could have survived —

Zola’s lab. The gunshot wound behind enemy lines that healed in two days. How Buck would drink with the other guys, drink a lot, but never quite pass tipsy. In the letters, how Buck said — they shot him up with cocktails upon cocktails of chemicals. Realization comes like a punch, like the hard fist in Leningrad that knocked the air completely out of him. 

He was there. He was right there. And his arm — the arm — Buck — 

Terribly, miserably, Peggy continues. “We were convinced we couldn’t tell you. It would have compromised us. The balance was too delicate; we were facing a nuclear war. If you had known, Steve, if you had known that there was even the slightest possibility… I knew that you’d tear the world apart, and all for him. You would tear the world apart to find him, and you wouldn’t give a damn about anything else.” She’s right. God help him, she’s right. “You would have destroyed everything we had worked for. You would have tipped the nation into a world war, and the stakes were too high, and I knew, I knew that I couldn’t let you do that.” She’s crying, now, the tears falling slowly. “God forgive me, Steve, I am so sorry.”  

“He didn’t know me in Leningrad,” Steve realizes. And maybe it makes Steve selfish, but this is worse than the arm; this is worse than anything. Scared and childlike, he asks, “Pegs, he didn’t —?” 

“I know,” Peggy whispers. “Stark’s informant, he told us — Steve, I —“ she collects herself visibly, and then continues, “It was electroconvulsive. They wiped him. They wiped his memory, not just once, but after every single mission.”

The pain pierces Steve like a stab wound to the gut. It’s worse than anything he’s ever felt. He had thought — after Bucky fell from the train, he thought, he was so sure, that it was the worst pain he would ever feel, that shock of initial agony followed by miles and miles of colorless grief. Nothing, Steve knew that night, trying to get drunk in a bombed-out bar, could feel worse than this.

He was wrong. 

“Howard and I thought he was deactivated in the 80’s. We were so sure he was gone. There wasn’t a single trace left of him, and by the time the KGB was disbanded we thought the horror was finally over. He killed — Steve, he was the assassin who killed the President.” 

This blow lands more softly, perhaps because there’s no room left for shock in Steve’s body. Stalin too, Steve knows. And how many others? How many did they make him kill — and what did they do to him, how else did they break him, to make him do it? 

Steve hears like it was yesterday Bucky’s delirious mumblings in the HYDRA base. James Barnes, Sergeant, 32557038…Sergeant, 32557…

How long did he repeat that to the Soviets? How long, until they stripped it from him too? 

“But there were no records, you understand. Just the one photograph. And then…” 

Peggy looks at Steve, shaking her head. More tears fall, but she makes no move to brush them away. Her voice is cracking now, very finely, like splintered china. “Howard thought someone was watching his house. But you knew him — and oh, even me, I thought it was the drink or the drugs, something causing the paranoia. He had his eccentricities. So none of us listened, and eventually he hired a security detail. Then, the night he died, he raised hell with Maria about keeping Tony at home.

“You knew something was wrong, didn’t you?” Peggy asks. “You deleted the message he left because you didn’t want me to hear it.”

“Yeah. I did,” Steve admits. He knows what’s coming next, now. It’s inevitable. He remembers the panic in Stark’s voice. How Stark said Peggy’s name like it was a warning. And Steve realizes that the last thing Stark saw that night — after, Christ, after the Winter Soldier pulled Maria through the windshield and broke her body on the pavement, after he ripped the door off its hinges and hurled it into the snow — the last thing Stark saw was Bucky Barnes, a ghost from sixty years past. And he knew that death had come for him. 

“You were right to delete it,” Peggy continues, her voice thick with guilt. “He left a message at my office. He must have called me first. All Howard said was, ‘he’s coming.’ And that’s when I knew how wrong I had been to keep it from you for so long. How wrong we had all been.” 


  I was — we were wrong. We fucked up. Rogers, listen to me — 


Peggy brushes her tears away now. “There’s one more thing. Only one more, Steve. I feel that I owe it to you above all else.”

Numbly, Steve meets her gaze. What more could there possibly be?

“It’s another reason why I didn’t tell you,” she says. “The real reason, maybe.” 

Steve doesn’t speak; he doesn’t think he can. Instead he holds her look at waits. 

“I’m selfish,” Peggy confesses, brokenly. “I have loved you so much, and love made me selfish. And I knew that if I told you I would lose you.” 

And the terrible thing, the worst thing, is that Steve knows down to his bones that this is true — that Peggy is, as always, right. He would have left. He would have torn the world apart to bring Bucky home, and he wouldn’t have looked back.

Peggy is truly crying now, curled in on herself, her hand covering her eyes as her body shakes. Steve can’t stand to watch it; doesn’t know if he’s angry or hurt or betrayed; if he forgives her or not, or if he ever, ever can. It’s not that he doesn’t understand her reasoning, because he does. That makes it no easier to reconcile. 

Steve knows only that he loves her, and wants her not to hurt over it anymore. She’s unburdened herself, and the truth belongs to Steve now. It is his weight to carry. 

He wants to carry it. 

Carefully, he takes her hands in his. “It’s alright,” murmurs Steve, pressing their foreheads together. He cups her face in his palms and feels her tears meet his thumbs. “Hey, it’s alright. Listen, you weren’t wrong. I would have left. I would have left, because love made me selfish too.” 

Peggy’s face twists, like his words have hurt her. She shakes her head and pulls back to look at him, closing her hands around Steve’s. “I’m sorry I’ve kept you for so long,” she whispers. “Steve, I’m so sorry. I denied you, didn’t I? I denied you the life that you wanted. That you deserved. I’m sorry.” 

“Pegs, don’t ever be sorry,” replies Steve, quiet, pressing devoted kisses to her knuckles. “I loved you, and I love you still. I had the time of my life, Pegs, don’t you know that? I had the time of my life, dancing the night away with you.”

“But it’s last call, isn’t it?” Peggy asks. Steve takes a long moment to wipe away all of her tears. When she’s collected herself, she continues quietly: “The lights are coming up, I think. It’s time for you to go.” 

She cups her strong withered hands around his face. She does look the same as the day they met: despite what the years have done to her, despite the lies she has had to tell, the people she has hurt, the deaths she has seen, her eyes are the same reliable, steady brown. He loves her, no buts. He didn’t lie. Nothing can stop him from it, not even now. It burns in him, the same way he will burn until the day he sees Bucky’s face again. And he will. Steve won’t rest, not until he finds him. Wait for me, he begs Buck. Whatever hell you’re in now, hold on, just a little longer, just for me. 

Wait for me. I’ll come for you. I always will.

“I’ll move Heaven,” Steve promises, intently. “And if that fails, I’ll raise Hell. But I’ll make this right, Peggy. I’ll bring him home.” 

Peggy smiles; sad, faithful, tired. “I know, Steve,” she replies. “I know you will.”

—

The Triskelion has changed over the years, and though it’s no longer Stark’s long and straight Bauhaus monstrosity, it is still buzzing with suits and blanketed in glass windows. Director Fury’s office is high up, but not half so large as Stark’s had been. Steve takes the elevator, which is made of windows too, and by the time he is on the right floor he can see all the way out to the Potomac. 

Fury’s office is white and gray, and sunlight streams in hotly. Fury, uncaring, wears all black and even a coat. The eye-patch jars Steve every time, but he doesn’t show it. Instead he falls to parade rest, waiting as Fury hauls the box onto the desk and dusts it off. There’s a battered file next to it, courtesy of Agent Romanoff. Written across it is ПРОЕКТ: ЗИМНИЙ ВОИН. Fury takes a step back and gives a sharp, quick salute.

“Colonel,” he says. “Welcome back, sir.” 

Steve takes a couple steps forward and pries open the cardboard. He presses his hand flat to the white star of his uniform.

“You know what?” asks Steve, “I really think I’d prefer Captain.” 

Fury agrees, a smile, maybe, at the corner of his mouth. “Captain, then. Well, Cap, I got one more thing for you.” 

He pulls it out from behind the clean lines of his desk. Steve can’t remember it ever looking this nice, though maybe that’s because the last time he saw it was when he locked it up in his SHIELD-issue storage unit years back, and it was still matte gray then. It’s all spiffed up with a new paint job now, though, and the red, white, and blue catch the sunlight, gleaming brightly.

“I took some liberties,” Fury explains, offering it out. 

The weight of the shield rests heavy and familiar in the crook of his arm. 

It’s been a long time. 

 

  



2. Notes

Summary for the Chapter:
            So because we had a lot of fun researching this fic, and had a lot of notes on it, we decided to include them.  Sorry this isn’t a sequel or something.

          
Notes for the Chapter:Here are the research notes, as promised.  If you detect any errors in it, let us know.  We strive for accuracy whenever possible and we don’t pretend to be infallible.




    
    
  “1954” 



  -In Steve’s ‘interrogation’, Lee asks him if his parents were associated with the Socialist Party of Ireland.  This was a real party, founded originally in 1896 with several failures and revivals along the way.  It eventually became the Communist Party of Ireland in 1921, so while Lee would probably know it better as that name, Steve’s parents, and therefore Steve, would not.  In addition, while regarded as significant by Irish historians, it was a very small party, so Steve’s parents probably would not have been part of it.  



  -The KGB was established in march of 1954; it is the KGB that Steve is working recon on in this section.



  -The Venona project mentioned was a decrypting operation run out of the US that worked to counter Russian intelligence.



  -The Vinnitsky district was a tiny industrial county in Leningrad that existed from 1927 to 1963 — I have no idea where in Leningrad it actually was, nor any idea if the KGB actually had roots there — obviously, it probably didn’t.



  -Chukotskiy was located in the far, far, far, FAR, FAR northeast of the AOk (a region of the USSR) and technically, from what i understand, operated autonomously from the USSR. it was (and probably still is) a mostly-abandoned, largely uninhabitable wasteland, and therefore seemed the perfect place for kicking off something as hugely fucking shady as the Red Room, particularly when the asset they’ve just acquired from the splinters of HYDRA is hugely unstable, unpredictable, and prone to lashing out like a feral animal. Note that this isn’t comic canon; there’s actually no canon whatsoever elaborating on the location of the Red Room at all. Fanon likes to put it in western Russia. I…think that’s way less fun, at least for the beginnings of it. 



  -ПРОЕКТ: ЗИМНИЙ ВОИН/ Proyekt Zímnij Voin: I thought using a Russian word that can mean berserker, warrior, or soldier depending on the connotation and context would be way fun to acknowledge that the Winter Soldier hasn’t always been called the Winter Soldier. Maybe first he was patient zero, and then subject one, and then that became a project when the Red Room followed HYDRA’s footsteps and wanted to try recreating their own brand of super assassins. Also, I love this idea that the Red Room thought maybe it was the serum itself that was making Buck unpredictable — I love this idea that Buck was very difficult to control for the first decade or so, because cryo was new and unstable and the memory wipes just weren’t as efficient. So that’s my justification for using a word that has connotations beyond “soldier” — the Red Room was unsure of him. 



       -We originally used “ЗИМА” rather than “ЗИМНИЙ” because… well, we don’t speak Russian, but we were informed by the lovely isamai that “ЗИМНИЙ” would make more sense because you’re not supposed to put two nouns in a row.  This made me realize that in English two nouns are… Ok?  Not sure, I’m not a linguist or anything, but Winter Soldier is definitely two nouns in a row, but Winter still acts as a modifier for Soldier.  If we didn’t allow for the two nouns and instead needed an adjective and a noun, it would be Wintry Soldier, and that sounds a little silly.  This linguistics rant is now over unless someone who knows their shit with linguistics happens to tell me otherwise.  



  -I couldn’t help giving him the signature thighs of death Red Room move. Work it, Buck



  -The Soldier reports into his comm that he’s injured in a potentially fatal way and asks if they still want the mission completed. they say no, so he beats it. Obviously this isn’t because Buck wants to live — he’s been instructed to let them know if he thinks he’s dying so that they can pull him immediately. He’s too good of an asset to lose. Additionally, you’ll notice that I didn’t give the Americans comms but did give them to the Red Room. This is mostly because we know that the Red Room’s tech is miles beyond anything the Starks have, even by 2014. 


 

 


  
    “1962”
  



  -The WHCA dinner is a gala that happens annually at the White House to raise funds for scholarships. It’s pretty much a relaxed and fun evening despite the part where it’s black tie, involves a bunch of military officials, and is held at, you know, the White House. I fudged the date; in ’62 the dinner actually happened in late april, but the snow was more dramatic.



  -“Duck and cover” was really strange. In schools they’d air these short films about how the best way to survive a nuclear attack was to hide underneath your desk. Like we have fire drills or lockdown drills, they’d have duck and cover drills. I have links to the propaganda cartoons if you want to see them; it’s so fucked up. I actually found out about this from my dad a million years ago, who told me about the duck and cover drills they did up through middle school. I thought this would be something that Steve would be deeply unimpressed by. 



  -Steve is Colonel Rogers because of his two honorary promotions.



  -LBJ, apparently, wasn’t too cool of a guy; he was famous for something called “the Johnson treatment” which involved intimidating people physically in order to get them to pass his legislations. JFK didn’t want him to be president, ever. As we know, Steve hates bullies. 



  -Women were actually banned from the WHCA dinner up until 1962, so Peggy’s presence here is… rather significant?


 

 


  
    “1963”
  



  -CBS cut into a new episode of As The World Turns to report the news that the president had been shot. As the world turns was a soap opera. Literally the only way for me to make this historically accurate was to have Steve watch a soap opera. Can’t make this shit up. amazing.



  -Famously, the coverage of JFK’s death lasted for four days. So that’s why it’s four days until cap makes an appearance to Reassure The Nation. The timing of the press conference is obviously fictional though.


 

 


  
    “1966”
  



  -The format of the headline is unusual but is actually typical of the NYT, both then and now, so I rolled with it. Also, you would not believe the number of gay scandals in ’66. There were a lot.


 

 


  
    “1969”
  



  -Stonewall was a few months before the moon landing so that explains the order of this section.



  -I could not physically stop myself from referencing issue #5 of Man Out Of Time with the Grand Canyon scene because I have a disease.


 

 


  
    “1971”
  



  -The Winter Soldier Investigation happened in, ironically, the winter of ’71 (jan 31 - feb 2), so I put this section in this year and changed Steve’s arrest/meeting Fury to ’72. 



  -Just a personal note, good luck watching the actual testimonies about the Winter Soldier investigation; I actually had to stop about every five minutes for a breather. I couldn’t finish it. It was actually too much for me, and that is — saying something. The things that were done, the atrocities they were forced to commit under orders, the mutilations, the executions, the women and children they killed, it’s enough nightmare fuel for the next century. Do you know what white phosphorous does to the human body? I didn’t either, at least not in vivid detail, and now I wish I didn’t. I don’t know how those boys ever got a wink of sleep after they got back home. I sure as hell won’t forget these testimonies and I know I’ll think about them for a long time. 



  -At this point in time, San Fran was a hotbed of hippies. It was one of the places to be for hippie culture, so that’s interesting, and also why Jim doesn’t live directly in the city, probably. I also don’t know how I feel about Morita going back to live in Fresno. There’s probably a lot of bad memories.



  -The Winter Soldier investigation was kick started by Vietnam vets who wanted accountability and change. (John Kerry actually testified, fun fact. he was very, very young then, and had about the same amount of hair.) It happened in Detroit and received basically no media coverage outside of the city itself, no guesses why. It’s completely reasonable to assume that Steve knew nothing about the investigation at all: it wasn’t televised and the documentary was released over a year later, in late ’72. Jim, on the other hand, who’s still keeping up with shield despite getting up there in age, doubtlessly heard about the organization that kick started it through one of his work contacts.



  -The story about the rabbit is true; the guy said his CO gutted it, and said, “now you know,” and he shipped out six hours later.


 

 


  
    “1972”
  



  -The protest Steve marches in is real, except for I changed some of the details: it wasn’t members of the police force arrested, it was members of the gay organization that marched, and the march actually happened in 1971. But making it the cops themselves was too fitting and I had to. Other than that, the demonstration did take place on a frigid December day, and there was almost a riot, and a lot of people got arrested.



  -I’m pretty much ignoring MCU canon regarding Fury, mostly because MCU’s canon for Fury is a complete disaster and also because everything is way more fun this way. And also because it’s actually not that far fetched that fury fought in Vietnam before doing his secret cold war ops.


 

 


  
    “1975”
  



  -Song lyrics from Bob Dylan’s “The Times They Are A-Changin’.


 

 


  
    “1977”
  



  -Southern Vietnam is actually fairly dry in the winter, while the north is rainy- this situation is flipped in summer, with southern Vietnam more rainy and northern Vietnam more dry.  I picked southern Vietnam because from what I have found of maps on the internet, most of the battles of the Vietnam war were fought there.  



  -Both sides did indeed leave land mines.  


 

 


  
    “1980”
  



  -I figured it would make sense for Buck to get a purple heart, as that’s reserved for soldiers killed by the enemy or soldiers who died in battle. Even though this isn’t technically completely accurate, he was Captain America’s second in command, and I feel like awarding him with it would have been the done thing. Buck also has the SSR listed in his service record because the Commandos were technically outside of army jurisdiction and under SSR jurisdiction instead. 



  -This protest is NOT real, but during the AIDS scare there were plenty just like it, particularly in the west village. Act Up — Fight AIDS is a real slogan. There were a lot of myths about AIDS — how you contract it, how you cure it. Papers called it “the plague.” Basically it was a really shitty time to be LGBT, and mostly everyone in the community was focused on tamping down fear and stigma to get out the facts and keep people safe. 



       -ACT UP is actually the name of an organization: AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power. the whole purpose of ACT UP is to raise awareness, education, and money for research about HIV/AIDS in an effort to stop what was pretty much The Red Scare Take 3: Gay Community Edition. There’s also the added benefit that it sounds nifty. Someone really wanted to the acronym to spell act up, I think. Because that’s what it’s about — making your voice heard. Acting. Educating. Keeping people healthy and safe and disputing irrational, panicked fears. 


 

 


  
    “1998”
  



  -Quick summary of Kat: Kat was born in ‘48, meets Joe Morita at age 25 (in 1973) over the summer at an internship in California when she goes to visit uncle Jim Morita.  Joe and Kat fall in love, marry two years later (’75) after Kat finishes her PhD.  Neither of these events are in this fic because everything happens in the winter and Kat’s life is clearly all about summer.  Assuming they had their first kid two years later (77) and then the next two years after that (79), that would make her eldest 21 and her youngest 19 at this point, which I’m sure is a great time for Tony because here he’s only 28 and he’s probably having the time of his life mentoring Kat’s kids because YOU KNOW she mentored him YOU JUST KNOW.  This commentary probably could have gone better in a section under “1985” but I’m too lazy to move it.  


 

 

 


  
    “2006”
  



  -Joe Wright directed the film about Steve and Buck because Joe Wright directs all the saddest historical love story movies. It was probably very depressing and involved a lot of whoever played Buck staring longingly across the way at whoever played Steve while soft sad piano music played, and probably there was some kind of bombed-out French mansion involved, and maybe a claw footed bath tub, and probably an uncomfortably erotic scene involving water somehow, and I can guarantee that he made up a few extra letters that were incredibly dirty, because Joe Wright’s favorite thing is to put dirty letters into period pieces and have the protagonist read them out loud to himself. All the reviews are like, the shocking sexual tension! An American icon! Destroyed!! most of the movie is done in voiceover. Even the butchest dude men who went in to appease their girlfriends got a little teary when the movie ended with Steve, like, tragically finding the letters somewhere improbable, and resting his head in his waif-like, confused blonde wife’s lap and crying One Single Tear. It was super overdone and even a little melodramatic in parts and tumblr like, made a million gifsets of it, and to this day hipsters quote it to each other. I’m spending way too much time thinking about this. Anyway.


 

 


  
    “1943”
  



  -Basic takes 10 weeks unless you end up getting recruited to train for an MOS — a Military Occupational Speciality — in which case you’re there from anywhere between 14 to 16 weeks. So Bucky doesn’t know it yet, but he’s lying to Steve when he says he won’t be long; he was probably gone for 16 weeks, which is the norm for sniper trainees. This is also how he managed to ship out as a Sergeant even though it was only his first tour. This also means that he was consciously working to become an officer before he finished basic, because if you can do that your pay increases. But Buck doesn’t think he’s coming back. So like. He probably just clawed his way up the ranks before he shipped out because he wanted Steve set up nice for when he died out there. Like that’s probably canon.
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1. The Thirteen Letters

Author’s Note:

        	
          Translation into Tiếng Việt available: 
            The Thirteen Letters [Mười ba lá thư] by goldcloudy
        

        	
          Translation into Русский available: 
            Тринадцать Писем by Asperatus, SolidHate
        



    


    
    Credit and thanks to our Winifred Anon for some details of Bucky’s home life along with the headcanon that Buck got hooked on Marlboros due to his dates. Super extra special thanks to Leo for all the crazy thorough work on the amazing German translations. A lot of Sarah Rogers’ backstory is inspired by “The stone’s in the midst of it all” by togina, so go thank togina for writing something so lovely. And finally, thanks to you guys for sticking with us. Be sure to click on the links in the story — some of them are live! Notes and sources and fun historical facts in the second chapter. As usual, we’re Ellen and Emily. 

 

 

 

 


  2010


Individually the features are familiar: the face that looks back at him is a face he recognizes. The broad slope of the nose, the jut of the chin, the serious brow. He shifts his eyes to the right.


  Born March 10 of 1917, Sergeant James Barnes was born and raised in Brooklyn, New York, where he spent his youth working physically demanding jobs. Barnes’ family was a small one, and numerous accounts confirm that he spent the majority of his time with childhood best friend Steve Rogers. In 1943, Barnes was drafted to the European front. After less than a year of active combat, Barnes’ unit was captured, and he was subjected to torture, isolation, and depravation for, historians have estimated, somewhere between four and eight weeks. In an ironic twist of fate, the prison camp was liberated by none other than…


Instead of reading the rest of it he shuffles along with the other people. They are all being very quiet. Several are bent over a little glass box. Inside is a leather book. It’s too small for everyone to see, and so the pages are copied up in big projections on the walls. The penmanship is nice. His left hand remembers.

 


 

 


  Ideals are peaceful. History is violent.


 


  — David Ayer



  “Fury”


 


 

 


  1941


 


  JAPAN WARS ON U.S. AND BRITAIN;



  MAKES SUDDEN ATTACK ON HAWAII;



  HEAVY FIGHTING AT SEA REPORTED 


 


  (Bruckheimer, Frank L. The New York Times 8 Dec. 1941. Print.)


 


  —


 

166 MONTAGUE ST

SG ROGERS

BKLN NEW YORK

 

JUST FINE ONLY COLD YOURS BUCK

 

—


  “It had been a long summer,” Colonel Steve Rogers recalled of this telegram during a phone interview with the museum in 2006. “I was on tour, and so it came late, because our old address was on it. My hands were shaking real bad when I opened it. I was so afraid, you know; everyone was so afraid of getting a telegram. That’s why it’s torn. But I finally got it open, right before a show, and I remember I had to sit down backstage for the longest time. I just couldn’t stand up, I was so relieved. I think I was late getting on.” 



  (Telegram: Barnes, James.14 June 1943. The War in Telegrams: An Interactive Exhibit. Smithsonian, Washington, D.C.) 


 


  —


 

 

 


   1943  



  Bucky,



  Thanks for the telegram and sorry it has taken me so long to write you back, the job is keeping me busy. I can just see your face when you read the postmark on this, but really Jersey isn’t all that bad if you just shut your eyes and hold your breath and pretend hard you aren’t in Jersey. Truth is I can’t tell you what I’m doing in Hoboken any more than you can tell me what you’re doing on the front. But you’ll laugh yourself stupid when I finally see you and you find out. I can guarantee that.  



  Anyway I’ll keep it short because you probably don’t have much time to read as it is and I know as usual you’re only interested in unwrapping the goods. I bought you smokes, and not the kind you get in rations either. I got your fancy lady smokes. I had to tell the guy at the store they were for my girl, just to let you know. I’m sure the men in your company will enjoy that story, so do please be sure to tell them it. In detail.


But j ust think, you can finally have one in peace without me hacking up a lung behind you. They should make it past the censors fine, but I didn’t think matches would, so I hope that either you have some or you’ve knocked together enough of those city slicker brain cells to learn how to make a fire. Stranger things have happened.


  Write me (or else you might forget how.) I get a little bored sometimes and trying to guess which horrible obscenities they took out of your letters for purposes of public decency and the war effort keeps me busy between work. Plus unlike some people I sure could use the mental exercise. (Hah, hah.) Or maybe you’ve already sent something and it’s in the mailbox now. In that case don’t mind this.



  Sorry about the drawing on the back. Not much of a view from my window, is it?



  Even if it’s just to send me the empty pack of smokes. Just send something back. If you get this before September and you write fast enough go on and send it to the return address on the envelope. If not just send it to the apartment. It’ll keep. 



  Your pal Steve


“Come on, give it up,” says Dugan. Startled and guilty, Bucky folds up Steve’s letter and squints at Dugan in the dim light of their campfire.

“The smokes,” Dugan clarifies, in a theatrical whisper. 

“Aw, hell, Dum Dum,” says Bucky, rolling his eyes. “I told you, I don’t got any.” 

“Bullshit,” Dugan says. “I know your girl is sending you some. Those envelopes you get always have a little something in them, and this month it was rectangle-shaped. And if they were Lucky Strikes, Barnes, I swear to God —“ 

“No girl.” 

Dugan heaves a sigh. “Sorry, Jesus. Your old lady, then? That it? You married?” 

Bucky thinks suddenly of Steve’s fantastic lack of skill in the kitchen and has to bite down on the inside of his cheek. Wife — Jesus. Dugan would get a black eye if Steve ever heard that one. Better guys have wound up with broken noses for less. 

“Christ, you ever shut up?” 

“Look, I’ll trade you some of my D-ration for one cigarette,” Dugan pushes.

“Hope you’ve got matches,” says Bucky, relenting, “Because I’m fresh out.” 

He pulls out the pack. 

“Marlboros?” Dugan asks. “Those are lady’s smokes.” 

“Fuck you too! Guess that’s more for me.” 

“No, come on.” Dugan huffs. He does have matches, and he lights Bucky’s cigarette with the same match he uses to light his own, sucking on the tip of his forefinger when the flame burns down too fast and licks his skin. Dugan takes a drag and his eyebrows go up. “These are good.”

“Told you. I used to keep ‘em around for the girls I was dating, you know, so I could share a smoke if a lady happened to want one.”

“Got hooked?” 

“Yeah, I like ‘em.” 

Bucky enjoys a taste of the single chocolate square, thick and sickly sweet. He tucks Steve’s letter into his pocket when Dugan isn’t looking and takes a long drag. The smoke catches thickly in his chest, and with the first rush he goes a little lightheaded from the nicotine. With his eyes closed Bucky pictures Steve’s sketch on the back of his letter. Steve can make anything look beautiful with his pencil, but he’s right: that view of Hoboken really is irredeemably shitty. Just a couple of flat buildings and a gray haze in the air. Jersey — Jesus Christ, Bucky would rather be on the front than in motherfucking Jersey. That’s what Steve gets, he thinks, for not listening to what Bucky tells him. 

He’ll write back tomorrow, after they march. It’s October now, and Steve wrote his letter in September — Steve will be worried. His brow will be furrowing up in the middle; his mouth will be turning down at the corners. Chewing on a thumbnail in that way he has.

When Bucky stirs, down to the end of his smoke now, a glint in the low firelight catches his eye. Dugan’s polishing his brass knuckles. Of course brass knuckles are ten different kinds of illegal in the Army, but Bucky doesn’t see any reason to tell the higher-ups about them, considering how useful they are for hand-to-hand. Dugan’s had them since Basic. If he gets his sorry ass blown up he’s promised they belong to Bucky, and so it’s a good investment overall. 

Dugan is a man who’s prone to filling up silences, and so he talks as he scrubs. “Don’t think I ever told you,” he says, “Like to think of these as my good luck charm. Helped me out of a lot of scrapes growing up.” 

“You grew up in goddamn Midtown,” says Bucky, squinting at him. “Nobody gets into scrapes in Midtown.”



Dugan snorts. “You’d be surprised. I’ve got this real special ability, see. I can start a fight anywhere. During a picture, on the train…” 

Completely despite himself, Bucky feels a smile tug at his mouth. “Know a couple people like that,” he admits, closing his eyes again. Rogers, spitting mad, his little fists flying. Bucky hopes to God that he’s not planning on opening his mouth in Jersey. It’s not a good place to get caught in a dark alley. 

“Those your good luck charm?” asks Dugan, interrupting Bucky’s thoughts. He nods in Bucky’s general direction. It takes him a second to get it, but when he does he almost groans out loud.

“Dugan, you’re like a dog with a bone,” Bucky complains.

“See, they must be,” Dugan muses. “Because you’re bulletproof, Barnes. —Get it? Bulletproof Barnes. I swear, you’re the luckiest son of a bitch I ever met.”

That’s a good one. “Nah,” Buck says. 

“Just last week! Got your helmet blown clean off your head while they were shelling us, and not a single scratch on you.” 

Bucky shoots Dugan his best lazy grin and shrugs, beyond ready for this conversation to be over. “Must be the perfume she sprays on the letters before she sends ‘em.” 

Dugan barks out a laugh. He tucks his brass knuckles back into the pocket where he keeps them hidden. “I’ll take first watch, how’s that sound?” 

“We’re marching early tomorrow,” Bucky warns. 

“Sarge, you’re about to drop. Get your beauty rest, cuddle up to your letters.”



“Two hours,” Bucky agrees. 

His arms and his back ache from carrying the rifle. They really are marching early tomorrow, and Bucky can already feel in his bones that it’s going to be an ugly fight. He might as well get some shut-eye now. He settles himself down curled up by his gun and starts composing his letter back to Steve. It’s fine out here, just fine, he’ll write. Warm sometimes, even. He’ll find a story to tell. One of Dugan’s dirty jokes, or a licentious description of French girls. He wants Steve to laugh. 

By the time dawn breaks murky and pink on the horizon they’ve already been humping for a mile through the cold wet of Austria. There’s a lot of waiting to be had in war, and the shelling doesn’t start until dusk. Time bleeds and stretches. It lasts for maybe an hour or two before the enemy pulls back. But then something strange happens to the ground. It tilts and shifts and vibrates beneath them. The dirt is disturbed; it bounces and hums. For a moment he’s convinced it’s an earthquake. Then he sees the tanks. 

—

“Are you trying to die?” is what Dugan keeps hissing at him. 

“M’not,” Bucky slurs. “I’m not. They were gonna kill that kid.” 

“And now they’re gonna kill you,” Dugan says, and then swears, “Jesus,” and tries to catch Bucky when he stumbles — but he grabs him wrong, and it just makes his ribs hurt more.

The prisoners here turn into apes by night, climbing the bars and screaming profanities, usually stuck with cattle prods for their trouble. Bucky is glad for when it’s day and some of them are put to work. But then night comes, and they take another man off to wherever they’re taking them. By morning it’s time to put the body in the furnace. The smell was terrible at first. Metallic: sometimes burning steak, and sometimes musky-sweet. A thick perfume. 

“Gettin’ the shit beat out of you for a Jap,” Dugan says, angry. 

“Japs’re supposed to be their allies, ain’t they? So what the hell were they tryin’ to take him for? They better take me. I got Gypsy blood anyway.”

“No you don’t, sit the fuck down.” 

Bucky laughs, a little delirious from the pain. “Fuck you, I do. Half Gypsy; my ma’s side. Number’s up.” 

“It ain’t.” 

“It is,” Bucky insists. And it’s not just that: he’s a queer, on top of it. He imagines the telegram that Steve will see. THE SECRETARY OF WAR DESIRES ME TO EXPRESS HIS DEEP REGRET THAT…

He’s almost relieved when it turns out he’s right: the next day they shove a bag over his head and march him along a hallway that winds and twists and turns. The room has no windows. The air is still and thick. There is a long steel table, and on it are needles and restraints; he stumbles and falls, and when he lands again he finds himself in a nightmare. He feels hunger. He smells his own skin, and he smells it burn. The masks the men inside wear are white, and they flash and search, and they call him home — like the beacons of a lighthouse in the night. 

—

The light blinds him. They speak German. They cut him. They pump him full of chemicals. Their hands are cold. They speak German. They cut him: ribs, hands, soles of his feet —

“Come on, you big lug.” A huge hard arm lands around Bucky’s shoulders and he starts, jerked abruptly from the dizzy memory. Steve towers above him. When Bucky tries to stand he stumbles, but Captain America grabs him, steadying, and tries to catch his eye. 

“What’re you staring at?” Bucky demands. 

Even in the dark light of the bar Bucky can see Steve’s face heat up. It’s glorious, and it reminds him that he isn’t still on Arnim Zola’s table. 

“Not staring at anything,” Steve lies, caught out. 

Bucky, his head swimming more from exhaustion than the Glenfiddich, decides to let it go. “Where’d Agent Carson go?” He damn well knows Agent Carter’s name. Bucky digs up a smile so brittle that he expects his face to crack clean in two. “She must be waitin’ up for you. Cap.” 

Steve flushes darker. It isn’t half as satisfying, somehow, as it was a second ago. “I’m sure she’s going to make an early night of it. Besides, who else is going to help your sorry self back to your bunk?” 

“Well, don’t let me hold you up.” Bucky can feel his teeth in his mouth and knows his smile is sharklike and mean. “Can’t keep the little lady —“

“Come on, get up,” interrupts Steve. He tugs Bucky away from the bar; Bucky stumbles a little and catches himself, afraid of putting too much weight against Steve. And then he realizes that’s not much of a problem anymore, and so he goes ahead and leans against him while they weave their way out of the pub. It’s muggy but cold outside. Bucky doesn’t feel drunk, but he is exhausted. The air helps wake him up. 

“Sorry I never got around to writing you back,” says Bucky. Their shoulders knock together, but it feels all wrong: shifted a little up, a little to the left. The whole world tonight feels that way.  

“Well, now you don’t have to worry about it, huh?” Steve asks. Bucky’s afraid to look at him; that smile is too damn much. He can only take so much torture in a week. God above, he thinks bleakly. I should be a comedian.

“I mean, we’ll be in the same company. You’ll get sick of me soon enough,” Steve continues. 

“Sure thing, Rogers,” Bucky says. It isn’t too long of a walk back to where they’re staying, real rooms for real POW’s, Bucky guesses, just a block down from the pub in a weary apartment complex that’s probably more dangerous than a foxhole. They’ve only got it for this one night, and only because the village was so close to camp, but Bucky is far from complaining; he’ll take what he can get, and a real bed is much better than the steel table he thought he’d be sleeping on tonight anyway. 

They come up on the building, and Bucky gives the door a jimmy to get it open.

“Just like home, huh?” He asks over his shoulder. The floorboards creak terribly and a G.I. upstairs clearly decided to get the party started early with a couple of squealing girls. Bucky thinks of Carter in that red dress all tight across her body and feels sharply and unexpectedly jealous. He should have tried harder — he could have picked her up, even with Steve there. He could already have her red lipstick on his collar; he could already be forgetting about this terrible day. Drinking didn’t work. Carter might have. 

Steve doesn’t say anything, his brow pinched in concern, as he follows him up the stairs. He hovers while Bucky unlaces his boots and takes off his jacket and sits down on the bed. Annoyance is tight in Bucky’s throat. He’s tired; he wants to sleep; he wants this guy with his commanding tone and his pressed uniform gone. He wants Steve back. 

Bucky forces another smile. “What, Stevie,” he says, “Don’t tell me I’m the most interesting thing you’ve got to be watching right now. Because that dame, she sure had —“ 

“Bucky.” 

“What?”

Steve studies him for a second with that face he makes: his eyes sharp, his mouth pinched at one side. Hard and frustrated. “Are you…” he struggles visibly with the words. “Will you be — okay? Tonight, I mean. On your own.” 

“Docs did a fine job of looking over me,” Bucky replies. That was after, of course, he remembered how to breathe when they came at him with their shiny little instruments. His chest tightens up dangerously at the memory and so he pushes it down. Bucky spreads his arms and tries to grin, but it comes out bitter: he tastes confusion and his own cruelty, sharp like bile. “All in one piece, see? I mean, maybe not such an impressive piece as you, but you can’t fault me. It’s been a long week.” 

Exhaustion tugs him down. He waves a hand at Steve and a pain grows in his chest that he doesn’t have a name for. He wants to bury himself in the musty sheets of this sad excuse for a bed until he wakes up back in Brooklyn, like in The Wizard of Oz. And maybe Brooklyn is in black and white the same way as Kansas, but Bucky’s sick to death of color — sick to death of all the red. 

“Bucky,” says Steve again. 

“Listen, I was serious about you catching up with your girl. Take a couple pointers from the guy a room over; lady who wears red like that, I bet you that she’s a fucking tiger in the —“ 

“The hell’s wrong with you?” Steve snaps. Bucky’s words stop short, and, to his intense humiliation, Steve’s sharp tone causes his throat to close right up and his vision to blur. Get a hold of yourself, Bucky tells himself, but he can’t.  

“Nothin’, Rogers,” Bucky lies, and badly. He swallows hard. The smile won’t come. “Fitter than a fiddle.” 

Steve looks torn between granting Bucky the dignity of his lie and forcing him to drain the truth out like an infected wound. But Bucky is still caught in his fever dream. Suddenly he’s not only sure that everything around him is unreal, but that he is, too. 

“Bucky?” Steve is saying. His hands are warm and big on Bucky’s neck, and Bucky’s vision swims: he can’t breathe. “Buck! — Bucky, come on —“ 

Bucky closes his eyes and tries to catch his breath. It doesn’t work, and he’s aware of Steve’s hands while he hovers scared. Abruptly he’s convinced that this is it: this is how he’s going to die. He curls a hand around his abdomen where everything is spinning and his vision starts to blot out. A hand closes over his. It presses his thumb to a wrist and he feels under the pad of it a steady and strong pulse of blood beneath skin. He tucks his head down. He tries to match his breathing to it.

“There,” Steve is saying, though he sounds scared, too. “Alright, see? You’re right here.” 

Bucky is jolted with concern, because he’ll break Steve’s wrist if he holds on any tighter. But then he opens his eyes and sees that Steve’s whole arm is bigger and healthier, even if the veins underneath the pale skin are just as blue and fragile as ever. Steve, no matter the fact that he’s bigger than a house, is just fine; they’re just fine here, together. 

Bucky looks at him, hard. “Your asthma’s gone, huh?” he asks finally. 

“Yeah,” agrees Steve. He gives Bucky a smile. When he moves his hands away their knees bump; Bucky realizes belatedly that Steve is sitting now on the bed beside him. “I can run now, too. Lift things. And I heal pretty fast.” 

He’s trying not to sound proud but he’s doing a bad job of it. Bucky doesn’t have it in him anymore to be angry, and so he just looks at him, the way he couldn’t in the pub. The jaw might be squarer, the neck definitely thicker, but it’s still Steve’s face. He’d recognize that face anywhere. He’d probably recognize it if he were blind. And individually, it turns out, it’s the features that are the same: the dark brows, those big baby blues, that pretty little mouth. Even his big ugly nose. 

Bucky has never been so relieved in his entire life. It’s Steve. It’s just Steve, spitfire Steve, with his serious face and his knobby, capable hands. It’s Steve, same as always. 

“Couldn’t fix that, though,” says Bucky, and nods at the offending extremity. 

Steve eyes go wide and then he starts chuckling, kicking at Bucky’s socked foot with his boot. Thank God for Steve’s nose, Bucky thinks, delirious. That awful crooked beak with the big bump in the middle. If whatever chemicals they gave Steve had fixed his nose, Bucky thinks he would have actually lost his mind.

“And who the hell’s fault was that?” Steve asks, still grinning. But he keeps looking at Bucky, and looking at him, and his face becomes something different. The moment settles heavily around them, and softly Steve says, “Buck.” 

“Just a little shaken up,” Bucky admits, because he has to, now. His voice is hoarse, and he feels raw and blown open, like shutters smacking against their window in a storm. “It’ll pass, you’ll see. All I need is a good night’s sleep.” 

“I’ll stay here,” Steve offers, stiltedly. “Sleep on the floor. In case you — you know.” 

Annoyed, Bucky wants him to clarify. In case he what? In case he forgets how to breathe again and starts shaking apart in the middle of the night? He isn’t strong like Steve — isn’t brave. He doesn’t want to be alone, but he doesn’t want to need this. He’s a soldier now. 

“I’ll be fine,” Bucky says, tamping it down. The smile comes out a little better now, and Bucky waves a hand. “Seriously, Steve. Get out of here. Night’s still young.” 

He avoids mentioning Agent Carter on purpose, because it didn’t work before and it won’t help now. But still Steve looks unsure. 

“I’m only gonna fall asleep,” Bucky insists, and tries to sound as honest as he can. “Scout’s honor, Stevie. I’m beat.” 

Steve huffs out a breath and nods. “Yeah, okay,” he says. He reaches out and squeezes the top of Bucky’s shoulder with a new and stunning strength. Bucky didn’t even realize how tightly he was holding himself until Steve’s hand forces the tension to bleed away. Steve shakes him gently, and sways him a little, and then he lets go, standing from the poor abused bed with an audible creak. He tugs his dress uniform straight and his pins glint, needles in a haystack, in the dim seedy light. 

“You’re never doin’ that again,” Bucky says suddenly.

“What?” Steve is already halfway across the room. Like all the emotions Bucky has experienced tonight, he feels it wash over him, intense and unexpected and sudden: he has never been so angry in his life. The fury scares him. 

“I said,” Bucky’s voice shakes, “You ain’t ever doing that again. Do you hear me? Don’t you ever follow me into Hell, Steve. Not ever.” 

“That isn’t even close to fair and you know it,” Steve bites. He’s angry, too — finally. Silence falls for a second, and then quietly and stormily he adds, “Goodnight, Buck. Get some rest, please.” 

“Yeah,” says Bucky, belatedly, and to an empty room. 

—

Colonel Phillips stares at Steve with a sort of hard exasperation that says he knows he should have been expecting this. “Rogers,” he begins, “Private Dugan I’ll sanction, and Sergeant Barnes is the best goddamn gunman in the US Army. But here’s the problem. I’m not entirely sure if you’ve noticed, but it’s illegal for two of these men to serve alongside you, and another two aren’t even enlisted in the US Army at all, considering that they’re from, oh, foreign countries.” 

“Sir, you’ve allowed me the freedom to make my own selection. These are the best men I’ve ever had the honor of fighting alongside.”

Phillips squints. “They’re the first men you’ve ever had the honor of fighting alongside.”

“They each have a unique skill set that will be invaluable in the field. We’ve proven that we work excellently as a team —“

“And,” interjects Agent Carter, “The SSR operates internationally, Colonel Phillips. We work with Allied soldiers from all over the world. It isn’t so odd to incorporate two men from the French and British reserves.” 

“Anyone got any excuses for breaking the damn law by adding in Private Jones and Private Morita?” Phillips demands. “Anyone?”

Steve sets his jaw. “With all due respect, sir,” he says, “You make them walk, I’m just fine on the bond sales circuit.”

Well, thinks Bucky, that’s a filthy lie, but at least Steve is good at bluffing. He’s peripherally aware of Jones and Morita shifting beside him. 

“We can win this war without you, Rogers,” Phillips says, but it’s with no particular venom, and instead just a solid kind of annoyance. Bucky experiences something very disturbing: for the first time in his life he sympathizes immensely with his CO. He wants to get the guy a drink. He knows.

“I don’t doubt that,” Steve is saying, “But you might win it a hell of a lot faster with us.” 

“What the hell,” Phillips finally sighs. He points a finger at Steve. “If this goes pear-shaped, Rogers, you’re going down with me, and we’ll both end up dishonorably discharged, miserable assholes with disgraced names. I hope you understand that. This is about as close as I come to a personal favor. Don’t you dare think of asking me for anything else for the rest of your sad life. I’ll be pulling a lot of goddamn strings to make this happen, and you sure as hell better hope you don’t make me regret it.” 

“Yes, sir,” Steve says, saluting. 

And now here they are, this ragtag bunch of so-called professionals, camped out for the night and waiting for dawn to march to their next assignment in the countryside of France. The unit was drooping with exhaustion and so Bucky volunteered for watch. The territory around them is deserted and quiet, and the fire is burning low. 

Steve, he writes, and after a moment scratches it out. He scratches until the name is gone altogether from the page and obliterated completely by the black. Without the distractions of the day Bucky becomes acutely aware that in his boots his feet are sore. The cuts have finally stopped reopening and bleeding all over the inside of his socks, and the scabs, even, are weirdly healed — but there’s a newness to the soles of his feet, a surprising and strange tenderness that doesn’t feel like any other scar Bucky has on his body, and the skin there is baby pink and sensitive, not a numb white. Even the rub of his wool socks hurts. 

He thinks about this, and chews on his pen. 

It sits wrong that he never wrote Steve back. It’s an irrational annoyance. He couldn’t have written back anyway: the post was too far delayed. But Bucky knows that when Steve didn’t get a reply to that letter back in August he was afraid that he was writing to a dead man, and the truth is he might as well have been. 

Stevie, Bucky tries again. He scratches it out too. The journal he’s writing in is uncommonly nice: he bought it for Steve, between Basic and shipping out. He had figured he might as well spend the money because he probably wasn’t coming back anyway. But Steve kept refusing it, and he kept pushing it back into Bucky’s hands, and finally he just told him he should keep it, and use it while he was away.

That was how they used to say it. “Away,” and not “to war.”

Maybe three pages are torn out. Bucky has written Steve more letters than that, but not from this notebook. It cost him a pretty penny. He wouldn’t mind if it was Steve writing and drawing in it, but he doesn’t like doing it himself. It feels somehow wasteful. He doesn’t have talented hands the way that Steve does.

A branch cracks somewhere deeper in the forest. Bucky tenses, and reaches for the knives he keeps strapped now in his boots. But it’s no one; probably just some little bunny rabbit. The stillness that has settled over him dissipates, and he is aware, in a way he never has been before, of each one of his limbs: of his heart beating in the quiet stillness of the night. 

He puts his pen back down on the paper and decides to stop worrying altogether. He doesn’t even have to address it, he figures. It’s not like Steve needs to read it anyway. They’re in the same company, just like he said before; there’s no real need for Bucky to send a letter back anymore. He thinks that if he just puts something down then maybe he can think about something else. And so he just writes down what comes to mind. 

What I wouldn’t God damn give, Bucky finally manages, for you to have been this healthy three years ago, that winter when you almost died on me in the middle of the night from that rattle in your chest. I spent one month scared as hell that you were going to stop breathing and then two weeks worrying that the next time you coughed there’d be blood in your hand, and you’d be gone from me just like that, same way as your mama before you, God rest her soul. I didn’t think I could stand it, having to bury you. Even now I’d rather eat my own gun than see you dead. 

Bucky’s hands don’t shake when he’s scared or nervous anymore; he wouldn’t be the best sniper in the US Army if they did. It’s been beaten out of him well and good. But he feels something burning and panicked rush through him all the same as the truth stares back at him from the page. 

I hate them, Bucky continues. He can’t stop now. He could never say this out loud. The fact is terrifying and giddy. I hate them for what they did to you. You won’t ever understand that, I don’t think. I mean, sure, I’m glad that you’re finally in one piece and I don’t have to worry about a strong wind knocking you over. I’m glad you don’t have bad lungs and that it doesn’t hurt when you walk for too long. The outside finally matches the inside, and now everyone — the whole world, I guess — can see just what it is you’re made of. I’m not mad about that. 


  It’s selfish maybe but I didn’t want you out here. When I shipped out I kept thinking, at least he’s stowed away safe. I even thought, when I get myself killed out there, maybe it’ll convince him to stop trying to get in. And that was the one good thing I had in my head every time I was listening to enemy fire, convinced I wasn’t making the march back. So what if you volunteered, like you said. You’ve always been your own. The one thing you’ve always been, hell or high water, is your own. Can’t deny you that. I would never try besides. But you’re going to see killing, these next couple days. You’re going to see the truth of the world, and the hell that lives inside. So answer me this, and be honest now: Isn’t that just trading out one sickness for another? 


—

“He’s breakin’ my heart,” Bucky sighs, and then yells, “Stevie! You’re breakin’ my heart.” 

Steve flips him off without turning around. It’s not that he doesn’t have good aim — his aim is fine, really. He just doesn’t have much experience, and it shows. 

It’s raining, but not a cold rain, or a heavy one. It’s always raining outside Italy, and when it isn’t raining there’s enough mist to make up for it. Dugan and Bucky and the rest of the team have huddled under a messily assembled tarp, sitting on overturned crates and rickety, liberated stools. Around them the camp rustles with NCOs trudging through the muck and men screaming from the med tent. It’s quiet, all things considered. A quiet day. Waiting on orders. There’s much less busywork to do in a commando unit. Bucky could get used to this. It’s the life.

Steve takes a shot at a soup can yards away on the fence, and it hits, and zings into the mud. Jones whoops. Steve takes another, and misses.

“Cap ever been on the front? I mean, front lines?” asks Dugan.

“No,” Bucky says, and squints, watching Steve reload. “No, he has not.” 

He knows Dugan and Morita exchange a look. There’s something different about being on the front lines. It changes a man. It explains a lot, Bucky thinks, about how Steve is. He stands and lights up a cigarette and walks over to him. 

“Hand it over,” Bucky says. Steve does. It’s Bucky’s rifle, anyway. “I know what your problem is. It shoots different when the barrel is hot. In combat you ain’t gonna get the chance to let it cool down, not if you’re in a position where you’re having to pick them off during a melee. My girl tends to go left. So tug it right, you understand? You’ll feel it. Gentle.” He demonstrates. Bang-pop, and the furthest can disappears. Dugan and Falsworth applaud like they’re at a golf tournament, and Bucky turns around and gives a dignified bow. 

Steve takes the gun back, but he’s looking at him. “You really are the best in the Army, aren’t you?” 

Bucky shrugs, and takes a drag off his cigarette. It’s not that he’s being bashful; it’s just that he doesn’t like to think about it. Sometimes he hopes he’ll wake up and forget how to hold a gun altogether. “They picked me out during Basic, gave me some training. I couldn’t tell you about it. Wasn’t allowed.” 

“Then why were you on the front lines?” How’d you get captured, is the real question. Why weren’t you being put to use the right way? Steve still doesn’t know how the Army really works. It’s possible he never really will, at this rate. Commando units are different than working in the infantry, or the tanks, or even the caissons. It’s more dangerous, of course, what they’re doing now. But there’s something about being in the trenches that Steve will never understand.

Thank God for that.

“107th’s CO got blown up,” Bucky says. “Weren’t enough men, and they needed someone sent in. It was me or the secretary.” 

Steve huffs a laugh. It’s funny, but Bucky isn’t joking — it really would have been the secretary. Steve gets the next shot. 

“Good,” Bucky says, and grabs the back of Steve’s neck to give him a little shake, proud. “Real good, Rogers.”

Steve ducks his head. “Alright, alright.” 

“They teach you how to shoot a pistol?” 

“Not as good as you can, probably.” 

Bucky looks at him for a moment. He leans closer and keeps his voice low. Nobody else needs to hear this. “You kill anyone?” 

“What?” 

“Have you killed anyone yet?” 

Steve thinks about it. “I think so. No, I must have. There was — yeah,” Steve says. He’s just realizing it. “Yeah. Yes, I have. Four or five. Maybe more.” 

“It bother you?” 

“No,” Steve decides. “No, I was doin’ it — well. In the base. I was doing it for a reason.”

“What’s that?” 

“You know, Buck.“ Steve’s mouth is a thin, pale line. He squares his shoulders, like he’s ready to fight about it again, and says: “I had to.” 

A huge and wonderful and dreadful feeling wells inside Bucky. This is just like anything else with Steve: if Steve wants to follow him down this road he’s going to do it, and nothing Bucky does can stop that. So now they’ll kill for each other, just the way they’ve fought for each other, just the way they’d die for each other. So it is. He grabs Steve by the neck again, and digs his fingers into the short hair at the back of his head, and pulls him closer fiercely, pressing his mouth to his temple and then pushing him away.

“Get your pistol out,” Bucky says. “Come on. You can’t shoot for shit with that, and it’s what you should really be practicing with, anyway.”

Working with Steve in the war, it turns out, isn’t that much different from working with Steve back home. This is to say that most of their strategizing consists of Bucky saying no while Steve repeats yes until Bucky finally throws up his hands and also says yes, subsequently regretting every single decision he has ever made in his life leading up to that exact moment. Infuriating might be the right word. Even worse is that Steve has decided it’s fun to jump out of exploding buildings. The only real difference from being with Steve back home is that now instead of being saddled with a very small madman Bucky is with a very large one, and it’s this madman that the American people have gone gaga over. 

People want pictures, and they want newsreels. Steve flashes his smile for everyone these days, but it’s the wrong smile — tight around the corners, and a little rueful, like he sees what he’s doing, and he’s making fun of it to himself, this whole insane situation. Sometimes their eyes meet, and the tilt of Steve’s brow changes — can you believe this shit? — and it makes Bucky break character, and laugh.

“Sergeant, please, if you’d just — just stand there,” one of the film directors tells him. “You’re special ops, aren’t you? We got enough smiling guys. Stand there; hold your gun. Just — brood.”

It isn’t hard to do. And Bucky understands, too: his smile, these days, is killer. 

—

They fucked me up, writes Bucky that night, furtive — before lights out, after his shower. But I don’t ever wanna tell you just how bad.


  —



  Dermatologists hate him! No, but really: why does Steve Rogers still look thirty? 



  In a recent reevaluation of Dr. Abraham Erksine’s surviving notes, UC Berkeley scientists say that Rogers’ incredibly decreased aging is actually a result of his enhanced healing factor. A basic rundown? The “Super Soldier” serum, scientists hypothesize, treats aging cells the same way it treats injured cells: it heals them. As a result, Rogers’ tissue just keeps regenerating.



  “Next we hope to study how Colonel Rogers survived the plane crash of 1945,” said Doctor Abha Malik, the project’s faculty advisor, adding, “Unfortunately for us, he’s a hard man to find these days.”


Read more about the developing research   here  .


  (Johnson, James. “Super-Soldier Breakthrough.” Yahoo! News. New York, New York, 2007. Web.) 



  —


Steve breaks bones like he used to spill apples working at Mister Eli’s grocery. He asks Bucky to snap his shoulder back into place twice in the first month and spends one week having to crunch and reposition his fingers after each op because he can’t seem to stop catching his shield wrong. It’s disgusting. Steve loves it. 

“I don’t,” Steve tells him. 

“Quit lyin’,” Bucky says, and then, “Bite down,” but Steve is grinning, and grimacing, and refuses to, and so Bucky just rights his kneecap without any warning. Steve sweats and tries to tamp down a high, hurt groan, and Bucky almost dislocates his knee again because he’s so angry. 

“Stop doin’ this,” Bucky tells him. “Or at least stop liking it so much.” 

“Shit,” Steve laughs, groaning: high on it. 

—


  15. Drumroll, please, for the final mystery of history: James Barnes’ shortest (and bitchiest) letter.



  “You piss me off so God damn much. Jesus Roosevelt Christ. I’ve got your number, you reckless f—ing dumbass.” 



  Only your best friend can talk to you like that. No one’s really sure why Sergeant Barnes was so ticked off, but apparently even Captain America can be annoying. Who knew? 



  (Warren, Cate. “Top Fifteen Mysteries of History.” Buzzfeed. New York, New York, 2012. Web.) 



  —


hipsterodysseus: 

 


  okay, but: nobody in the history of the universe hated captain america as much as james barnes hated captain america, and i think

that’s beautiful. 


sansastarks: 

 


  lbr, he appreciated the costume tho. 


#omfg #history #SO BAD #SO GOOD #queer things


  —



  This is the God’s honest truth: I hated that asshole. With his big pearly whites and his spit-shined uniform — what kind of sorry schmuck lets somebody dress him up like that? — prancing around in his tights and acting like he knows what it means to lay in the mud for six days straight, what it feels like when the enemy’s got too close and the only thing left to do is close your hands around their neck and lock your muscles up and wait until the life snuffs out. 



  I’ve done that. You’ve seen me.



  One kid, just a little after I shipped out, not even three months in, he showed up back from leave with the comic books. I laughed in his God damn face. I ain’t proud of it, but I did. I was sore and tired and couldn’t get that smell out of my nose, like car parts on a hot day at the garage. Felt like I was bathing in it. Still do. Blood doesn’t wash out, no matter what they tell you. Not even cold water can do it. So anyway I’m standing there in my boots that are getting holes in them and I’m reeking like the cold mud and shit and whatever the hell else I’d been stepping in, and this green kid settles down by the fire, his eyes too big for his face the way yours used to be, his uniform all clean, and he pulls out this comic book. I about lost it right then. I didn’t know if I was going to yell or cry or sock him one, but it was like there was a huge rushing in my ears and I couldn’t think past the anger. Right then all I could think was of that kid’s body laying on the ground, his eyes staring sightless and bloodshot up at mine. I didn’t want that thought to belong to me. I hated thinking it, but I couldn’t make the image go away. In the end I reigned it in; you’d be proud. All I said was, that mook doesn’t give a shit about you, pal. He’s never fought in a war and he never will. 



  And Jesus Christ, how’s that for irony? 



  But later I felt like shit and apologized, and even later that kid got his arm blown off by a Kraut hand grenade and was shipped back home. So whatever that says. War stories don’t really have much by way of morals or lessons, but I figured I’d tell it anyway.



  I don’t still hate him, or at least not the same way that I used to. How could I? It’s impossible. Got his patch sewn on my left arm and everything. And I’ll wear it, too, until the day I die. I’ll tell you, I should have appreciated that comic book while I had the God damn chance. I was stupid then. The colors in it were so bright and vivid, so much nicer than the gray and green we’ve got here. But when he got carted out of the field he had his comic books in his pack and they shipped home with him. So all that color he brought is back home, now. Which is alright. I figure that’s where those types of happy things belong. 



  —


“You know what the worst part is about being out here?” 

Steve huffs a sigh. “You’re supposed to be asleep, Buck.”

Bucky twists around in the foxhole they’ve dug. There’s no light except for the moon and stars, and it’s almost nice for a second, laying there on the ground; almost like they’re on the camping trip they always joke about going on. But where are we gonna go camping, Buck? Steve will ask, to which Bucky always replies by rote: Central Park, of course! Under a bench, Steve, where else?

It’s not so funny now. It actually wasn’t ever funny, except in that strange way that only Steve and Bucky can make each other laugh, because Steve’s sense of humor is twisted and dry, and Bucky loves it, dearly. They could never let anyone else in on that joke, of course: hundreds of people really did camp out in Central, and around other places in the city, when Hoover was in office — and now, too. Poverty lends to a certain sense of humor. It has to. 

Bucky punches Steve’s thigh to get his attention. “Don’t wanna sleep,” he says. The truth is he doesn’t need to sleep. Familiar sickish dread curls inside of him, but he focuses on Steve’s grimy moonlit face and shoves the feeling away. “So: guess.” 

“Guess what?” Steve asks. He’s only playing at being annoyed now, his eyebrows twitching in that tell-tale way they have. 

“Worst part of being out here.”

“Aw, Buck, don’t say the food; that stuff’s gourmet.” Steve never talks like that in front of the guys; it startles Bucky into a laugh. 

“Nah. Try again.” 

Steve’s shirking his watch duties now, resting his back against their dirt wall. His shoulders are too big for them to sit side by side, but he twists around so that they fit anyway, facing Bucky a little more. “I don’t know. Nice soft pillows?”

Bucky tries to stamp down his laugh, considering it’s the dead of night and they’re technically in enemy territory. It works, sort of. He knows this conversation isn’t really that funny, and he knows that the jokes are anemic, but it isn’t his fault: he just likes seeing Steve act like himself again.

“Nope,” Bucky says. “Third time’s a charm.” 

Steve heaves a huge put-upon sigh. “Having to stare at your ugly mug, day in, day out…” 

Bucky socks him in the shoulder.

“…And just the other day when I thought something had died and realized it was just the smell of your shirt — Christ!” 

They grapple pretty uselessly, kicking at each other and getting dust everywhere. Steve cries uncle after a second, laughing breathless and quiet, mindful of keeping his voice down. Bucky shoves him, feeling like his grin’s about to split his face in half, and Steve shoves back. “So what is it?” asks Steve, and the smile is still bright in his blue eyes. 

“Hmm?” Bucky asks dumbly. Their foxhole is tinier than the single bed they could afford back at home, and their legs press close together. Bucky is distracted. Bucky is always distracted. 

“Worst thing,” Steve reminds him. Bucky falls silent. Steve jostles him with his shoulder. “It’s the cold, isn’t it. Know how you feel about the cold.”

“Nah,” corrects Bucky, softer now. “Listen for a second.” 

Obediently Steve does. After a moment there’s a line of confusion in his brow. He opens his mouth but Bucky answers before he can ask. “Quiet,” Bucky says, and looks into Steve’s eyes, dark and navy in the still of the night. “So goddamn quiet. Where’s the sounds of the city, huh? Kids breaking bottles in the street. Horns honking until six in the morning. Police sirens. Mangy cats yowling outside. You remember that? It’s hard as hell to sleep without it.”

“It was hard as hell to sleep with it,” Steve says. After a moment he murmurs, “I know, though. I know what you mean.” 

“Knew you would,” admits Bucky quietly. Steve’s face is retrospective and gloomy and his lashes cast big shadows along his cheeks when he looks down. Bucky doesn’t like seeing that look, and so he nudges Steve again. “You know how in the summer —“ 

“You hated that,” Steve says, laughing to himself. “Never stopped your goddamn complaining…” 

Bucky chuckles, quiet. When he was a kid, before the Barneses became completely destitute like the rest of America, his mama would take him and Becca out to her childhood home in Connecticut for one month every summer. There was fresh air, and lots and lots of green grass, and big trees, and flowers all over. Bucky hated it. Bucky despised it. He thought Hartford was absolutely hell on Earth, and at ten could not for the life of him understand why anyone would ever prefer it over life in the city. Every year when he got back he would climb the Rogers’ fire escape and wake Steve up and complain about how inescapably awful it had been. Steve was always terribly sympathetic. “I believe you, Buck,” he would sigh, that mightily heavy sigh he had even at nine, and push Bucky’s hair back from his face. “We won’t ever go there, I promise.” 

And then at fourteen, when the doctor wanted Steve to move somewhere with clean air, but nobody could afford it. Steve had been apprehensive and angry, and he hadn’t wanted to leave the neighborhood. “I’ll set you up in Hartford,” Bucky had said, chivalrous, sincere, and Steve, predictably, punched him in the stomach. 

They aren’t there, of course — Connecticut is much nicer than where they are. But still Bucky wouldn’t trade it, in the end. After all, there’s no Steve in Connecticut. 

He looks to Steve, who is smiling quietly and around the eyes. He’s so much happier these days. Bucky doesn’t understand why it is that they can’t ever seem to match up. Steve is sick; Bucky is well. Steve is well, and Bucky is shaking apart at the seams. It’s a terrible and unfair see-saw. 

Bucky elbows him. He wants to stop thinking about it. “What, you hopin’ the Krauts will attack while our guard is down? Keep watch, you lazy lug. Let me get some shut-eye.” 

Steve slants him that curious Steve-smile, the one that says he’s got Bucky’s number. He shimmies himself back up to watch out anyway. Neither of them actually sleep a wink the whole night, but as usual they both do a fine job of pretending. 

—


  I saw it — did you know that? I did. You’ve always been sentimental in stupid ways, can never say it out loud, always got to find a different way to show it. I get it, you know. I do. Hell, I did almost the same thing with your letters before I lost them, keeping them tucked up in my pocket every time I was out in the field. And isn’t that a riot and a half?



  Maybe you think about it like a good luck charm. Or maybe you just like to see her pretty face — I wouldn’t blame you. I’d like her for myself if it wasn’t plain as day to me the way you are about her. Remember what your ma used to say? “Gone in the head.” Well that’s what you are. If there wasn’t a war on you two would already be living upstate in some real nice brownstone with two dogs and a kid. As it is, when the two of you get out of this alive, that’s where you’ll end up anyway. Don’t be nervous about it. She’ll say yes. She’d say yes if you asked right now. She’d wear a God damn ring from a Cracker Jack box if it was all you had, trust me on that. She’s your forever girl. 



  At least those are the things I’m gonna tell you the night before you propose, nervous and pacing and wanting to practice on me. Then again, maybe I won’t live to see it. Sometimes I hope to God I won’t. When it comes right down to it I don’t know that I’ll be able to do it. I don’t know if I’ve got it in me; I don’t know if I can just stand there while you seal the deal. I’m no good at watching you walk away from me.



  You know, after the table, when they took me in to question me about what happened, they gave me an out. They told me they’d discharge me and I could go home — I’m serious. Due to psychological injury, they said. Do you understand that? I think about it every God damn day of my life. I could have gone home. I could be home right now. I could be sitting in our ugly little shoebox trying to get the radiator to work. I could be at the fish market, or even taking a girl on a date. But God fucking save me, I couldn’t do it. My one dream came true but I didn’t take it because I didn’t want to watch you leave. Not quite yet. I’m selfish and I want to hang on until I can’t anymore.



  The God’s honest truth is that I ain’t ever gonna love again. She’s your true north. I know what that means, because you’re mine. 


 

 

 

 

 


  1944



  Though many aspects of this particular operation still remain classified and a number of details are debatable, it is a fact that the freshly-minted Howling Commandos ran an operation in 1944 that successfully dismantled one of the largest HYDRA bases in Luxembourg, resulting in what is arguably one of the most legendary feats of bravery documented during the Second World War. Because there is no definitive account of what occurred during this mission, this biography can only relay what is definitely known.



  It is fact that in September of 1944, the Howling Commandos successfully infiltrated the Luxembourg base. Their mission likely involved gaining intelligence, though the subsequent comic book (see “Captain America, Issue Twelve”, page 260) echoes an earlier feat, claiming the purpose of the operation was to rescue American prisoners of war. Whatever the mission was, however, it was almost certainly time-sensitive, as many HYDRA bases were rigged with a self-destruct function should they be compromised. It was when the Commandos discovered that detonation was imminent that Barnes asked Rogers how they would escape. Famously, Rogers replied, “By God’s graces, we will have enough time.” 



  (Cochran, Stacey, and Randall Cross. A Boy From Brooklyn: The Authorized Biography of Captain America. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1950. Print.) 



  —


They just keep pouring in, two, five, eleven, and their heavy boots thunk and screech across the floor. All Bucky can think to do is try to hold them off best he can so they can’t reach the rest of the team, who he hopes to God is finishing the mission. After two deafening and eternal minutes Bucky finally runs out of ammo. He ducks behind the bullet-riddled conference table of the situation room and draws his Colt. When he’s upright again he fires one magazine into the increasing fray before a man is on him from behind while he reloads. Bucky twists away and dives for the soldier’s gun. The soldier might have the advantage of armor but Bucky is stronger and faster, and they go down together from the force of his body. They grapple but the soldier doesn’t stand a chance. With a curious silence in his head Bucky finally gets the loaded pistol, pins the other man with his knees, and shoots him three times in the head through his black mask. He drops the HYDRA gun — it’s empty — and reloads his own, staying low. The sightless goggles of the soldier’s mask stare up at him while he picks them off before they can get through the door. 

He’s fired four bullets and has four more left when there are shots fired from the other side. The soldiers start dropping like flies and Dernier rounds the corner, followed closely by Steve and Falsworth. 

The rest of the HYDRA in the room is taken care of quickly, and when Morita finally shoots the last operative’s brains out he spits on the body. Steve jogs over to Bucky. There’s a tear in his cowl where a cut bleeds high on his cheek. Bucky doesn’t like the look on his face. 

“What?” 

“It’s rigged to blow,” Steve pants, loud enough for the other guys, licking wounds and checking cartridges, to hear. “We gotta get out of here.”

Bucky remembers the labyrinthine hallways that led him to this room and stops short. “You think we got enough time?” he asks.

Steve sucks in a breath. “I sure goddamn hope so.” 

Of course Bucky didn’t count his turns, and he has a split-second of panic before he realizes that Steve did. So he falls behind, on Steve’s left, and keeps his pistol at the ready. Their footsteps thunder and echo in the little space as they run, taking a right, a left, another right. Bucky wonders how much time they’ve got left and pushes harder. He prays that none of the doors swing open and start spilling out Frankenstein’s monsters. It sure as hell wouldn’t be the first time. 

They round another corner, and thank God for Steve Rogers, because there in front of them is the exit door, hanging open. They file through and run breakneck away from the base. Steve puts on the speed and so does Bucky, somehow keeping pace with him. The other guys aren’t far behind, on their six as always, and the thick line of trees grows closer and closer until finally they’re out of the clearing and into the forest. The base detonates from the inside. There’s a moment of perfect silence, and then a deafening, sudden crackle. One thunderous boom and debris starts to fly. Like a bullet-riddled umbrella Steve raises his shield instinctively to protect their heads. Bucky sees the other Commandos taking cover from the steel and wood raining from the sky. But after a moment, like all things, it stops: Steve lowers the shield and gives Bucky a hand up. The rest of the team, battered but whole, starts picking their way over. 

Steve turns to Bucky with confusion on his face. “Buck,” he says, “Listen, I found —“ 

It happens fast. There’s a flash of silver, and Bucky sees blood and hears Dernier shout, and before he knows what he’s doing he has his gun drawn. A dull reflection in the dim light of the forest catches his eye — goggles — and Bucky spins, firing. The soldier, just a lone one, rushes him. Bucky fires right into his chest, but he’s in something bulletproof and won’t go down. Bucky keeps squeezing the trigger. It clicks twice before he realizes he’s out of ammo, and by then the soldier is on him, and they hit the ground hard enough to knock all the air from Bucky’s lungs. They roll in the mud and finally Bucky ends up on top, pinning his legs. The soldier’s fists start flying; some of the blows connect. Bucky can hear his grunting noises from behind the mask. He flails and twists and then he’s got a solid grasp on Bucky’s head. Two gloved thumbs press high into Bucky’s cheekbones and he realizes his eyes are about to be gouged out. He whips the soldier across the head with his empty Colt. It’s enough pain through the thick helmet, or maybe just enough of a surprise, that the soldier’s grip on Bucky’s skull loosens. In that split second of opportunity Bucky tears off the mask. He flips his hold on his pistol so that he’s got it by the barrel. The man underneath him has a plain and entirely unremarkable face. His eyes go wide before Bucky brings the grip down on him. Bucky hits him again and again. There’s a crack and then a sudden give; the soldier’s cheek has broken. He makes a strangled and high noise of pain. All the blood means Bucky’s hand has gone slick. Bucky hits him until he’s sure he won’t be getting up again. The man’s nose is collapsed, and his eye sockets are misshapen. Finally his face is gone entirely and Bucky can feel blood on his neck. The second he knows the soldier is dead Bucky is on his feet. Not far away the team is hunched down. Bucky runs to them.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathes. He knocks Dugan and Falsworth out of the way when he scrambles to kneel down. Morita has his field med kit out and Jones’ hand is pushed tight against Steve’s neck. Steve’s helmet has been discarded and his head is lolling to the side. His eyelashes flutter, like a drunk’s: wide, slitted, wide. It takes Bucky a long moment of staring to understand. There is a knife in Steve’s throat. There’s that smell, like car parts in the summer. The smell is blood. Steve is bleeding to death under Jones’ hands. 

“Watch out for others,” Bucky barks to the team. Dugan and Falsworth stand, snapped out of their mute terror; Dernier stays, ready to lend a hand. But all Bucky is really aware of is all the blood staining Steve’s uniform, visible on Jones’ wrist. 

“Jesus Christ, Jesus fucking Christ,” repeats Bucky. He has no idea what to do with his hands and impotently they flutter near Steve’s face. He hopes to God that he’s still in there. He doesn’t mean to shout but it happens anyway. His voice cracks when it does. “Steve? Steve!”

“Shut up; don’t draw attention. He’s lost a whole lot of blood,” Morita says. He’s moving quick, digging out a triangular bandage and shoving the fabric at Jones to hold. “We need medical evac.” 

“Don’t you fucking dare.” Bucky’s voice is cracking and low. He hears it, distantly. “Don’t you fucking dare, look at me, you look at me, Steve, Stevie —“ 

Jones says, “There’s no medical evac this deep in enemy territory.” 

“I know,” Morita says, flinty. “Switch out the bandage for your hand as quick as you can. We need to get him up and moving, back to camp. We got no idea how safe it is here and there isn’t a needle or floss in my field kit.” 

Jones holds his breath and does as he’s told. It’s a lot of blood. It’s a whole lot of blood. Jones’ eyes meet Morita’s; Jones’ eyes are scared. “Jim, there’s no goddamn way we can carry him.” 

Steve’s eyes open, just a little. “…happened?” 

“Stabbed in the neck, Captain,” Morita replies, with a medic’s special brand of grim cheer. “Just another Tuesday, huh?”

“Tuesday,” Steve mumbles. 

“Don’t talk,” Morita instructs, and then to Jones, “Don’t got a choice, do we? Keep the pressure on the wound and we’ll get him up slowly. The guys are on our six.”



“We can’t act like we got time,” Bucky snaps.

Morita fixes him with a look that’s steely. “Yes,” he says, like his faith is going to carry them right through the forest and hold off every HYDRA soldier in thirty miles besides. “Yes, we can.” 

“…Buck?” Steve asks. He tries to move his head to find the source of Bucky’s voice. He hisses abruptly in pain instead and his eyes squeeze shut. 

“Quit tryin’ that,” says Bucky hoarsely. He puts his hand on Steve’s face so he’ll have a point of reference. He feels sick and disoriented when he leaves blood from the man he killed in Steve’s flaxen hair. “Shut up, don’t talk; you’re makin’ it worse.” 

“Can walk,” Steve slurs, after a second. There’s a frown tugging down his mouth when he tries to sit up. But he does it. Morita looks at Jones, who looks at Dernier, who looks at Bucky. 

“Okay,” Bucky says, realizing that none of them are going to say it first, because no one wants to give an order that might end up killing their captain. “Steve? Hey, Rogers.”

Steve hums. He smells like gunpowder and blood. This isn’t a back alley, Steve, Bucky thinks, and he hears it in the voice of a boy who’s dead. This isn’t a back alley. This is war.

“Steve, you gotta get up, you big lug,” says Bucky out loud, his voice cracking. “We’ve gotta get up.” 

Steve’s brow furrows, but his eyes have shut again. “M’late for class?”

“Yeah, buddy, yeah, you’re late to class,” Bucky agrees, but he’s all cold inside. The fact that Steve is disoriented enough to think it’s 1940 should be tipping Bucky over into a whole new wave of panic, but it doesn’t: Steve is bleeding out, and as a result he’s somehow numb to anything else. 

Jones and Dernier exchange a look. “Up, get up,” Bucky urges. It’s a battle and a half to get Steve on his knees and then Bucky says, “Jones —“ and together they haul Steve to his feet; Bucky, by some miracle, managing to bear his weight. For a second he sways where he stands and Bucky thinks they’re going to topple over. But Steve is Steve and Steve is stubborn; Steve is miraculous; Steve didn’t die in ’26, or ’34, or ’38, and he’s not going to die now. Steve isn’t going to die now. 

“Remember walking?” Bucky asks. 

Steve mumbles incoherently before he manages, with a real amount of vehemence for someone bleeding so heavily: “…M’no…idiot, Barnes.”

A laugh launches out of Bucky’s throat. “Coulda fooled me.” 

“Come on, Cap, just a few steps,” Morita says. Steve and Bucky and Jones, in some especially bloody five-legged race, manage to start walking. Bucky yells out a command. It doesn’t matter what it is. He doesn’t remember. He digs his fingers into Steve’s ribs. They move slowly in a formation that reminds Bucky of penguins he read about once in school, all huddled around the smallest and weakest in the dead of winter to keep them warm. This, at least, Bucky is used to. He’s good at keeping Steve warm. He repeats this to himself. If there’s one thing he’s good at, it’s keeping Steve warm. 

“Keep him conscious,” Morita directs, and then, “Thank fuck we didn’t settle down fifteen miles away.” 

Bucky wracks his brain. He can’t think of anything past the white noise of terror, and so he decides instead to do what he does best: he starts telling a story. “Hey, Steve. Remember that cake your ma used to make? What was it called?”

Their pace is painfully slow; inside Bucky’s spine is a terrified itch that is telling him to grab Steve and run. Instead he watches their feet as they stumble. Steve’s knees keep giving out on him. “Apple,” Steve responds, after a second. He’s breathing heavy and Bucky instinctively listens for a rattle or wheeze. At least there isn’t one. 

“Yeah, apple,” Bucky agrees. “And remember when the war hit, and we couldn’t afford apples, and one day I stole a couple from Mazzello’s and you caught me and made me walk all the way back and wash his dishes for a week?”

Steve makes an affirmative sound. From his left Jones attempts a smile. “This story got a point, Sarge?” 

“Sure thing,” Bucky replies. “The point is — Stevie, you listening? The point is, Steve’s a goddamn terrible cook; burns boiling water. But he better not plan on bleeding out, because he’s the only person alive who knows his ma’s secret ingredient, and I ain’t dying without having tasted that cake one last time.” 

Steve huffs what might be a laugh. And thank God — Bucky wants to fall to his knees and cry — there’s one of their tents, finally visible, mercifully undiscovered by the enemy. They must get settled; Bucky isn’t too aware of it. He tries to keep Steve’s eyes open. He says his name again and again. He murmurs things. Look at me. Look at me. Steve, we’re fine. 

“Good news is, it probably won’t get infected,” Morita is saying, digging one-handed in his kit. There’s a wry tilt to his mouth. “You know what would be real goddamn helpful, though? If anyone had bothered to tell me exactly what it was the Army juiced him up with.” 

None of the Commandos talk about it — none of them, technically, are supposed to know at all — but there’s no room for lying when Steve’s still bleeding under Morita’s hand.

“Know about as much as you do,” Bucky confesses. “He’s fast. Strong. Has a way of healing quick. That’s all I’ve got.”



Morita looks like he figured as much. “Thread me a needle,” he instructs. With Steve propped precariously up on him Bucky does as he’s told and hands it over. Morita’s mouth goes tight. “It’s gonna bleed like hell, Sarge,” he warns. “But I’m gonna work fast. Hold his head. Keep him still.” 

“Sorry, I’m sorry,” Bucky says quietly to Steve. He makes a little sound. “Stevie,” Bucky says, even though he doesn’t mean to. His throat is tight, and his vision is blurring. He blinks hard. It hurts so bad. Don’t do that, he wants to say. He wants to say: you’re breaking my heart. Steve smells like sweat and fear. It’s a unique war-smell. He’s so pale, and Bucky is so afraid. Morita unscrews a little bottle of iodine with his teeth and balances it on the ground, dipping the needle into it. Bucky tips Steve’s head against his shoulder and he makes another noise. Bucky tightens his hand and just like that Morita steels himself, removes the bandage, and starts in.

He didn’t lie: there is a lot of blood. Bucky can’t stop looking. “You’re alright,” he says to Steve, though he doesn’t really hear himself. “You’re alright.” Bucky has no idea how Morita can even see the wound, but sure enough he’s holding the skin together in one hand and sewing it up with the other. He has to stop and tie a knot one-handed after each stitch. It’s messy and it’s ugly. Steve’s hands clench into fists, and five of his fingers dig in to Bucky’s thigh. Bucky sees sweat on his brow. Bucky isn’t even sure what he’s saying. “Sorry, almost done — he’s almost done, Steve, huh? Not so bad, he’s almost done.” Don’t leave; don’t leave. I’d do anything to make you stay. He talks about other things. About everything and nothing. He tells stories and cracks pale and unfunny jokes. It reminds him of city winters, and Steve laid up sick in bed, and lighting candles at church. Steve’s blunt nails tear through Bucky’s pants and draw five pinpricks of blood in his leg, and the mud is cold beneath them. “I got you; I got you,” Bucky repeats, and again, “I got you, m’here, nothin’ bad’s gonna happen, not while I’m here,” and he presses his nose into Steve’s hair. 

And sure enough, it’s over. Bucky doesn’t realize how hard his heart was pounding until the second that Morita ties off the last suture and reaches for the iodine again. He pours it over the wound and it washes away most of the blood, and Steve makes a terrible noise while he does it, his legs twitching. But he’s alive. The word pounds through Bucky with his blood. He knows his eyes are still huge and panicked in his face, and he’s aware that he’s shaking all over, very finely. Alive, alive, alive. Morita reaches up and checks Steve’s pulse, and after a moment of listening his eyes find Bucky’s, and he nods.

—


  You scare the hell out of me. Every hour of every God damn day. You scare me to fucking death.



  I have a theory, a theory about war, and it works like this — all of us, whether we enlisted or hit the lottery, we tell ourselves stories about why we’re out here. Some guys who get the draft say it’s God’s plan for them, and some guys who enlist say they’re doin it for Uncle Sam or their sweethearts or their mamas, or maybe even their shellshocked daddies. 



  I didn’t come to war for you and I didn’t fight to keep it away. The way I got out here was cowardly. But the more I fought the more I told myself my story. It’s so much easier when you’re telling yourself a story. Because the truth is that we’re not here for God or for our nation or even for our families or our sweethearts. Maybe we think so at first or we convince ourselves afterwards, which is easy enough to do when you’re humping through the muck or trying not to catch hypothermia in the forest. In the field it’s a different story. Suddenly all the pretty pictures you’ve painted fade away and all that’s left is the ugly gore and the sweat. It turns out that there’s not one God damn thing that’s glorious about death. You’re not out here for them. You’re out here because that’s just the way the chips fell. 



  I told you, you heard me: I told you never to follow me into Hell. Now I’m not vain enough to think that’s why you’re out here now — if there’s any person in what’s left of this God forsaken planet who’s part of a bigger picture, it’d be you. But I’ll keep saying it until it sticks. You got nothing to prove. I’m not worth much, I damn well know that, but I’ll ask you anyway: Stay for me. If you leave me alone in this world I’ll turn into something terrible. I’ll turn into the nasty creature that’s growing inside me. This war, it’ll swallow me whole. 


—

By the time Steve is back on his feet they’ve evacuated to base. He acts fine but he sleeps for hours and hours at a time. Bucky remembers that, from before. Steve was always tired. And Bucky would let himself in after work with the key under the rock, and on the stove their paltry dinner would be burning, and there was Steve, always Steve: passed out on the couch, his face stuffed into the ratty cushions, his skinny toes sticking out from underneath the blanket. He was perennially confusing Bucky’s sweaters with his own, God knows how, and he would wear it, the green one, the one that slipped off his shoulder, when he got too cold. He fell asleep in that one a lot. And Bucky would toe his shoes off, and take the broth off the stove… 

“It’s good,” Morita tells him, picking at his beans. The mess hall is mostly empty, and Steve has been in bed already for an hour. “Sleep helps the body heal. The more he sleeps the better he’ll get.” 

“Anyone else would’ve been dead in two minutes flat,” Bucky says, on edge. 

Morita heaves a sigh. “You’re not wrong,” he replies. 

Bucky is ravenous nearly all the time — he has been since Austria —  and he forces himself to eat because he has to, not because he wants it. At least the silence is too exhausted to be uncomfortable. Belatedly Bucky realizes that he’s never actually been alone with Morita before. Bucky knows two things about Jim Morita: he lived in Fresno, and he hoards his D-rations not for emergencies but instead for days when morale is low. Bucky wants badly to start a conversation, but for the maybe first time in his life he doesn’t know how. He could ask about what growing up out on the west coast was like, if palm trees really are as big as they look in the pictures — if he put up with a lot of shit in his neighborhood; how much worse it must have been for him after Pearl Harbor. And maybe once Bucky could have started that conversation, and he could have turned on a smile and drawn the real Jim out; he even thinks of the joke he would open with, something about their shared first name. But now he has no idea how to do that, or how to be that person. So instead Bucky eats his food in silence. 

“You really took that motherfucker down,” Morita says, after a second. Bucky looks up, confused. There’s a strange and wary smile at the corner of Morita’s mouth. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so angry.” 

Bucky flounders but keeps his expression blank, unsure of how to answer. Morita doesn’t seem to be the kind to gloat about killing Nazis, and there is something more in his sure gaze than victory. In fact there isn’t a hint of victory at all.

After a pause Morita sighs and shifts and finally he says, “I don’t want you to take this at all the wrong way, and God knows you’ve got the right to hit me silly if you do — but are you alright, Sarge?” 

“Do I not seem alright?” Then Bucky remembers that he’s trying to get to know this guy better. He thinks of what he would have done before, and forcibly he lowers his hackles. “Because I’m doin’ fine, Morita. Good as anyone else, which is to say that I’m —“ 

“Tired as hell, cold as balls?” 

Bucky is surprised enough that he grins. “Something like that.” 

“Well, we’ve got at least a week of R&R, if the rumor’s right. Guess Phillips will tell us tomorrow either way.” 

Bucky hasn’t heard anything about that, and truthfully it didn’t even cross his mind once while he generally made a nuisance of himself in medical. He knows that when he’s down there, staring over Steve and halfheartedly flirting with the nurses, that he’s more hindrance than help. But he doesn’t know how to stop himself from doing it. He doesn’t know how to stop himself from doing a lot of things these days. 

Morita is continuing on their conversation deftly even though Bucky is probably brooding so loudly they can hear it in munitions. “Speaking of Phillips, I should probably go see if I can talk to him before lights out.” 

“Why’s that?” asks Bucky.

“Having to carry Cap all the way back to our camp while he was bleeding like that isn’t something that we can afford to do again. I’m putting in a request for a more complete field med kit, for us and other commando units. I understand not needing a needle or floss in the trenches, but out here, on the kind of ops we take, we don’t always have the luxury of a nearby med wing. Like you said, if any one of us would have taken that wound, we would’ve been dead in minutes.” 

“That’s smart,” says Bucky, and means it. He thinks of Steve raising hell just to allow Morita and Jones to fight with them, and suddenly he’s worried. “You, uh — you gonna go alone?” 

Morita seems to study him for a second. And then he says, quietly enough that Bucky feels the immense weight of his trust: “I wouldn’t usually, you understand? But it was life or death out there. And I think that…” He frowns, unwilling to finish, but Bucky understands it now. Because it’s about Steve, who’s doubtlessly the only really invaluable one on their team, Morita is hoping that the brass will overlook the fact that he’s Japanese in heritage and fighting side-by-side with white guys, sort of illegally, because they can’t afford to lose Captain America. 

Morita’s going to have to play it really well, Bucky thinks, so that he doesn’t come off like he’s saying that the Army itself fucked up. Not even Steve’s pigheaded insistence could keep them from booting Morita out then. 

“Look, let me talk to him,” Bucky offers. “I’ll let him know what happened in the field. Hell, they’ve been getting on my ass to submit a report anyway; I’ll just bring it up then.” 

Morita looks totally dumbstruck. “Sarge —“ 

“I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t wanna,” Bucky says. “You’re a damn good soldier, Morita. Steve wouldn’t want to risk you over a med kit, and for that matter I don’t want to, either.” 

“Shit,” Morita says. He grins. “Well, damn. Alright. I can’t turn that down. Thanks, Sergeant Barnes. Really.” 

Bucky nods. They shake on it. “Is Dugan giving you shit?” he asks, before he can talk himself out of it. 

“Dugan’s on the level.” 

Bucky takes that for what it is, and then says, “You did —” and it takes him by surprise. He has to gather himself before he finishes. He clears his throat and lets go of Morita’s hand. He feels like he’s spoken out of turn. “You did good.” 

Morita shrugs. “Don’t say that,” he says. “It was touch and go. Field medicine’s more of an art than a science. Half luck, half accident. Anyone else —” 

“Bullshit,” says Bucky, quiet and purposeful. “Thank you.” 

Their eyes meet. “You’re welcome,” Jim Morita tells him. 

—

A full luxurious week of leave in London is the reward they get for almost getting Steve killed in the field. They’re in the city all of two hours, setting up shop in the rickety brown apartment complex that has been appropriated for the war effort, when Bucky finally gets some good news. Naturally he uses this opportunity to climb the fire escape just like old times, and sneaks in through Steve’s window. 

Steve doesn’t hear Bucky come in. 

“Hey, trouble,” he says, and Steve jumps about thirty feet at the desk and slams his sketchbook shut. Bucky starts cackling, and Steve looks ready to throw the table at him. “Shit, Stevie, I’m sorry,” he says. “What you got in there, huh? Naked ladies?” He makes like he’s going to grab for it and Steve scowls.

“Drawn worse,” he says. “You sat in on that figures class. And — God, what, three years ago, when —” 

Bucky rolls his eyes. “Yeah, yeah.” 

Steve laughs, remembering. “That was a lot of money. I think that was the most money I’ve ever made.”

“And you only had to draw a bunch of girls in their underthings, I know, what a burden that must have been.”

“The ankle ain’t right,” Steve says, in the discerning voice of his employer, a man who Bucky never met but was suspicious of for the entire duration of Steve’s employment. “It’s gotta be —“ 

“Re-e-e-a-l slim,” Bucky chimes in, and it makes Steve laugh. “God damn, that guy. Creepy as hell.” 

“What are you doin’?” Steve asks. “Why aren’t you getting settled into your room?” 

“Pal, I own one duffle bag and a pair of shoes, and those I’m wearing,” Bucky says. He leans a hip against the old desk and then he procures the pamphlet he snatched from the reception bulletin board today. He waves it in front of Steve. “Look. Thought we could relive your chorus girl glory days.” 

Steve squints while he reads it, muscle memory, and then rolls his eyes. “Don’t you got a report to write?“

“Finished it.”

“Buck —“ 

“You don’t even have an excuse,” Bucky says. “We’re on leave, you’re itching to get out, and girls will be falling all over themselves to get you on the dance floor. C’mon.” 

“A big dance hall filled up with a million people, with no air, and Dugan sneaking in alcohol? Bucky, I’m sorry; it just doesn’t sound like my idea of a good time.” 

Bucky sighs. “This is the first and maybe the only leave we’ll ever get. I can’t let you pass up the opportunity, Steve. That’s just sad. We’ll dance with the girls. It’ll be fun.”

That frown is between Steve’s eyebrows and he says, uncomfortably, “Bucky, I don’t know about dancing with girls. I’m…you know, I don’t want to…do anything that might, might not be right.” 

It takes Bucky a second, but he puts it together fast. “Agent Carter,” he realizes. 

Steve is red. “That’s not what I’m saying,” he tries; but it is what he’s saying, and he can never lie to Bucky anyway. 

Oh, Christ, thinks Bucky. Here it is. He knew he’d have to make this speech eventually. Aw, Steve, he’s supposed to say. She’ll say yes. She’d say yes if you asked right now. She’d marry you if you proposed with a ring from a Cracker Jack box. She’s your forever girl, Steve, Bucky tries to get out. She’s your forever girl. But it turns to ash in his throat and after working his mouth uselessly for a second he finally snaps it shut. Steve doesn’t notice. He’s frowning, and looking down at the table. Something else is on his mind. 

“I don’t think she’d mind,” Bucky finally manages, hugely inadequate. 

Steve looks at him. “Buck,” he says. “There was something —“

“What?” Bucky asks. 

“At the base,” Steve replies. Bucky remembers now how Steve turned to him, just before he was hit, and how he was going to say something, but then it was impossible. Steve is still looking at him. “I saw — there was this document, I guess it —“ and then he shakes his head. “You know, it’s nothing. It’s probably nothing.”

“What was it? Hell, now you have to tell me; I’m curious,” Bucky says. 

Steve shakes his head. “Nah,” he says. “Never mind me. I probably saw it wrong anyway.” 

Bucky decides to let it go. He shoves at Steve’s shoulder. “Listen,” he says, “It’s a dance, not a wedding ring. Besides, none of the USO girls are like that. They’re all very proper, hand-picked from church congregations. You’ll see. And look, I’ll be good: I won’t even make you get out there. All you gotta do is tag along and drink some punch and sulk along the wall.” 

Steve frowns mightily. “I won’t sulk,” he complains. “I don’t sulk.” 

“Sure,” Bucky agrees. He ruffles Steve’s hair and Steve bats back ineffectively. “About as sweet as vinegar, you are. And so dramatic. Jesus. You auditioning for Broadway, sunshine?” 

“Lord’s name,” Steve admonishes, just to be contrary, and finally smacks his hand away. He heaves a sigh. “Fine. Fine, I’ll come.” 

“Now, was that so hard? You better be ready by 1700 sharp, Cap.” 

“You want to know?” asks Steve suddenly.

“Know what?” 

“Ma’s ingredient. In the cake.” 

Bucky can’t believe Steve remembers that. He was in and out of consciousness for that whole day. Bucky looks at him for a long minute, and then he decides, quietly: “No way, Steve. Hold onto it for me, until after the war.”

—

The USO gig is — and Steve is smug about this — positively terrible. All the other soldiers are either hostile or greenly starstruck, and Steve has to put on that godawful fake voice he uses. But the unit only has to endure for half an hour, because then Bucky meets a beautiful girl named Laurie. She wears bright red lipstick and has her nails painted to match, and when she offers to show them the real nightlife in London Dugan almost trips over himself saying yes, so it’s a yes, and finally they spill out of the stuffy dance hall and into the muggy night. 

The pub they all end up in is packed and sweaty and downtrodden. The sticky floorboards creak, and it smells like spilled beer. The band is so loud that Bucky feels the beat vibrating in his chest, and he belatedly realizes he hasn’t heard music like this, real music, hot jazz, in two years now at least. Bucky loves it, immediately. So he turns to Laurie with her pretty blue skirt and her curled pale hair, and asks, “May I?” 

“We do it a little differently here,” Laurie says to him. Bucky’s heart is six sizes too big because of the music and the laughter and all the cigarette smoke. He winks at her. 

Unsurprisingly Bucky catches on fast, and from there, they’re off: Laurie knows how to Lindy, and she knows how to do a lot of other things, too. She’s good — she’s amazing. Bucky takes off his jacket and loses his hat. He snaps off his suspenders and loosens his tie. The music is fast. Her smile is bright, and she yelps and laughs when he swings her over his shoulder. She never misses a beat. They raise the dust on the floorboards. 

Bucky doesn’t know how long it lasts, and he doesn’t care. Finally a slow song comes on, and Laurie’s hair is slipping a little from its two victory rolls, and her fingers are slim and strong on his shoulders. 

“Buy me a drink,” she says to him, “I have gentleman admirers to tend to.” And she does — when she pulls out a cigarette three men scramble over themselves to get her a light. 

“Whiskey?” Bucky asks, over her laughter.

“Please,” she says. 

The Commandos, true to their name, raise a howling ruckus when Bucky passes by their table on his way back from the bar. 

“Man,” Jones laughs, “I had no idea you could dance that way, Sarge.” 

“I’m still offended you’re the only one who managed to snag a USO girl,” Falsworth says. “I’m a native, Barnes, for God’s sake.”

“Bucky could charm Mussolini into signing a peace treaty,” says Steve, and the guys roar with laughter. Bucky slaps him on the back, and squeezes his shoulder. He studies him for a second, and Steve gives him a shove. He’s smiling. He wants Bucky to have a good time. That’s always enough for Bucky, and so he leaves to find Laurie again. 

“For the lady,” he says, presenting her drink. She smiles up at him, and her nose wrinkles when she does. She gives him the rest of her cigarette, and it thrills him to put his mouth where her lipstick stains are. 

By last call Steve is gone, and the other boys have found themselves girls or friends or other places for the night. The band strikes up their final sad tune. The piano is meandering and pretty and the trumpets are soft. In all the old familiar places, their singer hums. I’ll be seeing you; I’ll be seeing you…I’ll be looking at the moon, but I’ll be seeing…

“Shall we?” Laurie asks, and he says yes; he wants to walk her home, and this song is too sad to dance to. 

It’s lucky Bucky is with a local: London is in a blackout. The city hopes to be quiet and unassuming at night, and very still, and it holds its breath — that way, the Luftwaffe might not see it. It reminds Bucky of hide and seek with Becca when they were little. There isn’t a single light on the street other than the moon and the occasional car. A steady drizzle falls around them. Bucky wants to offer Laurie his jacket, but she has her own.

“I hope you didn’t want that dance,” Laurie says, her small hand tucked into the crook of his arm again, companionably. She scuffs her feet while she says this. “I don’t like sad songs, is all.” 

“Who does?” 

“Some people,” Laurie says. “Don’t you know anyone who likes sad songs?” 

“Yeah,” Bucky admits, because Steve does. Artist type.

Laurie kisses him brashly outside of her building. Her lipstick tastes waxy and gets all over his mouth. He hasn’t kissed a girl in a while. He can’t remember the last time he kissed anyone. And so he presses her against the cold brick wall, and he kisses her again and again. Finally he pulls away. Her lipstick is smudged and gone in places. Her eyes are big and brown. Bucky loops his index finger in one of her flyaway yellow curls and gives it a tug. It makes her smile and he kisses her again before letting up. 

“You’ll forgive me for not inviting you in,” Laurie says, hushed, but she still has a curious smile tilting her mouth. She’s sad around the eyes, the same way everyone is now. Up close her mascara seems singed and ashy, just like the rest of her city. “I don’t like getting attached to soldiers, you understand. The turnover rate for your profession is rather high.” 

“Hey, don’t apologize,” Bucky replies, and his voice is quiet, too. “It’s true, we drop like flies. I wasn’t even really thinking about it, anyhow. It was nice just to dance.” 

Laurie keeps smiling her little smile at him, wistful. “You know what’s funny, Sarge? I don’t even think you’re lying. Besides, you must have a sweetheart at a home. I wouldn’t want to make her jealous.”

Bucky shrugs. “Nope. But how do I know you don’t got someone too? Dame like you.”

“Like I said,” Laurie replies, “The turnover rate for your profession is high.” 

Before Bucky can stumble his way through a response to that, she reaches up then and brushes her fingers high on his cheekbone. “I was rather expecting the mask,” she says. 

“What?”

“You know, in the comic books.” Laurie’s red fingers still rest feather-light on his face. They’re cold. “We have them here, too. Bucky Barnes, Captain America’s right-hand man. You have a mask on in them.” 

Bucky had no idea. “Sounds like it would make seeing the enemy out of my scope kind of difficult, if you don’t mind me saying.” 

“Do you know what I do now, for a living?” asks Laurie. “I spend all day in the factory: I make bombs. It’s not as though I don’t know what you’re out there using them for.”  

She kisses him again, this time on the cheek. “I had a good night, Sergeant Barnes,” she tells him. “I do like you. It’s good you don’t wear the mask. You have beautiful eyes. You have the eyes of an honest man.” Bucky is enthralled. His throat is closing up. She’s so beautiful, and so sad; Bucky doesn’t even know her last name, and he will never see her again. 

“James Barnes,” Laurie says, in a whisper, and her smile is still at the corner of her mouth. “Don’t lie this time. Your eyes give you away. Who were you dancing with tonight? Do you miss her very much?” 

“I miss her all the time,” Bucky confesses, though he can barely speak. “What about him?”

“Your chin is the same.” 

Bucky kisses her, hard and sudden and viciously hungry, and she bites his lip when he pulls away. They look at each other. “Goodnight, James,” Laurie tells him. 

“Goodnight, Laurie,” Bucky says. 

She gives him one last pretty smile and then her blue skirt swishes and then she’s gone, into the door, and Bucky is left standing out in the drizzle with empty hands. He loiters for a second, wishing for a smoke, but finally just stuffs his hands in his coat pockets and starts to wander. He doesn’t know where he is, but he paid attention on the the walk over here, and so he figures he’ll find his way back eventually. Despite all that he drank he isn’t feeling a buzz. He chalks it up to how cold the air is. 

After a while of walking Bucky finds that he misses the weight of his rifle and his pack now that he isn’t dancing. The steady light rain begins to slide down the back of his collar. This city is nothing like his own; it’s too quiet, for one, and for another the buildings are tall but not quite tall enough, and they’re so old, with big intricate carvings all over them. But if he concentrates hard it smells almost the same, and he likes that about it; he likes that about it just fine. 

—


  If I close my eyes I can pretend I’m back home, except there’s maybe not so many horns honking. It’s better than being on the front, though. Hell of a lot better than that. 



  Remember on the real hot days when we used to dangle our legs off the dock? At around four o’clock the hot dog stand shaded us until sundown. I was peeled and blistered and burned from working all day out in the sun anyway, but I didn’t want to go to the apartment because it wasn’t often you’d get out. You were always so careful when you brought your sketchbook for drawing, making sure not to drop it in, but everything you drew those days ended up getting sprayed a little by the waves anyway. There must be a million drawings of me and the landscape there that’s smudged in tiny circles the shape of the water droplets. 



  I remember one year, when we first got a place, the kid in the apartment below us — really just a kid — he died in the night from the fever that was taking everyone in the neighborhood. And you were so damn upset, all hunched over, red around the eyes. I slung my arm around you and said a bunch of bullshit nonsense about how it was fine and at least he didn’t hurt anymore. But then I put my face in your hair and thanked God it was him and not you. I thought, if He had to take someone, at least it wasn’t you. It was the worst thing I ever thought but it’s true. 



  Tell you a secret? One month out a guy got hurt bad in a shelling. Reminded me of that sick kid downstairs, the same hair, you remember — curly? Just like then there wasn’t nothing I could have done to help him. His belly looked like Swiss cheese from all the shrapnel. Fell down next to me. There was no saving him, and he was staring right at me — it’s not like I could leave him there, not when he was looking like that. He said please, and so I shot him in the face. I was glad when he was done wheezing and gasping. I was so damn glad: I didn’t have to listen to it anymore. So maybe that’s the worst thing I ever thought, now that I remember it. 



  Water’s different here. It mists off the Thames, and by night I half expect the air to freeze while I try to walk through it. There’s no way I’d dip my feet in, or want you to. And what’s there to draw? Can’t even see Big Ben or any of that from where we are. Everything’s so gray, I miss the big red burns I’d get that made me have to sleep on my belly for weeks on end. I don’t think you could ever really stay out long enough to get a burn that way but I remember that your nose would get it bad and turn all red and peel a little on the bridge of it. I thought that was funny as hell. Sweet. I don’t know why, but it was. Bet you don’t even burn now. That’s a good thing, I keep telling myself. In this world of bad things that’s one really good thing. 



  —


“Intel tells us that there’s a base in Poland,” Commander Rogers says. “We know you know where it is. Hey. You speak English? Do you speak any English? Jones, ask him if —“ 

“Fuck,” Bucky interrupts, and in a second flat he’s looming over the agent. The man is bound hands and feet to a wooden chair. “Open your mouth,” Bucky says. The man’s eyes are wide and angry, and he’s clenching his jaw closed tight. “Open your fucking mouth!” Bucky draws his Colt and shoots the operative in the foot. He keens in pain, a terrible sound, and his mouth widens just enough that Bucky can wedge a finger inside and pop out the little cyanide capsule. He flicks it away. 

“Goddammit,” Bucky mumbles, and steps back again. “You gotta watch ‘em, huh?” 

He gets no reply from the company and so he bends down and props his hands on his knees. He waits until the Nazi is looking him in the eye. “Hey, motherfucker,” Bucky says, kindly enough. “You speak any English? Nein? Look, I got a bullet for your other foot, too.” 

“Yes,” the Kraut spits. His eyes are popped with fury, and he’s sweating bullets from the pain. 

Bucky smiles at him so wide he feels his eyes crinkle. He claps the guy on the shoulder. “That wasn’t so hard, was it? Now it’s like this. I don’t wanna hurt you. I really don’t. It’s been a long day. But you fucked with my team, and you fucked with me, and then you made a big mistake: you fucked with my Captain. So my hands are just tied, sweetheart. Now you owe me something. You understand? I can be real hospitable. But you’re gonna spill your guts, one way or another.” 

“Sergeant,” Cap says. When Bucky turns he pulls his knife. Habitually he flips it around in his hand, twirling it with his fingers; a tic.

“You got this?” Steve asks. 

Bucky shrugs, and he says, “Fifteen minutes. You boys take a walk.” 

It makes a mess, but Bucky has the intel in ten. 

—


  You remember staying up late reading Dracula out loud to each other under the covers, back when your ma was still alive? And we were havin the best time, scaring ourselves like a couple of idiots, until all of a sudden a police siren started up outside and we both screamed fit to wake the people in West Virginia. Then your ma came flying down the hall with a bread knife of all things at the ready, and she made us turn out the lights. So we did, and then of course I tried to act all tough, but I slept next to you that night anyway. Funny, I guess. Turns out that you’re still my favorite hiding place. Funny, too: turns out there are scarier things in the dark than vampires.



  Tell you something. Tell you another secret, because this one, this one I won’t ever tell, not to God, not to a priest, and sure as hell not to you. In that base we burned the bodies in a furnace. I hadn’t eaten in days. The truth is simple. The smell made me hungry. 



  —
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iloved-youfirst 

 


  so obviously i loved unrequited, fourth time i’ve seen it, cried like a baby, etc, but when we came out my mom was totally confused about that scene in the middle, you know, that scene, and basically there was this painfully awkward moment where i explained to her that, yeah, that actually was in one of them. like, how did she not know this? everybody knows about that letter.


lollyps: 

 


  Is your mom between the ages of maybe forty-five and sixty? Because if so, she probably didn’t know that one existed, considering it was literally almost impossible to get a hold of the letters between 1966 and 1975. The second that they were released Howard Stark sued the NYT for so much money — yeah, still undisclosed — that they almost went bankrupt. Don’t learn that one about him in school, do you? Besides the billion and one anti-disclosure agreements he probably made every single one of his employees sign, there was also a huge uproar among the American public, particularly inside the military, and soon enough that shit was almost completely shut down. So basically a whole generation didn’t get to read/study the letters the way that people from 1975 on have, because there were only about 300,000 copies distributed in that one day, and after that, the printing of those letters was stopped entirely. Even when copies started to slip out in the late ’60’s/early ’70’s, most of them were paraphrased and/or censored beyond recognition. (He says “fuck”, like, twenty-some times, idk. Not exactly good for our Puritanical values.)

  TL;DR, for years, Barnes’ letters were really, incredibly rare. In fact, they’re one of the most heavily censored and widely banned works of literature in history. And also, that letter? I mean, by modern standards, and before Joe Wright worked his magic in Unrequited…it doesn’t seem too explicit or anything, right? But in 1966 that was probably the most heavily censored of them all.



  —



  There’s this feeling I get after a firefight, when the shells are still bouncing across the ground, and I’m still a little blind and deaf, but the whole world is crystal clear, and I could just fall to the ground and cry like a baby because I’m still alive. The first time I felt it I thought I was going to burst out of my skin. And then everything rushed back so quick I felt like a newborn. The whole world was brand-new and I was on top of it. I could swallow it whole.



  You think I haven’t seen the same look on your face? 



  The closest I’ve ever been to the Garden of Eden is the genesis on the battlefield when the shrapnel’s still falling like hail on a tin roof. You look at me with those blue eyes all hot and electric in your face, blood on your cheek, soot smudged over your nose. Bone of my bones. Were you taken from my rib? You must have been, or maybe I was made from yours. And God damn, I want it. I want back inside you. I want you now, same as I wanted you before, prettier than hell even with a bloodied nose and split knuckles. Don’t care you were smaller. Liked it, even — same as I like you this way too. You make me hungry. You understand? You make me hungry. That mouth pink like spun sugar, though it doesn’t stop you from talking fit to cut anyone down to bits with your angry words. A spitfire since you learned how to speak, and I’ll tell you something, it’s hell to love a fighter.



  Anyway, Jesus — I shouldn’t even be thinking it, much less writing it down. I used to love you so sweet, the way kids love, the way I was supposed to. Then it turned greedy and true. If there’s any Heaven that’s fit for me it’d be all your pale skin under my hands for the rest of eternity. I wouldn’t need anything else. Not food or drink or sleep. Just my hands on you and your sweet love-sounds.



  I think it’s fit I take it to the grave. Wouldn’t make you any happier. In fact it’d do nothing but put you in danger — that ain’t something I want. It’s another story I tell myself, I guess. That I’m being noble and doing it for you, when really I’m just being scared, and can’t do it to myself.



  —


“You’re terrible at this.” 

“You want a picture, just ask my ma, there’s one of me all done up in dress —“ 

“I don’t want you like that,” Steve says, and frowns down at his tiny battered sketchbook. “Quit fidgeting.” 

“You quit,” Bucky mumbles, reflexively. But he tries. He goes back to working on his knives — he likes two in each boot, now, and one inside his jacket — cleaning and rearranging. Cleaning the cache is just the same anymore as the way he used to shower and shave and take his socks off before bed. He’s collected these knives from dead Nazis, and so a lot of them have swastikas scraped off. He has a lighter, too, from a HYDRA operative, and their gory symbol is carved on the top. Bucky’s been working on scratching off the tentacles attached to the skull, but one of them is stubborn, and it won’t be removed. He likes to carve things in where the Kraut’s symbols used to be. Dugan still has Bucky’s second liberated masterpiece from ’43: a Nazi trench knife. BURY ME FACE DOWN, says one side of the handle, and the other side reads, SO THE WHOLE WORLD CAN KISS MY ASS. 

Outside their tent the forest is quiet and the fire burns low. The boys talk. Sometimes Steve mumbles an obscenity when he messes up, motherfucker, and Bucky likes the familiar sound of the word. Bucky loses himself in disassembling and cleaning and reassembling his Colt. He thinks of each step in the process as he performs it. His mind goes quiet the same way it would when he spent a summer working with his hands at the factory across town. Like hand-to-hand, or shooting, or sex, there’s a ritual here; the ritual lulls him. The oil is slick like blood, or even a girl. Few things in life are honest like those things are. 

“I got that song in my head,” Steve says, after a second. “You know…” and he hums the tune, terribly, endearingly off-key. 

“That ain’t it,” Bucky laughs. “It goes, nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen…” 

“Yeah,” Steve murmurs, “That’s the one.”

But now it’s in Bucky’s head too, and as he works he croons soft: “Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen, glory hallelujah…If you get there before I do, oh yes Lord, tell all my friends I’m comin’ too…” And he meanders his way through the whole song, hearing Louis’ big band in his head while he does:


  Although you see me



  Goin’ on so, oh yes,



  I have my trials here below,



  Oh yes, Lord…


“Shoulda been in the pictures,” says Steve, tilting a smile. He’s always liked Bucky’s voice. 

“Well I am a handsome devil.” 

“Hmm.” 

Falsworth sticks his head through the flap of the tent and Steve and Bucky jump. Falsworth looks between them. Steve isn’t guilty because he doesn’t have anything to be guilty about, but Bucky is terrified, and the fear closes tight around his throat. He doesn’t like people sneaking up, not even Monty — who isn’t even “people” but instead like a brother. He feels like he’s been caught doing something terrible. 

“What do you want?” Bucky asks, too sharply. 

“Jones received orders for marching from base. Thought you ought to know.” 

“Thank you,” says Steve, in that authoritative way he’s adopted, devoid of his usual emotion. It’s his stage voice, and Bucky doesn’t like hearing it, not when it’s only the two of them. “We’ll be right out.” 

Falsworth lingers. “I didn’t know you were an artist, Captain,” is what he finally says. 

Steve turns a little red over his nose and shrugs. “Yeah. Went to school for it for a while. But, well, bills; you know. We tried, but in the end it was only for a couple courses.” 

Falsworth is thoughtful. Outside Dugan barks out that distinctive laugh and Bucky almost flinches. “It’s an astounding likeness.” 

“Thanks,” says Steve, offering up a smile. 

Falsworth goes out and his footsteps crunch and fade and his voice rejoins the conversation. Steve doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to check up on the Colonel’s orders. Bucky doesn’t question it because he doesn’t mind; instead he starts a cigarette with his liberated lighter and begins to clean his rifle. After a while he feels eyes on him, and looks up. “Hmm?” he asks.

“You know where I want to go?” says Steve. 

“Where’s that?” 

“Central.” 

“Been a while, huh.” 

“Yeah,” Steve sighs. “Sit in the park and draw. That’s what I want to do. Eat a hot dog. Visit your sister in Hoboken.” 

Bucky is immediately disgusted and almost chokes on his inhale at the pure horror. “We ain’t going to Jersey. Not even Becca can get me out to Jersey.” Not even Steve could get him out to Jersey. 

Steve smiles at the corner of his mouth, which means his mind is a million miles away again. Bucky doesn’t mind. He takes a long drag and starts to pack his weapons away, methodically. Steve is thinking about going back home. It’s something he wants to do. That’s a good thing.

“Truth is you couldn’t pay me money to go back to Hoboken,” Steve says, picking up their conversation again. Bucky looks up to see him chewing at his stub of a pencil for a minute. He knows that this is true: Steve is a Fulton Landing boy through and through, and the thought of him living anywhere but their worn slice of Brooklyn is unimaginable. The horns honking, and the murky city air, and the godawful smell of the neighbors cooking — the socialists, the artist types: Steve belongs there at dusk, with his pale feet hanging off the fire escape. Bucky looks at Steve and misses home, but only partway. Steve is in front of him, after all. He can’t miss home that much. Most of home is right here. 

“I shouldn’t say it,” Steve says, stretching, and cracking his knuckles. He’s finished sketching, and Bucky is finished with his knives and guns. “But gosh, I miss bar fights. Remember that place —“ 

“Jesus, no; I’m trying to forget,” Bucky groans. 

Steve grins. “It was a good bar.” 

“Thought you were gonna go blind and deaf, way you were bleeding.”

“A good fuckin’ bar,” Steve insists. 

“Sure,” Bucky agrees. “Yeah, tell that to your nose. You should try breakin’ it for a third time, maybe Morita can set it straight, finally —”

Steve kicks at him. Bucky blows smoke in his face. Then Steve sighs. “Let’s go out. See where Phillips wants us next.” 

Bucky is so full of questions for Steve these days. He likes this, Bucky knows — he likes the fight, and the rush, and he likes doing what’s right, and he likes helping, and he likes leading the team. But he also doesn’t like it. Captain America isn’t Steve: Captain America is someone with a very steady and commanding voice, and someone who avoids alleyway fights, and probably someone cornfed, with eyes like the Kansas sky, and raised in Kansas, too — or one of those other miserable places that Bucky doesn’t know the name of. It hits him, sometimes: If he wasn’t here there wouldn’t be a single person on Earth who understood Steve. Not even Carter, who knew Steve before, knows him all the way. It makes him afraid. Bucky wants people to know Steve, and not Captain America. Steve is worth knowing.

He is right, though, and they do have to go out — back into this exhausting world. But first: “Let me see.” 

Steve hands over the sketch. At first Bucky doesn’t realize who it is he’s looking at. The drawing is of a man sitting with shadows spread out around him, and the shadows are dark and flat and threatening shapes. He holds another shadow, a pistol, with his right hand, and with his left he reaches for something unseen. His hands have immensely defined knuckles and tendons and thick square fingers. His face is in profile, his features sharp, and the lines are thick and black and minimal, drawn with a heavy hand: the prominent mouth, the heavy brow, the straight nose, and the curved chin. Hair falls from the pomade and arches over his forehead. A cigarette dangles out of his mouth and the smoke curls up. Most of his face is in shadow, and the details are only suggested. The muscles of his arms are big and the sleeveless white undershirt he wears is tight across the broad shoulders and chest. His tags glint, somehow, in the low light. He looks like he’s been sweating and working all day, and like the work has been bloody. He looks rough, and like he’d be rough with you. 

It can’t be Bucky, but it is. He trusts Steve’s hand more than a mirror. It’s him. 

He needs to stop pretending that he isn’t who he’s becoming. 

“Huh,” he says, and hands it back. “You still got it, Rogers.” 

Steve looks at it, critically. “I do, don’t I?” 

Bucky puts out his cigarette, and Steve tucks away the sketchbook, and then they face the night.


  —


It turns out they don’t march for another day, and so the guys have decided to spend their respite drinking Dugan’s paint peeler around the fire. 

“Is this fucking moonshine?” demands Morita, after a second of astounded choking. He sounds impressed. 

Dugan takes back the can for a second swig. “Maybe.”

“Ne tirez pas,” Dernier is saying.

“Ne tir-ez —“ 

“Tirez,” Dernier corrects.

“Teach him something dirty,” Dugan suggests. 

“Don’t do that,” Bucky replies. “Teach him how to swear in two languages and his tongue will turn to stone from all the sinnin’.” 

Bucky of course should know better, and should know never to say anything like that to this firecracker, because Steve turns from where he sits by the fire with his eyes bright and a flush on his face says, “Va te faire foutre, asshole.” Steve Rogers telling Bucky to go fuck himself in French: Jesus Christ, that needs to be illegal in all forty-eight states and Allied territory besides.

Bucky just flips him off, and Jones and Dernier howl with laughter. 

“Corrupting Captain America,” sighs Morita.

“He’s corrupt enough on his own,” Bucky says, and when he sits down Steve jams his elbow into his ribs. 

Falsworth hums. “Art school.” 

Bucky fixes him with a look, feeling guilty about earlier, and jokes, “You got no idea,” and then:  “Dum Dum, hit me.” 

Dugan hands over his contraband alcohol right away, reaching across the fire. “Drink enough of that and maybe you’ll actually sleep tonight instead or prowling around like a big angry cat, Sarge.” 

Bucky takes a drink. Morita was right: this shit could make you blind. “Maybe,” he agrees. Dugan worries over him, but Bucky worries over Steve, and he worries about Steve sleeping somewhere safe. Bucky doesn’t need to sleep, anyway; or at least he’s found, through intensive trial and error, that he can manage on only a few hours a week. He doesn’t like to think about it. 

“J’étudie l’art, ” says Jones.

“Sans dec?” asks Steve. 

“Poesie,” Jones says. Steve doesn’t understand. “Poetry,” Jones says.

“Buck writes,” Steve offers.

“Nah,” Bucky says, waving a hand, another swallow of the alcohol down. He passes it over to Steve. “I tell stories. It’s a different thing. Nothing to be proud of. Steve’s got real talent.” 

“Conneries,” Steve says to Bucky. Helpfully, and with big innocent eyes, he adds: “That means bullshit.” 

“You see what I’m sayin’? You see what I put up with?” 

The guys laugh. “Jesus,” Steve swears, after he takes a drink. 

“Told you so,” Morita says. 

The look on Steve’s face is affronted because of the terrible taste, and it’s making Bucky laugh. “Come on, we’ve had worse.” 

“Quit makin’ us seem like those kind of Irish, Barnes. Your ma —”

“Oh, Jesus.” 

“You know what she’d say.”



“Don’t I ever.” 

Steve tries to hand the can back. “No, no,” Bucky says. “You keep drinkin’. I never get to see you all liquored up anymore.” 

“Can’t get drunk.”

“Well then maybe you just haven’t practiced hard enough. You know what they say about getting to Carnegie Hall, Rogers.” 

 Steve’s laughing. 

“Come on,” Bucky says, and leans back on his elbows, knocking his knees into Steve’s. Steve grimaces and takes another long drink, and he shudders when it goes down, shaking his head and passing it back to Bucky.

“Feelin’ it?” Bucky asks. He grins lazily. “Yeah, you’re feelin’ it. I know that look.” 

“Tu es le pire putain,” Steve says, and Dernier and Jones snort. “A little,” Steve concedes. “I’m feeling it a little. Not a lot, unfortunately.” 

“Good enough,” Bucky decides. 

“You too,” Steve says, and then, familiarly, “C’mon, Buck, I dare you,” and so Bucky takes another drink, and it burns all the way down his throat, and even in his nose. He gives the can over to Jones and then fishes around for another smoke and feels eyes on him. Falsworth is looking.

“You got a light?” Bucky asks. 

“Of course,” he says, startled, and gives a smoke to Bucky, and his lighter. 

Bucky lights up his second cigarette of the night and takes a drag. Steve plucks it nimbly out of his hand with his long artist’s fingers, inhales, flicks the ash, and then hands it back. 

“Tell us a poem,” Dernier says to Jones.

“Recite,” Jones corrects, absently. “Uh, reciter. Man, I don’t know. What do you want to hear?” 

“Something you’ve done,” Morita says. They look at him, and he shrugs. “What? I don’t want Whitman, or any of that shit. I want to hear something new.” 

Jones thinks about it. He begins:


  “Liberté



  For my parents who came



  north, ancestors sold 



  west and south



  now choosing a direction



  in hopes of better lives and



  finding nothing new under



  red white and blue



  Am I fighting for my own freedom?


 


  Egalité



  For the boys on the front stoop



  now on the front lines,



  who talked of change so lines



  in front of water fountains didn’t come in two tones-


 


  For my sister and my mother listening



  framed by kitchen windows, 



  afraid their family might be crossing



  lines they shouldn’t, about to be



  crucified-


 


  I have found there are people 



  already fighting, willing defenders.


 


  Fraternité



  To the brothers I have found-



  I would ask for them to lend me their ears



  but they have already lent me their hands



  their eyes



  their blood



  and so we have become of one flesh-


 


  They already know.”


 

“Jesus, Gabe,” says Bucky, into the silence. 


  —


Margaret “Peggy” Carter-Rogers died one year ago today at the age of 96. Rita and Iggy might not have written any   hit songs about her like they did for our favorite Avenger  , but that doesn’t mean she didn’t shape the face of modern intelligence and, you know, change history forever when she co-founded SHIELD alongside Howard Stark and husband Steve Rogers in 1946. Here are ten of Peggy Carter’s greatest hits. 

…10. And if you think your work week is hard, consider this: Carter was also involved, though peripherally, with the Manhattan Project. That’s right — she was fishing out Soviet “atomic spies” and protecting US intelligence since 1942. The Rosenbergs wouldn’t have been caught without her. Where would we be if Peggy Carter hadn’t had our backs? There’s like a 70% chance the answer is “dealing with nuclear fallout.” 


  So that’s your basic rundown on Peggy Carter-Rogers: spy, mother, wife, and pioneer. She’s dearly missed. 


And let’s be honest with ourselves.   She probably woke up like this  . 

(Warren, Cate. “Ten Things Peggy Carter-Rogers Did That Were Fly As Hell.” Buzzfeed. New York, New York, 2017. Web.) 

—

“What’s this?”



“Don’t touch that.”

Everything in Stark’s lab is covered in grease and oil, and there are, thrillingly, always between one and four cigarettes burning dangerously close to something flammable. Bucky loves it here. It’s like science fiction, or something from the movies. It reminds Bucky of both the garages and the factories where he’s found work. He likes watching the machines go about their business. He wants to poke at everything and get his hands dirty. Things slotting neatly into other things, pistons and engines doing their work; it’s his favorite thing. He feels like a kid again, and his hands itch to make about a million model airplanes.

“How’s she looking?” Bucky asks.

“Glorious,” Stark tells him, “Naturally. Jesus, what do you expect?” He shoves his goggles up onto his forehead and hands Bucky’s rifle over. “New scope; tinkered with the focus, tightened up the recoil. It’s an experimental model, you understand, just something I’ve been doing on the side. How does it feel?” 

Bucky takes the rifle and weighs it, and then he lifts it up to test the sights.

“Jesus Christ, watch where you point that,” Stark complains, and pushes it away. 

Bucky can’t help but grin at him over the top of the scope. “She’s beautiful, Stark. You got a couple more of these somewhere?” 

“I’m already outfitting your French guy with explosives; don’t get greedy. Look, I got places to be —“ 

“Where is it you keep rushing off to, anyway?”

Stark smirks at him. There’s a dimly manic gleam in his tired eyes. “Mapping the planets with Copernicus,” he says. Then he seems to spot someone approaching behind Bucky, and his spine snaps straight. “Company,” he announces. “I’ll see you around, Sarge.” 

Stark books it, as to be expected. And so Bucky starts to disassemble his rifle in the hopes of getting to know her a little better. He can hear Stark’s conversation almost a room away and keeps his head down, hoping; but sure enough the telltale click-clack of small practical heels approaches him anyway. Goddammit, Bucky thinks, and then starts to swear the way that Morita has taught all of them to: God-mother-fucking-damn-it-all-to-hell-fuck. 

James Barnes is a gentleman. He is a gentleman to a fault. He has never hated his gentlemanly upbringing as much as he does in this second. 

“Do you have a moment?” 

“A few, even.” Bucky doesn’t know whether to stand or stay seated, but Agent Carter solves that for him: she sits down on the opposite side of Stark’s workbench before he gets the chance to even push his chair back.

“Are you liking it?” Agent Carter asks.

Bucky is confused. “What’s that?” 

“The Johnson.” 

“It’s a good gun. Stark’s made some adjustments, the recoil really used to be a bi— uh, a problem. You know.” 

Carter’s red mouth tips at one side into a smile. Bucky watches as she bends and reaches into her boot. She pulls out the tiniest pistol he’s ever seen — it fits into her small palm snugly, like a black baby bird that has wet and slick feathers. “Howard made this. It’s very useful for tight situations. It gives me bruises, though. The recoil can certainly be a bitch.” 

Bucky is startled into laughing. Goddamn, he thinks, but she’s so beautiful, and in every way so unexpected: really just a dime, and smart as hell to boot. Just like Steve. What a pair. And like that Bucky’s heart goes stone cold and heavy inside him, and he gets back to reassembling his rifle. 

“Anything I can help you with?” he deflects.

“Oh, yes,” says Agent Carter. She procures a file. “I’ve finished some recon work outside of Montoire. There’s a heavy faction of HYDRA growing there. I have reason to believe that their goal is to march on Paris, and perhaps form a link with the headquarters located in Strasbourg.” 

“Schmidt?” Bucky asks.

“Nowhere,” confesses Carter, sighing. “The base self-destructed before I could get anything else.” 

Bucky stares at her. “You stormed a HYDRA base? Alone?” And just like that he suddenly has not only one but two insufferably stupid Steves in his life. He remembers his manners too late. “Carter, look, it’s not that I don’t think —“ 

“I infiltrated,” Carter corrects. She doesn’t sound too clipped, and Bucky hopes that he hasn’t made her angry. Except, of course, how he does. “Things just got…out of hand.” 

Jesus God, thinks Bucky: there really are two of them. “I see,” he says, faintly.  

“Anyway. This is for you and Captain Rogers to look over. I’ve spoken to Colonel Phillips and this should be where you’re headed next. Many of the operatives survived the blast, and they’ve gone to ground. We’ll fish them out soon enough. They could prove useful.” 

Bucky takes the file. He flips it open to find a blueprint of the base and Carter’s mission report. “Useful, huh?” he mutters, speculative. “Well, we all know I got a way with useful.” 

He regrets it for a second, speaking to a lady about that, but then Carter replies, unflinchingly: “Yes, you certainly do.” 

Bucky looks up at her. He comes to the late realization that this intel should have gone to Steve, and not to him. 

Carter has pinned him with her eyes now. In this light they have the color of pennies, arresting and copperish. “In fact,” she continues, “That’s something I’ve been meaning to speak to you about. The project that Howard is currently working on is facing some difficulties, and we might be able to use your — expertise, as it is.” 

“That so?” 

“I assume that you’re in no rush to leave the strike team. But I thought I’d warn you that there are a number of people who are eager to recruit you. And after the war…well, you’ll certainly have a job somewhere, if you want it.” 

Bucky thinks this over. He doesn’t make it a habit to think past the war, not the way that he knows the other guys do. He stopped doing that since the table. “Muscle or intelligence?” 

“Both, potentially. You’ve developed a very unique skill set, and you would be a tremendous asset.” 

Bucky is just opening his mouth to reply — he has no idea what he’s going to say, but he is going to say something — when they both start at the sound of Steve’s voice, calling his name. 

“Buck, hey, I was thinking we’d — Peggy. I mean, ma’am.” 

So Bucky has to sit through this again, it looks like. At least he’s got his Johnson back in one piece and so he can get out of here before Steve manages to turn any redder or accidentally knock over some chairs. This conversation with Carter has put him on edge enough; he doesn’t want to see Steve all sweet and embarrassed just now, and he especially doesn’t want her to be the cause of it. It makes his stomach turn unpleasantly; it makes him want to touch Steve, somehow, or make him laugh: he wants to show her. It’s an ugly thought — not, he scoffs to himself, a gentlemanly one — and so he pushes it back, and stands himself up.

“Carter,” he nods. 

Her eyes are sharp. Steve hasn’t distracted her, and there isn’t a doubt in his mind that they will be talking about this later. “Barnes.” 

Bucky slaps Steve on the shoulder as he passes. “See you?” 

“Where you going?” Steve asks, his brow furrowing up.



At the doorway Bucky holds up his rifle. “Where do you think? Testing her out.” 

—
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  —


“But will they bite,” Jones translates. He frowns at the intercepted telegram. “But will they bite. Bite what?” 

“Bait,” Bucky says. “Like we’re fish, or at least someone is. Like someone is fish.”

And so they go to France, but there’s nothing in France: nothing but the beautiful abandoned buildings and the frightened crying people. Lyon turns up nothing. Dernier looks sad to be home. If New York ever ended up like this Bucky would be sad too. Finally they give up the ghost and receive orders to march to a safe house miles and miles away. 

“Hurry up to wait,” mumbles Steve in their tent, and under the cover of darkness. 

“That’s the killing business,” Bucky replies, pragmatic. 

News is bad. News is always bad. They’re losing more men on the front, and more money to the fight, and there’s already no money to be had. Europe is in greasy dying tatters. Bucky thinks of the bodies in the furnace, and the word of the camps.

They walk and walk. They walk, and then: revelation.

—

“Jesus Christ,” Dugan says. There isn’t even any sarcasm in his voice. He is honestly and innocently dumbstruck. Bucky imagines this is how he was as a kid. “Cap, you sure we’re at the right place?” 

Steve’s jaw is hanging open. “Yeah,” he replies, and corrects, “Well, I mean, these were the coordinates.”

It’s a castle, or a mansion; either way it is, without a doubt, the biggest and most beautiful building Bucky has ever seen. The grounds are massive and dignified and ancient and blue and white; there are statues, real life, honest-to-God statues. There’s a courtyard, and bushes shorn into various geometrical if overgrown shapes. Withering wildflowers have staked claim over the grounds. They crush them under their filthy boots as they walk; the flowers smell good, even though they are dying. 

“Agent Carter said that it’ll be tight quarters,” says Steve as they approach. 

A lot of nasty responses come to Bucky’s mind at that one — what, nice English lady is used to better digs than this? — but he bites down on all of them. This is a beautiful place; he can’t be cruel, not in a beautiful place. “Don’t really see that being a problem.”

“She told me that there are a lot of works from the Louvre being held here. Have been since ’39. The French moved them out when Nazi forces started marching; they didn’t want the art to get damaged if Paris ends up burning. So a lot of it is packed inside.” 

Bucky grins at him. Things are funny. Things are strange. “Hey, ain’t I always promising to go into the Met with you? Here we are, and one better. Art museum. In France.”

Steve rolls his eyes, and Bucky cuffs him. 

There are tall steps that lead to the entrance door. The stairs are lined with big statues of stone lions. Bucky looks deep into their frozen and ferocious maws. Their teeth glint. The door is painted ivory, and the paint is peeling. When Steve swings it open it goes quietly. 

The dull afternoon light illuminates all the dust they’ve disturbed, and it floats finely through the air. The entryway is huge, and the floor inside is marble — marble, Steve, Bucky wants to say. But Bucky can hardly see any of the floor, because the entire room is filled with crates: huge crates, tiny crates, open crates. The open crates hold oil paintings. 

Silently the company picks their way through. One of the paintings — Bucky stays back to look at it. Only half is visible. Bucky sees five fingers digging into a man’s naked torso, pulling his skin, and drawing pinpricks of blood. The colors are vibrant and the skin looks unimaginably real. In the background there are bodies, and the bodies are on fire. It scares him, and so he catches up with the team. 

Somehow he doesn’t see it at first. Maybe because it’s so unimaginably huge; when he first walks in, he only notices the base. But then he looks up, and up, and up. She is maybe ten feet tall. Her back is arched and she stands with her right foot forward, planted strongly to her rock, like she may jump, or fly, or is flying. A pair of massive wings — feathered, and muscular, and thick — expand back and away. Her marble robes billow and whip around her legs, and press tight to her lean torso; the fierce line of her shoulders is slanted. She has no face and no arms. The dusty orange light illuminates the strong lines of her thighs and shoulders: it catches on her stone clothing, and it casts a shadow for each and every feather.

Bucky looks to Steve. 

“Mon Dieu,” says Dernier, and his voice is blankly stunned.

Steve — slowly, slowly, he paces around her. He can’t seem to look away. His blue eyes are almost translucent in the dusk light. His face is naked.

“Elle est encore plus belle que j’ai jamais cru possible,” says Dernier, still quiet. 

“Oui,” says Steve, and his hushed voice breaks on him. “Oui.”

Bucky doesn’t know what they’re saying; Bucky doesn’t care. He’s arrested where he stands. She has no face — she has no face. 

“Who is she?” asks Jim. 

“The Winged Victory of Samothrace.” It’s Steve who answers. His voice is almost silent, but so is the room, and the sound echoes off the dust. “She’s the goddess of victory. Nike. They found her in the 1800’s. I didn’t even think…” 

Steve turns away very suddenly and looks to Bucky. “Buck,” he says, and his voice is helpless and lost. 

“Yeah,” Bucky replies, and he steps closer, so their shoulders touch. Bucky knows the truth now. It is a deep and insurmountable truth. She has no face. Like the operative whose head he beat in, like the boy who he killed one month into active duty, even like Bucky himself, Nike is faceless. Bucky feels unprepared, or like he should have brought an offering.

Beside him Steve quakes before the oldest and the only god.

“Buck,” Steve repeats, strangled now. His brows are drawn together and his mouth is twisted. His lashes are dark and wet. Bucky has mud on his face and his toes are numb, and Steve is no better: filthy hair, and blood dried at his lip. When he looks finally to Bucky the moment stretches, precariously balanced. The world whittles away, and boils down the untruths. They are the only people in the room. They are, familiarly, the only people in the world. 

The dust motes float through the air and land on her monumental wings.

“Well, go on,” Bucky says. 

“What?” Steve asks.

Bucky nods to her. “Go on, Stevie.”

“I can’t,” says Steve immediately.

Bucky thinks of whispering to Steve during mass when he shouldn’t have been, and of kissing girls in the confessional. Churches are holy, and Nike is ancient, but Steve is Steve: first, last, and always.

“Sure you can,” Bucky replies. 

Tentatively and slowly Steve outstretches his dirty hand. Bucky watches his long fingers reach, his skin pink and suddenly translucent in the sunlight. Abruptly he becomes as unreal as Nike: as endless, and as ancient. When he touches the marble fabric of her clothing he inhales, sharply. He flattens his palm there at the defiant line of her hip, and then he tilts his noble head up, and he looks to her.


  — 



  Here’s a story your mama told me. 



  When she came over on the boat she kept getting sick and she couldn’t figure out why. Eventually this lady came up to see if she was fine, and she asked her, when are you due? And your ma said, no, I’m only seasick. 



  I’m supposed to take the rest of this story to the grave, but I doubt anyone will care to find these anyway.



  So it turned out the woman from the Old Country was right, and your ma cried herself sick because she was so scared and alone. You see now why I was supposed to take this one to the grave? She asks the woman, the hell will I do? I don’t have any money and nobody on God’s green Earth will hire an Irish girl fresh off the ship, especially when she’s in a family way. Now the woman, she was feeling terrible about this, terrible for this young girl who had nowhere else to turn. And the woman’s husband, he’d died in the war. So she slipped off the band around her finger and put it on your mama’s. Then she told your ma her last name, and her husband’s first name, and said it was time to start over again anyway. So your ma did. She bought a plot at the cemetery and said it was your da’s. That grave is empty, same way mine will be. That rosary you got with you, the one you think is his — it was hers. It was hers all along.



  After she finished whispering it out to me, the whole truth of her life, she started hacking up a lung. I got her water, I remember, and then I asked — well, what anyone else would, I guess. I asked why she did it. Why she picked me to tell. She looked me in the eye and she said, remember how she used to call me, she said, “James Buchanan, I’m not long for this Earth. I told you because I know. You and me; you and me, James, we’re the same kind of storyteller.” 



  I still don’t understand what it was that she knew. I got my suspicions. I think she saw in me the thief and impostor she saw in herself. We understood one another, your ma and I. I was a good kid, back home — straight A’s till I dropped out, good at my job, good to my dates, a gentleman. I was so proud of those things, and turns out it don’t matter at all. Even though you were the troublemaker we were both from the wrong side of the tracks. Brooklyn tough, and no changing us — do anything for each other, won’t we? I’ve stolen and lied and cheated, and mostly, I’ve done it for you. Not because you asked — you didn’t ask your ma either, and you would never ask anyone, considering you’d choke on your pride if you ever tried swallowing it. But like me, she did it for you all the same.  



  She told me that at first she was scared as hell of loving you. She said she didn’t know if she could, because she thought she’d always be waiting for you to die, and she couldn’t stand anyone else dyin on her. I finally bucked up and asked her how long she had actually loved you for. You know what she told me? She said, that’s a stupid question.



  She died in the night while we slept in our beds. I heard the news first, because I guess I was just up and out first, taking her bread, or soup, or something. All I saw of her was her white hand while they took her away. I remember walking all the way back to your apartment, hadn’t seen you in maybe a day and a half, and I knew I had to tell you but I also knew I didn’t want to. So I let myself in, quiet as a mouse, and sure enough you were still asleep in bed. All I could do was look at you and wish to God that I could put a spin on this one, too — make it all alright again. 



  At the end she was so tired. 



  Never really thought about the future. Never really could think much past you. In that respect, your ma and I had something in common, God rest her soul. But neither of us, I don’t think, were ever meant for much. Here’s the truth — baby, here’s the truth. I’ve got a rootless heart. I don’t think I’m meant for loving, or at least not anymore. And I should die out here. I’m the kind of guy who’s not meant to go back. I try to imagine a life after this and it just won’t come. So forget about me, will you? If it’ll make you happy. Live glorious, eat like a king, laugh until the sun comes up, never look back. Don’t you dare look back. More than anything I want to know that you kept on. More than anything I want to know that you took on the world — everything else seems to matter less and less. 



  So how long have I loved you for? Womb to tomb, sweetheart. Since before I was even here at all. I get it now, you understand. Your ma was right. It really is a stupid question. 


—

THOUGH I WALK THROUGH THE VALLEY OF THE SHADOW OF DEATH I SHALL FEAR NO EVIL, and on the other side of the knife — Hitler youth, with eyes blue as the Connecticut sky — Bucky carves, FOR I AM THE EVILEST MOTHERFUCKER IN THE VALLEY. 

— 

In the mirror Bucky twists his mouth to the left to get a better angle for the shave. He finishes up, runs the tap, grabs a towel. He thinks of nothing in particular. When he pulls the towel away there’s a little drop of red on it. Bucky pats at the side of his face and then down along his jaw. Back at the hinge of it he feels wetness. Tipping his head so he can see it in the mirror, Bucky feels around. There’s only a little blood — somehow he’s scraped himself up. A thin little piece of skin is hanging loose, like maybe he accidentally pulled off a scab. He gets it between his thumb and forefinger and pulls. It doesn’t hurt. He pulls, and underneath his skin there’s red, like a muscle, but smoother. Bucky pulls more. He pulls and pulls. Now he can see all the sinew of his jaw and beneath it the bone. He gets a better grip. The cartilage of his nose comes away with the skin. He pulls — 

It’s only by the skin of his teeth that he catches the scream and holds it inside his throat. Around him the men are out cold, and even Steve is asleep, all curled up with his blond head facing away. Bucky’s breath is coming in huge gasps and his eyes are wet. The fire is low, casting weird shadows across the ground. 

“Sarge?” 

Bucky starts and turns. It’s Jones. He’s propped again a tree, rifle in hand, on watch. 

“Sarge,” Jones repeats, wary.

“Fine,” Bucky says, quiet, so as not to wake anyone. “Perimeter clear?” 

“Clear.” 

Bucky’s heart is hammering in his mouth. He swallows hard. “You’re a prayin’ man, aren’t you, Private?” 

“Yeah,” Jones agrees. 

“You still got your faith?” 

“Yeah.” 

“You think I can still pray, even if I don’t got much faith left? I mean, do you think it’s alright? You think it’s allowed?” 

Jones thinks about this. Bucky appreciates that. After a moment he says, “Yes. I think He’s always listening, and that He listens to everyone. I think there’s always a chance at redemption.”

Bucky’s fingers shake when he reaches over and starts digging around in Steve’s pack. Jones doesn’t seem worried. It takes a second, but there it is: the familiar worn and ovular beads of his rosary. Bucky draws it out and holds the heavy metal of the crucifix in his palm. With his right hand he makes the sign of the cross and mumbles out the words. In the name of the Father at his forehead, and the Son between his ribs, and the Holy Ghost in the hollows of his shoulders, Amen. He worries the beads as he keeps track of his prayers. Jones doesn’t say another word.

 

 

 


 


  …And because of this as well, these letters are irrevocably entrenched in pop culture — in the way that we, as a society, quantify emotions like love or pain. In fact, they have redefined our collective consciousness. We love them because they’re a scandal, and because they’re sensational, but we also love them because they give us a look into the past, into our national past. And maybe that past isn’t exactly what we thought it was. I think that all Americans have a sort of vested idealism in the 1940’s; we try to emulate the styles, or we’re envious of how much simpler or sweeter life was back then. Barnes shows us that none of that is true. He ensures that the scales fall from our eyes. It was a slice of time like any other, and if there was a difference, it’s that life was harder.


Obviously a lot of Barnes’ life was impacted by the Great Depression. I think that one letter in particular shows the economic hardship in a way that’s really vivid and touching. And maybe it’s quaint, sure, but that’s not what I want you to get from this reading. What I want to impart on you, on each of you, is that the struggle of the human condition — of simply living — is timeless and universal. There is no one right philosophical lens through which to read these. And that’s what makes these letters so special: we can’t fit them into any one category. No literature professor, no history professor, no economics professor, no gender studies professor; hell, not even a philosopher like myself…none of us can claim that these letters belong to our fields and our fields alone. They belong to all of us. As a country they identify us and as a people they move us. So with this in mind I’d like to thank you for being such an attentive and responsive audience today, and if you don’t mind, I’ll go ahead and finish off my first TED Talk with this reading, which is of James Barnes’ second-to-last letter. And a brief note for context: records tell us that he was shot in battle just before Christmas in 1944. The wound was nearly fatal.  

 


  
    “Look, I’m sorry I worried you so bad. I’m just fine, except maybe now you know how I felt last year, when you almost bled out under my hands while I stood there like some kind of helpless schmuck, not having the first God damn idea what to do. I don’t remember a whole lot about the ordeal, but I do remember you shoving your belt between my teeth. I remember I wasn’t allowed to make a lick of noise due to how far behind enemy lines we were, and I remember trying like hell not to. It hurt, sure. Hurt like the Devil himself was digging down and trying to pull out my insides. 
  

  
    I remember after it was over you pressing your forehead against mine. You didn’t say a word but I knew you were afraid. I shut my eyes and for a second I could pretend I was back in Brooklyn. I pretended that our faces were too close because we were sharing a bed in the middle of winter and you had rolled over in your sleep. I swear to God, in that second I could smell the charcoal on your hands from drawing all day, and the motor oil on my skin from working at the garage. When you let out a breath I could even smell the sharp sweet tang of oranges.
  

  
    Right then I didn’t tell myself any stories. I was dying, and I was glad that it was happening while I was next to you. 
  

  
    You know, I don’t think I’ve ever told you the whole story before. It’s like everything started around that winter. Like I orbit it, sucked into that year by some big cosmic force of gravity. 
  

  
    It was 1940, the year you kept almost dying on me, but this was before all that. Winter was just coming, and the cough you had was only little, not keeping you in bed for weeks at a time. I knew that even if I couldn’t pay for heat I had to pay at least for some more blankets or quilts. I remember thinking that even if I could steal food I’d need money for your medications. 
  

  
    It was when I got laid off from the garage, and the factory jobs had run out in Brooklyn and Queens — I think this part you know. I went all over Manhattan, but no one in Midtown wanted to hire me. Finally I ended up at a deli and I flattered the old fella behind the counter with some bullshit I can’t even remember now, maybe how great their cheesecake was, but anyway he finally let me in on a few trade secrets about who around town was looking for help. Anyway, I got the gig at the docks in Chelsea. It was only part time and eventually I had to replace it with the dock job back home, but it was alright money while I could get it. I worked maybe five hours that day, and on the way back to our rickety place I was feeling so lucky I stopped by the market. If you were a dame I probably would have tried to buy you a ring. I could have taken on the whole world because I had the dollar fifty in my pocket they paid me for working on such short notice. It was the first real money I felt like I’d had in years. 
  

  
    So I was walking around the market, looking around, dried this, canned that…and then I saw some oranges. Heavenly choirs sang when I looked at those oranges. They were so bright and I’d just worked a hard, cold shift, and you had been looking blue and sick for weeks. And all of a sudden the inspiration struck me, and I knew what I had to do. 
  

  
    I swear to God I haggled with Mr. O’Leary over that one single orange for fifteen minutes straight. There was something important to me that day about buying it with the money I’d just made. Finally I got it low enough. 
  

  
    I’ll never forget the look on your face when I came in the door and tossed it to you. I can’t even describe it. I’d do anything on earth to make you look at me again like that. I’d fill your whole room up with oranges. I’d fill the apartment with them. The building, even. Give them to you in baskets until the day I die and arrange for them to be sent even after that. 
  

  
    Well, then of course you started worrying over the price and wouldn’t hear of eating it all on your own. So you made me split it with you. I can still taste it — the way it broke so sweet and tart on my tongue, got sticky all over my fingers. Do you remember, we even kept squeezing the skin because little bursts of flavor would puff out away from it that we could see and smell. I don’t think I’ve ever tasted anything like that before or since. It was like a whole summer feast laid out right in front of us, even though it was just one fruit and not summer at all, but instead that terrible time of year when winter sneaks down; starts killing the flowers. 
  

  
    Never told another soul this, and I guess I never will, but I think of that orange, that one evening, every single time when I’m sure I’m about to snuff it for real. Thought about it in my first firefight and thought about it when the Germans stuck me full of needles and sliced up the soles of my feet. And when I was shot the other day and so sure it was over — good-bye, motherfuckers, I’m finally going back home — I wasn’t all that scared. In that one minute it was fine — everything was alright. I bought an orange. You smiled at me. And Jesus Christ, it was fantastic.”
  



  (Kapoor, Neha. “James Barnes and the curation of our collective consciousness.” TED Talk. 2006.)



  



 

 

 


  1945


“Hey,” calls Dugan, “Bulletproof Barnes!” 

Bucky gives a careful mock-bow as he approaches from the other side of the command tent. Dugan pushes out a chair at the table with his foot. “Goddamn, you know how to treat a lady,” Bucky grunts, and sits down across him. 

Dugan huffs a laugh. “Funny you say that,” he says. “Mrs. Dugan wrote.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Dear Timothy,” Dugan recites, “Well you haven’t written since June, and I am aware of soldiers and their indiscretions —“ 

“Aw, Jesus, Dum Dum, I’m sorry.”

“All’s fair, isn’t it? In divorce and war.” 

“If it makes you feel any better, I screwed a girl in France.” 

Dugan chuckles. “You pay for it, too?” 

“With this face? Come on.” 

“Were you this much of an asshole before Pearl Harbor?” 

“Nah,” Bucky says, truthfully, and quieter. “Not even close.” 

Dugan nods, and looks at his hands. “For the best,” he says, after a moment. “She deserves better, don’t she?” 

Bucky thinks of Steve’s hands cupping his face out in the field the other day. No no no no no, he mouthed, and whispered, Buck, and pressed their foreheads together. “Probably, pal. Probably.” 

Dugan heaves a sigh. “Enough of that. How you feeling?” 

“Patched me up good,” Bucky says. He’s only a little sore, after all. 

Dugan eyes him. “Don’t lie to me, kid.” 

“I ain’t lyin’,” Bucky defends. “Sure it hurts, but it’s alright. You’re half as bad as Steve.” 

“No, it’s Cap who ain’t half as bad as me,” Dugan mumbles, cryptically. “Where is he, anyway?” 

“Napping,” Bucky says. In Bucky’s cot, too — he wouldn’t leave overnight, and he insisted on working all day, and he fell asleep finally in the afternoon, at Bucky’s desk. Bucky had worried about a crick in his neck and prodded him into bed. “I’ll wake him up before 1900 hours. Colonel sent orders, and Steve wants to debrief.” 

“Carter?” 

“No. I don’t know. She’s somewhere else. Business in town, maybe.” 

They sit in silence for a moment. Dugan lights up a cigarette, and Bucky looks over at him to see his square and sturdy face illuminated for a second by the flame. Then it flickers out. Bucky doesn’t know why he says what he does next. Maybe it’s because he hasn’t told anyone yet, or because he almost died just this week. “She offered me a job.” 

Dugan looks suspicious. “Carter?” he asks. 

“After all this is over there are positions open. Stark needs muscle on a project, so she says.”

“What’s the work?” Dugan is squinting. He doesn’t like this. 

“Well, I got a skill, don’t I?” 

Dugan really doesn’t like this. He sucks on his cigarette for a moment, his mustache tilted down. “You got plenty of skills. What I’m asking is, which one of those skills do Stark and Carter want?” 

Bucky reaches across the table and steals one of Dugan’s smokes. He fishes a stolen lighter out of his pocket. “Interrogation,” he finally says.

“Barnes —“ 

“I could bleed a stone, and you know it. It’s a useful trick.” 

“You want to, though? You really want to do that?” 

Bucky takes a deep inhale and blows the smoke out his nose. It burns. “What the hell else will I do? Hmm? If I even get out of this. Go on; I’m takin’ suggestions.”

“Damned if I know,” admits Dugan quietly. “Jesus; damned if I know.” 

“You ever think, it’s been two years since we’ve seen the city?” asks Bucky.

“Two goddamn years,” Dugan affirms. 

“I don’t think I can go back. I don’t think I’m —“ Bucky cuts himself off and sucks in a breath. “Anyway. Doubt I’ll even make it that far.” 

“Well, you can always shack up with that French girl.” 

Bucky rolls his eyes. 

After a while Bucky stubs out his smoke, and Dugan sighs. “Me neither,” he says. “I mean, I don’t know what I’d be doin’, if I wasn’t doin’ this. I think I forgot how to do other things. What else is there, but killin’ Krauts?” 

Bucky understands. Nothing else makes sense anymore. The world has narrowed down: Steve’s hair, dirty from the mud; the footsteps of the team, sticking to wet orange autumn leaves; the weight of the rifle on his back, and the weight of his knives in his shoes. 

Dugan pulls out another cigarette and sticks his hand out for Bucky’s lighter. After he lights up he holds it closer so he can read it. DEATH IS OUR BUSINESS, Bucky has carved, AND BUSINESS HAS BEEN GOOD. 

“I like this one,” Dugan tells him.

“Keep it,” Bucky says.

—

It turns out that Carter has finally found some solid intel — Zola surfaced somewhere near Zermatt, which is, according to Morita, apparently some hellhole in Switzerland. Zola either moving north or northwest. Bucky’s hoping for north; he’s never had any particular desire to see the Swiss Alps up close. On top of the table with big sheets of sketchbook paper and even some napkins pushed together, Steve maps out a number of possible routes he might be taking. Everyone has a couple of theories about what Zola was doing so far south — gathering intel, conspiring with the Italian communists — but to Bucky, they all sound wrong.

“Zola’s a scientist, first and foremost.” It’s a weird power Bucky has these days: he speaks up, and immediately a hush falls. “If he’s in Italy he’s either transporting cargo back to Austria or Germany, or maybe he was dropping cargo off there. For all we know HYDRA might be growing in Italy. But if it’s Zola, then it has something to do with his experiments. I know him. He wouldn’t travel on politics; he’s too valuable for that.”

The guys are nodding but there’s something wrong with the way that Steve, standing beside Bucky, is holding himself. They get through the rest of the informal briefing alright, but by nighttime Steve has still got that almighty furrow tucked between his brows. Bucky, fed up, corners him in the hall outside of the mess after dinner.

“Say it,” he says finally, after all he gets is a halfhearted “hey” in greeting. 

“Say what, Buck?” asks Steve.

Bucky waves a hand. “Whatever’s bothering you. You’re worrying at it so hard you’re giving me a headache. Maybe a second pair of eyes on the problem will do you good.” 

Steve remains silent and serious as they walk. Finally he starts. “I know back when — back when. After the base. I know it shook you up. I just…” 

“You just what?”



Steve huffs a sigh and turns to look at Bucky fully. They’ve reached the end of the building and stand in the open doorway, coming to a stop. “I just want to make sure that when you made your report to Phillips you told him everything that you knew.” 

Steve looks like he’d have more fun getting teeth pulled. He’s pained and uncomfortable and apologetic, but to Bucky it doesn’t change the fact of what’s coming out of his mouth.

“What?” 

Steve finally meets his gaze. The moonlight bathes their conversation in a strange and eerie glow. “I’m not sayin’ anything, Buck. But you seem to know an awful lot about Zola from your time in that base, and if you think any of it might help us out I’d really appreciate if you’d tell me.” 

Fear holds Bucky where he stands.

This is the problem: Bucky himself doesn’t know what he remembers about his time in that base. It is literally impossible for him to think back on it. He remembers only a few things. He knows with an intimacy that makes his stomach churn Zola’s voice; he’d recognize it deaf. He remembers the pain in his feet, though that could have easily come after, from the walk back to camp. 

He remembers chomping down on a bit. The whole ordeal was a blur of pain, but he thinks he remembers a specific spike agony, one that rippled underneath his skin. After that there isn’t much else. When things come back to him it’s because something odd has reminded him of it. And then the knowledge, like it did earlier, spills out of his mouth without him entirely noticing while it happens. 

So Bucky digs up one of his many talents. He turns on his smile and lies. “Jeez, you getting dense, Rogers? We know the man’s a scientist. Doctor. Doesn’t matter. We know he’s in that profession, and it doesn’t make any sense at all for him to be sent out on a political trip, does it?” 

“No,” agrees Steve. He shakes his head. 

“Hey, you been sleeping?” asks Bucky. He feels terrible about it, absolutely terrible, but that doesn’t stop him. It’s a distraction. He feels in a visceral and gut-churning way that he needs to distract Steve. Sick with himself he puts a hand on Steve’s arm and squeezes. He can’t stop himself from doing it. It’s strangely instinctual. “You gotta get your rest, Steve. It’s a big one coming up.”

“Yeah,” Steve agrees, and gives him his sweet smile. Bucky feels awful. He feels absolutely godawful. “Yeah, of course; you’re right, Buck. I’m sorry about all that.” 

“Nah,” Bucky says. “No harm, no foul.” 

Steve tells him goodnight and to sleep well, and he heads on off. Bucky wanders over to the barracks, a little more slowly. Over his raggedy shirt Bucky presses his fingers to where the bullet wound was. He’s already taken the dressing off. It’s been six days and he can’t even feel a twinge. He pokes at it. There won’t be any scar, he already knows. Just that weird newborn pink skin in a little circle where the slug went inside.

“Steve?” Bucky calls. 

Steve turns. His hair is gold in the low yellow light and his face is wide open. Bucky’s vision goes double for a second as he remembers how Steve was before, that tiny asshole kid with his too-big nose and huge blue eyes overlaid on Steve now: six feet tall, strong as an ox. Bucky waits in the moment just long enough to feel it settle. Steve’s eyes on him is one thing that doesn’t ever get old. Bucky aches for him all the way down to the meat of his soul. It breaks his heart sometimes, just looking at Steve. 

“Sleep well, alright?” Bucky says, and means it this time.

Steve’s mouth tilts in a tired smile. “You too, Buck,” he says, and the warm low tone of his voice is the only thing that gets Bucky back to his cot in one entire piece. He feels it in him tonight — the noise in his head. He figures he’s got enough time before lights out to get it down on paper. This big swell in his heart. He won’t have time, not once they’ve got their orders for marching. While he lights up a cigarette and makes his way back to the barracks he lets his mind wander, aimless. By the time he gets a pen out his smoke is halfway gone. He’s almost at the end of this little leather-bound journal, too. He takes a drag of his cigarette, and thinks, the way he does so much, about Steve. 

Bucky puts his pen to the paper and writes, There are a bunch of stories in this world.

—


  I guess we didn’t know what to expect from the Russians, but when you looked at them and examined them, you couldn’t tell whether, you know? If you put an American uniform on them, they could have been American. 



  (Gaddis, John Lewis. The Cold War: A New History. New York: the Penguin Group, 2005. Print.)



  —


EMPFÄNGER : ████ █████████

ABSENDER:  Dr █████ ████


  AKTION: INTEL



  STATUS: UNVOLLENDET 



               APRIL 1944



               LUXEMBOURG 



  THEMA: Der Unteroffizier muß lebend gefasst und zurückerlangt werden zwecks weiterer Untersuchungen. Falls das Versuchsobjekt nicht in deutschen Besitz gebracht wird, werden weitere Maßnahmen ergriffen. Eine Falle ist möglicherweise nötig.


(“The Sergeant must be captured alive and reclaimed for purposes of additional testing. If the subject is not acquired, further measures will be taken. A trap may be necessary yet.”) 

—

Later in the snow a soldier opens his eyes.

 

  



2. Notes


    
    “1941”

	Real headline


 

“1943” 

	Source for Steve’s address


	There are a bunch of different kinds of rations depending on who you are and where you are (for example, paratroopers don’t get the same rations as people working on bases as people out in the field), but Steve and Buck likely got C-rations and D-rations. C-rations were individual, ready-to-eat rations that came in cans. D-rations were emergency rations, usually just a bar of chocolate with a zillion carbs. Cigarettes were found in C-rations, and they came in packs of either nine or three. Common brands were Raleighs, Chesterfields, or Fleetwoods. It’s fair to say that back home Buck would have smoked Camels or Pall Malls, but of course Steve would know Bucky’s favorite. Marlboros really were marketed toward women until around the 1950’s. 


	Bucky doesn’t refer to himself as Romani because, as far as my research showed, it wasn’t accurate for the time period.


	Bucky mentions that the smell of burning bodies is sometimes sweet — this is actually true, and a result of cerebrospinal fluid, which apparently smells a little like perfume when it burns.


	Each branch of the military had a slightly different letter of condolence; “The Secretary of War desires me to express his deep regret that…” was the beginning of the Army’s. (The Navy’s, for example, was “the Navy department deeply regrets to inform you…”)


	Funny fact about “G.I.” — it stands for, get this, “government issue”, and isn’t any official way to refer to a soldier, just something that sort of started happening during WWII. So many puns about Steve literally being government issue. So many. 



	The Boy Scouts were founded in 1910, so Buck’s “scout’s honor” is historically accurate 


	Credit for all of Bucky’s home-life headcanons & his summer trips to Hartford, CT goes to conversations with Emily’s darling Winifred anon



	The more often you shoot, the hotter the barrel gets, and the hotter the barrel gets the less accurate your shot will be, and also the more wear & tear the barrel will show, which will make your shot less accurate anyway in the long run. This is still a problem in today’s sniper rifles, so it was probably a lot worse in the 40’s.


 


  “1944”


	Steve’s “famous reply” is a paraphrased (because I didn’t write it down) version of an actual “famous quote” by Steve Rogers that can be found at the very end of the Avengers STATION exhibit in Times Square. It was so glaringly unlike anything Steve would say I had to include it somehow.


	Standard issue field med kits really didn’t have a needle or dental floss or anything like that that could be useful in sewing someone up. 


	Some background on the USO: founded in ’41, the United Service Organizations Inc. provided and provides services and live entertainment for US troops, and during WWII they had bases all over Allied territory where soldiers could see a movie or dance or have some time to themselves. And Buck is right: the hostesses at the dances were usually girls picked from the church congregation of whoever had organized the event, and often Methodist. The USO also provided “Camp Shows,” which is what we see Steve and the girls performing at in CATFA.


	Britain was consistently a decade or two behind the United States in terms of music.  Jazz became popular there in the 1930s, and spread to Europe by the 40s.  Swing dancing varied between countries and even regions. 


	Steve’s line about Bucky charming Mussolini is a nod to Sentinel of Liberty #12, AKA that issue where Bucky has been seriously injured in the field and spends his entire hospital stay trying to talk all the nurses and possibly Steve into an orgy


	Fittingly, “I’ll Be Seeing You” topped the charts in 1944, and so it’s the last song that comes on in the pub. 


	London was indeed in a blackout throughout the war on account of the Blitz.


	On the NYT bestsellers list: I dug this up from an ANCIENT pdf, and so the second bestseller for that date is actually accurate, and was actually number one, but obviously the letters topped that. Oh, 1975. You and your meditation techniques.


	All of the phrases Bucky carves into his liberated lighters and knives are taken directly from engraved US soldiers’ lighters from Vietnam. 


	Buck sings “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen,” which was in the Top 100 of ’44.


	Inspiration for the first stanza of Gabe’s poem from Stevie Wonder’s “Living for the City”. 


	Everything Steve says about artwork being moved from the Louvre to other locations for fear of it being destroyed or taken by the Nazis is true. The boys’ safe house is the Chateau de Valençay, which is a ways south of Paris, and the Winged Victory really was kept there. The mansion wouldn’t actually have been filled with that much other artwork, as a lot of the Louvre’s paintings were sent to other places throughout the country, but this was more dramatic, and I liked that. 


	Before joining the guys, Bucky is distracted by a painting, which is Bouguereau’s Dante and Virgil In Hell. This actually hung (and hangs!) in the Musee D’Orsay, and so I don’t know where it was moved to, or if it was moved at all, but the symbolism was just too good to pass up. It’s a really massive and striking piece.


	
The Winged Victory is actually about eighteen feet tall because she’s on a massive slab of rock. The statue alone is around eight feet high, and it was moved without the base, so that’s about how tall it was for Steve & the boys. 


	Other notable pieces kept at the Valençay during the war were the Venus de Milo and Michelangelo’s Dying Slave.


	A lot of Sarah Rogers’ backstory is inspired by the fic “The stone’s in the midst of it all” by togina.



	TED talks actually started in 2006! More you know. Also timely, considering that’s when TIME published their article on Buck.


	Valencia oranges are in season through early November, were available in the US, and were first grown in the 19th century, so no banana apocalypse problems here. This is a thing that I have researched.





  “1945”


	
The Cold War: A New History is an actual book, and the quote used is an actual quote from it.



  



3. Compilation

Summary for the Chapter:
            They belong to all of us. As a country they identify us and as a people they move us.

          
Notes for the Chapter:We got a lot of requests for all of the letters arranged together, chronologically. Here you go!




    
    I.

 What I wouldn’t God damn give for you to have been this healthy three years ago, that winter when you almost died on me in the middle of the night from that rattle in your chest. I spent one month scared as hell that you were going to stop breathing and then two weeks worrying that the next time you coughed there’d be blood in your hand, and you’d be gone from me just like that, same way as your mama before you, God rest her soul. I didn’t think I could stand it, having to bury you. Even now I’d rather eat my own gun than see you dead.

I hate them. I hate them for what they did to you. You won’t ever understand that, I don’t think. I mean, sure, I’m glad that you’re finally in one piece and I don’t have to worry about a strong wind knocking you over. I’m glad you don’t have bad lungs and that it doesn’t hurt when you walk for too long. The outside finally matches the inside, and now everyone — the whole world, I guess — can see just what it is you’re made of. I’m not mad about that.

It’s selfish maybe but I didn’t want you out here. When I shipped out I kept thinking, at least he’s stowed away safe. I even thought, when I get myself killed out there, maybe it’ll convince him to stop trying to get in. And that was the one good thing I had in my head every time I was listening to enemy fire, convinced I wasn’t making the march back. So what if you volunteered, like you said. You’ve always been your own. The one thing you’ve always been, hell or high water, is your own. Can’t deny you that. I would never try besides. But you’re going to see killing, these next couple days. You’re going to see the truth of the world, and the hell that lives inside. So answer me this, and be honest now: Isn’t that just trading out one sickness for another?

 

II.

 They fucked me up, but I don’t ever wanna tell you just how bad. I won’t even now, don’t even want to think those things in your direction. But I will tell you — mostly because God willing you’ll never see these — I will tell you that when you first came for me I thought, hand to the Lord, that I was finally dead. And then I figured it was just another trick. They did that, made me think you were there. They’d shoot me up with something, and after I felt it slide through my veins under my skin I would see you, or I’d hear you, and I’d say your name the way I used to. You know what I mean — that nickname you hated, the one I still sometimes say just to rile you up because you’re amazing when I piss you off, your face all red like that, something about the fact that I can get your heart going.

But that name, I’d say it over and over. Up until I realized that they were back to their old drill, asking how’s that feel, does it hurt when I cut here? How about the sole of his foot next? And then I’d go back to it, name, rank, serial number. You wouldn’t believe all the German I learned on that table. It was a God damn language lesson.

And now I’m trekking around with you, killing anyone who’s got a swastika on and looks at you wrong, and I’ll tell you, my feet bled for three days straight after you came to get me, and I didn’t once feel a thing.

It’s like this. You were the best at mythology when we were kids, and I remember one day we were reading about Icarus. And you remember this, I know you do, but I’m going to tell you the story again anyway. Icarus made wings out of wax to escape a prison. But when he was outside for the first time in years there was the sun hanging up in the sky above him and he thought it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He flew closer and closer and his wings started to melt, but he didn’t give a good goddamn. He kept flying up until he couldn’t fly anymore, and his eyes were probably burning, and his skin was probably burning, but still he didn’t care. And then his wings melted all the way and he fell miles and miles into the ocean and brained himself on a rock, that poor stupid asshole. And I’ll tell you what: I’m no better. I’m no fucking better.

 

III.

 You piss me off so God damn much. Jesus Roosevelt Christ. I’ve got your number, you reckless fucking dumbass.

 

IV.

 This is the God’s honest truth: I hated that asshole. With his big pearly whites and his spit-shined uniform — what kind of sorry schmuck lets somebody dress him up like that? — prancing around in his tights and acting like he knows what it means to lay in the mud for six days straight, what it feels like when the enemy’s got too close and the only thing left to do is close your hands around their neck and lock your muscles up and wait until the life snuffs out.

I’ve done that. You’ve seen me.

One kid, just a little after I shipped out, not even three months in, he showed up back from leave with the comic books. I laughed in his God damn face. I ain’t proud of it, but I did. I was sore and tired and couldn’t get that smell out of my nose, like car parts on a hot day at the garage. Felt like I was bathing in it. Still do. Blood doesn’t wash out, no matter what they tell you. Not even cold water can do it. So anyway I’m standing there in my boots that are getting holes in them and I’m reeking like the cold mud and shit and whatever the hell else I’d been stepping in, and this green kid settles down by the fire, his eyes too big for his face the way yours used to be, his uniform all clean, and he pulls out this comic book. I about lost it right then. I didn’t know if I was going to yell or cry or sock him one, but it was like there was a huge rushing in my ears and I couldn’t think past the anger. Right then all I could think was of that kid’s body laying on the ground, his eyes staring sightless and bloodshot up at mine. I didn’t want that thought to belong to me. I hated thinking it, but I couldn’t make the image go away. In the end I reigned it in; you’d be proud. All I said was, that mook doesn’t give a shit about you, pal. He’s never fought in a war and he never will.

And Jesus Christ, how’s that for irony?

But later I felt like shit and apologized, and even later that kid got his arm blown off by a Kraut hand grenade and was shipped back home. So whatever that says. War stories don’t really have much by way of morals or lessons, but I figured I’d tell it anyway.

I don’t still hate him, or at least not the same way that I used to. How could I? It’s impossible. Got his patch sewn on my left arm and everything. And I’ll wear it, too, until the day I die. I’ll tell you, I should have appreciated that comic book while I had the God damn chance. I was stupid then. The colors in it were so bright and vivid, so much nicer than the gray and green we’ve got here. But when he got carted out of the field he had his comic books in his pack and they shipped home with him. So all that color he brought is back home, now. Which is alright. I figure that’s where those types of happy things belong.

 

V.

 What do you say, after this I’ll take you someplace nice, and I’m not talking about one of the dance halls you hate so bad either. It’s so God damn cold in Brooklyn your lungs make a louder racket than our broken radiator and Mister Eli’s mangy cat combined, and then here mud sucks at our shoes and gets under my fingernails and I swear to God that I haven’t felt warm in half a year. Neither have you, no matter how hard you pretend otherwise.

So if we ever get out of this frozen wet hell we’re going out to the Grand Canyon. I tell you, I dream of the Grand Canyon. We’ll be there at night, just you and me, and throw rocks off the edge to hear them make land a thousand miles down, thunking like fat little raindrops into a puddle. That’s all I want to do anymore. Lay on the baked red ground next to you until my bones heat up. Warm again. Warm again with no more of that thick dried blood smell in my nose, just you, clean like your soap. You’d be heaven for anyone, but you’re especially heaven for a sinner like me. And even if we freeze where we lay like that Nazi splinter group we found — I heard the desert gets real cold at night, or maybe you told me that — at least it’ll be because we wanted to be there, and at least the air will be dry.

 

VI.

 I saw it — did you know that? I did. You’ve always been sentimental in stupid ways, can never say it out loud, always got to find a different way to show it. I get it, you know. I do. Hell, I did almost the same thing with your letters before I lost them, keeping them tucked up in my pocket every time I was out in the field. And isn’t that a riot and a half?

Maybe you think about it like a good luck charm. Or maybe you just like to see her pretty face — I wouldn’t blame you. I’d like her for myself if it wasn’t plain as day to me the way you are about her. Remember what your ma used to say? “Gone in the head.” Well that’s what you are. If there wasn’t a war on you two would already be living upstate in some real nice brownstone with two dogs and a kid. As it is, when the two of you get out of this alive, that’s where you’ll end up anyway. Don’t be nervous about it. She’ll say yes. She’d say yes if you asked right now. She’d wear a God damn ring from a Cracker Jack box if it was all you had, trust me on that. She’s your forever girl.

At least those are the things I’m gonna tell you the night before you propose, nervous and pacing and wanting to practice on me. Then again, maybe I won’t live to see it. Sometimes I hope to God I won’t. When it comes right down to it I don’t know that I’ll be able to do it. I don’t know if I’ve got it in me; I don’t know if I can just stand there while you seal the deal. I’m no good at watching you walk away from me.

You know, after the table, when they took me in to question me about what happened, they gave me an out. They told me they’d discharge me and I could go home — I’m serious. Due to psychological injury, they said. Do you understand that? I think about it every God damn day of my life. I could have gone home. I could be home right now. I could be sitting in our ugly little shoebox trying to get the radiator to work. I could be at the fish market, or even taking a girl on a date. But God fucking save me, I couldn’t do it. My one dream came true but I didn’t take it because I didn’t want to watch you leave. Not quite yet. I’m selfish and I want to hang on until I can’t anymore.

The God’s honest truth is that I ain’t ever gonna love again. She’s your true north. I know what that means, because you’re mine.

 

VII.

 You scare the hell out of me. Every hour of every God damn day. You scare me to fucking death.

I have a theory, a theory about war, and it works like this — all of us, whether we enlisted or hit the lottery, we tell ourselves stories about why we’re out here. Some guys who get the draft say it’s God’s plan for them, and some guys who enlist say they’re doin it for Uncle Sam or their sweethearts or their mamas, or maybe even their shellshocked daddies.

I didn’t come to war for you and I didn’t fight to keep it away. The way I got out here was cowardly. But the more I fought the more I told myself my story. It’s so much easier when you’re telling yourself a story. Because the truth is that we’re not here for God or for our nation or even for our families or our sweethearts. Maybe we think so at first or we convince ourselves afterwards, which is easy enough to do when you’re humping through the muck or trying not to catch hypothermia in the forest. In the field it’s a different story. Suddenly all the pretty pictures you’ve painted fade away and all that’s left is the ugly gore and the sweat. It turns out that there’s not one God damn thing that’s glorious about death. You’re not out here for them. You’re out here because that’s just the way the chips fell.

I told you, you heard me: I told you never to follow me into Hell. Now I’m not vain enough to think that’s why you’re out here now — if there’s any person in what’s left of this God forsaken planet who’s part of a bigger picture, it’d be you. But I’ll keep saying it until it sticks. You got nothing to prove. I’m not worth much, I damn well know that, but I’ll ask you anyway: Stay for me. If you leave me alone in this world I’ll turn into something terrible. I’ll turn into the nasty creature that’s growing inside me. This war, it’ll swallow me whole.

 

VIII.

 If I close my eyes I can pretend I’m back home, except there’s maybe not so many horns honking. It’s better than being on the front, though. Hell of a lot better than that.

Remember on the real hot days when we used to dangle our legs off the dock? At around four o’clock the hot dog stand shaded us until sundown. I was peeled and blistered and burned from working all day out in the sun anyway, but I didn’t want to go to the apartment because it wasn’t often you’d get out. You were always so careful when you brought your sketchbook for drawing, making sure not to drop it in, but everything you drew those days ended up getting sprayed a little by the waves anyway. There must be a million drawings of me and the landscape there that’s smudged in tiny circles the shape of the water droplets.

I remember one year, when we first got a place, the kid in the apartment below us — really just a kid — he died in the night from the fever that was taking everyone in the neighborhood. And you were so damn upset, all hunched over, red around the eyes. I slung my arm around you and said a bunch of bullshit nonsense about how it was fine and at least he didn’t hurt anymore. But then I put my face in your hair and thanked God it was him and not you. I thought, if He had to take someone, at least it wasn’t you. It was the worst thing I ever thought but it’s true.

Tell you a secret? One month out a guy got hurt bad in a shelling. Reminded me of that sick kid downstairs, the same hair, you remember — curly? Just like then there wasn’t nothing I could have done to help him. His belly looked like Swiss cheese from all the shrapnel. Fell down next to me. There was no saving him, and he was staring right at me — it’s not like I could leave him there, not when he was looking like that. He said please, and so I shot him in the face. I was glad when he was done wheezing and gasping. I was so damn glad: I didn’t have to listen to it anymore. So maybe that’s the worst thing I ever thought, now that I remember it.

Water’s different here. It mists off the Thames, and by night I half expect the air to freeze while I try to walk through it. There’s no way I’d dip my feet in, or want you to. And what’s there to draw? Can’t even see Big Ben or any of that from where we are. Everything’s so gray, I miss the big red burns I’d get that made me have to sleep on my belly for weeks on end. I don’t think you could ever really stay out long enough to get a burn that way but I remember that your nose would get it bad and turn all red and peel a little on the bridge of it. I thought that was funny as hell. Sweet. I don’t know why, but it was. Bet you don’t even burn now. That’s a good thing, I keep telling myself. In this world of bad things that’s one really good thing.

 

IX.

 You remember staying up late reading Dracula out loud to each other under the covers, back when your ma was still alive? And we were havin the best time, scaring ourselves like a couple of idiots, until all of a sudden a police siren started up outside and we both screamed fit to wake the people in West Virginia. Then your ma came flying down the hall with a bread knife of all things at the ready, and she made us turn out the lights. So we did, and then of course I tried to act all tough, but I slept next to you that night anyway. Funny, I guess. Turns out that you’re still my favorite hiding place. Funny, too: turns out there are scarier things in the dark than vampires.

Tell you something. Tell you another secret, because this one, this one I won’t ever tell, not to God, not to a priest, and sure as hell not to you. In that base we burned the bodies in a furnace. I hadn’t eaten in days. The truth is simple. The smell made me hungry.

 

X.

 There’s this feeling I get after a firefight, when the shells are still bouncing across the ground, and I’m still a little blind and deaf, but the whole world is crystal clear, and I could just fall to the ground and cry like a baby because I’m still alive. The first time I felt it I thought I was going to burst out of my skin. And then everything rushed back so quick I felt like a newborn. The whole world was brand-new and I was on top of it. I could swallow it whole.

You think I haven’t seen the same look on your face?

The closest I’ve ever been to the Garden of Eden is the genesis on the battlefield when the shrapnel’s still falling like hail on a tin roof. You look at me with those blue eyes all hot and electric in your face, blood on your cheek, soot smudged over your nose. Bone of my bones. Were you taken from my rib? You must have been, or maybe I was made from yours. And God damn, I want it. I want back inside you. I want you now, same as I wanted you before, prettier than hell even with a bloodied nose and split knuckles. Don’t care you were smaller. Liked it, even — same as I like you this way too. You make me hungry. You understand? You make me hungry. That mouth pink like spun sugar, though it doesn’t stop you from talking fit to cut anyone down to bits with your angry words. A spitfire since you learned how to speak, and I’ll tell you something, it’s hell to love a fighter.

Anyway, Jesus — I shouldn’t even be thinking it, much less writing it down. I used to love you so sweet, the way kids love, the way I was supposed to. Then it turned greedy and true. If there’s any Heaven that’s fit for me it’d be all your pale skin under my hands for the rest of eternity. I wouldn’t need anything else. Not food or drink or sleep. Just my hands on you and your sweet love-sounds.

I think it’s fit I take it to the grave. Wouldn’t make you any happier. In fact it’d do nothing but put you in danger — that ain’t something I want. It’s another story I tell myself, I guess. That I’m being noble and doing it for you, when really I’m just being scared, and can’t do it to myself.

 

XI.

 Here’s a story your mama told me.

When she came over on the boat she kept getting sick and she couldn’t figure out why. Eventually this lady came up to see if she was fine, and she asked her, when are you due? And your ma said, no, I’m only seasick.

I’m supposed to take the rest of this story to the grave, but I doubt anyone will care to find these anyway.

So it turned out the woman from the Old Country was right, and your ma cried herself sick because she was so scared and alone. You see now why I was supposed to take this one to the grave? She asks the woman, the hell will I do? I don’t have any money and nobody on God’s green Earth will hire an Irish girl fresh off the ship, especially when she’s in a family way. Now the woman, she was feeling terrible about this, terrible for this young girl who had nowhere else to turn. And the woman’s husband, he’d died in the war. So she slipped off the band around her finger and put it on your mama’s. Then she told your ma her last name, and her husband’s first name, and said it was time to start over again anyway. So your ma did. She bought a plot at the cemetery and said it was your da’s. That grave is empty, same way mine will be. That rosary you got with you, the one you think is his — it was hers. It was hers all along.

After she finished whispering it out to me, the whole truth of her life, she started hacking up a lung. I got her water, I remember, and then I asked — well, what anyone else would, I guess. I asked why she did it. Why she picked me to tell. She looked me in the eye and she said, remember how she used to call me, she said, “James Buchanan, I’m not long for this Earth. I told you because I know. You and me; you and me, James, we’re the same kind of storyteller.”

I still don’t understand what it was that she knew. I got my suspicions. I think she saw in me the thief and impostor she saw in herself. We understood one another, your ma and I. I was a good kid, back home — straight A’s till I dropped out, good at my job, good to my dates, a gentleman. I was so proud of those things, and turns out it don’t matter at all. Even though you were the troublemaker we were both from the wrong side of the tracks. Brooklyn tough, and no changing us — do anything for each other, won’t we? I’ve stolen and lied and cheated, and mostly, I’ve done it for you. Not because you asked — you didn’t ask your ma either, and you would never ask anyone, considering you’d choke on your pride if you ever tried swallowing it. But like me, she did it for you all the same.

She told me that at first she was scared as hell of loving you. She said she didn’t know if she could, because she thought she’d always be waiting for you to die, and she couldn’t stand anyone else dyin on her. I finally bucked up and asked her how long she had actually loved you for. You know what she told me? She said, that’s a stupid question.

She died in the night while we slept in our beds. I heard the news first, because I guess I was just up and out first, taking her bread, or soup, or something. All I saw of her was her white hand while they took her away. I remember walking all the way back to your apartment, hadn’t seen you in maybe a day and a half, and I knew I had to tell you but I also knew I didn’t want to. So I let myself in, quiet as a mouse, and sure enough you were still asleep in bed. All I could do was look at you and wish to God that I could put a spin on this one, too — make it all alright again.

At the end she was so tired.

Never really thought about the future. Never really could think much past you. In that respect, your ma and I had something in common, God rest her soul. But neither of us, I don’t think, were ever meant for much. Here’s the truth — baby, here’s the truth. I’ve got a rootless heart. I don’t think I’m meant for loving, or at least not anymore. And I should die out here. I’m the kind of guy who’s not meant to go back. I try to imagine a life after this and it just won’t come. So forget about me, will you? If it’ll make you happy. Live glorious, eat like a king, laugh until the sun comes up, never look back. Don’t you dare look back. More than anything I want to know that you kept on. More than anything I want to know that you took on the world — everything else seems to matter less and less.

So how long have I loved you for? Womb to tomb, sweetheart. Since before I was even here at all. I get it now, you understand. Your ma was right. It really is a stupid question.

 

XII.

 Look, I’m sorry I worried you so bad. I’m just fine, except maybe now you know how I felt last year, when you almost bled out under my hands while I stood there like some kind of helpless schmuck, not having the first God damn idea what to do. I don’t remember a whole lot about the ordeal, but I do remember you shoving your belt between my teeth. I remember I wasn’t allowed to make a lick of noise due to how far behind enemy lines we were, and I remember trying like hell not to. It hurt, sure. Hurt like the Devil himself was digging down and trying to pull out my insides.

I remember after it was over you pressing your forehead against mine. You didn’t say a word but I knew you were afraid. I shut my eyes and for a second I could pretend I was back in Brooklyn. I pretended that our faces were too close because we were sharing a bed in the middle of winter and you had rolled over in your sleep. I swear to God, in that second I could smell the charcoal on your hands from drawing all day, and the motor oil on my skin from working at the garage. When you let out a breath I could even smell the sharp sweet tang of oranges.

Right then I didn’t tell myself any stories. I was dying, and I was glad that it was happening while I was next to you.

You know, I don’t think I’ve ever told you the whole story before. It’s like everything started around that winter. Like I orbit it, sucked into that year by some big cosmic force of gravity.

It was 1940, the year you kept almost dying on me, but this was before all that. Winter was just coming, and the cough you had was only little, not keeping you in bed for weeks at a time. I knew that even if I couldn’t pay for heat I had to pay at least for some more blankets or quilts. I remember thinking that even if I could steal food I’d need money for your medications.

It was when I got laid off from the garage, and the factory jobs had run out in Brooklyn and Queens — I think this part you know. I went all over Manhattan, but no one in Midtown wanted to hire me. Finally I ended up at a deli and I flattered the old fella behind the counter with some bullshit I can’t even remember now, maybe how great their cheesecake was, but anyway he finally let me in on a few trade secrets about who around town was looking for help. Anyway, I got the gig at the docks in Chelsea. It was only part time and eventually I had to replace it with the dock job back home, but it was alright money while I could get it. I worked maybe five hours that day, and on the way back to our rickety place I was feeling so lucky I stopped by the market. If you were a dame I probably would have tried to buy you a ring. I could have taken on the whole world because I had the dollar fifty in my pocket they paid me for working on such short notice. It was the first real money I felt like I’d had in years.

So I was walking around the market, looking around, dried this, canned that…and then I saw some oranges. Heavenly choirs sang when I looked at those oranges. They were so bright and I’d just worked a hard, cold shift, and you had been looking blue and sick for weeks. And all of a sudden the inspiration struck me, and I knew what I had to do.

I swear to God I haggled with Mr. O’Leary over that one single orange for fifteen minutes straight. There was something important to me that day about buying it with the money I’d just made. Finally I got it low enough.

I’ll never forget the look on your face when I came in the door and tossed it to you. I can’t even describe it. I’d do anything on earth to make you look at me again like that. I’d fill your whole room up with oranges. I’d fill the apartment with them. The building, even. Give them to you in baskets until the day I die and arrange for them to be sent even after that.

Well, then of course you started worrying over the price and wouldn’t hear of eating it all on your own. So you made me split it with you. I can still taste it — the way it broke so sweet and tart on my tongue, got sticky all over my fingers. Do you remember, we even kept squeezing the skin because little bursts of flavor would puff out away from it that we could see and smell. I don’t think I’ve ever tasted anything like that before or since. It was like a whole summer feast laid out right in front of us, even though it was just one fruit and not summer at all, but instead that terrible time of year when winter sneaks down; starts killing the flowers.

Never told another soul this, and I guess I never will, but I think of that orange, that one evening, every single time when I’m sure I’m about to snuff it for real. Thought about it in my first firefight and thought about it when the Germans stuck me full of needles and sliced up the soles of my feet. And when I was shot the other day and so sure it was over — good-bye, motherfuckers, I’m finally going back home — I wasn’t all that scared. In that one minute it was fine — everything was alright. I bought an orange. You smiled at me. And Jesus Christ, it was fantastic.

 

XIII.

 There are a bunch of stories in this world. I know this because I slept through every single one of them in school with you snoring away right beside me. Long stories, short stories, ghost stories. Sad stories and romance stories, parables, tall tales, and even the stories that have happy endings — And let me tell you, men on Mars make more sense to me than those do these days.

I’m the story that’ll never get told, but that doesn’t much bother me. They’ll remember you which is as it should be. Just like me, they were caught off guard. Nobody ever saw you coming, not the army, not the country. You went and blindsided us all. And now that all the storytellers have got a hold of you, you’re gonna live forever.

I remember maybe third day of Catechism when Sister Catherine said that each and every one of us are sinners and there wasn’t nothing to be done for it. And I believe it of me, hell yes I do — I’m a killer, stone cold. Some people are good at math and some people are good at art, but me, I’m good at shooting, and it scares me right to the bone the things I’d do for you. When they turn me away from the pearly gates I imagine they’ll give me a list full of the names of the Germans I killed for you and won’t look twice at what I think about doing every time I curl up around you at night, sayin it’s just to keep warm. Because it’s fine and all to kill for your country, I think, but not quite the same when you’re killing for just one person in particular.

And besides, I’ve got a whole laundry list of other sins, past even those. I’m a liar and a coward, and once I got the draft I burned the letter so that you’d never find it. I’m so God damn afraid to die, but it’s not for me. It’s because I can’t leave you alone in a world as ugly as this one. Somehow you don’t know it, but there’s no justice here, not anymore. All the word about the death camps. The shit Morita put up with before he shipped out. You took a knife to the neck last year and still you can’t see it, don’t understand that Hell isn’t some place underneath us, all filled up with fire and brimstone. Hell is right here, and I’ve been damned for a long time.

I know you’re not alone without me anymore. You’ve got your girl and you’ve got the boys. I know you can take care of yourself, and it puts me at a loose ends, how you can keep safe on your own now. You don’t need me. Doesn’t mean I’m not still afraid for you, not scared shitless that this world is gonna eat you alive.

But at least now I understand, I think, the feeling you had when you talked about doing right by your country, because I don’t mind living in Hell if it means doing right by you, just the way I’d strip the boots off a million dead Nazis if it meant your feet staying warm and dry.

I see you worrying your daddy’s rosary at night, the poor battered old thing, and I wonder how you can still pray. I went to confession a hundred times until I gave up on it, because no matter how many Hail Marys I recited in the dark with you laying next to me, it didn’t stop. Sister Catherine would spit on me because I don’t have much need for God out here, but I’m glad you do. I’m real glad one of us does. But you keep giving me those big sad eyes of yours, like I’m breakin your heart when I try to explain it to you, and so I’ll give it another go, just one last try, even if you’ll never know about it —

Ave Maria, gratia plena, get him out of this war, and if you’ve gotta take someone then take me, because I’ve got nothing real to go home to but he’s got a girl now and I can see the hope written all over his face when he sees her. Sancta Maria, Mater Dei, pray for us sinners, but don’t spend too much time on my immortal soul, because not even divine intervention can help me now. I know when to walk away from a fight and trying my damnedest not to need him was a losing battle.

I won’t be in the history books; that’s for you. But I loved you first. As long as they get that right, I don’t care what they say.

  
Author’s Note:Please correct our French if it was horribly wrong! Some translations: 

J’étudié l’art — I study art

Sans dec? — No kidding?

Tu es le pire putain — You’re the fucking worst.
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Though we are not now that strength which in old days

Moved Earth and Heaven, that which we are, we are; 

One equal temper of heroic hearts, 

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will 

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield. 

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson 

“Ulysses”
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Tony Stark is alive

USA TODAY - 1 hour ago

—

“Our line is cursed,” said Sarah Rogers, often in fits of irritation or exhaustion. “I’ll tell you what with. Chronic loneliness, one. Two: a soft spot for the troublemaking type.”

“I thought we were the troublemaking type.” Steve remembers saying this vividly: he was twelve years old, and it made Bucky snort out an ungainly laugh from across the kitchen. Then he slapped a hand over his mouth and went back to washing.

“Only in front of other Irish,” Sarah conceded. Or maybe she said, “Only in front of the Barnes boy,” in the gruff and adoring way she had, the way that implied a soldier’s affection; the Barnes boy.

Steve thinks a lot now of Sarah Rogers preparing potatoes for dinner, Bucky at her side, their calloused and capable hands warm and pruned from scrubbing. Bucky had a terrible habit of sticking his fingers in the food for a taste. When Sarah turned he would whip them out, grinning his who-me smile. Steve remembers the noise, primarily: Sarah would slap a knife right in the middle of each one that she planned to mash, smack, to test the hardiness of the meat inside. Later, during the war, Bucky would snatch whole potatoes from abandoned kitchens in the ashy smear of their European villages; he would buy them at markets; he would even take them from the mess, if there were any to be had. Bucky only had trench knives — American, Nazi, French, Russian, whatever his sticky fingers could take — but he liked to practice throwing them for lack of other work, and it was the potatoes he used for targets, balanced on fold-up stools or stained fence posts. He usually ate them after, but sometimes presented their eviscerated carcasses to Steve for his dinner instead. Smack, smack, smack: a very quiet decimation.

Smack, smack, smack. The last of them falls to the floor, clutching at the knife in his belly. He makes atrocious wet and gasping noises. “I’ll ask you one more time,” says Steve. Russian still feels unfamiliar; the consonants click and echo together strangely in his own ears. “Who do you work for?”

Suddenly the man moves his jaw in an alien way, and bites hard onto nothing. Steve’s hand, braced across his neck, is wet. The agent is foaming at the mouth, gasping and choking: there was a cyanide capsule, Steve realizes, in one of his molars. Livid, Steve takes him by the lapels of his coat. He shakes the agent so violently that his head cracks against the ground, once and then twice. The man chokes and gurgles; then he laughs. “Хайль —“

“Tell me, goddammit, tell me —“

But the man is dead, leaking blood and saliva, staring with pale blank eyes at the dark bunker ceiling. Steve’s chest heaves. He makes a terrible noise and slams his fist into the concrete, where it splinters like fine china under his hand.

—

Someone is following him.

Lviv is a kind place, or at least as kind as any place this far north can be; as he walks down the stone street, a pair of enemy eyes prickling at the back of his neck, the locals remain blankly ignorant. Steve ducks into a fish market after a moment. He tries to catch a glimpse, but all he sees behind him, even in the reflections of windows, are civilians: three families trying to keep their scrabbling kids in line, two young sweethearts, a man frowning at the price of yogurt.

The fluorescent lights cast the fish in a strange greenish hue. Steve examines their gaping mouths. Then he looks back to the reflection in the window. First he sees a man in a noncommittal blue jacket, a baseball cap, glasses. His nose is long and aquiline, his jaw defined, and his eyes blue. It takes Steve a moment: he’s looking at himself. His gaze shifts. It could be him — the man at the yogurt. When Steve blinks he’s wandering away, and then gone. Steve sets down the carton of milk he didn’t plan on buying anyway and rounds the corner. Now the man inspects canned goods: cabbage soup, solyanka soup, lamb and rice soup.

“Don’t buy the rassolnik canned. If you want to try it I know how to make it.”

“Romanoff.” He should have known. Steve doesn’t turn around: his jaw is grinding, and he feels her small frame press against his shoulder. She slips her arm through his. Still in Russian, she says, “Come on, baby,” and tugs him out of the market and into the nighttime street. The air is chilled and the stars are bright in the sky. He shakes her off.

“Well?”

“You hear about Stark?”

“I can handle what’s going on in my own family, Romanoff, thanks.”

“You know, you’re never quite as friendly as your file advertises.”

“I’ve been alive for ninety years,” says Steve. “You’ll have to excuse my childlike sense of wonder. What are you doing here?”

Something flickers over her face, smile-like. “Fury wants to speak with you. I’ll fly you out at 0800. Earlier, if you don’t have anything to pack. Which seems likely.”

He isn’t sure if he’s being insulted or if he isn’t. “Why didn’t Nick call himself?”

“I don’t know everything, Rogers.”

“Sure act like it.”

Romanoff’s face remains impassive, and a blinding white fury grips Steve’s throat. He hasn’t found a lead in two years, not since the file she left for him: the operatives he finds are in abandoned bunkers, and they eat their cyanide tablets before he can get anything out of them. Desperate, sickish, his temper has turned hair-trigger. Steve curls his hands into fists in his pockets and grinds his jaw until the feeling is gone. “Listen, why don’t you try calling first next time, instead of tailing me? I hear that’s the polite thing.”

“0800,” Romanoff repeats, and she walks back and away from him, her boots clicking on the sidewalk.

—

He and Agent Romanoff are an odd couple, infamous in their ways: they draw eyes all the way to the elevator, and even inside it. “Sir,” a woman greets, nodding. Her eyes flick to Romanoff and then away. Steve hits the floor number; he smiles back and avoids eye contact. The elevator stops and the agent leaves. A floor, two, and a man gets on. Steve eyes him in the reflection and looks away when his head shifts.

“This is gonna sound weird.” Steve and Romanoff turn to look at him in snap-to unison, startled. He continues anyway: “But I, ah, I think it’s a real pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“Nah, that’s not weird. It’s a nice thing to hear.” Steve drags up a smile from somewhere and he offers out his hand when the man turns. “Steve Rogers.”

The guy laughs and tilts his head. His nose crinkles up like Steve made a funny joke. His handshake isn’t warm, but a little too hot; he lets go at the right time, but Steve still wants to shake his fingers out after. “Ah, God. My stop was a few floors down,” he admits. “I just wanted to introduce myself.”

“Nothin’ wrong with that. It’s a pleasure to meet you too.”

“You know, you’re a hard one to pin down, Colonel. Not around a whole lot, are you?”

“It’s true,” Steve agrees. “I’m not. Might be a little more now, though.”

“Is that so?” the guy asks. “Well, you know who to call if you need a tour guide.”

The elevator doors open; beside Steve, Romanoff shifts impatiently. “Can’t do that without a name,” Steve points out.

The man grins like Steve has made his day. His face is oddly handsomer when he isn’t smiling: he wears the expression strangely, like his skin is stretching too tightly across his skull. “Rumlow, sir,” he says. “Brock Rumlow.”

“Well, nice meeting you, Rumlow.”

“Sir,” Rumlow says, and then he turns to Romanoff, and he nods. “Agent.”

“Commander.”

Finally Romanoff shoulders them out. Steve keeps pace with her, and glances to her from the corner of his eye. “You didn’t say you knew each other.”

“We’ve worked together before,” says Romanoff shortly. “He was briefed on today’s meeting.”

“Why?”

“In case we need backup.” It’s not a satisfactory answer, and Romanoff must feel how unimpressed Steve is by it, so she says, “Head of Alpha STRIKE, ex-SEAL.” She’s cagey about Rumlow, Steve thinks, so maybe that means she’s like Nick: maybe Romanoff likes people, even though she doesn’t trust them very much. Then she pushes Nick’s door open and Steve is following her inside.

Fury looks up from his desk and the paperwork spread over it. “Sir,” he says.

“Nick,” Steve replies.

“Agent Romanoff.” She doesn’t reply, and instead presses a button; it seals the door and dims the lights and starts the projection, which sprouts straight from the conference table to hover, bluish, in midair. Fury swipes three files open. “I’ll get right to it,” he says. “Romanoff’s pinned down who the Soldier could be targeting next. Aamal Malik, nuclear engineer. She’s working on a project right now in Iran that’s gaining a lot of attention. Bad attention.”

“That’s why she’s a good bet?”

“That, and her father worked on the Manhattan Project — yeah — Trinity Site. She’s making waves, and she has a history. It makes sense.”

Steve reaches out to the StarkTech facade and touches thin air. The files shift and bloom, and he sifts through the intel, chewing at the inside of his lip.

Romanoff says, “Howard Stark kept trying to recruit her for years but she didn’t want involvement. By the time Stark had poisoned Bikini Atoll testing the H bomb, she was doing well for herself, supervising government-funded think tanks unrelated to weaponry. When she was twenty-one in 1966 —“

“Recruited by NASA,” Steve murmurs. “Christ.” This is a bad history, it’s true. Grudges run deep.

Romanoff flicks to the next slide, a political map of Europe and the Middle East, and continues. “Malik is currently based out of Tehran. She’s been consulting for an undercover op and it’s a possibility she’s compromised. Her research is crucial and we need to make her safety a priority. She’s wanted by a lot of people. With a little bit of luck, you might find what you’re looking for.”

“You want us to use a civilian,” says Steve, very flatly, “An innocent civilian, as bait. That’s your game plan.” Romanoff is impassive. Steve turns. “That’s your game plan, Nick?”

“Captain, frankly,” Fury says, “It’s the best chance you have. At this point it might be the only chance. This intelligence was one in a million. There’s always the possibility he won’t even show.”

Steve remembers vividly the photograph of Bucky in the file Romanoff procured for him: blue, wasting, hurt. Years now and nothing to show for it. If this is truly his last chance…

Romanoff looks between them. Then she says, “Captain, you and I will escort her to London, and to Wales. We’ll leave enough breadcrumbs for them to follow and double back to France, where she’ll lay low for a while. After that she’s off our hands.”

Fury and Romanoff both look to Steve. He nods, squeezing his jaw shut. “It’s solid. What’s our route?”

—

In northern Azerbaijan, after the cities and the red deserts, there’s forest for miles; and sometimes, in the early pink morning, fog. Romanoff’s long red hair frizzes because of it — Steve notices this sometimes, at night or at dawn, the tendrils at her temple— but since they boarded the jet for Tehran she’s tied a scarf around her head, and same as always, she coalesces into the crowds.

In the backseat Malik works on her equations with sharp brown eyes. An aging woman, her face is wrinkled but incredibly slim; she’s growing old the way that Peggy has, similarly touched by physical frailty. This car is dusty, old, rented. A sedan. Steve felt a little bad about that: how they won’t be taking it back. But Romanoff took care of the plates, and Steve figures that in this line of work that’s the best he can expect. It’s not like Buck didn’t do worse things for him, all those years ago.

It was all so hopeful at first. Steve had the file, Steve had the shield. Steve was striking out again into the unknown for a search and rescue: he had felt like himself again, finally buoyed with purpose. Now it’s been two years. Bucky is still gone and Steve has deserted his family the same way Peggy always knew he would. Tearing the world apart hasn’t been particularly hard: he’s angry enough to do it. But his patience is rapidly dwindling. He feels as though he’s been sewn together badly. He feels as though his seams are at once too tight and too loose; either way, the stuffing is coming out.

He hates this long drive.

“What’s your cover?” Romanoff asks him.

“What’s that?” Steve says. Romanoff sits in the passenger seat, twisted to look at him.

“Your cover,” she repeats. “You’ve been doing this for two years. Checking in and out of motels, asking for directions…you have to have a cover.”

“Romanoff, what —“

“Don’t worry; she’s asleep,” Romanoff stage-whispers. And it’s true: Malik is dozing in the backseat, oblivious. They are, for all intents and purposes, alone. When Steve looks back over to Romanoff, any hint of a smile on her face has been wiped away: her expression is bare and unyielding and reflective again. “So?” she asks.

“Nick put you up to this?”

“No. No, I’m just curious.” She tilts her head at him. “You’re not a spy, Rogers. You’re a soldier.”

I’m a lot of things these days, Steve thinks, but he bites on his tongue for a moment. Then he says, “So you want to know what you’re working with.”

Romanoff’s small shoulders shrug. “I want to be prepared.”

“Alright.” It’s not in Steve’s nature to deny a fair reason when he sees one. They’re colleagues now, for better or for worse. She needs to know what she’s dealing with.

He has to take a moment to feel it, and to allow the feeling to settle into his shoulders. Nobody really talks to him, but that doesn’t mean that he hasn’t practiced before. When Steve hears his own voice, he fails, for a heartbeat, to recognize it completely. “Well, I just finished grad school. I’m taking a year and touring Europe.”

“What did you study?”

“Studio art.” Steve checks the rearview, flips on the turn signal, and changes lanes. “But then I realized I had made a mistake. I ended up in architecture. I’m a lot happier now, and — get this — it pays the bills.”

“So you’re not traveling with friends or anything? You’re here completely alone?” There’s something flirtatious and fun in Romanoff’s voice, like they’re chatting at a bar.

Steve shrugs one shoulder in response and quirks his mouth into a smile, self-deprecating. He passes up the slow car in the other lane. She wants to see; he can show her. “Yeah; well, you know. I’m a lonesome kind of guy. People tend to come and go for me. And besides, God, the people you meet traveling…that’s the best part, isn’t it?”

Romanoff is amused now. It shows in her deep voice. “Tell me about your childhood.”

“A cat, one brother, white picket fence — I’m from Kansas, but I did school out in Spokane. Jesus, I’m boring; am I boring you?”

Romanoff is laughing with her bright green eyes. “What’s the saddest thing that ever happened to you?”

“Max — my cat — he died two years ago, I’d had him since I was a kid. He was a part of the family, you know? That was rough.”

“Alright,” she grins. “Alright, Rogers. You got me. Okay.”

“Guess nobody told you that Captain America is a pretty good liar, huh?”

“No, nobody thought that information was pertinent,” Romanoff replies.

“Only way I got into the Army in the first place.”

“I have a question,” says Romanoff.

“Shoot.”

“You have this whole secret identity thing figured out, obviously —”

“Thank you,” says Steve, magnanimous.

“So if we get stopped or someone wants to talk, what do I say? Who do you want me to be?”

“How about yourself?” Steve asks, before he realizes he’s asking it.

Romanoff looks at him for a long moment, and then away, something of a smile on her face. Romanoff is like Steve: she smiles at things that aren’t funny. After a moment she says, “So how much of that was true?”

“Good lies are always a little bit real.”

“The cat?”

“Nah. I was allergic.” Kathryn hadn’t wanted a cat, or else they would have had one: she had plenty of company on the riverbank with tadpoles and small fish and little water beetles. But Bucky always fed the neighbor’s mangy thing, and besides that he caved, sometime in early adolescence, and began feeding all the alleyway strays. And then he would complain about their yowling when he got home, and gripe when they started greeting him by winding around his feet at the door.

Then stop feedin’ ‘em! Steve had laughed once. Nah, Bucky had said. There was something soft in his eyes then.

You know me and skinny, pissy little alley-cats, Bucky told him.

Steve eyes the horizon. Green: trees and trees. Fog later. “You spend fifteen years wandering the country, no home to speak of, you learn how to blend in,” he says.

Romanoff is curious. “Are you blending in now?”

Steve looks to her out of the corner of his eye. “Are you?”

“I’m not always truthful, but I am always honest. When you’re a spy, home is a malleable concept,” says Romanoff, after a long and thoughtful silence. This is something Steve likes about her, he realizes. So much goes on underneath her eyes. “You have to belong anywhere.”

Steve thinks of Peggy’s late nights at the office; her quiet, impenetrable distance. It took so much out of her and he never really helped. He hasn’t thought of Romanoff in this context before. “Malleable,” he repeats.

“And if you can belong anywhere, you have to come from nowhere.” A smile plays at Romanoff’s mouth. She tilts her head against the seat, and she looks to him. “So what is the truth?” she asks.

—


   “This just in, odd reports of an incident in Malibu an hour ago: a security breach, possibly related to Stark Industries research, resulted in violence just off Mulholland highway. Two men in what appear to be metal suits seemed to be in some sort of altercation, although Stark Industries has reported that they were only security guards. A Stark Industries press conference is scheduled for tomorrow to address the event, which will broadcast at 10/9 central. Right now we’ve got Matt with an eyewitness on the scene…Matt?” 



  (News at 9. CNN. Malibu, California.)


 

—

It airs at night in English, with Azerbaijani subtitling. Steve sits hunched on the motel bed, huddling close around the small discolored TV. Tony’s pixelated face isn’t entirely discernible, but Steve knows the slant of his shoulders, and they droop. He looks down at his notecards, halting. His friend, Colonel Rhodes, leans over to whisper something to him.

“The truth is,” Tony says. He glances up; down again. Then he looks out to the press. “The truth is —” 

—

On the first morning of 1945, a HYDRA base deep in the forest of Austria went up in a truly fantastic display of flame and rubble minutes after midnight. Solemnly Falsworth had removed his hat, pressed it to his chest, and, as they stood watching the skeleton of the building crackle and burn and collapse, started to sing: it was Auld Lang Syne. A sudden laugh launched out of Jim’s throat, and then Dugan’s, and then Dernier’s. And then they were all laughing, their eyes blurring and watering, and they were gasping for air and clutching at each other, howling, their stomachs in knots, nearly retching from it. They got a hold of themselves eventually, exhausted and sick, but even then kept chuckling at giddy intervals. Finally Bucky slung an arm around Steve’s shoulder, tugging him close, smelling like woodsmoke, copper, soil; and in that low, crooning voice, he picked up where Falsworth dropped off: Should auld acquaintance be forgot, and never brought to mind?

In Russia, close to Rostov, Steve picks up two tiny vodka shooters for himself and Romanoff; an apple juice for Dr. Malik. There are pre-made sandwiches in the refrigerator of the liquor store, so Steve gets those, too, for dinner. It feels wrong not to celebrate the New Year somehow: even in 1968 he toasted the motel television. The cashier asks for his ID: Steve laughs, at giddy intervals, all the way back the motel. When he gets there he shoves down his sandwich and drinks tap water. Cell connection is patchy; Steve can’t call home.

“Try texting them,” Romanoff suggests. She settles herself on the bed that Dr. Malik’s claimed — she and Steve take turns on the couch, or the floor, and Steve is sitting on his bed for tonight already — and twists the top off her shooter. She sets it down on the bedside table and then pulls out her own phone, tapping off something quick. Steve wonders who it is she texts on New Years Eve. “If it doesn’t send through now it’ll do it later, and you won’t have to keep checking.”

“Thanks,” Steve says, surprised and touched and glad.

They toast at midnight, perfunctorily. Dr. Malik speaks halfway through her sandwich, completely unprompted. “My resolution is to write a book.”

“Yeah?” asks Steve. He likes Dr. Malik. She’s clever and street-wise, like the kind of people he grew up around. “What about?”

“Not engineering.” It makes him laugh.

Romanoff turns to him. She downed her tiny bottle in one go. Steve has too. “Guess I don’t need to ask you for your resolution,” she says.

“And in the spirit of fairness,” Steve concedes, tipping his empty bottle in salute, “I won’t ask you for yours.”
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  The voluntary false-confession phenomenon is another example of abnormality in behavior and cognitive function. A voluntary false confession occurs when a person completely unassociated with a crime, usually a murder, fraudulently claims they were the perpetrator. One explanation of this behavior stems from the psychoanalytic view, which states that false confessions are a manifestation of unconscious, compulsive guilt … Several infamous examples include the considerable number of people throughout history who have claimed responsibility for the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, and the smattering of US government agents who have falsely asserted involvement in the Watergate scandal (1972), or implication in the leak of Sergeant James Barnes’ letters (1966). (President Kennedy’s murderer and the perpetrators of the Watergate scandal were apprehended; the identity of the individual who initially sold Sergeant Barnes’ letters to the New York Times, however, has never been identified.) 



  (Frances, Cynthia, and Neal Lerner. Abnormal Psychology: 5th Edition. 2000. Print.) 


—

“Hey,” Steve says, smiling before he even picks up: the service is spotty, and he has to stand out on the little cramped balcony of their hotel room. “How’s my best girl?”

“I’m almost a senior citizen, Dad,” Kat laughs, but something in her voice is off.

“Kat,” he says, suddenly tense: “What’s going on?”

There’s silence on the other end.

“Kat,” says Steve, honestly worried now, “Hey. Talk to me.”

“Mom’s not doing too well.”

Steve’s heart constricts, and his mind goes white with panic. “What?”

“I mean it’s nothing really bad,” Kat continues quickly. “She’s actually totally fine, physically. But she really shouldn’t be living alone anymore, and Joe and I, we wish we could be around all the time, you know that. But the kids are nearly done with high school, and I might have a job lined up in Pittsburgh. We’ve all talked about it. She agrees that she should move in somewhere where they can take better care of her.”

Steve gives a thick, dry laugh. “No she doesn’t.”

“No, she doesn’t,” Kat sighs. “But Dad, you’re halfway across the world. She’s at least admitting that it’s the practical decision.”

Guilt wells up inside of him. The truth of it is that he’s left his family just the way Peggy always knew he would, and for a long terrible moment, listening to his daughter breathe on the other line, he wonders how he could do this to them.

“I don’t know when I’ll be back,” he says, and squeezes his eyes shut: he doesn’t want to hear himself betray them. “Kathryn, I’m so sorry.”

Kat’s voice comes out quiet. “I’m not mad at you.”

“Okay.”

“I’m not,” Kat insists. “I get it. Well, no — I don’t get it. I have no idea what it feels like for you right now. But I understand, objectively, why you’re doing what you’re doing. I don’t blame you for anything. Sometimes the universe just has really bad timing.”

“Sometimes it does,” Steve agrees. “Tell your mother that I —“

“Of course,” says Kat, quiet, and then: “Hey. I love you.”

“I love you too, sweetheart. Yeah, bye.”

Steve hangs up the phone and rests his head for a moment in his hands.

—

Romanoff squints at him, ignoring the road. A sheer cliff face speeds past on their left and a steep and rocky green mountain rises to their right. Steve tries hard not to look anywhere but straight ahead. The plastic door handle keeps creaking dangerously under his hand, and for one blissful second he jealously imagines the sweet reprieve of retirement. “You really haven’t seen the Bond movies?” Romanoff asks. “Come on, they’re classics.”

“Keep your eyes on the road. And no, I haven’t.”

A teasing smile is twisting Romanoff’s mouth. “They’re funny, Rogers.”

“What’s the good of being a spy if you can’t joke about being a spy?” agrees Dr. Malik.

“So I take it you’re a big fan of Dr. Strangelove?” Romanoff asks. Her eyes flick to the rearview.

“Naturally.”

A bang-pop-wheeze: screeching. Steve lurches forward and grabs the dashboard, his stomach suddenly in his throat. Romanoff is spinning the wheel and slamming on the brakes, but still the cliff is rushing up to meet them.

“The wheel!” she shouts, and pulls the emergency brake, and Steve dives for it; Romanoff tumbles into the backseat. Air rushes when the back door slams open. Romanoff covers Malik with her body as they crash out, and he sees a flash of blue: she uses Steve’s shield to break their fall. There’s no time left. Steve turns the wheel, and turns it, and it scuds and hits its limit; at the last possible second he gets his feet underneath himself and launches the full weight of his body at the passenger side door. It rips clean off with a shriek and he tumbles out with it, the asphalt sparking under him. The car sails over the edge of the cliff.

Steve gets up running. He slips on loose gravel. He regains his footing. The road is empty except for Romanoff and Dr. Malik, battered, alive. Dr. Malik’s hijab is slipping at her shoulder and billowing in the wind, a bright flare of red spotting the muted land around them. Steve takes his shield back when Romanoff offers it out and moves to cover them. He searches the mountains: there’s nothing there. There’s nothing anywhere.

“The shots came from behind,” Malik reminds him. She breathes heavily and clutches her chest. She isn’t bleeding. Steve follows her line of sight. Nothing: more nothing. Enough plants and rocks to hide behind. Some trees. Steve’s heart hammers. He hopes. He takes a step forward, and rocks beneath his feet crunch: it was a mistake.

“Get down!” yells Romanoff. The two bangs echo across the rock. Steve catches the bullets on his shield instead of in his head by the skin of his teeth, and he drops to cover Malik. Romanoff spins and opens fire, a gun in each hand. She crouches low, expectant. But the fire isn’t returned. Steve lowers his shield a fraction. In that half-second of vulnerability another bullet is fired. It sails over his head by a hair. He feels suddenly unreal, liminal, his body weightless at the confirmation. He’s here. The Soldier is here.

Romanoff shoots twice and hits nothing.   “We’re sitting ducks,” Steve says. “We need an out.”

“Look around you, Rogers,” Romanoff bites. “There is no out.” Steve doesn’t recognize the expression on her face: he’s seen other people wear it before, but never her. It’s wild and harsh. Her eyebrows are drawn and her breath comes fast. Steve realizes that she’s scared. He realizes that somehow she knows too.

Steve tries to cobble together a plan. The sniper — the Soldier — he’s waiting and hidden, and he’s going to continue waiting: he has them cornered. The Soldier has all the time in the world. There are few situations where they, much less Malik, escape from this alive. Steve can’t try throwing the shield: Malik needs the protection. The distance is too far besides. But a gun is shoved into his belt, loaded.

“Hold this over you, and don’t let it up,” says Steve, and he shoves his shield into Dr. Malik’s hands. Then he draws his gun.

Another bang. Abruptly Dr. Malik screams. The noise is terrible, a howl, and Steve whips around, ducking instinctively. He sees blood. The Soldier shot, impossibly precise, through the palm of her hand. She drops the shield in pain and shock. Steve opens fire in the direction of the shot and Romanoff throws herself on Dr. Malik. “Do you read me?” Natasha is saying, white-knuckling her comm, trying to stem Malik’s bleeding. “This is an H-64, I need Alpha STRIKE ASAP, latitude —“ she continues, but Steve doesn’t hear it at all. A figure all in black, left arm glinting in the sun, is emerging from the trees.

Steve is arrested in shock and agony for a second too long. The Soldier fires. Steve fires, aware it will go wide. The American bullet is dodged but two people are hit by a Soviet slug: Romanoff and Dr. Malik go down.

“Romanoff!” Blood spatters across the road. “Romanoff! Natasha!”

She’s alive. Gasping, with her hand closed over her abdomen, but alive, even though the sound of her breathing is wet and sticky. There’s so much blood, too much blood — it leaks between her fingers and onto the asphalt, thick, dark. On the ground beneath her Dr. Malik is unconscious or dead, her hijab staining steadily black; Steve doesn’t know where the wound is, or if there is one at all; if it’s really just Natasha’s blood instead. Natasha, whose green eyes blaze from her paper-white face. Her curls hang over her cheeks, frizzing at the temples. “Go,” Natasha grits, and heaves: “Go!”

Steve breaks into a flat dash. He can see the Soldier: his arm isn’t covered, and the flash of metal gives him away. He runs up into the thicket of trees, and Steve chases, his legs burning at the incline. No, no, no, Steve thinks, and begins to beg, desperate, frantic: please no, please no, please no. He has to scramble to avoid rocks and ice and sometimes uses his hands. Despite the Soldier’s speed Steve is catching up fast. Intellectually and fleetingly he realizes he could shoot, aiming for a knee or a shoulder. He doesn’t. He runs harder. A flaking red star is painted on the Soldier’s left deltoid. Steve is in Leningrad. Steve is near Odessa. Steve is racing Bucky back to their Brooklyn apartment.

He comes up hard and tackles the Soldier to the cold ground, and the dry twigs and leaves and frost crackle beneath them.

They grapple. Steve is flipped to his back. The Soldier closes the metal hand around Steve’s throat and the back of his head hits the ground with a thud. The metal is colder than Arctic ice; Steve gasps in shock, and then he’s just gasping for air. He hears an odd, low whirring. Steve struggles and kicks. He’s unwilling to use his gun, still in his hand. He drops it to the forest floor. His hands scramble along the Soldier’s cold arm. The plates shift slickly under his hands. He wedges index and middle finger between his own throat and the metal. The shoulder revs and the hand squeezes. Steve is going to pass out.

“Buck,” he gasps, and suddenly the Soldier goes still.

“Bucky,” Steve repeats. His heart is stopped in his chest. The sightless goggles of 1954 stare back down at him. The Soldier’s hair, long and lank, brushes Steve’s face. Steve reaches up. The Soldier doesn’t move. Steve pulls off the visor. The eyes he finds are blue-grey, and wild, and huge. Steve hasn’t forgotten their exact color. He’d been afraid for a while that he had. The dark eyebrows are drawn. Steve feels his heart inside of his chest the way he’s felt stab wounds. This is Bucky, looking back at him, here. It’s been sixty-four years. His body is cold. His body is a weapon. They’re both weapons; it doesn’t matter. What matters are his eyes. Bucky is afraid. He’s terrified.

Steve only knows one word. “Bucky.”

But suddenly, inexplicably, his face is wiped clean. The Soldier grabs him by the lapels of Steve’s jacket and slams his head into the ground. In the second before unconsciousness, Steve hears it: “Хайль Ги—“

—

The noise is tinkling and quiet, small pinpricks of sound in the still of the familiar London night: he plucks out a listless tune at the piano with his thick calloused fingers.

“We gotta be going,” Steve says.

“Hmm?” Bucky asks. A cigarette is in his mouth. He smiles, and he doesn’t look at Steve. Instead he watches his own fingers trip over the keys. He drawls, “Ju-u-ust a second, Rogers.” The song is familiar. Bucky hums along. At first Steve recognizes it as an old war song: the Battle Hymn of the Republic. But Bucky isn’t singing those words; instead Steve hears the bloody rendition of the same tune that he learned during their brief SSR-sanctioned stint in paratrooper training.

“Is everybody happy?” Cried the sergeant, looking up

Our hero feebly answered “yes” and then they stood him up

 He jumped into the icy blast, his static line unhooked —

“C’mon, Buck,” says Steve, though he doesn’t particularly feel his mouth moving. “I’m tired. I’m so tired my bones hurt. I’m so tired I can’t even stand. Let’s get out of here. There’s nothing here; it’s all gone. Let’s go.”

This pub was bombed in a time far away. The stools and chairs and tables are in splinters. Shards of broken glass glint green in the dim yellow light. There might be limbs in here, somewhere. Bodies. Steve remembers this pub. Steve remembers heaving himself over this bar, groping around for the booze; he remembers that chair, he remembers collapsing into it; his vision is blurred, his throat swollen and thick; he feels sick to his stomach; he was sick to his bones…

The piano is in tatters. Its wiry guts hang out and the ivory spine is broken. But still it plays. Bucky croons along.


  He counted long, he counted loud, he waited for the shock — he felt the wind, he felt the cold, he felt the awful drop. 


“You should’ve gone home,” Steve says. “I never meant to leave you in the war.”

“You never meant to do a lot of things,” Bucky reminds him.

There was blood upon the risers, there were brains upon the chute; intestines were a’dangling from his paratrooper suit. He was a mess, they scraped him up, they poured him from his boots — and he ain’t gonna jump no more. There was a proper way, Buck told him once, to delivering this last refrain. Jesus Christ, how they laughed and elbowed at each other, and finally finished it off with immense dignity, harmonizing impressively:


  Gory, gory, what a helluva way to die;

Gory, gory, what a helluva way to 


Steve blinks awake, Bucky’s low laughter in his ear. A heart monitor beeps, and he fumbles for a moment with his arm, fingers scrambling until he can pull it off; then it flatlines. Someone left the radio in the room on, a sports cast — baseball — and the noises blare together as he stumbles out of the bed and into his clothes, pale with mountain dust and folded on a chair; he pulls them on, and then he stumbles again out into the hall. It must be night, he thinks, and when he finally runs into a nurse —

“Captain Rogers —“

“Romanoff — where’s Natasha? Where’s Agent Romanoff? Is she okay?”

“Sir, she’s fine — sir, she’s alright. I can take you to her, if you want.”

“Okay,” Steve agrees. He still feels shaken and disoriented from the dream, unsure of where and when he is. For a dizzy moment all he can think of is how much he wants to call Peggy, to see her face, her smile. Then he remembers: Natasha. “Okay. Thank you, ma’am.”

Her room is down an adjacent long and narrow hall. The pale moonlight streams in through the window and across her hospital gown. When Steve walks in she tries to sit, and then grits her teeth, blanching. Steve reaches to call back the nurse. Natasha says, “No, it’s fine.”

“How are you feeling?” Steve asks, and sits in the chair by her bed.

“Like I took a slug to the stomach.” She looks at him with narrowed, sharp eyes, and he feels he’s being dissected and reassembled, like a puzzle. “Don’t stall, Rogers. Ask me.”

Alright, thinks Steve. Alright. He’s surprised with how quickly fire sparks inside him. “How did you know?” he demands.

“Know what?”

Steve makes a sharp noise. “Don’t give me a challenge if you can’t step up to the goddamn plate and bat.”

Natasha is silent.

“I fought by Bucky’s side for two years,” Steve says. “That reflex, that style — I’d recognize it anywhere. But back in Leningrad, in the ’50’s, he fought differently. He didn’t have a rifle. You read that report; I know you did. I didn’t have one single goddamn reason to mention the Soldier’s marksmanship. For all we knew he was just a skilled assassin, not a sniper. And that’s the only account of the Winter Soldier in the archives.”

“So? I don’t understand.”

“If your knowledge was based on SHIELD intel alone, you wouldn’t have the first idea about his skill with a rifle. But I saw you in the field. You recognized it.”

“The Winter Soldier has killed over two dozen people in the last fifty years. He must be pretty good with a gun if he shot JFK. I don’t know why you think I know everything, Rogers.”

There’s a long silence. Natasha’s green eyes are guileless and blank. Unfortunately, the truth is that no one can trick Steve anymore.

“You said you didn’t know him,” Steve tells her.

Natasha replies, “I lied.”

Before Steve knows what’s happened he’s standing. He turns and clenches his hands into fists. For one terrifying, harried minute, his vision flashes white. Then the wall and the little plastic chair in the corner come back into focus. He takes a breath. “Natasha,” he says. But he doesn’t know how to follow it up. He turns back. “Natasha,” he tries again, and has to look down when his voice cracks.

“You’re no good at this.” She’s annoyed. “You should be bargaining with me. You wear your heart on your sleeve. It’s going to get you killed.”

“Surprised it hasn’t already,” Steve confesses. He saw his eyes; Steve looked into his eyes. He was there — he was right there. Steve touched him: not the Winter Soldier, but James Buchanan Barnes. He knows it inside of his ancient bones. “Please tell me. Natasha.”

“It was the late ’80’s or early ’90’s. I was young.” Natasha confesses. “I was never told his name. I don’t think anybody knew it. He trained us for a week.”

“Who’s ‘us’?”

Natasha shakes her head sharply. “Not relevant.”

“And that was the only time you saw him.”

“No,” Natasha says, very quietly. “I saw him once more, years later. They wanted him to train me again. No one has ever come so close to killing me before. He taught me what I know.”

“Why did you lie?” Steve asks.

Natasha takes a breath. She doesn’t answer. It was a stupid question, anyway. Steve says, “Before he took me out, he said something. It was hard to hear, but I heard it in Kiev, from an agent last year. It sounded like —“ Steve digs hard into his memory. “Ха — Хай—“

“Хайль?” asks Natasha.

“Maybe. What does it mean?”

“It means to…to salute, but in a way that’s formal. A greeting. Rogers,” she says. She fixes him with her eyes. “I’m not going to do that again. Alright?”

Steve nods. So he’s alone again. He’s been alone for decades; it doesn’t matter. “Understood.”

“No, that’s not — Steve. I’m not going to endanger a civilian that way again. She’s in critical condition because she had no idea. That’s not something I’m comfortable with.”

Steve stares at her for a long minute, speechless. He’s started to recognize times in his life when things are going to change, make-or-break minutes where whatever happens redirects his trajectory in a way there’s no going back from. The day he met Buck, the morning he met Peg; the night he saw Neil Armstrong walk on the moon from a motel in Little Rock. And now this: Romanoff, offering out the olive branch. There’s no going back from this, just as there was no going back from any of that.

“Understood,” Steve repeats, softer. Natasha tries to shift, and winces. Steve reaches out. “Hey, seriously — let me get a nurse.”

“That would be useless,” Natasha grumbles, and somehow the mood is lifted. “I hate useless. How about you get my clothes instead?” She quirks a wary smile at him, and he goes to get her things.

—

TO: DIRECTOR

FROM: ██████████ █████, PHD

ACTION: PZV (PHASE-2)

STATUS: INITIATED

11 NOV 63


  SUBJECT: Operation successful. The weaponry has been effectively updated and now includes increased mobility and improved strength. Fine motor control increased. Balance has also been improved by injecting ████████ in a manner that reinforces the spinal cord, which will also prevent the extensive tearing that occurred on past missions. (External reports 6A-1 and 6A-2 contain transcript of communication between Colonel William ███████ and Dr █████, detailing Colonel ███████’s consultation, as well as the consultation of Obadiah █████ regarding weapons technology and enemy intel.) 



  Recalibration of Subject █ was then performed by Drs █████ and ████, and initially appeared to be successful. Subject █ was shown its target and the mission objective was explained. Subject █ remained controlled and silent. Following this briefing, Agent Ivan █████████was discussing with Operative ███████ the plan of infiltration. It was mentioned that Subject █, escorted by Agent ██████████,would travel through the cities of ██████, ██████, and ██████, finally crossing the ██ border by making land in the borough of ████████, ███ ████. Subject █ became inexplicably enraged and could not be contained. Subject █ strangled Operative ███████, killing her. Three approaching members of the security team were beaten, dismembered, and choked until dead. Agent ██████████, with the assistance of Dr █████, was finally able to sedate the asset. Subject █ was punished accordingly. The incident will not be repeated. 



  A second recalibration then occurred. The mission debriefing was repeated with no further incident. In light of these developments PHASE-2 has been initiated, now in full effect. Accordingly, Subject █ will be referred to as the operative known as ███ ██████ ███████. It is, without a doubt, our greatest creation. 



  Despite numerous setbacks, the ███ ████ may finally label Project ██████ ███████ a success the likes of which has never before been accomplished. Operation ██████ will continue as planned with same-day extraction occurring 22 Nov 63. 


In Natasha’s neat handwriting on the bottom of the copy of the file: I have translated this to the best of my ability. It is the only document I have been able to recover. It appears to have been declassified within the Red Room exclusively. Even their own agents were kept in the dark.

—

“You’re no good to me like this,” Natasha says. “Have you slept?”

“I get by on catnaps,” Steve tells her.

“Rogers —“

“We’re so close,” Steve murmurs. “Jesus, we’re so close — I know it. Natasha, I know it.”

“Okay.”

“You have to believe me, I know it, I know we can —“

“I believe you, Rogers. I said I believe you,” Natasha says, and he can hear the worry in her voice.

Steve wishes he could scratch at the blacked-out words like a lottery ticket to reveal the truth of it underneath. Natasha rests her hip against the desk, leaning close to see the document again. Her torso presses to his shoulder. She reads it by the single light in the SHIELD office, and then points at the beginning of the second paragraph, her fingernail pressing against the name Agent Ivan █████████. “That’s Ivan Petrovich. You can scratch him off your Most Wanted list; he’s dead now.”

 “How do you know?”

“I killed him.”

Steve blinks. “Is there anyone else you recognize?”

Natasha points higher on the document where Steve has made an annotation. “There. I think you’re right. It has to be Zola.”

“What about this guy? — the Colonel. William’s not a Russian name. It doesn’t add up, Natasha. Did the Red Room have any sway over the Americans or the British? It says he consulted.”

“Not to my knowledge,” Natasha says. “But I don’t think it would be a bad idea to look in the paper archives. See if there’s anything out of the ordinary. Comb through for the names, you might find something useful. Human experimentation was obviously pretty popular for a while.”

“They keep trying to recreate what Erskine made,” Steve agrees. A terrible desperate itchiness is living now under his skin. It manifests in trembling fingers, but his eyelids droop in spite of it; Jesus, Steve wonders: what’s wrong with me? He taps at his knee and says, “They don’t goddamn learn.”

“It worked on you.”

“And it worked on Schmidt, too. And that scientist who wrecked Harlem. I don’t know anymore that it was such a good idea in the first place.”

“Second verse, same as the first,” she murmurs.

“Natasha.”

“What?”

“How many men,” says Steve, “Do you know named Obadiah?”

—

For miles and miles: the hum of the road and the hum of the bike. The countryside rushes by in muffled whispers; the longer he drives the further away the horizon seems, its vanishing point smudging in the murky navy dusk.

SHIELD archives sprawl across the country, tucked in rusting midwestern storage sheds and coastal, ivory bank vaults. Accordingly, in blue Iowa, Steve stares down the squinting proprietor of (1-800) U-STORE.

“I’m here for unit 714A,” Steve says.

The guy keeps squinting. Steve reaches for his wallet and slaps his ID to the plastic partition window.

“No,” says the man darkly, with a voice like creaking floors. “I know who you are.”

Steve juts his chin. “Great. You gonna let me in?”

“That honorable discharge you got in ’66?” He works his jaw. “It shouldn’t have been honorable.”

Steve has nothing to say to that. Still glaring, the man finally pulls up the gate and hands him the key. Steve thinks of it while he searches the rows for his unit, even though he’s long been used to it. He even knows the story: grew up in a dusky town palming over coins for comic books, and then shipped to Vietnam, lottery or enlisted, either way. There was swamp and guts. He painted WAR IS HELL on his own helmet in mud after one of his own was yanked into the sky and strangled in a booby trap. Worse, he came home to see his favorite Howling Commando splashed luridly across the Times, an idol destroyed. Steve knows how it went. There are even entire memoirs about it, where Buck’s letters provide the narrative turning point, and then it descends into disillusion.

Unit 714A is near the back, pushed up against a high fence and miles and miles of yellow grass and field. The door is old enough to take a little strength to open. Inside are stacks upon stacks of filing cabinets and document boxes. There’s no rhyme or reason to how all of them are organized. Only a select few must know how to navigate this one.

Helpful.

After half an hour on his knees, nose itching from the dust, Steve unearths a soft brown box. Tucked behind a shelving unit and bent inward all along the left side, it’s labeled SSR —> SHIELD 1944 49. A stillness settles over Steve: the stillness of the moment between the insult and the punch. Reports from that far back aren’t relevant. He needs the 60’s. Still, inexorably, he reaches out. The papers are yellowed and cracked, some water-damaged, most of the ink severely faded. He starts in 1949 and searches through time, unfolding history backwards. The bomb; Okinawa; clean-up in Europe. Steve recognizes Peggy’s handwriting, and then his own. Phillips’ signature, God rest him. 1946: October, September, August…1945. Two documents in. Steve’s hand stills above the dried paper. Mission report. Date, addressed-to, location; target, time, route. Steve remembers the click of every typewriter key. The final section, ADDITIONAL, and in Steve’s writing: Sgt. James Barnes confirmed █KIA.

He had typed the letter “M” first. He stared at it and stared. And then, suddenly, he tore the sheet from the typewriter and slammed it to the table; he began to scratch the “M” out with his pen so hard that the ink bled through to the cheap wood underneath, staining it for good. He touches the pad of his finger now to the back of the page: it’s still distorted and raised.

“Sorry,” says Steve, for the millionth time in his life: but it’s redundant by now, to keep saying sorry, and to still have made no progress. It’s shameful.

Steve scrubs a hand over his face. He shoves it back in, and keeps flipping through, his fingers stumbling over a Professional and Conduct Record, useful primarily for roll-call. The pages are organized into five columns down: name, serial number, rank, status. Automatically Steve’s eyes skip down the page. Barnes, sir, he thinks distantly, hearing rain splat on a tent one hundred thousand years ago, one hundred thousand miles away. B-A-R- …

BARNES JAMES B      32557038      SGT     MIA

Steve’s spine begins to prickle.

It’s a clerical error. That’s all. Someone was confused, or trying to be kind, or it was filed immediately after; they hadn’t read Steve’s mission report. And then Steve looks back to the top of the page. Red ink is stamped across it. In big letters it reads FINAL P&C RECORD. STRIKE UNITS 1-5 DECOMMISSIONED 45.

And then another note, scribbled in cursive handwriting: Reviewed by SHIELD 1946.

That explains it, then, thinks Steve. The SSR was changing hands to SHIELD from ’45 to ’46; of course there are some errors in accounting, and inventory errors too. It was a big changeover. Some confusion is natural.

“That explains it,” tries Steve again.

He finds his own 1954 mission report from Leningrad — Soviet was uncommonly strong, fast, had a metal — what he needs is 1963, and documentation of the President’s assassination; what he needs is a name, Colonel William Maybe-Seven-Letters.

1968 surfaces first.

Vietnam: covert infiltration. He skims through the body of text quickly. Under STRATEGIC, it references the Alpha Reports: Steve and Bucky wrote those exclusively. They were top-level. Even after 1966 they remained on the syllabi of classes at West Point.


  REFER A-2-44.

FILED BY: SGT BARNES J B, 32557038, MIA 45.


A-2-44. Alpha 2 1944. Steve squeezes his eyes shut, trying to remember. Bucky did write that report. 1944 was the year Steve took a knife to the throat. Something with Morita’s field kit…the brass was angry. They had been in London. Steve had to badger Bucky to get it done, and in turn Bucky badgered Steve to hit the town. And then there was dancing, and the pretty blonde girl Buck had taken home…

This young Captain, whoever he was, must have been reading up on how the Commandos toppled those odd labyrinthine HYDRA bases.

Kneeling, Steve holds the 1946 P&C beside the 1968 mission report. It could be a mistake, he rationalizes. Another mistake — Steve would bet anything that the junior agents talk about Buck sometimes, and that when they do, KIA and MIA are interchangeable. It’s not like Steve ever found a body; it’s not like Steve ever looked. (Sorry, sorry, sorry.) He frowns, reading up from the bottom. Finally his eyes find the top of the page.

TO: COLONEL WILLIAM STRYKER

FROM: CAPTAIN ALEXANDER PIERCE

—


  The Norwegian Nobel Committee has decided that the Nobel Peace Prize of 2001 is to be awarded to United States Secretary of State Alexander Pierce for his success in attaining and maintaining peaceful contact with the Russian embassy, and for compassion in both policy and sentiment to the Middle East during times of adversity and crisis. In reaching out with repeated and respectful insistence to fellow political leaders, Secretary Pierce has contributed to the realization of the “fraternity between nations” that Alfred Nobel sought and listed as one of the criteria for the Nobel Peace Prize. 



  (The Nobel Committee. Nobel Peace Prize. 2001. Web.)


—

The Memorial Wall, constructed of a smooth and patient grey stone, is so massively long that it follows the curve of the building. The names on it are listed chronologically, not alphabetically; this is so that there is plenty of blank space on the end, and room for more slabs of rock to be added in the future. Eventually, Steve thinks, it’ll bleed out onto the street, and then across the other way, underwater, and they’ll have to start building it into the river.

The very first name, in square embossed lettering: James Barnes, 1945. KIA.

Steve fixes his cap on his head. There’s only one explanation: he’s lost it. Jim is probably having a good laugh at him from beyond the grave. He’s ninety-one years old; it was bound to happen eventually. But still; still. Steve’s eye is sharp for patterns. The two files that mark Bucky as MIA are classified. And Steve’s report from ’45, and this, the memorial wall from ’91…those are open to the public.

Suddenly, strangely, Steve thinks of Peggy. Invariably, she always said to new recruits, There are three truths: your truth, my truth, and what has really happened.

“Colonel.”

Steve jerks and turns. Before him is a man in a finely constructed blue suit pushing up his glasses. His hair is light, and his face is aging handsomely; his nose is long and aquiline, his jaw strong, his eyes clear blue.

“Alex,” Steve says.

Alexander Pierce nods to the wall. He smiles in a way that isn’t smiling; Steve doesn’t know how he makes his face work that way. Pierce looks sympathetic and understanding and distant and official all at once. It must be exhausting to maintain. “A day for remembrance?” He asks.

“Oh, you know. It’s just been a long week, I suppose.” Steve has lived in nuclear winter for six decades. His patience, strung up so precariously inside of him, snaps out loud. Recklessness: this he’s used to. “Actually, it’s convenient that you’re here. Is it right that you knew Colonel William Stryker, back in the war?”

“My commanding officer,” Pierce replies, and looks to the Memorial Wall. He walks along it, two steps down through the decades, and points. “Here. He was a good man. Died in the line of duty.”

“Involved in Soviet relations?”

“Certainly.”

“How’s that?”

Pierce’s face does something complex and quick, as though he’s had to recalibrate. Then he smiles again. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“How was he involved in Soviet relations? I understood that he fought in Vietnam.” They stand closer to one another now, mirrored. He and Pierce are the same height.

“Stryker was involved in remote nuclear operations.”

Your truth, my truth…

“And the Red Room,” Steve says.

Sunlight streams in through the massive glass windows and glints along the names on the Memorial Wall. Around them agents walk through the lobby, past the statue of the eagle insignia, around the H. Stark Memorial Fountain, distantly spitting water, flecked in gold. Steve’s heart swallows up his throat, thundering. Sunlight catches Pierce’s glasses, and for a moment his eyes are entirely obscured, white. Then he folds them away into this pocket. His expression does not change.

“You’re not a good man,” says Steve. “Are you, Alex?”

Pierce is angry. He tamps it down, but Steve sees, for one pure moment, outrage. “I’m a man who knows compromise. I’m a man who is willing to make the difficult decisions. I’m a man who shaped history, Colonel — frankly, unlike you.”

“Who do you work for?” Pierce laughs in his face, and Steve leans close. “There are two hundred people here. I don’t know if they’re with you or not. I’m not going to do anything.”

“You’re a good liar,” Pierce says, still chuckling. “You’re a good liar, Colonel Rogers; nobody’s going to deny that. But you weren’t always a good liar.”

“Who do you work for?” repeats Steve.

“Our enemies are your enemies. Disorder; war; chaos.”

“I only have one enemy right now,” Steve says. “I’m looking at him. A guy I thought I could trust. Tell me who you work for.”

“A good greater than any of us. Look — you know what war is like. You know that war is hell. It’s only a matter of time until a dirty bomb goes off in Moscow or an EMP fries Chicago. But we have a plan — a long-term goal. We can finally achieve peace. Isn’t that what you want? What all of us want?”

Achieving peace; control over chaos. The words, at first couched in Pierce’s rhetoric, suddenly reveal themselves entirely, and Steve remembers in exact clarity the red flags that hung bloody and torched from bombed-out apartments across Germany and Austria. He thinks of the massive TOD DER LÜGE posters, some hanging on brick buildings, others crushed into the mud underfoot, the pale Nazi fist choking the snake in an infinite fit of righteous fury. Death to lies, after all. What really happened? Хайль: a salutation. And so the truth unspools before Steve: the fleshy, sprawling, cancerous meat of it; and history, finally, has unraveled itself at his feet.

“How many?” Steve asks.

Pierce smiles, genial, and then it drops from his face. He says, “Well. Everyone, Colonel. It’s everyone.”

In a burst of movement Steve grabs Pierce’s head in his palm and cracks it twice against the Memorial Wall. Pierce crumples, bleeding; there’s a commotion, yelling from bystanders, and Steve breaks into a dash across the building to the elevators and the stairwell. He’ll climb the building if he has to — Fury needs to know, and he needs to get out. Steve scales the skinny gray stairs, the door slamming behind him, skipping five and six steps at a time, tenth floor, twelfth, fourteenth, crashing into the walls from the force of his momentum.

They burst from the door on the seventeenth floor, five of them. Steve flips one directly over the rail, tumbling down into the stairwell, and shoves another down the immediate flight of stairs, head-first. He slams the head of the third into his knee, but trips over the body; suddenly he’s rushed by another, crashing into the wall. Steve hurls him around and smashes the man’s head into the concrete and blood smears across it. There’s a crackle, and a prolonged hum. Steve hears the noise buzz close to his ear like a wasp, and then the rod crashes against his head, jolting him, spotting his vision white, rattling his teeth, lighting up his spine.

Rumlow stands across him. He flips one of his crackling batons around in his hand.

“Aw,” he says. “Don’t give me that face. C’mere.”

Rumlow fights like a feral dog: snarling, snapping. He enjoys himself ferociously. He dodges two consecutive punches and grabs Steve’s wrist before he can try to land a third, and then he sticks him with the rod, digging it between his ribs. Steve yells — agony ripples under his skin and his vision whites out. Rumlow laughs out loud, a noise that comes from deep in his throat. “Did that hurt?” he asks. Steve cracks their skulls together. Rumlow reels back but doesn’t release his wrist, and instinctively Steve opens his mouth and bites him. Rumlow is fast. He swings the baton and it cracks Steve across the head: he feels the white pain, and the terrible deep burning, and then he lands on his knees.

Rumlow swings the rod near Steve’s cheek. Steve jerks away, but Rumlow doesn’t strike him with it: instead he holds it close, and tilts his head down to look at him. He kicks a steel-toed boot casually against Steve’s side, twice. “We’re gonna have some fun today, aren’t we?”

Steve whips his hand out and yanks Rumlow’s ankles out from under him. They grapple on the concrete. Rumlow realizes that Steve is stronger than him, and abruptly he becomes wily, slippery, and he wrestles himself on top and takes a rod in both hands. He slams it against Steve’s throat, yelling in pain: it’s electrocuting him too. For one horrible moment Steve is frozen, not breathing. He feels an incredible white numbness, his limbs jerking, and then he throws Rumlow off of him. Steve slugs Rumlow in the jaw and smashes his head against the ground and stumbles to his feet. He kicks him in the ribs, once, twice.

“Fuck,” Rumlow gasps.

Steve grabs Rumlow by the straps of his uniform and hurls him bodily into the wall, furious. He struggles, kicks, but Steve grabs his head and slams it to the wall, hard enough to stun him. Thick black blood drips from his dark hairline down his forehead. He turns his head and spits red onto the concrete. He works his jaw. He spits a tooth too. Then he looks back to Steve and juts up his chin.

Steve frisks him. Two guns, two knives — boot, thigh — and both the rods.

“This is easy, Rumlow,” Steve says. “You don’t tell me what you know, I’ll kill you. You do tell me —“

“You’re really bad at the monologue.”

Steve inspects Rumlow’s cattle prod. The decades pass, the people change, but the weapons of brutality always stay the same. Buck told him about these: HYDRA really liked sticking their prisoners with them. He finds the switch and it hisses and crackles to life beneath his hand, zinging blue all over.

“Relax,” Rumlow advises carelessly. “Come on. You ain’t the torturing type.”

“You know, it’s kinda funny you say that. I haven’t really been feeling myself lately anyway.”

“Everybody knows it wasn’t you who did any of the real work back in the good old days, sweetheart.”

Steve is familiar with all kinds of anger: back-alley anger, war-anger, humiliation-anger, revenge-anger. He’s never felt anything particularly like this. The rushing in his ears and the hot itch under his skin threatens suddenly to boil over. This is rage. He almost doesn’t recognize his own voice when the words come out.

“Where is he.”

“Who’s that?”

 Steve sticks him with the rod. Rumlow screams, a sound that Steve hasn’t heard from a grown man since 1945. It tapers off into a wheezing, gasping chuckle. Rumlow’s skin pulls strangely across his skull when he grins, and he tilts his head back against the wall. “Who you mad at, huh?” he asks, panting. “Who you so fuckin’ mad at, big guy?”

“Don’t you fuck around with me,” Steve says, low. “Where are they keeping him? Russia? Ukraine? Tell me.”

“I can take pain,” Rumlow says. “You can beat the hell out of me all goddamn day, you’re not getting shit. Go on. Go on, Cap. Go on. Let it out. You’re so pissed you’re gonna burst a vein. I’m right fucking here. Go on.”

“I know you,” Steve says. “Quit tryin’. You’re all the same, men like you.”

“And yet we just keep on coming,” Rumlow tells him. “Tell you why.”

“Spare me.”

“Cut one head off…”

“Nothing ever lasts forever, Rumlow.”

“Yeah,” Rumlow agrees, looking thoughtful. “Nothing except you. And goddamn, did we try. Since 1943, that far back, HYDRA’s been tryin’ to bash your pretty face in. Time’s up, old man. You think I don’t got any back-up coming? Either way, Stevie…you’re shit out of luck.”

Steve doesn’t know what shows on his face, but it must be something, and that something must be bad: Rumlow’s dark eyes turn pleased.

“Oh, what?” Rumlow asks. “What’s that, you don’t like me saying that?”

“Keep your goddamn mouth shut.”

“You know,” he says, “That was always the funniest part. It was a tight plan, you gotta hand it to whoever came up with it — you really, really do.”

Steve’s spine goes stiff. Dread tugs inside his belly, at his guts. “What?”

Rumlow gives a shrug and jerks up his chin again. “What?” he echoes, innocent.

Steve shakes with impotent rage. Rumlow’s eyes glint: he’s so glad to see it. The silence stretches and stretches. “You like to play with your food, don’t you?” Steve asks.

Rumlow’s accent is already New York thick. It wiggles right under Steve’s skin. “Never told another soul this, and I guess I never will, but I think of that one ora—“

Steve sticks him with the rod again. This time Rumlow grits his teeth and doesn’t make a sound, all the tendons and veins in his neck bulging. He comes up laughing like before. “— that one orange, that one evening —“

Steve finds that he’s shaking, very finely, all over. “What the hell are you getting at?”

“Oh, what?” Rumlow spits, disbelieving. “What, you really think that the personal belongings of a national hero got leaked, just like that, no help from the inside? With no involvement from us? You think accidents still happen, in a world like this? You really believe that, you fucking moron?”

Steve’s throat closes. He feels his fist tighten around the rod.

“History didn’t wanna cooperate,” Rumlow says, “And so history got changed. And it worked. It really worked. Jesus, they hated you. They hated you then and plenty of people still hate you now. A whole country turned on its own poster boy. How’s that? You should see him now. That just might be the best part. Rub his nose in ‘em; he wouldn’t even recognize his own goddamn —“

The hit falls so hard that Rumlow’s face sizzles and then cracks against the wall of the stairwell. Steve drops the rod.

For a moment he stands over them, STRIKE Team Alpha, his chest heaving, his vision blurred. Then he turns and runs again up the stairs, faster than before, his heart pounding in his thighs and his temples and his throat. Finally Steve is on Fury’s floor. There’s no time left. He dashes from the stairwell and down the hall to his office. Footsteps echo behind him, further back in the hall; Steve can tell by the heavy sound that the men are armed. He bursts into Fury’s office.

“Nick —“

No one is there. The other STRIKE team is coming up on him, fast.

“Give it up, Rogers!” One yells, at a muffled distance. “There’s nowhere to go! Don’t be stupid!”

Steve looks between the dark figures approaching and the wall of Fury’s office, entirely glass, that glances out forty stories above the Potomac.

“Who, me?” Steve asks.

—

He swims hard and he runs hard; he trades out the wet clothes for dry at a Target, and with a hoodie pulled up over his head takes the back way to the apartment he rents. Jogging up three flights of stairs gives him enough time to plan: he’ll call Nick, Kat, and Peggy in that order, and then he’ll find —

“Rogers,” Natasha says. Her brows are suddenly drawn, and he watches her quickly catalogue the blood in his hair that he couldn’t quite get out. “Rogers? Why are you—”

“Don’t move. Give me the gun.”

Natasha’s eyes are narrowed into slits. She stares at him for a long and breathless moment. “No,” she decides. She pulls her weapon.

Steve expected this. He warns, “Drop the gun, Romanoff.”

Natasha steps closer, and her Glock is suddenly pointed directly at his head. She asks, “Where’s Fury?”

“How do I know that op was legit?”

  “What?”   

“You show up after two months of radio silence the second everything goes to hell. Were you even really on an operation?”

“Do you watch the news?”

“Tell me about the operation.”

Natasha huffs. “Tony Stark blew up two places starting with an M in alphabetical order.”

“Is he okay?”

“Would I be here if he wasn’t?” Her voice is raising. They stare at one another. The moment stretches. Quietly she confesses, “I think I know where they’re keeping the Winter Soldier.”

Before Steve realizes what he’s doing he’s slammed her into the door of his apartment, gripping hard at her shoulders. “How,” he says.

“I pulled a favor.”

“Romanoff —“

“I went to the rendezvous point to report the termination of the Stark operation to Fury, but there was no one on the line,” she says, hushed. Her eyes dart between his. “I couldn’t get a hold of Barton or my handler. I stopped by HQ and it was in chaos. I infiltrated but Fury’s office was empty. I checked Pierce’s and it was empty too. So I hacked into his files —“

“You can do that?”

Natasha gives him a look. “I hacked into Pierce’s personal files. His email was the usual. But then I found something strange.” Cautiously, slowly, Natasha uses her free hand to reach into the pocket of her jeans and pull out a slip of paper. She unfolds it and holds it up for Steve to read. 38.88° N 77.00° W. “Coordinates. The email was deleted, but I dismantled the hard drive and recovered the contents. It was sent to three separate burner accounts that I didn’t have time to trace. Even if it’s not where they’re keeping him, it’s the only lead we have.”

Suddenly Natasha becomes very still. She reaches inside her jacket and procures a big plastic bag. Inside of it is a plain brown leather journal, incredibly weathered, paling at the corners in its old age. For a long moment Steve doesn’t recognize it, and then he experiences something abrupt and bizarre. He remembers what it looked like the day it was bought, and he sees it held in a pair of big, capable hands. For a second he even smells their apartment. When he blinks he finds his eyes are wet.

“Pierce’s office,” she says softly. “They were hiding it in plain sight.” She puts it into his hands because he hasn’t figured out yet how to reach for it. Her hands fold over his so that he won’t drop it, reminding him how to curl his palm and hold his fingers. Then she pulls away.

“SHIELD’s compromised,” says Steve at length. “Pierce, the STRIKE team, all of them, they’re HYDRA. It was growing inside the Red Room. It’s been here for decades. It’s been here all along.”

Natasha’s eyes are wide. Suddenly she snaps into action. “You need to change clothes; get a new ride,” she says. “Come on. Right now. Go.”

They steal a neighbor’s car.

“Natasha —“

“Get in.”

So Steve hot-wires the little beat-up sedan as Natasha throws their gear in the back and climbs in. Steve pulls out his phone. Then he jumps about six feet in the air when Natasha’s hand darts out and grabs it from him.

“Who were you calling?” she asks.

“What are you —”

Natasha’s quick hands have Steve’s phone flipped open now, scrolling through his contacts. “J, K, N, P, T. You only have five contacts in your phone? Is the N me or Nick?”

“Natasha,” says Steve, exasperated.

“You can’t afford to trust anyone right now,” Natasha tells him. Her voice is abruptly flat and serious. “Director Carter —“

“— Is my wife, and I gotta make sure she’s safe,” Steve finishes. He holds out his hand.

“You can’t tell her what’s going on,” Natasha says. She finally hands the phone over. “It’s too dangerous. We need to make a clean getaway, and I wouldn’t doubt that your line is tapped and has been for a while.”

Still he pulls out of the lot at a regular speed, nothing too suspicious, and calls Peggy’s number. He experiences a minute of pure, undiluted terror when a completely unfamiliar voice picks up.

“Carter.”

Wait — not completely unfamiliar. Steve nearly pulls his phone away from his face and runs them straight off the road. “Sherry?” 

“Hey, Uncle Steve,” sighs Sharon, on the other line. In the passenger seat Natasha is raising an eyebrow at Steve’s incredulity, but he really can’t help it; Sharon sounds grimly serious in a way he’s never heard from her before. “I’m glad you called: all the numbers in Aunt Peggy’s phone are under fake names. She’s fine, by the way. We’re in a secure location, and Director Fury has been in contact. Expect a call.”

Steve flounders for a second. Finally he says, “You told me you were going to nursing school. I sent you a congratulations card!”

“In my defense,” Sharon tells him, after a guilty moment, “I am posing as a nurse.”

“Oh, my God.” What is this, he’s got a whole family full of spooks now? Thank God Kathryn and Joe’s kids take after their parents and were born with absolutely zero aptitude for intelligence: Steve doesn’t know if he could handle the stress. “Fine. You call if you need me.”

“Roger,” Sharon says, and hangs up on him.

Steve scrubs a hand over his face. He drops the cell and it clatters into the plastic barrier between the seats.

“Everything alright?” Natasha asks, an eyebrow raised.

Steve is far and beyond not in the mood. “You gonna tell me where we’re going?”

“We need to lay low and figure out our next move,” Natasha says. “They’re after you, and once somebody notices the state of Pierce’s office, they’re going to be after me. It’s a four hour drive to my safe house.”

“And where’s the safe house?”

“Brooklyn.”

Brooklyn. The great and terrible weight of home.

—

They were the ones who did it, Steve thinks, and somehow it makes the hurt less. Bucky got the draft because the world is sometimes a cruel and unusual place, but his letters weren’t leaked in a similar act of cosmic unluckiness. There was a purpose behind them: it was done to hurt Steve and to fracture the spine of the nation. There was purpose to it. Steve is used to getting hit as punishment. He understands it. All of this, all that happened to Buck, to Steve, to Steve’s family — it wasn’t just misfortune. That’s comforting. It’s better than if it were just misfortune. The waters have been muddied for so very, very long: Steve is relieved, in a way, to finally know the enemy again.

Eventually the steady pound of the midnight pavement beneath them lulls Steve to numbness. He hears it in the whoosh of each passing car, the thrum of the tires: Brooklyn, Brooklyn, Brooklyn. They near up on Newark and Natasha curls up with her legs underneath herself in the passenger seat, her head resting against the back of it; Steve might think she was asleep if he couldn’t feel, very acutely, her eyes on him.

“What?” he asks, after a while; after he’s come back to himself.

“Who taught you how to make a disguise?” Natasha asks. Her voice is hoarse and tired and gently amused. “Because that is a completely terrible disguise.”

“What? No it’s not,” Steve defends, pushing his nonprescription glasses up the bridge of his nose. “It’s been working just fine since 1957.”

“Well that explains a lot.”

Steve’s mouth tugs up, entirely against his will. It’s familiar, comfortable, comforting, to be doing something incredibly dangerous in a not-so-legal car with Natasha Romanoff beside him. He must have a look on his face, because Natasha makes a questioning sound.

“Nah, it’s nothin’,” Steve says, not wanting to lay any cards on the table. They’ve become so close so abruptly, and he likes to think that how well they get along it isn’t just circumstance. But he hasn’t had a friend in so long — not since Jim, really — and childishly, he doesn’t want to risk jinxing it. Anyway, it might cross a boundary. Steve doesn’t want to make Natasha uncomfortable. He glances over at her. She watches the dark highway speed past outside the window, her eyes sightlessly tracking the trees around them, her face half in shadow. It’s an odd face, Steve realizes: of course she’s beautiful, but bare and distracted like this it turns interesting, nearly too symmetrical. He thinks of drawing her here; he wants to paint her the way Van Gogh painted The Potato Eaters, with those protruding and weathered features. Her hands are tucked between her thighs to keep them warm.

“Hey,” Steve says, quiet.

She shakes herself. “Hey yourself. Thanks for not killing me on sight.”

“Well,” Steve says, “You gave me reason to trust you.”

Natasha looks at him, her brow furrowed deeply. Steve catalogs the expression the way that he does about the people he cares for: this is the face she makes when something is hugely important to her. She says, “You trust me? Tell me the truth.”

“Of course.”

“I was with the Red Room,” says Natasha, frankly. This is the first time he’s ever heard her say the words out loud. “I’ve killed a lot of people. Good people and bad. Mostly good. I lie for a living.”

“Are you trying to make me not trust you? Because it isn’t really working.”

“I’m just telling you who I am, Steve,” Natasha says. “And the Red Room is a part of it.”

Be yourself, Steve had asked her, months ago. He looks over to her and she looks back at him. This is Natasha, he thinks, at her truest: but still she’s not entirely true. No one can ever know her all the way, not even her. This may be as close as he ever gets, and he’s here because she’s allowed it. She trusts him. And still this Natasha, this true-as-she-knows Natasha, is vastly opposite of the Widow’s smooth blankness. She’s invested, concerned, serious. She’s a person, simply. Under Natasha Romanoff is this: the woman who smirks, the woman who curls her feet under herself to keep warm, the woman with her hair hanging down her back and frizzing at the temples. Still Natasha, just more. She’s waiting for something: Steve thinks it might be rejection.

“I know you were with the Red Room, and I know that you’ve killed good guys, and bad guys. But I also know that you lived through years of pain and torture, and I know that the only thing it did was make you funny and caring and kind. That says more about you than what you did when you weren’t allowed to think for yourself. I mean that. I do. And besides —“ Steve muscles on so that she doesn’t have to answer; he’s been meaning to say this for a while, anyway. “Besides, it’s me you shouldn’t trust. I’m sorry about Odessa. Some friend I am.”

“Rogers —“

“No — I’m sorry about Odessa. I should’ve been covering you and I didn’t do my job. I was distracted and reckless. I’ve been distracted and reckless, and I’m — I’m angry, and I’m — I’m compromised, Natasha. You know that, I know that, men on fucking Mars know that —“

She’s smiling, dryly.

“—And it almost got you killed. That’s not excusable.”

Natasha shifts. “Oh, well, believe it or not, I’ve actually had worse. Besides, I lived. Isn’t that all that matters at the end of the day?”

Steve frowns. “That’s not all that matters. I was your teammate. It doesn’t matter that you didn’t die, it matters that I wasn’t there for you when I should have been.”

Steve thinks of Tony and his red suit, the arc reactor embedded in his chest, scaffolding for his broken heart. He thinks of Peggy’s voice on the other line of their late night phone calls, and imagines her smile, wrinkled finely now, and her thin, birdlike shoulders. Guilt curls familiarly inside of him. Is he a deserter? He must be. He left them all, and then he deserted Natasha, too. But his first sin was deserting Bucky in the Alps. Steve wants his selfish cycle to be broken.

“Steve,” Natasha says. “I knew you were compromised when I went into that op. I understood the risks. I made my choice.”

“Why?” asks Steve. There’s a beat of silence, and quickly he backtracks. “No, never mind. I’m sorry.”

Natasha laughs at him, just a little. “It’s fine.” Then she goes thoughtful and quiet again. “I don’t know. I wanted to help you. And I think he’s… Sometimes I thought I could see it in him. Someone else, just underneath the surface, screaming. I remember feeling that way. I think that —“ she huffs a sigh. “So many of us died. And he’s…”

“Familiar?”

“Maybe. We’re the only two people who survived that place, you know? That doesn’t mean I trust him, or know him.” Her voice goes far away. “But he gave me bread once when I was hungry and alone. You don’t forget something like that. He taught me some English. I was — there was a task I had to complete, and I thought I would fail. I thought I would break. But he gave me bread, and he said to me, Ты крепка как мрамор.”

A strange thing has happened to Natasha’s voice: it has gone flat and blank, like she’s forgotten the right way to use inflection. Steve is silent, and Natasha asks, “Do you know what that means?”

“You’re made of marble,” Steve translates. Bucky was right, Steve sees it now. Steve could never paint her: he would have to sculpt, and search for her in the slab. He knows what Bucky was thinking of, even, though Bucky probably didn’t realize it himself. A mansion in the south of France; her unbelievable wingspan; the tilt of her ferocious shoulders. Faceless, and therefore many-faced. Just like Natasha. “You are,” says Steve, quiet. “It’s true.”

Natasha looks at him for a moment and then away. “He was a part of me even though he doesn’t know it. I owe him. You know what I mean. I know you do.”

The trust Natasha is offering out between them shakes almost palpably in the still of the night, fragile, like spun glass or a sapling. Steve has had a lot of trouble, since the serum, with gripping delicate things too hard and snapping them. He takes a moment before he answers; he wants to be sure that he knows exactly what he’s going to say.

“Hey; well. At least we’re too close together.”

“Yeah,” Natasha agrees. She smiles at him in a very curious and gentle way. “Yeah, I guess we are.”

An odd feeling comes over Steve at around four in the morning, once they’ve hit the state: a feeling of home-is-that-way. He hasn’t been here since 1980, but he knows, somehow, where to go, without looking at the street signs or checking a map. The knowledge is deeper than knowledge: it’s a heavy stone of truth that resides gut-deep inside of him, and so all he has to do is follow the love-pull of gravity. Once they’re inside the borough Natasha starts with directions. North, north, north: Steve realizes she’s taking them to Bed-Stuy. The red brick work of Brooklyn buildings are familiar even under streetlights. The graffiti; the smokers; the night crawlers standing for the subway or the bus or a taxi. All these people just waiting to get home.

“Turn here,” Natasha says, and Steve does. He parks in front of a skinny four-story red brick complex. Steve looks up to see the square black fire escapes spiraling into the night sky and remembers the feeling of sitting in his own, kicking his feet into thin air. He finds that for a moment all the air in his body is caught in his chest. Most of the people in the building must be asleep; a lot of the lights are off. A horn honks a block away. Someone yells. Brooklyn.

“Rogers,” Natasha says. She’s waiting with her hand on the car door, watching him.

“Right,” Steve says. “Right, sorry.”

Natasha picks the outside lock. Inside the complex they jog up to the third floor, and Natasha stops in front of apartment H. The paint on the letter is purple and peeling. The carpet underneath them looks kind of sickly. “This is yours?” Steve asks, disbelieving. But sure enough Natasha has a key, and she greets the happy yellow dog who trots up to them with a cursory pat.

“For now,” Natasha says, cryptically. There’s an empty pizza box on the coffee table and the dishes are piling up in the sink. There’s a bookshelf filled with DVDs. The dog is butting his head at Steve’s leg, and so he reaches down and pets it. And then Clint Barton, naked as the day he was born, crashes out of the bedroom with a baseball bat held up defensively in both hands.

“Aw, jeez,” he groans.

“Barton?” Natasha hisses. She reaches over and flicks on a light. Clint squints and blinks, holding his hand up to shield his eyes.

“Tasha?” he rasps, too quiet. “The hell?” He doesn’t have his hearing aids in. Steve, who’s never heard anyone shorten Natasha’s name once in his life, does a double-take.

He’s also never seen Natasha so furious. “I thought you were de—“ she hisses, but abruptly snaps her mouth shut; maybe Clint can read lips, Steve doesn’t know — Steve wouldn’t doubt it — because Clint’s signing something at her, his hands cutting fast through the air. Steve has no idea what he’s telling her, but it must not be good, because her mouth shunts suddenly into an unimpressed, flat line. “Get dressed,” she finally says, “Go now.”

Clint rolls his eyes and ambles back into the bedroom.

“You live with — you live here?” asks Steve dumbly.

“Sometimes,” Natasha tells him, and says, “Quiet: I need to think.”

—

“That’s the only explanation I could come up with. Marking him down as MIA…I don’t know, I guess it got them off. I guess they liked knowing something we didn’t.” Steve scrubs his hand over his face; his gut churns sickly. “Anyway, then he started talking about — about Buck, and I lost my temper.”

“He’s dead?” Natasha asks.

Steve shrugs one shoulder, meeting her eye.

“What about Pierce?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. Someone had to tell the STRIKE team to find me; it might have been him.”

She nods, absolving the mistake; they can handle it later if they have to.

“Sergeant Barnes,” Clint mumbles. He still looks ashen over learning the truth about SHIELD, and he’s reacting about the same way to learning about the Soldier. Nervously he fiddles with his hearing aids, jamming them in and fixing the frequencies. At least he’s put on some pants. “Sergeant James Buchanan Barnes. Jesus,” he says. “Jesus Christ, this is fucking insane. You’re both aware of this, right? You know it’s absolute fucking insanity?”

“It looks to me like we have three choices,” Natasha says. “Either we lay low and try to get more intel, or we run and try to get more intel. Or we can go straight to them before they have time to come to us.”

“There’s always Fury,” Clint suggests, and Natasha looks to Steve.

“He’s gone to ground,” Steve says, weighing the options. “I know that he’s with us. He’ll get in contact, eventually.”

“It was Pierce who sent the Soldier to Odessa, wasn’t it?” Natasha says suddenly. “Fury must have passed it along to him, not knowing.”

“He wanted us dead,” Steve agrees. Their eyes meet. Pierce has wanted both of them dead now for a very long while.

“Who signed off on this?” asks Clint. “I mean, how the hell did this happen? How did they stay under the radar for so long?”

Steve reaches back into his memory. “Peggy authorized…Jesus fucking Christ.”

“Cap — hey — ”

“Sorry,” Steve says, scrubbing his hands over his face again. “Sorry. Peggy brought on Pierce, back in ninety-something, before he went to the White House.” Another wave of horror hits him: Pierce worked in the White House. How many more are there? How many congressmen are sleeper agents? Then he thinks of Peggy. Peggy and terrible accident in 1991. “It was Pierce who ordered Stark dead,” he realizes. “He was there, he was there the night that — do you remember Obadiah Stane? Where’s Tony? Is he —“

“We’ll get in contact,” Natasha says.

“Jesus,” Steve says. “And Rumlow said they’ve been in the archives since at least the ’60’s. How far back has —“ Zola, Steve realizes. Arnim Zola. That was was the seed. That was where it began. Stark signed the paper; Stark wanted Zola’s brain. Stark got a lot more than that.

“Operation Paperclip,” Natasha realizes, hollowly, at the same moment he does, and then in a horrible empty way she smiles and says, “Just when you think you’re going straight.”

Clint’s heart is bare on his face when he says, softly, “Tasha,” and Steve can’t stand to see it, and he can’t stand not having anything to do with his hands. “I’ll make coffee,” he says, and leaves them to it.

Clint’s machine, thank God, isn’t one of those fancy things that whirs like Tony’s — Steve can operate computers and cell phones fine, but Tony’s coffee machine is beyond his ability. Steve has worked with Natasha long enough to know that she takes hers with sugar, and remembers from that training mission in ’01 that Clint will drink his however he can get it. Steve takes his time and tries hard not to listen in on their hushed and stilted conversation. He ends up nervously dumping a ton of Coffee Mate into Clint’s mug. He shuffles his feet for a bit and even goes to the length of dampening a paper towel and wiping down Clint’s counters, a leftover habit from keeping house in the 50’s. Steve heads back into the living room and juggles three mugs: Nat unfolds herself from an armchair and takes hers from him, setting it directly down on the coffee table. Steve doesn’t mind; his prop did its job.

“I’m going to shower,” she says, and leaves for the bathroom.

“Thanks, Cap,” Clint mumbles, cradling his cup in his hands.

“Hey, least I can do. Sorry we woke you up,” Steve replies.

Clint shrugs. “S’fine. I don’t sleep all that much anyway. You, though. I mean, if you don’t mind me saying —“

“I look like hell, I know,” Steve agrees, and adds, “I didn’t know you lived up here.”

Clint shrugs. “Yeah, well. Turns out it’s good to have some secrets, huh?”

Silence settles. Barton gulps his coffee down and Steve looks into his mug. He thinks of Peggy, and wishes horribly that he could protect her from knowing the truth, even though it’s her right to learn it. He thinks of Bucky, and the coordinates Natasha showed him. DC. Steve has been dismantling Eastern Europe for years now and Bucky was six blocks down the street all along.

Clint keeps fiddling with his left hearing aid, and then he drops his hand, scrubbing it again over his face. “Damn things,” he mumbles, and then looks at Steve. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, hey, watch your fuckin’ language,” Steve says, and Clint huffs a laugh. Steve asks, “What’s wrong with ‘em?”

“Nothing unusual. Get all screwed up and I can only hear background noise. Annoying as hell.”

After a moment, Steve breaks the silence. “That’s the ear I used to be deaf in, too.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I was…” Steve gestures. “Couldn’t hear really anything in the left one. You know, before. People always had to stand on my other side to talk if they planned on getting me to listen to anything they were saying. My spine was all crooked, too. Didn’t walk quite right. No money for a brace either.”

“Huh,” Clint says. “I’ll tell you what, Cap: none of that’s on the History Channel.”

“No?” Steve asks. He can’t say he’s too surprised. “Yeah, well. I guess it wouldn’t be.” He sets his mug on the table. Nat drops something in the shower and swears out loud in Russian. It makes Clint laugh, and then he puts his hand over his face, scrubbing at it, exhausted. “You think she’ll be okay?” asks Steve at length.

“Yeah,” Clint says. He looks to Steve. He’s aged a little since Steve saw him last. His face is now frank and weathered and worn, but his eyes are kind and sharp. And he’s still a mess around the edges, which is honestly what makes him Clint Barton through and through. Steve is so deeply glad, in that moment, that he can trust him; that they’re friends.

Into the silence Clint says, “You know how her teeth on the bottom are a little crooked?”

Steve’s never really thought of it before, but he has noticed. “Yeah.”

“That’s my favorite thing about her. I mean, I have a lot of favorite things about her, but if you asked me to pick, that’s what I would say.” He nods to himself, and looks down at his hands. “Yeah,” he repeats. “She’ll be okay.”

Natasha is out of the shower soon after that. She settles beside Steve on the couch, smelling like men’s shampoo. Her hair is wet and pulled back. She catches him looking and quirks her mouth up at him, her knee touching his.

“So,” Clint says, when nobody speaks. “This is a clusterfuck.”

“I’m vetoing running,” says Steve. “And I’m vetoing laying low. I’m not gonna ask either of you to come with me, but I’m facing this head-on.”

“I was figuring you’d say that,” Nat replies.

Steve looks at his hands. He tries to stop the truth from spilling out, but it does anyway. “I’ve spent my whole life watching him walk away from me,” he admits quietly, because he has: to work every day that Steve was too sick to do, and then to Basic, and then to war — on that train in the Alps, in Leningrad, outside Odessa. “I keep letting him go. It’s not going to happen again. And besides — I have a responsibility. SHIELD is compromised. The longer I wait, the more time HYDRA has to regroup.”

There’s a jagged, loud silence in the apartment. Clint and Natasha seem to be having a conversation with their eyes. Steve lets it happen. If they don’t want in he’ll understand. Nat has been through enough in the last two weeks alone. He won’t hold it against her.

“We got a plan?” Clint finally says.

Steve breathes out.

“Steve will go to the HYDRA base,” Natasha says. She reaches into her pocket again and pushes the coordinates across to Clint. “I’ll see what I can do to get into contact with Fury. If we can get him behind us, maybe rally what’s left of SHIELD, we take HQ. With any luck, Pierce is dead, and they’ve spent the last sixteen hours scrambling.”

“Cap will need back up,” Clint says, nodding at Steve. “I’ll go with you.”

“Clint —” Steve tries.

Frankly Clint says, “Look, all due respect, but don’t bullshit a bullshitter. You’re gonna need someone on your six. You can’t storm a HYDRA compound all on your own; that’s just fucking crazy. What are you going to do, just walk inside?”

For a moment Steve’s long life stretches out behind him and in front of him like a quivering and taut elastic band. He can almost taste the rain water in the air. What do you plan to do? asks a Peggy of sixty years ago, dripping wet and incredulous. Walk to Austria?

And Steve replies, with an ancient smile at the corner of his mouth: “That’s it exactly.”

—


  Instigator of SHIELD Leak Delivered A Final Call to Arms



   SHIELD had a black box, and this is what was on it. 



  WASHINGTON, DC — SHIELD, a now-defunct intelligence agency so classified that civilians — and, indeed, this publication — were unaware of it until one hour ago, is a difficult story to keep straight. Like nesting dolls, the agency itself was a secret, and inside of that secret was another: HYDRA, a parasitic, supposedly obsolete organization that was once attached to the Nazi Party. 



  How much do we believe? How much do we trust? These are two questions that have been circulating with increasing fervency, and indeed with good reason, for the last sixty minutes. This recording of the impassioned facility-wide intercom communication initiated by the woman who opened the floodgates, Natasha Romanoff, serves to provide context and clarity. In the 20 second speech, she entreats fellow SHIELD agents who have not sided with HYDRA to join her in tearing down the corrupt agency. Both recording and full transcript are available below.



  NATASHA ROMANOFF: My name is Natasha Romanoff. If you know me at all you probably know me as the Black Widow. I understand if you don’t trust me very much. You probably have no real reason to. But I still need you to listen to me, just for a moment. This is…important. 



  HYDRA is in this building. Alexander Pierce was with them; the STRIKE teams too. It’s been growing inside of this agency for a very long time now. The person standing next to you might be lying. They might be a traitor. Those of us who are left are the last front — if there are any of us left. I’m asking you to stand with me today, even if you never do again. Today, fight with me: don’t allow anyone who isn’t SHIELD out of this building. Don’t allow them to hurt the innocent.



  I know I’m asking for a lot, but I have faith in you; I have faith that you’ll do what’s right. 



  Sometimes the old ways have to collapse for the new ways to start working. 



  Because of the high level of Internet traffic, NYTimes.com may crash. View this article on a mobile platform.



  Classified SHIELD files still appear to be uploading.


—

Steve muscles his way into the vaults, killing them as he has to. His own footsteps echo too loudly on the floor and ring all throughout the claustrophobic hall. Everything is steel here, or titanium, or something: his boots thump without any regret or shame or tact. He rounds a corner and sees a man in this hall. He keeps walking.

“Where is he?”

The man fumbles at his comm.

“Where is he?” Steve repeats, approaching. He smacks the man’s hand away from his gun and grabs him by the collar and shakes him. “Tell me. Where is he.”

The agent reaches for his gun again and Steve smashes his head into the wall, dropping him to the ground. The lever on the vault nearest spins open. Inside are a number of agents, another horrible chair, and there, in front of them all, in tactical gear, no mask, his left arm gleaming dully in the light —

“Bucky,” Steve says.

The Soldier raises a Glock and cocks it. His expression flickers.

Steve swallows. “Bucky,” he tries again, and the Soldier grits his teeth, repositioning his weapon. But still he doesn’t shoot.

One of the men behind the Soldier looks incredulous. “You have your orders, Soldier,” he says. “This was supposed to be quick.”

“Buck,” Steve repeats, low, “You know me.”

“Shut up,” the Soldier grits out. His eyes are wild. He tightens his grip on the gun. “Shut up!”

“You have your orders,” the man repeats.

“Your name,” begins Steve, “Is James —“

The agent huffs out a breath. “Jesus Christ,” he says, and pulls his own gun, and points it at Steve.

The Soldier’s eyes go wide. He twists the gun out of the handler’s fist, turning his arm until it splinters and breaks — the man screams — and then the Soldier shoots him in the face, once, twice, a familiar reflex from 1944, just to be sure that he’s dead.

There’s a moment of stunned silence. Hope explodes inside of Steve’s chest like a C-4: a decimating, painful, blinding kind of hope. A last-ditch hope, a final hope; equal parts desperation and joy.

“Oh, fuck,” an operative says, and chaos erupts.

It takes sixty heart-pouring seconds. Steve only has the chance to take out three of them, the men holding him down. A fourth activates his comm, his voice shaking as he shouts, “Activate code D, activate code —“ but then there’s a knife stabbed into his neck and Steve can’t do anything but watch as the Soldier snarls and drives it in to the handle. It’s an ugly death. The handler’s legs jerk as he dies. He was the last one. The Soldier looks up from where he kneels, blood spattered across his cheek. He stands.

Steve is struck dumb. He hasn’t seen that face in seventy years. Somehow Steve has forgotten the exact cut of his cheekbones, the precise set of his heavy eyes; the heartbreaking dimple in his chin.

 The Soldier raises his gun again and turns it on Steve.

“No,” Steve says, horrified. “No, Buck — no —“

“I have my orders,” says the Soldier by rote, but something terrible is twisted in his face.

“You don’t. No you don’t. Bucky. Think about this. Just think about it. Why did you kill your handlers? Why’d you do that?”

It’s the wrong thing to say. The Soldier is shaking everywhere, his eyes huge and wild. He grabs Steve by the hair and forces him to his knees. The barrel of the gun digs into the side of Steve’s head and the metal fingers dig into his scalp. Steve isn’t fighting back. He won’t. His arms hang limply by his sides and he’s bleeding from his nose but still he doesn’t move. If he’s executed like this then that’s okay. Natasha will be angry, but she’ll survive; it’s what she does. Peggy has Sharon. Kat has Joe. Nobody needs him anymore: nobody but Buck.

The Soldier still hasn’t taken the shot.

“You were born in 1917. You always wanted to see the Grand Canyon.” The Soldier lets go of Steve’s hair and punches him in the face with the bionic arm. He’s furious. He’s terrified. His fury and terror splits the skin of Steve’s face. “You grew up in Brooklyn.” Steve gets pistol-whipped so hard his head spins. He’s surprised he doesn’t lose any teeth to it. “When I was sick you took care of me. Maybe you don’t remember me like this; that’s okay.” Steve’s vision is blurring and he tries to smile. He says, “I used to be smaller.”

Steve is backhanded again. He feels more skin high on his cheek break open and bleed, caught in the plating of the Soldier’s left hand.

“You wrote me letters,” Steve chokes. “Thirteen of them.” This time when he gets hit with the gun he goes down. Metal and salt bursts in his mouth — he’s bitten through his tongue again. The Soldier is shaking, his eyes huge and terrified in his face.

“You were the first person who ever loved me,” Steve gasps. He didn’t know he could hurt this bad and not die from it. He didn’t know it was possible. “And I was — Buck, I was the first person who ever loved you.”

The Soldier’s face flickers. He hauls Steve back up to his knees. And then he steps back and raises the gun.

“Do it,” Steve finally says. If this is it — then this is it. If it’s him or Bucky, Steve will always choose Bucky: every way, every time. But still the Soldier doesn’t pull the trigger. His chest is heaving and his eyes are wet. There’s a tremor in his right arm. Steve reaches up. He folds both of his hands over the Soldier’s, steadying his aim. The barrel digs cold and hard into Steve’s forehead.

“Do it,” Steve rasps: he’s realized that what he’s feeling is relief. “Just do it. Kill me. Do it.”

But still the Soldier doesn’t move.

“I can’t do this,” Steve confesses. He looks up at him. Those eyes: those eyes. “God save me, I can’t do this. You kill me now. You do it, Buck. You do what you have to do; I don’t give a damn if it makes me weak. If you gotta kill me, kill me. I don’t wanna live if it means you’re — I don’t wanna live without you anymore, I been doin’ it so long, I been doin’ it so long. I’m so fucking tired, Buck — Jesus, Buck, please, please, I’m so tired. I’m so tired. Just do it. Do it. Do it!” 

“I’m trying,” the Soldier gasps.

The air is punched out of Steve’s lungs. “Buck,” he says, gasping. “Buck, I see you; I’ve always seen you, don’t you know? I see you in there, I know you, I know you better than anyone alive. I see you, I know you. I know you’re there. Believe me. Believe me, please.”

His finger waivers on the trigger. Steve’s knuckles are white around his hands and the gun.

“Come home, huh?” pleads Steve on his knees, one eye swelling shut, his knuckles raw and split. His voice cracks clean in two. “Bucky. Come home to me.”

The gun clatters to the floor. The building detonates.


 “I worked with some of those people for almost forty years.”

“I know, Pegs.”

“Forty years. I recruited Alexander Pierce myself.” 

“I know. I’m — I know. I’m sorry. Jesus, Pegs, I’m so sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” Peggy’s eyes snap up from the reports and meet his across the breakfast table. “You have nothing to be sorry for. This isn’t your fault. This — bloody hell, Steve, this is —“

“It’s nobody’s fault,” says Steve sharply. He lowers his voice when a couple beside them looks over. “It’s nobody’s fault. You know that you don’t have to do this, Pegs. You don’t have to sift through the intel. You can leave it.”

“Nonsense. I don’t leave things unfinished. I’ll leave it when it’s done.” Her jaw is set beneath her papery skin. She looks to him. “But there are some things I can’t take care of, Steve. Not like this. Not anymore.”

Steve looks into her coppery eyes, sharp and angry. “Understood,” he tells her. He bends his head down and presses his mouth to her wedding ring.

—

Pierce’s magpie tendencies bit him, in the end. The vault was set up under the guise of any other SHIELD archive, and like any other SHIELD archive, there were documents upon documents kept in the walls: they survived, even when the monstrous chair and the cryotank and the medical equipment in the vault were destroyed. Assembled there are over two thousand files, spanning back for nearly eighty years: the sudden spillage of intel is an embarrassment of riches. It’s Natasha who tells him that he might not want to look at the pictures.

“And on more thing,” she adds. They gear up together in a motel just outside Kiev: buckle, snap, buckle. “Before we do this — I need to know your line.”

“I don’t have a line. Not with them.”

She studies him for a moment. Honestly curious, she asks, “It was that bad for you? When you lost him?”

“Men always told me that they knew how I felt, because they had lost someone in the war, too: a brother, or a father, or their friend. I never understood how they could just talk about it that way. Out loud. I was so confused when people told me that. It wasn’t like that, not for me. For me it was like somebody cut off my legs, and I was still expected to stand up and walk. Worse than that: run for my life. And for Buck…” His voice catches in his throat. He finishes tying his boot. He stands. “I don’t have lines, Natasha. Wars end. People die.”

“Wars end, people die…” She looks to him. “And then the sinners repent?”

“Someone has to.”

She kills men for him: she holds them down and interrogates them, and when they don’t answer her questions, she finishes them off. “Do you know who she is?” Steve asks, and then: “Do you know who I am?” HYDRA always does. But they refuse to answer, and so their necks get snapped.

Natasha was right about the photographs: Steve loses his lunch at the horror of it, doubled over, his belly cramping and rolling. One is labelled neatly: SUBJECT 0 47. It was taken in black and white, but the corners have started bleeding sepia with age. In it Bucky stands naked, his left arm a stump that ends just under the ball of his shoulder. His skin is stitched together with unmatched neatness and a fat, ugly black thread. Scarring extends onto the sharp line of his collarbone. His body is strapped in muscle, even more muscle than he had during the war. His eyes are huge and filled with horror. Harried. There are bruises and cuts on his face like the kind he had trekking back from Austria. Steve notices now that they’re in a particular pattern, and that they were then, too, all the way back in 1943: ear bleeding, shallow cuts beneath his left eye, a bruise on the same side of his forehead. Injuries from the chair — the thing they put him in. He stares out blankly, and he stares at Steve.

—
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“How did you get out?”

“Get out of where?”

“The vault,” Natasha says.

“I don’t know,” Steve tells her, and at her confused face, says, “I came to outside, in an alley.” He doesn’t tell her how his throat and lungs and ribs ached, how one was fractured: how Bucky could have left him, but instead must have slammed on his chest until he started breathing again. They keep bringing each other back to life, one way or another.

—
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The man gags and gasps when Natasha forces two fingers into his mouth. A muffled pop, and she pries out the cyanide capsule, flicking it away. It bursts and spills across the warehouse floor. “Location,” she demands, and Steve stands away, scanning around them. While the HYDRA agent struggles and kicks and then finally screams, Steve paces around, taking stock. Kalashnikovs and C-4 sits in one corner in a heap, their shadows spidering strangely in the low light. A desk is nailed to the ground at another end, out of place; it’s old and wooden. Steve looks back. The agent is dead, and Natasha is rifling through his pockets.

There’s nothing on the surface of the desk, and the file cabinet beside it is empty. Steve searches through the drawers. The third down makes a strange noise in the silence, and Steve opens the fourth to tap along the bottom: hollow. He prods around inside until the compartment snicks open. A scrap of white paper is inside. Don’t pull on this thread. 

“Anything?” Nat calls to him.

For a moment Steve holds it in his hand, his thumb pressed to the D. Then he turns, offering it out to her. He doesn’t need to explain, anyway: there isn’t a person alive who wouldn’t recognize that fine and looping handwriting, lifted straight from the history books.

—
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The instinct, when Bucky plummeted, had been to let go. It was the gut-pull reaction to gravity, the first animal reflex: Steve didn’t want to fall, but his body compelled him to follow. He remembers curling in on himself, clutching at the shell of the train; he remembers wailing against his arm, the wind swallowing up the noise. He finally hauled himself away and tumbled back inside, and then the strangest minutes of his life began: for a quarter of an hour, Steve was the only person on Earth who knew that Bucky was dead. Even though he collapsed against the wall of the boxcar and felt his throat go raw, even though he felt his hands scraping at the floor, he knew that he was also curiously unreal; flickering. In that moment he could do anything. He could have leapt out after him; he could have shot himself in the foot; he could have flown. He gasped and laughed, but Buck wasn’t there to hear it, so he knew the noise he made wasn’t real. He saw the inside of himself then — who he was without Bucky — and what he found was terribly simple.

He was nothing at all.

“Steve,” Natasha calls.

Steve turns away from the ancient map of Leningrad nailed to the wall, peeling at the edges and stained with water. This is where the trail led them, but it was empty when they arrived: the only other people inside were two dead operatives crumpled on the floor, their necks laying at odd, loose angles.

Natasha hands the scrap to him, written this time on a napkin. SNAFU. Steve barks out a sharp laugh, pressing his hand to his face. “He’s fine,” Steve croaks, after a moment of damp and nearly hysterical chuckling. “Sorry. God. That means he’s fine.”

“Situation normal, all fucked up, and he’s fine?”

“It’s a joke, kind of. It’s — hard to explain.” He used to say it cheerfully, and it was one of those things that only his buddies from the trenches fully knew; Dugan and Gabe understood, and it made them laugh because of the history there, though Steve was always a bit in the dark. Fucked as usual! But the point is that Bucky remembers: Steve’s knees are suddenly faulty. “He remembers,” Steve manages to say, and he has to scrub his hand over his face. “He remembers.”

“You can’t be sure of that.”

“Something, Natasha,” Steve insists. “He remembers something.”

“Does it mean he wants us to follow him?”

“I don’t know,” Steve murmurs, and rubs his thumb over the indentation of the ink, and feels Natasha’s eyes on him, calculating.

“This is the second time he’s beat us.”

“Impatient,” Steve muses. So am I, he thinks.

—
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“Here it is,” Steve says, and spreads them out before her. “You saw the pictures?”

“I saw the pictures,” Peggy murmurs, and she sifts through the notes, and then she sighs. “You don’t mind me reading these?”

“Help me, Pegs,” Steve says, and his voice comes out suddenly choked, exhausted. “Help me. I can’t keep carrying it. Peggy, please.”

“Darling,” Peggy says, deeply concerned, and she reaches across to him; she can’t stand on her own, but Steve knows she wants to. “Darling, hush; darling, look at me, look at me. Steve.”

“Sorry,” Steve says, and scrubs a hand over his face. “I’m sorry, you’ve got enough, I shouldn’t be — forget that I —“

“Hush,” Peggy repeats, the way she did after he woke up from those horrible nightmares. She holds one of his hands in hers over the table. “Let me read them.”

There are three now. The first two, and a final one: a little note on a brown napkin.


  I’m finishing the job — get off my damn back. You should leave it and you know you should leave it, you stubborn fucking mule.

Don’t kill yourself chasing a dead man.


“He remembers, you see?” Steve asks, desperate to be understood. I’m not crazy, am I? I’m not crazy, he thinks, and begs Peggy, silently: tell me I’m not crazy. “He knows himself, doesn’t he?”

“He certainly does. Steve,” Peggy says, and now takes both her hands in his. “He does. Steve — you aren’t yourself lately. Look at me. He does: I wouldn’t lie. I believe he does.”

“How do I make him believe me? He’s not a —” Steve can’t stand to think of Bucky talking about himself that way. “He isn’t a dead man,” Steve says. “I know he’s not.”

—
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The thing is hideous. Steve circles for a moment and catalogues it from each angle. An older model than what was in the vault, but similar: the industrial steel clamps for the arms and legs, the strange fixture for the head, and the stiff leather seat, the wires and straps dangling from the back. Steve flexes his hand at the strap of the shield. He tries to look away and finds that he can’t. The note from this bunker is tucked into a pocket of his uniform: Go home.

They hurt him in this chair. They tried to wipe clean his bright mind and his smart mouth; they didn’t care who he was, who had been, who he could have been, who he was to other people — to his mother and his sister and to Steve — and so they made him into a thing, into their thing, into their dog —

Steve slams the shield into the side of the chair with a noise he’s never heard himself make. The metal moans and collapses, and he does it again, and again, and again. Then he drops the shield and tears at the clamps with his hands, and his hands start to bleed, and he smashes an arm over his leg, and rips the dead wires to shreds with his fingernails. He hears something: panting; ragged, horrible animal yelling. He kicks at it, and smashes at it with his elbows and fists. The noise is him. He bleeds from his knuckles and palms and nail beds, his chest heaving for air. There are footsteps from the door and Steve whirls around: in one movement Natasha jolts back and draws her gun, aiming at him with both hands on the grip, her eyes wary and her body held tight.

“Twice,” Steve gasps, and his spine goes weak, strings cut. “Twice,” he chokes. He has to brace his hands on his knees; his vision blurs, and when he blinks there are tears on his face, dripping to the floor. “I’ve lost him twice, Natasha,” he says, and starts breathing in, and finds he can’t stop. His chest starts to shudder; he really can’t exhale. “Sorry,” he heaves, his voice very faint. “Oh, sorry. I’m — I’m — I’m fine, it’s alright, look, I’m, I’d never hurt you, I’m —“

“Steve,” Natasha says, and with fear in her eyes she holsters her Glock and takes two steps forward and grabs at his face. “Steve. Steve.” 

Every time he goes it carves out a piece of me, he thinks, and bends nearly double, gripping at Natasha’s shoulders so he won’t topple over. Every time he leaves it feels like the Devil himself is scraping out my guts with a melon baller. But he can’t say it; he can’t say anything. All he can do is gasp in air.

“You’re tired,” Natasha whispers, and collapses with him to the floor when his knees finally give; she knows she can’t catch him, so she doesn’t try. “You need to sleep.”

“Can’t sleep,” says Steve says, and starts to laugh, just a little. “I haven’t fucking slept since 1945, Natasha. Do you know that? I haven’t slept a night through since 1945.”

“Stop. Stop. Listen to me,” says Natasha seriously, and lets him put his wet face against the roll of her shoulder, breathing in the leather. She even laces her fingers together over the back of his neck. “Ты крепок как мрамор,” she tells him in a fierce whisper, and tightens her hands at his head when his shoulders begin to shake, defeated. “Listen to me. Listen. Ты крепок как мрамор. You’re made of marble.”

—



“No — No, Margaret Carter’s not going to trial, and I’ll tell you why: the woman is over ninety years old —“ 


  “Jack, I just don’t think that’s the whole story. I don’t think that’s the whole story. She’s not going to be prosecuted because she’s a woman, full stop. That’s why she’s not going to be prosecuted. The feminist outcry would be absolutely out of control.” 



  “Speaking of that, actually, Glenn, I wanted to talk about…in the intelligence leak, Colonel Steve Rogers’ personnel file was dumped, along with the personnel files of all SHIELD agents, past and present.” 



  “Yes.” 



  “Well, it turns out that his mother, Sarah Rogers, had ties to the Communist Party of Ireland, and she was a suffragette, pro-abortion.” 



  “Really? Well — I’ll be damned. You know, I can’t say that I’m too surprised.”



  “And of course his father —“ 



  “Right, of course. Still unknown.” 



  “So what do you make of that?” 



  “Rogers’ mother?” 



  “Yes.” 



  “Rogers clearly has a lot of things to say. He’s always been aggressive and vocal about his lifestyle and his beliefs, and I think it was — I might even say it was just a matter of time until more of these things began to…to emerge from the woodwork.” 



  “What do you mean by “these things”?”



  “More…indiscretions, more problems, more cover-ups. More inside jobs. And then there’s the matter of Natasha Romanoff —” 



  “Colonel Rogers and his red right hand.” 



  “That’s right, that’s right. Soviet agents, communists, liars, assassins. This is the company that Rogers likes to keep. These are the beds that Rogers sleeps in.” 



  “Glenn, I just want to clarify —“ 



  “The Winter Soldier has killed — and this is the known number — twenty-four people and counting, all of those being prominent Western world leaders, including President John F. Kennedy. He’s a traitor, Jack. He’s absolutely a traitor to the United States of America. And I believe that the guilty party in this situation need to be prosecuted to the full extent of federal law.” 


(“Exposed: The Traitor’s Agenda.” The Glenn Beck Radio Program.TheBlaze. Radio.)



—

The Atlantic sits on the newsstand Steve passes walking into the supermarket. On the cover is his shield. Instead of a star in the center there is the bloody red emblem of HYDRA, its tentacles bleeding to the edges of the page. With bitter vitriol, the cover reads: UNITED WE STAND. Steve pulls his ball cap lower over his eyes.

He gets what he needs — toothpaste, juice, amaretto for Pegs. DC isn’t a safe place to be for anyone in his family, but he and Natasha burned through Eastern Europe with nothing to show for it; there’s simply nowhere left for them to go. Baron Strücker was their latest lead, a neo-Nazi scientist with an interest in human experimentation. But it was a bust, too: his Serbia facility was barren except for his dead body and twin empty cages. Steve stands in the cereal aisle and looks blankly at the Frosted Cheerios and thinks of the wooden children’s blocks at the floor of one. A B C D, they read, in peeling blue paint. He is sick down to his guts.

There’s someone else standing a ways down, looking for cereal too. Except, Steve realizes, he isn’t really looking. The guy stares at the boxes, an angry tick in his jaw, his hands balled into fists. It’s not my business, Steve tells himself, and shifts his grip on his little plastic hand-basket. Not your business, Rogers, he warns himself, but looks at the man again. His hair is buzzed short all over, his back rigid. Not your business, not your fucking business, Steve tries. It’s futile; he’s turning around anyway.

“Hey, buddy,” he calls, enough to be heard over the supermarket muzak. The guy jumps, his shoulders at his ears, turning. “Hey,” Steve repeats, quieter: “Hey, you okay?”

“Oh, Christ, dude,” the man says, laughing a little. He gives himself a little shake, and Steve recognizes the way that he has to force the tense surprise out of his muscles. “You scared the shit out of me.”

Steve walks down to him, smiling, apologetic. “I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry. You just seemed, uh, lost in thought.”

“I was,” he says, though now they’re talking in code. “Thanks for pulling me out of it.”

“Hey, it’s no problem,” Steve says, and turns.

“Wait a minute,” the guy calls. “Want my sunglasses?” He gives a shrug.

Steve sighs. “That bad, huh?”

“Your face is plastered on every single news station, man, and all you’ve got on is a hoodie. Not exactly inconspicuous, I’m sorry to break it to you.”

Steve feels the corner of his mouth tug up: Nat would like this guy. “Believe it or not, I have heard that one before.” He thinks about it for a second. “Only if I can carry your stuff out to your car.”

“Dude, I walked.”

“All the better. I guess I could…I don’t know.”

“Use the company?”

“Yeah,” Steve says. “So, you actually need cereal?”

The guy gives a little shrug. “Not anymore. You?”

“Not anymore.”

His mouth quirks up. “Yeah, I feel you. What else is on your list?”

“Liquor, actually.”

“Bad week?”

“For the wife.”

The guy whistles. “Damn, alright. Should’ve known she goes hard. Let’s head over there.” He unhooks his sunglasses from the neck of his shirt, and gives them to Steve. He puts them on, and they walk side by side through the aisles. “Sam, by the way,” the guys says. “Sam Wilson. Pararescue.”

“Steve Rogers. Special ops,” Steve says, out of politeness, and Sam huffs a laugh. There’s a gap between his teeth. It makes Steve smile, too. “How long you been back?”

“Three weeks.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah,” Sam agrees. “It’s been —“

“Surreal?”

“Surreal, disorienting, hellish; man, I don’t even know anymore.”

Steve bends down and looks for Peggy’s imported brand; she still hates American alcohol to this day, God bless her. “You bought melatonin yet? Helps you sleep through the night, all natural.”

“Yeah, but it’s…” Sam shrugs, and Steve picks out the right bottle. “Slow going. You know?”

“I know.”

Sam huffs a laugh, sudden. “God, you got no idea how good it is to hear that.”

“Well, I’m happy to keep tellin’ it to you, whenever you’ve gotta hear it,” Steve says, truthfully. “God knows I wish I’d had someone there for me.”

“You guys didn’t have the VA?”

Steve shrugs. They head back to the self-checkout counters. “It was different then, you know? Even if you went, you didn’t really talk about it. It just wasn’t done.”

“I’m sorry, man.”

“Nah, it was what it was. I’m just glad it’s different now. You been going?”

“Mostly I sit in the back. But yeah.” He shakes his head while he swipes his card and scans his stuff. It’s bottled water, canned beans, a dark chocolate bar. Steve is sad to see it, but he understands, more than anyone, that it takes time. “I was about to ask if you wanted to come tonight, but that’s kind of a dumb question, huh?”

“I kinda wish I could, to be honest,” Steve tells him, and follows him outside, down the block. “Bad op, this last one.”

“Yeah?”

“Kids, I think.”

“Jesus. Wait — should you be telling me this? I mean, the Black Widow’s not gonna jump out from behind a bush and strangle me? Iron Man’s not gonna fall out of the sky and take me in?”

Steve laughs, and Sam laughs too, and Steve realizes that that was his plan all along. It makes him glad. This guy is kind. “No, it’s fine. Nat would like you, anyway.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, you both like to point out how shitty my disguises are.”

“Man, somebody’s got to.”

Steve laughs again, and Sam grins. “Can I just have a holy-shit moment?” he asks.

“Go for it.”

“Holy shit, I made friends with Captain America, and he was totally friends with Gabe Jones. I’m like one person removed from friendship with my childhood hero right now.”

“I wouldn’t go around shouting that, though,” Steve tells him, wry. “Tony might not come after you, but the NSA will.”

“Damn,” Sam says, quieter. “You really think it’s gonna come to that?”

Steve shrugs. Sam turns them now into the suburban part of town. They jog up two flights of stairs. It’s a nice apartment complex. “Honestly? I got no fucking idea. It’s been a real shitshow, especially without —“

Sam fits his key in the lock, and looks back to Steve. “Man, it’s okay,” he says, quiet. “You don’t have to say it.”

“No, it’s —“ they set their bags on the counter, and Steve helps Sam put away his canned goods. The place is pretty barren, but so is Steve’s, these days. “It’s, I don’t know. I just wish he’d turn up.”

“We all do.”

“Not for the same reason.”

“Hell no, you’re right,” Sam agrees. He gets them water out of plastic cups. “And some people you’re really gonna have to watch out for. It doesn’t look like it’s treating you well, man. My unprofessional, crazy-ass, PTSD-riddled opinion?”

Steve smiles, wry, and takes the water from him. “Shoot.”

“You can call someone as much as you like, but you’re not gonna get an answer until they’re ready to pick up the phone.”

Steve takes a deep, shuddering breath. “I know. I know. I’m just…”

“Tired?”

Steve nods.

Sam looks at him, thoughtful. “You got a lot of history in your head, don’t you?”

Hell yes, Steve thinks: so much that he worries he’ll burst from it, the decades inside him, the things he’s seen, the things he’s done, the people he’s known; their faces smudging with time. A lot of history in his head — a lot of things to try and hold on to, but somehow he feels them slipping by, like sand through Kat’s chubby toddler fingers on the beach outside Jim’s house. Steve thinks of all the things he’s losing, and all the things that Bucky may never know again. A lot of history in his head. Why doesn’t he try and share it? Buck’s been telling him to leave it for months. What has he done to reassure him?

“Hey, you wanna stay for dinner?”

Steve is jerked out of his thoughts. “Sure, yeah,” he says, but then: “Wait, don’t you have the VA?”

“Skip tonight. We’ll kick it and watch Master Chef.”

“Well, I’m always on the lookout for new recipes.”

Sam laughs. “Man, you’re somethin’.”

“First, though,” Steve says: “Can I use your phone?”

—



Corcoran Gallery of Art to open WWII Retrospective Exhibit


  At the Corcoran Gallery of Art, we are proud to announce that we will be debuting a new exhibit this August at the courtesy of an anonymous donation. This retrospective is a multi-media examination of our country during the second World War viewed in the context of the recent intelligence crisis. Pieces will include the photography of Jack Delano, a number of wartime propaganda films, and, for the first time in the history of any exhibition, the original copies of the wartime love letters written by Sergeant James Barnes.



  (“New in the arts.” The Washington Post. Print.)


—

Anonymous @YourAnonNews

@FoxNews #JamesBarnes is a war hero. Shame on you.

—

Steve’s phone vibrates; from the shower he doesn’t hear it. The call is from Tony. It vibrates again, now with a text. We fucked up. 

Fifty-six seconds pass, and then: GET OUT OF DC. 

—



“Is James Barnes a fugitive, is James Barnes going to be indicted — Tracy, those are the questions that the public wants answers to. What are you hearing right now on the ground?” 


  “There’s no news yet, Chris, but as you can see, the protestors have already started gathering. There’s been talk of a direct indictment: that is, an indictment without the participation of a grand jury. There’s also the possibility that both indictment and trial may occur in absentia, considering that Barnes has yet to be found by the United States.” 



  “So there is a search occurring.” 



  “That’s what we’re waiting to hear on in this statement, and it may still be days or even weeks before there’s definitive word. Until then, we can look to the protestors, who are clearly very polarized…” 



  (Hardball with Chris Matthews. MSNBC. Television.) 


—

Steve towels his hair dry and there is a knock at the door. He expects Nat, or Sam, and dresses quickly. The neon light of the drugstore at the corner falls blue through the blinds, and there is a knock on the door again. The television is on, a replay of the afternoon’s news. Chris Matthews frowns at the camera, his skin papery and pink. There’s another pound on the door. Suddenly Steve hears his phone; it vibrates itself right off the coffee table and onto the floor, where it continues, muffled against the carpet.

He walks to the door and opens it. It isn’t Sam or Natasha or even Kat: instead a woman is before him, flanked by two men who stand in a way that indicates they’re armed beneath their clothes. Steve’s phone is still vibrating on the floor. He shifts his weight: he hasn’t needed a weapon to hurt someone since 1943. “Who are you?”

“Margot Cagney, FBI,” the woman says. Her voice is sticky with a humid Southern drawl. “This can be very civilized, Captain Rogers.”

“What can?”

“May I come in, sir?” Cagney’s hair is blonde and curled. She has a pretty face, though curiously all her features are a little too big for it. Steve can’t quite tell her age. “We have business to discuss and I’d rather not do it on your stoop.”

“Show me ID.”

Cagney reaches into the back pocket of her plain, practical suit, and flips her badge open.

“And these guys,” Steve says, nodding to them.

“Junior agents,” Cagney explains, as they show him their identification. One is shaking like a damn leaf, and his hands are clammy when their fingers brush: Steve grabs the badge to look at it closer. “Formality, you understand.”

“Formality for what?”

“May we come in?”

Steve steps back and lets the three agents inside and shuts and locks the door behind them. His phone is silent now on the floor. “So,” he quips, meanly, “You want a drink?”

“We’re not going to find the Winter Soldier, are we?”

Cagney sits in the stiff new armchair, crossing her legs. Steve looks back at her. “I don’t know his whereabouts.”

“Don’t you?”

“Would I be here if I did?”

“Worth a try,” Cagney says. She gestures for Steve to sit at the couch beside her, and so he does, looking at the junior agents. They stand by the door.

“I’m not feeling real hospitable,” Steve says.

“I’ve been sent by the Bureau to have a conversation with you. Nothing else.”

“Last time someone tried to have a conversation with me I got stuck six times with an electric baton.”

“I understand that you’re volatile, Captain Rogers.”

“Volatile? Have you been watching the news, ma’am?”

Cagney takes a second, looking at her hands. She seems to be rethinking what to say. “I have, Captain Rogers. And the news has shown a country that’s confused and scared. Worse than that, there’s nobody to blame for it — or there are too many, thousands of people across the globe, even in this nation, who will never be caught. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“I’m afraid I don’t.”

“We’re not going to find the Winter Soldier,” Cagney repeats. “You know that. We certainly know that. Nobody will find him unless he wants to be found, and he doesn’t want to be found. He’s been in contact, hasn’t he?”

There is a furious tick in Steve’s jaw.

Cagney says, “I see. Well, alright. We won’t find the Winter Soldier. Trying to chase down Natasha Romanoff would be an exercise in futility.”

“Why would you chase down Natasha Romanoff?”

“She was never pardoned,” Cagney tells him. “She came to SHIELD under a good word from Nick Fury, but there was never any paperwork. She’s not an American citizen, Captain. There’s a charge for tax evasion, but there’s also a charge for crimes against humanity.”

Steve scrubs a hand over his face. “What are you getting at?”

“The administration is in a bad place.”

“You don’t fucking say.”

“The vice president was a war criminal,” Cagney continues. “And so was the majority whip. International intelligence has crumbled and every member of the UN is now considered guilty until proven innocent. The scale of this — it’s unconscionable. We’ve never seen this before. You mentioned the news. You’ve been watching the news?”

Steve nods.

“Then you know the state of public opinion. It’s only a matter of time until riots, martial law — the National Guard on the doorstep of every civilian family from here to Hawaii.”

“Unless you want me to slap on the suit and pick up my shield and start making the tour circuit again,” Steve says, “I’m afraid I’m kind of missing your point.”

 Cagney smiles a desperately bland and ironic kind of smile, ducking her head, and when she looks to him again she’s composed and still. “Do you have a lawyer, Captain Rogers?” Cagney asks, and Steve feels icy dread sink like a stone in his belly.

“What?”

“Do you have a lawyer?”

“No.”

“Do you have any kind of legal representative who you’d like to call? I’m glad to wait if they have to fly in; I’ve already had dinner.”

“What the hell are you getting at?”

“What would you do if I told you that Tony Stark had ties to HYDRA?” Cagney asks.

Steve scoffs. “Bullshit.”

“Obadiah Stane was his right hand for years. He was involved. He supplied them with intelligence and weaponry. Stark has been in bed with a lot of bad people. Who’s to say he didn’t profit from HYDRA, too?”

Steve’s heart is pounding fast and high in his throat. “I won’t hear this.”

“In 2001, Agent Clint Barton made a call an unexpected call on a routine operation. Instead of taking out one of the Red Room’s deadliest assassins, he took her in. Where do his sympathies lie, Captain Rogers? The Red Room was just another mask that HYDRA wore.”

“Stop,” Steve hisses. “Shut up. The hell are you doing this for?”

“How long has your wife known the identity of the Winter Soldier? Why was it kept a secret? Why was there never a rescue mission initiated? Did she have some kind of deal with the Soviets? Or was it with HYDRA itself?”

Steve realizes he’s standing, towering over her. There’s a sudden click: one of the junior agents has drawn his gun and cocked it. Steve doesn’t spare him a glance. “Get out.”

“I can’t do that,” Cagney says, and stands too. “Stand down,” she tells her junior agent, though she doesn’t look away from Steve. “Captain Rogers. Please, sit.”

Steve does. Cagey does, too: across him again. Steve’s hands are tense at his sides. Cagney says, “The law isn’t satisfied and neither are its citizens. We’re not catching the Winter Soldier any time soon. Unless a public figure rises up and takes the blame this nation’s going to fall into chaos. We continue a manhunt for the Winter Soldier until he turns himself in or turns up dead in a ditch somewhere outside Serbia. We try and hunt you down. Best case scenario? You find him. You all escape. For how long? You want to live the rest of your life looking over your shoulder?”

“Frankly, ma’am, you know fuck-all about my life and just how long I’ve been looking over my shoulder. They still teach McCarthy in your history classes?”

“We’re arresting them,” Cagney says. “We’re going to find them. And we’re going to take them in.”

Steve thinks, strangely and suddenly, of Clint Barton saying, You know how her teeth on the bottom are a little crooked? and he asks himself: who am I to take that away? Their little hard-earned place in Brooklyn with their yellow dog and their coffee pot, where they shut themselves away from the world? Steve and Peggy had a place like that in Brooklyn once, a very long time ago, when they were first married. Steve and Bucky even before that. Peggy can fire a gun with impossible precision and keep diplomacy afloat while running operations on the side, but the fact is that even she can’t stave of the entire United States government. Kathryn graduated high school with bloodied knuckles because of Steve. And Bucky: Bucky. After everything he’s done, over and over again, to keep him safe. Steve has been fighting behind a shield now for sixty years. It looks like it’s time to make himself expansive and hard and indestructible: it looks like it’s finally time for him to be the shield, instead.

“Blame me,” Steve says, and looks up to Cagney. “Lay it all on me. I’ll carry it. Say I did it. All of it. Say whatever you have to say — just don’t touch them.”

Cagney’s brow furrows. “Captain Rogers —“

“That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Agent Cagney,” Steve says, quiet. “Come on. You think I don’t know manipulation when I see it?” Cagney’s face goes abruptly blank and stunned. He looks at her for a long moment, and finally he asks: “You really planned this out, didn’t you?”

“Of course we did,” Cagney says, apologetic. “We’re the federal government.”

“So what the hell is this?” Steve asks. “A scapegoat? The administration wants a goddamn scapegoat?”

“If it doesn’t happen then the people of this country will tear it to the ground. There are already insurgent groups growing. Survivalists. Militant communists. Yes, the Ellis administration looks bad. Yes, poll numbers are dropping. Yes, that’s part of why I’m here now. But I’m not a politician, sir. I’m a federal agent. I’ve been to Ukraine; I know an uprising when I see one.”

“You’re scared.”

“President Ellis is scared. I’m just doing my job.”

“You know who else said that?” Steve asks. Cagney shakes her head. “The Nazis,” Steve tells her, “at Nuremberg.” Her face becomes smooth and unreadable. Finally Steve says, “Why me? Why are you offering this deal?”

“Because HYDRA was right,” Cagney says, and gives him a small, sad smile. “Just enough people hate you. The sensation would satisfy the public and the punishment would satisfy the law. Six for one. You could settle it all.”

Steve is silent.

“We’re going to arrest someone,” Cagney tells him, in a gentle way. “A lot of someones, if you don’t turn yourself in.”

“Do you think I broke the law?” Steve asks her, after a long moment. He feels numb and honestly curious.

“There’s a case for it.”

“Show me.”

Again she asks: “How long have you been in contact with the Winter Soldier?”

“I haven’t been,” says Steve, tired.

“If I search this apartment, will you stand by that?” Steve says nothing. Cagney says, “How many people know you’ve been in contact with him? More than two? Have you harbored him at any point? Would you give him shelter if he asked?”

Steve stares into her eyes. “Do you sympathize with him?” Cagney continues. “Can you put your hand on the Bible and swear that you never gave him aid or comfort? Can you swear that you never had the intention to?”

“You know your Constitution.”

“Article III, section 3, clause 1. My favorite verse at Sunday school. Captain Rogers,” she says, “It’s over. It’s a complicated case: alright. But yes. You broke the law. You’re a traitor. You’re conspiring to aid and abet a war criminal.”

Steve looks up to her, suddenly so angry he’s shaking. “He isn’t. Don’t you dare. He isn’t that. He’s a man. He did what he had to do.”

“That’s not what it looks like from where six of the nine justices are standing, after we get him — should he choose to appeal the sentencing, that is. If he’s alive by then at all.”

“You don’t touch them,” Steve finally says. “You lay a finger on my wife and I’ll burn this country to the ground. You know that I can. You know I will.”

“You have my word.”

“You don’t implicate Natasha. In fact, you get her the papers. Make her a citizen. Give her no trouble. Erase anything that says she ever lived anywhere but here. I don’t care that people know her past; you make her legal, natural-born.”

“We can arrange it.”

“You don’t touch Clint Barton,” Steve continues. “Or Tony Stark. Pepper Potts. Stark Industries. Leave them out of it. Nick Fury is one of the greatest men I’ve ever known. He stays clean too.”

“Alright.”

“And my daughter,” Steve says, but his voice breaks on him. “Don’t contact her, don’t monitor her. Her family. Joseph Morita. Their kids. Don’t touch my daughter. Please. Please, don’t touch my daughter.”

“We won’t.”

“You swear.”

“I swear.” There is sympathy in Cagney’s eyes. Her light brow is drawn.

“And —“ His breath catches in his chest; for a moment he can’t say the words. “And James Barnes.”

“That’s the deal.”

“You never search for him,” Steve says, in a jagged hurt whisper. “If he shows up you turn him away. If he gives himself over you say you can’t prosecute him. If a government agent sees him in a bazaar in Afghanistan or a coffee shop in Russia you turn around and walk in the other fucking direction.” It’s ugly to see a grown man beg this way, tears on his face, mouth twisting. Steve knows; he doesn’t care. “Do you understand me? If you touch him, if you look at him, Agent Cagney — I’ll be waiting for you, each and every one of you, personally, in Hell.”

“I believe that, Captain Rogers,” Cagney says. Steve thinks he might have scared her. “I believe you.”

Steve pushes his hand again over his face. “You know,” Steve says, “I remember the last time someone was tried for treason. Sentenced to death in 1952.”

“It’s not so barbaric anymore.”

Cagney stands. Steve offers up his wrists. “Isn’t it?”

“Steve Rogers,” Cagney says, and nods to her men: the handcuffs snick open. “You’re under arrest for high treason and conspiracy against the United States of America. You have the right to remain silent. You have the right to an attorney. If you can’t afford an attorney one will be provided for you. You can decide at any time to exercise these rights and remain silent as you see fit. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a federal court of law.”

—

It is, just as Cagney promised, a civilized affair. He can’t be held yet because it’ll take a while to push through the direct indictment; the Bureau told him four days at the most. So he’s processed at headquarters and sent back to his apartment with a chip under his wrist that the serum rejects after fifteen minutes. He puts it in his pocket instead and feels the itch-pull of his skin knitting back together, and he rubs at the raw new place of himself, and days pass: three days. He calls Peggy to say he loves her. He calls Kat to say the same. He doesn’t call Natasha or anyone else, because they’ll figure it out; Tony is stirring something up with the media, so Steve sends a text. It’s covered. Tony replies: better be. He’ll be angry; he’ll be safe.

On the fourth night Steve turns out of the bedroom and finds something strange. The window is open.

“How you been?” says a voice, a voice like Brooklyn at sunset; like the curl of cigarette smoke above base camp in France.

“Buck.”

“Don’t hit the light.”

Steve doesn’t, standing with his fist knuckling white around the kitchen countertop. The dark figure stands from the chair Cagney sat in and Bucky walks to him. His face comes into the light from the hallway. He wears a ball cap and a tattered blue surplus coat and his hair hangs lank down to his shoulders. There’s more beard on his face than during the winter of 1944. Steve feels a rushing in his head, and a strange displacement in time. This is because it simply ceases to exist. It’s 1938, or 1941, or 2009; he doesn’t know, it doesn’t matter. There is a dimple in Bucky’s chin. Steve feels a snap inside himself. Bucky is before him. He grabs at Steve’s neck as if to hold him up, as though one of them might fall, and he cups at it roughly, his own mouth twisting.

“Hey, you,” Bucky says, rough.

“God,” Steve gasps, and his knees almost buckle. Bucky’s right hand is big and calloused and familiar, his thick square fingers hot on Steve’s skin. Steve grasps his arm. “Hey. Hey, Buck.”

“That’s me,” Bucky says, and Steve lets out a hysterical, gasping laugh. “Really me. Or mostly me.”

“I,” Steve manages. “I —“

“I know,” Bucky tells him, thickly; and his voice is hurting and cut open, like a bleeding limb in the field waiting for either cauterization or amputation. “Stevie, I know.” Bucky gives him a little shake. Like the nickname, that’s familiar, too: Bucky loving so hard he’s resorted to small acts of passionate violence. “I know.”

Of course Bucky knows. Of course Bucky knows. Nobody else knows in the world knows what they know; nobody else in this history of the universe has ever experienced the truth between them. When Steve was stabbed in the neck by a Nazi during the war he could feel his body healing. First the vein, which slithered back together, and then a rush of blood so quick to his head that he gasped in a breath from it, dizzy, grateful. After that the tendon knitted over it, and the muscle and the fat. The skin was last — suddenly he had all of himself back in one place, even though it hurt like a chemical wound. This is what Steve feels now when Bucky pulls him tight and close. A vein, tendons; muscle, fat, and skin. Steve feels his own self knitting closed at every place their bodies touch, and after a moment the years mean nothing, nothing at all: and it is an alley in 1923, and they are five years old, and he is whole again.

What’d they do to you, what’d they do to you, Steve wonders, and realizes belatedly the words are spilling right out of his mouth: “What did they do to you? Buck, Jesus —“

“Nothin’ good,” Bucky croaks. “Nothin’ good.”

“Are you here?” Steve asks. “Are you really?”

“You know, I’m not entirely sure,” Bucky says. “Am I?”

“You are,” Steve tells him, and he feels suddenly liminal and weightless, and terribly, truly real: he’s the only person in the world who knows that Bucky is alive.

His right arm is bigger than Steve’s ever felt it, his chest broader, his shoulders harder. Steve fists both hands in Bucky’s hair and knocks his hat right off his head. His left arm is unyielding and alien and hard beneath the jacket, and it holds Steve so close that he’s briefly afraid they’ll break all the bones in each other’s bodies. Bucky’s shoulders shake for a second, and Steve holds him closer; it abates after a moment. His fists curl in the back of Steve’s shirt, twisting the fabric; his fingers dig into Steve’s skin, like he’s dying of hunger and thirst and deprivation all at once.

“I did something stupid without you,” Steve says, after a second. “I thought you weren’t coming.”

Bucky murmurs, “Hold on, don’t tell me yet. You’re the first real — the first real thing I’ve touched.” So they stay there, mending. Steve doesn’t know for how long. It feels like sixty-five years down to the second. After a time Bucky goes to pull back, but then he can’t make himself. He tilts his face against Steve’s, his stubble scratching. He pulls back more and their cheeks touch, Bucky’s nose at his ear. Then their temples tilt together, and their foreheads, and Bucky’s hands are on Steve’s neck, one warm, one chilled, and their noses are touching, and they inhale and exhale one another. Steve closes his eyes and opens them again and closes them. “Buck,” he says, nearly silent, calling his name. “Bucky.” Bucky touches Steve’s face again, now with a cool metal hand. Steve puts his own hand atop it. The plates shift and move beneath his palm. Finally Steve pulls himself away, because he knows Bucky won’t be able to do it, and he doesn’t want to make Bucky do any more things he doesn’t want to do. Still he can’t go far. He stares and stares at him, and his hand falls on the unyielding roll of Bucky’s left shoulder. The horror hits him in a wave.

Here he is, miraculous. Here he is, maimed.

“What?” Bucky asks, feeling the shift.

“Can I tell you now?”

“Already know. Bugged the place.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“Nope.”

“Christ,” Steve chuckles. They fall silent again and forget to speak for a second, looking at each other. “Sorry,” says Steve, belatedly.

“What the hell is going on with you?” Bucky demands, quiet and infuriated and afraid. The tone is so familiar that Steve is left dizzy. “What the hell is going on? Have you lost your goddamn mind? Are you fucking crazy?”

“Maybe I am,” Steve admits. He chuckles. Wildly, he says, “Jesus — I don’t know. Maybe I am fucking crazy.”

“What happened to you?” Bucky asks, and his voice does something horrible. “God, what happened to you while I was away? I can’t believe you — Christ,” he breathes, and gives Steve another shake. “How could you, huh? What kind of — I know you, I know you, you aren’t like this, you don’t do this, what happened to you? What did they do to you?” 

“You were gone,” Steve tells him. “You weren’t here. I don’t know. It was so long — everything stopped making sense.” The world is suddenly hyper-focused. Steve hasn’t felt this clear since he stumbled out of the Vita-Ray. “It was muffled. It was — I don’t know. I wasn’t here all the way.”

“Jesus,” Bucky says. “Jesus, Steve. I got an idea. Alright?” Bucky’s face is twisted, like he’s in pain. Steve hates to see him hurt. He touches at Bucky’s shoulders. He thinks distantly that he’s probably in shock. “I’m getting you out of this, whatever it takes.”

Steve zooms back to reality. He sets his jaw. “I made my bed in 1966.”

“No you didn’t. I did that for you.”

“Don’t you fuckin’ dare,” Steve tells him. “Don’t you dare turn this back on you, Barnes. They had no right —“

“You’re goddamn right they didn’t.” Bucky breaks away from him, and it hurts Steve like a limb has been torn off. His hand snaps out and he grabs Bucky by the arm and yanks him back.

“Don’t leave,” he says, his heart pounding in his throat, panicked.

“Sorry.”

Steve is shaking. “Don’t leave like that, Buck, I mean it.”

“I’m sorry, I said,” Bucky insists, and his hands are back on Steve’s neck, and Steve can breathe again.

“We fight like this, I don’t care. But don’t you pull away.”

“I’m getting you out of this,” Bucky repeats.

“No you’re not,” says Steve. “No you’re not.”

“Rogers —“

“I stood over your empty grave,” Steve chokes. “You’re not doing shit.”

“Selfish son of a bitch,” says Bucky, with fondness, with fury. “You stood over my empty grave? They scrambled my brains so bad, some days I forget the year.”

Steve flinches like he’s been hit. “I didn’t mean —“

“Oh, Jesus Christ, don’t give me that face,” Bucky says. Steve remembers in a sudden giddy-sick rush why fighting with Bucky was worse than fighting with anyone: they know each other so well that they both remember exactly where to aim, and then dig. That at least hasn’t changed. “You meant it that way, you did: don’t lie. Poor me, poor me, Saint Rogers — well, you had it bad. I had it bad too. So what, huh? At the end of the day it doesn’t matter. So the world chewed us up and spit us back out. So what?”

“Walk it off.”

“That’s right,” Bucky tells him, softer. “Walk it off.”

Steve nods. “How you been?” he echoes, after a second.

“Ain’t a person alive I haven’t spilled my guts to, and then I keep forgetting my middle name,” Bucky tells him, and grimaces. “So: must be a day that ends in Y.”

“James Buchanan Barnes.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Bucky says. “I’m looking at you; it all stays in place.”

“God, Buck,” says Steve.

Bucky’s smiling, maybe. “Quit it,” he says. “We’re fighting, remember?”

“No,” says Steve, stubborn. “Let’s not for a minute.”

“I don’t know if we got a minute,” Bucky tells him. “They’re coming for you.”

“How long?”

“Hour or two.”

“I’ll stand by it,” Steve says. “I will. You died for me once, I owe you a favor. I’m not running. I don’t want it if we have to run.”

Bucky’s face does something complex and furious. “Where do I even — You’re not doing me a fucking favor,” Bucky snaps. “You know why they picked you? Easy fucking target: you’ve been chomping at the bit to fall on your own sword since the day you were born. You die on me and you might as well put me back in that chair. It’ll be the same. I’ll be the same as then. This long, and you still don’t get it, do you? I’m —,” he says, and his voice is suddenly weak, ragged. He clamps his jaw shut; he won’t say it out loud. “But you know that already, don’t you. You know. You read it all.”

“I know,” Steve says, his throat tight. “Of course I know.”

“Then you know that if I’m — if you — there’s nothing in here, if you do that.” He taps at his chest, rueful. “Nothing at all. I’m empty again, like I was all these years.”

“I can’t let you take the fall for this. I won’t.”  

“I know,” Bucky says, his mouth a grim, tired line.

Steve is conflicted. Simply, he hurts inside. “What’re you planning?”

“Not sure yet. Just an idea. Maybe two. I visited our — our mutual friend.”

“Natasha.”

“She loves you a hell of a lot,” Bucky says. “Tried to kill me.”

“Why?”

“Slight miscommunication.”

Steve huffs a laugh. “Well, I’m sure you did something to deserve it. I love her a whole hell of a lot too. Will you tell her? If you see her again?”

“I didn’t pass love notes for you in the second grade and I ain’t starting now. Wait for me,” Bucky adds, abruptly serious again. In the low half-light of the kitchen he takes Steve’s face in his hands, harshly and purposefully, the way he would before a bad firefight. “Can you wait? Can you wait for me? I’ll come for you.”

Steve would wait for another hundred years, or until the sun swallows them all up. He nods.

“Nothing fuckin’ changes,” Buck says, quiet. His eyes search Steve’s. “I leave off for a war and come back to see you baring your throat for the nation again. Huh? You ever learn?”

“I’m a pretty reliable guy.”

“Yeah, reliably stupid.”

Steve touches Bucky’s jaw, suddenly moved. “Missed you,” he manages, like Bucky just came back from a miserable summer in Hartford.

“I know —“ Bucky starts, and then bites back whatever he was going to say. He looks lost for a second; confused with his own mind. Then he repeats, slowly: “I know. Listen. You keep your head down. You wait.”

“That’s the plan?”

“That’s the plan.”

“Why aren’t you telling me anything else?”

“Well, I’m a cocky son of a bitch,” Bucky murmurs, and he tilts their heads together again. “I always overplay my odds. You trust me?”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

Bucky smiles at him for a fleeting second. It makes Steve’s stomach twist into knots and his old heart creak. Then it drops away. “I gotta leave,” he says.

Steve clutches at his shoulders for a long second. “I know.”

“Now; I gotta leave now.” He’s touching Steve the same way, his hands desperate and greedy, at Steve’s face, his neck, his hair. His eyes dart over him, memorizing. Finally he looks at him. “Nothing stupid.”

“Nothing stupid,” Steve agrees.

And like that Bucky is gone, back out through the window; Steve stands in the kitchen, breathless, unmoored, and waits for the other knock, but suddenly it doesn’t matter anymore. Suddenly his heart is malleable, elastic, young.

 


  

2010


“There’s a level of sympathy —“

“Of course there is, but —”

“I think that it’s not erroneous or out of line to say that what Colonel Rogers did was understandable, to a degree.“

“Understandable? He was part of a massive government cover-up that is just as damaging as the existence of HYDRA inside the White House, if not more. We’re talking years and years of lies, years of missions that were completely eradicated from any record, years of conspiracy — decades, even, if you’re inclined to believe that statement.”

“To a degree, Martha, that’s my caveat. To a degree, it’s understandable. And you’ve actually brought me to my next point: we’re taking a viewer poll right now — in Colonel Rogers’ initial statement, he refused to comment about how long he has been aware of the Winter Soldier’s identity, and there’s a great deal of speculation that he only recently discovered that, that it was kept secret from him, and perhaps only Margaret Carter was aware of the truth for a number of decades. Where do you stand on that?”

“Anderson, you said it yourself: there’s really no way for us to know, though the evidence in the intel is certainly incriminating for Director Carter. Do I think Steve Rogers is going to throw his wife under the bus, is that what you’re asking? No, I don’t think he will. He has a long history of shouldering blame.”

“So you’re saying it’s possible, in your opinion, that Colonel Rogers may commit further crimes, and possibly perjure himself on the stand, in the interests of protecting his wife?”

“I’m not saying that, I have no way to know that. But I don’t think it’s outside the realm of possibility; I don’t think that Rogers would not…I don’t think he would fail to defend the people close to him.”

“That’s a lot of double negatives, Martha.”

“I know, I know, you flustered me, Anderson. That was a pretty ruthless question.”

“Just as a final note — Martha, outside of your legal expertise, outside of your professional point of view, what do you think of Colonel Rogers’ character? Do you think that this history of taking the fall, and this current trend of potentially covering for his wife, does that speak to a weakness of character to you?”

“As a lawyer, absolutely. I would never want him as a client.”

“But past that.”

“You’re really digging today, aren’t you? …I appreciate that. I appreciate it. No. No, I don’t think that’s a weakness. I have always admired Colonel Rogers, as I’m sure a lot of us have. I think this is a very complicated case, and I think he’s been through more than most of us can ever imagine. I’m not sure yet if there are grounds to be prosecuting him in particular, over any other person involved. I think this is very messy.”

“Martha, I’m sorry, hold on — hold commercial — thank you, just a second, thank you. Martha, you don’t think — are you saying that you think he shouldn’t be prosecuted?”

 “Yes.”

“You sound like you view this as a witch hunt.”

“That’s because I do, Anderson. That’s because it is. There’s no denying that what Carter and Rogers and SHIELD as a whole did was wrong, and I absolutely believe that someone needs to be prosecuted, but there’s something about this case that’s — that’s odd to me, as a legal professional. I can’t help but remember when Rogers was labelled a communist in the sixties by many people, many hateful people, many ignorant people, and I have to wonder if that’s similar to what’s happening now, if he’s our scapegoat for a second time. I want to see more evidence. I want to be sure that this isn’t the beginning of another blacklist.”

“But all the evidence is available, Martha. It’s available to the general public.”

“Exactly. And all that evidence still isn’t enough, it still can’t confirm or deny any of the current allegations. And that’s why I’m — that’s why I’m very wary of this case, and of the people involved, and why I’m very hesitant to choose either side of this debate.”

“Should Steve Rogers have been indicted?”

“I…”

“Martha? Martha, are you still there?”

“Yes. I’m here. I’m sorry. I think — oh, what the hell. Right?”

“I’m sorry?”

“We need to start fighting for the truth. We’ve been cheated and lied to and duped and — and by all means, by all means, Anderson, we should have failed, as a country. For these last couple months we’ve lived in fear and we’ve been on the cusp of something terrible, and I think we’ve all felt that, all the American people. Somebody needs to tell the truth. Stop censoring history. Professionally, personally, I’ll say it. Nobody else is saying it, so I’ll say it. No. No, Steve Rogers shouldn’t have been indicted. Yes: I think that something is very, very wrong.”



(Anderson 360. “Martha Banks: Candid Answers.” CNN. Television.) 

—

Steve has more time on his hands than he did during the red autumn days of 1954, when Kathryn was in school and Peggy at the office; all four walls here are opaque and milky, and the bed is set inside the corner, and there’s nothing to do but sit against one white wall or another and spread his bare toes against the chilled, smooth floor. Near his foot today he notices a little insignia: it reads STARK INDUSTRIES in sharp, gray letters.

“Fuck you too, Howard,” Steve murmurs, and tips his head back, and looks at the white all around him. “Fuck you too, you cold-hearted candy-ass sonuvabitch.”

Furiously, Tony has refused to answer the phone. Cagney has kept her promise: it is perfectly civilized, just as the trial will be civilized, just as the execution will be civilized. Steve can call whoever he likes once a week for thirty minutes at a time until the trial, and he called Tony first, in apology: but there was no answer, and after the third week Steve gave up on him and called his son-in-law instead. Like Peggy, Kat cries when she’s angry, but Joe comes from a long line of those wrongfully imprisoned, and so he is greatly practiced in dignified, silent rage. Anyway, Kat was too upset to come to the phone. Steve thought vividly of her high school graduation, and the scabs on her knuckles. Then the red reminded him of the first dinner with Tony after Howard and Maria were killed: Steve had made pasta, and out of nowhere a spot of crimson was in Tony’s primavera, and then suddenly there was blood in the white sauce and blood all over his hands and blood on the white tablecloth too, and he was cursing and coughing and grabbing at his nose.

“Get a napkin,” Peggy had snapped, springing up and tipping Tony’s head back and pinching his nose with her fingers. “Bloody buggering Christ, Anthony,” she swore, severely displeased. Steve came back with a paper towel and watched Peggy press it to Tony’s nostrils, soaking dark. “Is there any on you?”

“Why, you wab some?” Tony managed.

Peggy smacked him upside the head. “Ow!” Tony yelped, and Peggy told him, “I’ll kick the absolute shite out of you and then I’ll call Mr. Jarvis and tell him, you little bastard.”

“Blease don’t call Jarvis,” Tony said, but then his brow furrowed terribly, like he hurt everywhere; like his insides hurt, a deep and abiding pain that can’t come from too much cocaine and a bloody nose alone. “Fuck,” he had said, and gasped, “Oh, fuck —“ 

“Oh,” Peggy sighed, and Tony’s shoulders, finally, finally, finally began shaking. “Dear boy,” she murmured. “Alright. Alright. I know, my dear. I know, hush a second, I know.”

“God, fuck,” Tony gasped, wetly, and for all his posturing and his genius, Steve saw him then for what he really was: a twenty year old kid alone in the world with no one anymore to love him, and fearing that perhaps no one ever really had.

Eventually Peggy really did go to call Mr. Jarvis and so Steve had to go and take her place. “Fuck,” Tony repeated, but Steve knelt in front of him anyway, and took the bloody napkin out of his sturdy, smart mechanic’s hands, shaking today, and dabbed up the blood around his nose — the flow had stopped by then — the same way he had patched up a hundred other hurt kids trying to soldier on. “Does it hurt?” Steve had asked, dipping the end of the napkin in Tony’s glass of water to get the dried flakes away too. “Bad-hurt? Need-a-hospital hurt?”

“No.”

“Let me see your eyes.” He hadn’t burst a vein, so Steve said, “Well, either way: President Reagan is disappointed.”

“Fuck Reagan,” said Tony thickly. “Howard loved him.”

“Fuck Reagan,” Steve agreed, heartfelt. He added, “That bougie bastard,” and it punched a laugh right out of Tony’s chest.

Steve thinks of this now, in his cell: he had never been so close to Tony before that dinner, never touched him outside of a few distracted handshakes. Tony has never said what Howard was like behind the closed doors of that mansion, but Steve, over the years, has inferred.

The intercom says, “Phone call for SGR,” and Steve jolts. The door is vacuum-sealed and it sits seamless as part of the wall, white too: it sucks open and slides away, and Steve lets four men chain him with heavy magnetic cuffs at his hands and feet, and then he shuffles down the hall between them, his toes stung by the cold of the floor. He picks up the white phone in the clear bulletproof booth at the end of the blue hall and holds it to his ear. “Rogers.”

“Jane Foster’s team found something in the ocean,” Tony Stark tells him, and Steve viscerally and immediately remembers Peggy’s angry, worried voice: Bloody buggering Christ, Anthony! He almost laughs, but then he realizes what Tony has said.

“What?”

“Little blue cube with radiation through the roof: she actually tracked down Banner, can you believe it? Banner —“ 

“It’s what?” 

“It’s radioa—“

“No, the shape, Jesus. It’s a cube? Leave it in the ocean, you have to leave it in the fucking ocean, Jesus Christ, did you move it? Where was it?”

“Middle of nowhere, frozen underneath the aurora borealis,” Tony tells him. “Where you would’ve been sleeping with the fishes.”

“Did you leave it?” Steve demands. “Tony?”

“Yeah, obviously, we called you first.”

“Don’t touch it, pull her team out. Get into contact with that guy who dealt with New Mexico —“

“Yeah, okay, okay, God, obviously.” There’s a moment, a pause. “Yeah,” Tony repeats, but his voice is a little different now in a way Steve can’t pinpoint. Steve begins to wonder if he called about Schmidt’s cube at all. “Hey, speaking of me —“ Steve rolls his eyes, knee-jerk. “How’s that prison cell treating you? The original design was for Gitmo, but then Fury called up and there was a whole issue getting the patent figured out so SHIELD could also —“

“Tony.”

“Are the toilets actually vibranium?” Tony asks. “I still don’t know if T’Challa was joking about that when he was talking with the SHIELD architect.”

“Ton—“

“Tell me about the intercom system,” Tony interrupts, and something in his voice makes Steve’s skin suddenly prickle, perfectly aware all at once of the guards against the wall. “There’s one facility-wide and one internal for each cell; do you know if the button by yours is to the left or the right? Line’s not tapped, Cap. Say yes for left, or if it’s on the right, say, oh, ‘Help me, Tony-wan Kenobi, you’re my only —”

“It’s on the right,” Steve says, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Great.” There’s a moment of silence, and Tony says, equally irritated and gleeful: “Keep talking. Oh my God, you’re so bad at this.”

“How’s Miss Potts?” Steve asks.

“Romanoff’s fine, and I’m —“ Tony moves his mouth away from the phone, and distantly yells, “Still mad at her about Monaco! For the record!”

“She’s there? Miss Potts is there with you?”

“Yep,” Tony says, and then, “That two-timing — wonderful, perfect paragon of virtue, I was saying, hey, Barton. Okay, good. Good. What side of the cell is the door on — can you orient yourself?”

“No, if you’re going in there,” Steve sighs, convincingly, “You have to turn west. Do you know which way west is, Tony?”

One of the guards, back at the wall, snorts, and Steve bites down on his grin. Buck, he thinks, you goddamn crazy person. He wonders if Bucky could somehow be listening; he wonders if Bucky would laugh too.

“Anyone ever tell you you’re kind of a dick?” Tony asks.

“I can’t believe you graduated from MIT,” Steve replies, keeping up the charade.

“How many guards outside your door at any given time?”

“Five or ten minutes, I don’t know. Not very smart of them. Why, do you want to visit?”

“Well, that’s classified,” says Tony, imperiously. “I’m only looking at specs, just in case — I got the blueprints fine — security in this country has gone to shit, by the way, literally everything is on the internet — but I thought I could get a better idea if I talked to you directly. Also the Red Death stopped by and threatened me with firearms.”

“Miss Potts?”

“No, the other one.”

“Oh,” Steve breathes.

“Oh,” Tony mocks, equally breathy, and mumbles, “Jesus.”

It crashes back on Steve: he’s hotly ashamed that he ever forgot, but he did forget; he somehow forgot entirely. “Tony, I —“

“I always knew,” Tony says. “Okay, not always. I mean, I always knew it was — accidents like that. Accidents don’t just —“

“Accidents don’t just happen,” Steve agrees, and echoes Brock Rumlow: “Not in a world like this.”

“It was actually your wife,” Tony says, after a long, heavy pause, “Who told me. I didn’t hear it on Twitter. Thank God. She got a hold of me one day after the whole clusterfuck and she — she — she bled it all out, that’s what happened, and now I know, so.”

“Tony.”

“Five to ten guards, western entrance, comm to the right; is that correct?”

“Tony, listen to me.”

“You know, I get it,” Tony says, tightly. “I get it. He’s not the only person alive who went under and woke up with a big hunk of metal surprise-sewn onto his body. We’re both patchwork people.”

“Well, you’re my people,” Steve says. “So tough shit.”

For a moment Tony is silent. Then he says, “This is seriously, seriously not a conversation for right now. Or, you know, preferably ever.”

“Wait, Tony —“

“What?”

“How’s Miss Potts? Really?”

Tony huffs. “Listen, I already said that Romanoff is —“

“No, really,” Steve repeats, with meaning. “Really, how’s Pepper? Is your girl okay?”

“She’s — we’re good,” says Tony, thrown; touched. There’s a moment’s pause, and then the line goes abruptly dead. Steve, after a good twenty years of this, can’t even be surprised.

—
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“Who is it today?”

“Lawyer.”

“Right,” Steve murmurs, and gets to his feet, and after the slow shuffle down two halls and into the private room, he’s seated and cuffed to the hard steel chair. Bernadette Rosenthal, his attorney, nods to the guards: “I’d like a moment alone with my client,” she says, and the men leave. “We’ll be speaking privately,” she adds, and the door sucks shut.

“Well, good news: jury selection has been moving along well,” Bernadette tells him, shuffling through her briefcase. For a moment all Steve sees across him is her dark head of long styled hair and her sharp red suit. She sits up again, pushing around her papers. “Where’s the camera in this room?”

“What?”

“The camera, Rogers: is it behind me?”

Steve shifts and glances up. “Yeah,” he says, curious.

“Perfect,” Natasha replies, and in one motion peels off Bernadette’s forehead and eyes and nose and mouth. “Stop making that face. Hi.”

“Hi,” says Steve, dumbly. “What face?”

“That one.”

A smile is pulling at the corner of her mouth. Steve asks, “A guy can miss his best pal, right?”

“Sweet talk isn’t getting you anywhere,” Nat tells him. “You’re on everybody’s shitlist.”

“Yours included?”

Natasha cuts a glance up at him and then turns her dark head back down, flipping through one of her files; the papers inside are all blank; she’s only doing it for the camera. “I need some things from you. Who arrested you?”

“What are you planning?” Steve asks.

“Oh, not me,” Nat tells him. “I’m not the mastermind, which is actually kind of insulting. It was the FBI, right? Who took you in?”

“Agent Cagney — Margot Cagney, and two junior agents.”

“Get their names?”

“No, nothing. He said, when he — when he came to me, he said that he went to you. That he went to you, first. That you tried to kill him, Nat, Jesus; what —“

“He took me by surprise; you know how much I like that.”

“Stop beating around it, come on.”

Natasha’s eyes narrow. She pauses for a long moment and when she finally speaks Steve finds himself tensing, braced for it; he knows the Black Widow when he sees her. He recognizes the careful emptiness: Natasha becomes a mirror in these moments, a patient and dark reflecting pool. “It’s not him,” she says. “It’s not him anymore. He’s not who you knew.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“No, I think you don’t realize it,” Natasha says. “I think you won’t realize it. How much do you think he remembers? How much do you think he wants to? The last time somebody did something to him without asking he got a metal arm sewn onto his body: how do you think he likes this — you, making his decisions for him?” She’s found where to press. “How do you think I like it?”

“Natasha,” says Steve, really hurt.

Natasha freezes, and stares into him, searching. She blinks: once, twice. “I’m — I’m —“ she says, and sighs hard, a sudden breath. “You messed up. Okay?”

“Okay: I’m sorry.”

“You’re really bad at apologizing.”

“I’m sorry he had to leave you,” Steve says. “I’m really sorry, Nat. I’m sorry you had one good thing and he got taken away again and again. Protecting you? Yeah, you’re right, I don’t regret it; I can’t. But I am sorry you were alone. I think about — I don’t know, Natasha. I think about that a lot in here.”

Natasha is still looking. “I’m sorry he had to leave you, too,” she says, hoarse and low, the tone she takes when Steve has run his mouth and it’s touched and surprised her.

“You told him yet?”

Natasha is confused.

“Barton,” Steve clarifies. “Have you told him?”

Natasha has a curious smile at the edge of her mouth. “Well. It looks like all my secrets are out now. Officially.”

“That was never a secret, Natasha,” Steve says. Anyone who Natasha could want to live with that way — it really wasn’t. “Look at me: always late. Don’t waste time. Don’t waste time like I did.”

“Death row makes you pretty introspective.”

“Dying man’s wish,” Steve agrees.

“Now, don’t insult me,” Nat says, smirking. “No one’s dying.”

Steve wishes he could take her hand. He wonders at how they ever met, he and Natasha: through years and wars and deaths, born decades apart, it seems so strange and serendipitous that they would find one another, that they’d somehow pinpoint each other in the universe; their identical, matching piece.

—

Steve jolts upright, gasping.

He isn’t sure at first why he has: if there was a noise or a shout or a nightmare. Then he realizes that something has shifted around him outside the cell, and he knows, like he always has, who’s there — who’s waiting. The intercom crackles alive and Steve squeezes his hands on the thin white mattress.

“Hey,” says Bucky, after a moment.

“How the hell did you get in here?” Steve demands.

“Oh, you know.”

“How are you gonna get out?”

“Oh,” Bucky says, sounding slightly less sure. “You know.”

“You’re dumber than a box of rocks, Barnes, I swear before Christ,” Steve tells him, but then he’s standing and walking across the little box to Bucky and pressing his hand to the wall where Bucky’s is, where the intercom button sits. Relief crashes through him. “You breaking me out?”

“You never did have the slightest fuckin’ touch of subtlety,” Bucky says. “Does this look like a prison break to you? —Well, guess you can’t see me. I’m armed with six knives and dressed like a mailman. Long story.”

“Well, you done more with less, Buck, I wouldn’t want to insult you,” Steve says, with deeply earnest sarcasm.

Bucky huffs a breath. Steve realizes it’s a chuckle. He can’t see Steve, and so Steve lets his brows draw and twist in pain, and he presses his forehead to the cool wall. He swallows. “Then what are you doing here?” Steve asks him.

“Debrief. Got sick of doing the work through other people.”

“You can trust them, Buck.”

“Sure,” Bucky agrees, though he doesn’t sound convinced. “Look,” he says, “The problem is I don’t know how long it’s going to take, getting what I need to pull this off. And if I’m not fast enough, I’m gonna end up fucking you over. I can’t have that.”

“Is anyone gonna tell me what’s going on?”

“You’ll know when you know, but don’t you ever doubt I’m on my way, alright? No matter how long it is, trust me.”

There’s a pause. Steve shuts his eyes. “What about you, Buck?” He asks, quietly. “Tell me. Where you stayin’? You eat today?”

“Bulletproof Barnes, that’s me; same as ever,” Buck says, though the lie is hideous: he never was a very good liar. He scoffs. “Look at you, mother hen.”

“Raising a kid,” Steve says, and Bucky is quiet. “A daughter in particular, maybe. That’s what did it to me.”

Bucky is still quiet; terribly quiet. “Tell me her name?” he finally asks, hopeful. Splintered.

“Kathryn,” Steve says, and hears Bucky makes a noise before he tamps it down. “Kathryn Morita.”

Bucky barks a laugh. “No fuckin’ way.”

“Jim’s kid, yeah, his name is Joe; he’s a good guy; he’s good to her.”

Bucky’s voice sounds thick and terrible: he still cries easy, realizes Steve, and it makes his whole chest hurt like a bruise. There he is, in there. Steve sees him. Steve always will. “What does she do? Take after her old man?”

“No sir, she teaches biology at Carnegie Mellon. She’s smart as a whip, and she’s boring as hell, Buck, can’t even shoot a gun, and I’m so proud of her — if I think about it too hard it makes me cry, even. Every time, I swear to God.”

“I know you do; I always knew you would,” Bucky confesses, and Steve laughs, wetly, and presses his palm flat to the wall, his shoulders shaking. “Oh, God,” Bucky says, low and hurting. “Oh, Christ.” It’s hellish that Steve can’t touch him. They missed so much of each other, living parallel for decades: the years between them feel suddenly insurmountable and massive, and if he thinks about it too long, the time they lost, he’ll crumble right to pieces under the weight of it. He doesn’t know how Buck is still standing up.

“Peggy’s hair, dark hair,” Steve manages. “My eyes.”

“Your nose?”

Steve laughs again and has to scrub at his face, sniffing. “Jesus, no. Thank God. She’s going gray.”

“Is she?”

“Yeah, and doesn’t even dye it; she doesn’t care. She’s beautiful anyway.”

“Of course she is: she’s yours,” says Bucky, soft, and they stand in silence for a long, long minute. Steve wants to tell him everything. Everything. Everything that he’s missed, everything he wasn’t here for. He wants Bucky to feel like there wasn’t a minute they didn’t live out side by side, next to each other; but there isn’t time for that. Not now.

“Carter sent me with pencils and a notebook,” Bucky says finally, and there’s a shuffling. “Check all the pages, huh?”

“Alright.”

“Why are the pencils colored?” asks Bucky, in a reluctant and hesitant way.

“Oh,” Steve says, and realizes that must be a gap for him. “The serum. Fixed that too.” And like it was yesterday Steve remembers it, the first red he ever saw: Peggy’s mouth, hanging open in shock. He thinks of the long tour with the USO and his sweet friends, the chemical smell of their bright makeup when they let him try his hand at it so they could fix their hair at the same time: he remembers the first time he was back in New York after weeks and months waiting for Bucky’s telegrams, the lunch hour between rehearsals he used to steal himself away to the Met. He went, immediately, to find his favorite piece, but his eyes kept getting distracted along the way; there were so many colors around him it made his teeth hurt, his heart pound. Then finally he found it, where it always had been: Oleanders, Van Gogh’s stocky, life-affirming flowers.

Steve’s knees hit the back of a bench, and he stumbled and sat, one hand over his mouth, mapping his own smile. Steve shook his head, and trembled, and stared in awe at the livid orange-reds, the deep violets; the vibrant, lively greens, which seemed somehow to breathe. Wetness touched his hand, and he knuckled away the tear: around him tourists milled the hall and he laughed under his breath like a crazy person.

“It’s so strange,” Steve hears himself saying, still touching the blank and sterile white of the cell wall. “I had this picture of you in my head for so long: my whole life, I guess. But I didn’t know, not really. After the serum, when I looked over at you, walkin’ back to camp…” Steve shakes his head. “And there you were, anyway. There you were, all in color.”

Bucky is silent, and Steve’s insides twist. “You remember what my ma used to say?” he says. “Jesus; maybe you don’t. She said — she said before she died, she told me: never try and wish back the dead. And don’t grieve them too hard, either. Then they won’t pass through, and you’ll keep them stuck here forever. Did I do that to you? Is that what I did?” Inside of his chest his lungs shudder. He feels wretched and hurting and the guilt twists in him like a snake or a wire, stabbing him through. “I should’ve reached farther. I should’ve thrown myself out —”

Bucky’s voice is tight. “Don’t say that shit.”

“I almost did, Buck, and my whole life I didn’t know if I regretted it or not —“

“Shut up —“

“I wanted to,” Steve confesses. “I wanted to.”

“Shut your fucking mouth, Rogers,” Bucky snaps, his voice low and hoarse and hotly furious. Then abruptly it softens. “What about Kathryn then, huh? What about your little girl then?”

“Kat,” says Steve, in a quiet way. “We call her Kat. You should too.”

Bucky is silent again and Steve digs his fingers into the wall. “Take it,” Bucky says, finally. “And wait. Can you keep waiting for me?”

“Forever,” says Steve, knee-jerk.

“Dramatic.” There’s a smile to be heard in Bucky’s voice. “Good to know. But not that long.”

—


  CANNES, France — When I received an invitation to the Cannes Film Festival instead of the usual press pass, I thought it was because I was the punchline of a particularly mean-spirited joke.



  In 1966, my father, Lyle Everhart, broke a story that launched his career. Incidentally, it also changed the United States of America. Truthfully, my father was a distant man; he found success in 1966, and that success endured until his death. He had more important work than staying home to raise a family, but despite this, when I was in university studying journalism, I respected my father’s work: when I was hired by Vanity Fair after several years doing freelance, I privately credited Lyle’s tenacious ability to find the truth of any story as the root of my own competence and passion. Now that it has been revealed that my late father was unknowingly complicit in HYDRA’s systematic destruction of the US, I have found myself rethinking what good journalism should mean.



  Once I opened the invitation to Cannes, I poured myself a glass of wine and called my close friends and family for advice. “Christine,” my best friend told me, “This is just insulting. You know how this movie is going to paint your dad. You don’t want to see that.” Then she sighed. “You’re going to see it anyway, aren’t you?”



  She knows me well. Though I was apprehensive, I was also too curious to let it go. I had to watch “The Informant” from an objective, journalistic viewpoint: I had to know how the public views this situation.



  I met David Fincher after the red carpet, just before the film’s screening. Despite being a guest, I brought my notebook and pen and kept them tucked into a clutch that I held by my side; I was uncomfortable and nervous in my gown, and I looked it. I was also alone, and I felt increasingly small and childish in the presence of so many Academy Award winners. Mr. Fincher shook my hand and complimented me, which is probably a good foot to start on when one has made a film about your father’s questionable career. “I appreciated the spread you and Annie worked on last year,” he told me, referring to a portrait of his work that Annie Leibovitz and I collaborated to create for Vanity Fair.



  “It was a pleasure,” I told him. My hands were clammy.



  “Do you think Jesse was a good choice for Lyle?”



  Jesse Eisenberg does look a lot like my dad did when he was young. I somehow formulated an appropriate response.



  “Come sit with me,” Mr. Fincher said, and ushered me along with him. “Take out your notebook,” he added, though I don’t know how he knew that I had one. “Take notes during, if you want. I won’t be offended. That would actually be pretty fucking flattering.”



  I sat with my notebook in my lap for two and half hours and I never wrote a single word. It wasn’t to spurn David Fincher, either, who I am now surprised but pleased to call a friend. The depiction of my father by newcomer Jesse Eisenberg was not outrageous or slanderous. He was a young investigative journalist, hungry for a breakout story the same way all my colleagues and I were at that age. Like many other young journalists, he found a reliable source with a fantastic story to tell, and he chose to tell it, disregarding the consequences. It was surreal to see someone play Lyle on the silver screen, but I found myself too arrested by the film to be upset: I was already immersed at the opening shot of Washington DC at midnight.



  There was a great deal of controversy surrounding the decision to screen “The Informant” at the Cannes Film Festival in lieu of other works that are less “Hollywood.” Despite this it performed astoundingly well, working its audience into a tense fervor: the standing ovation endured for ten minutes. I looked over to David during it. He seemed stunned, and when he stood for a bow, the audience roared. It was like being at a Mets game.



  In the two minutes it took for this response to start trending, people were already asking the question: Why? What could possibly happen in “The Informant,” a nearly three-hour film, that makes it so resonant with a jury of its peers?



  Therein, of course, lies the answer. This is my journalistic analysis, in the form of an objective film review: “The Informant” is unavoidably politically relevant, and its release, precipitating the trial of Steve Rogers, asks the world to reassess how media has portrayed America’s most infamous love story. Instead of following James Barnes or Colonel Rogers themselves, “The Informant” crafts the parallel tales of Margaret Carter (Emily Blunt) and a HYDRA sleeper agent known only as “Agent 15” (Matthew Rhys) as he uses his day job to search for — and ultimately uncover — ruinous information in the depth of SHIELD’s archives.



  Perhaps it is the unflinching critique of American mass media and secret-keeping that veers this film away from both the Bond-like thriller and the now-clichéd Redford Cold War classic. Perhaps it is that Mr. Fincher is the first to explicitly use intelligence from the 2009 SHIELD leak as a plot device in a feature film. Or it may be the devilish, unforgiving use of foreshadowing: the film drops creepy, sparse nods to the events of the future throughout, specifically the eventual collapse of the international intelligence community and the slow crumble of the US government. It could also very well come in part from Emily Blunt’s stony and sympathetic performance; Blunt’s Carter is infused with a kind of tense resolve, and when she finally begins to crack and splinter, the fury and sadness is paralyzing. Even Agent 15’s subplot — his wife and child in the USSR — manages to bolster the narrative.



  “The Informant” is coasting more than slightly on the coattails of precedent, of course. This film requires no introduction and zero explaining, artistically or otherwise. Even the cinematic trailer, which has been playing in theaters worldwide now for months, reflects this. “It’s been a long, long time,” croons Tina Louise, saccharinely, as increasingly violent images crash across an otherwise silent screen; no explanatory dialogue is provided. Smartly, the film plays on expectation, cultural knowledge, and current tensions. Riskily, it humanizes a dreadful villain, criticizes the impending Rogers trial with immense vitriol, and paints a picture of the Cold War that is at once fictional and nonfictional, believable and fantastic, bleak but human.



  Captain America films are hardly a new frontier, and they have been earning disastrous reputations since Steve Rogers himself was a member of the Screen Actors Guild. “I know,” Mr. Fincher told me, when I expressed this at the after-party. “You have no idea how hard it was to pitch this movie. Half of the money for it came from my pocket. I almost made it in my back-fucking-yard. I only got approval because I told the studio that it wasn’t a movie about Captain America at all.”



  Mr. Fincher is right: this film isn’t about Captain America. In a penultimate scene, Howard Stark (a curiously-cast Jon Hamm) finally loses it: “This destroys everything,” he explodes, as Barnes’ letters, leaked as a result of Agent 15’s diligent work, are passed from his hands to Carter’s. Indeed, each turning point in the film involves the letters changing hands: from Agent 15 to a green New York Times reporter, from Stark to Carter, from cubicle to cubicle in the newsroom, from civilian to civilian across the country. “The Informant” isn’t a Captain America movie because it is not about Captain America at all — except, of course, for how it is. While the community around him hurtles into darkness, Steve Rogers is a fixed point, appearing only in one scene: he serves as the letters’ final resting place. The final shot of the film follows a blond head walking for one entire breathless minute through the DC SHIELD facility (now destroyed) in absolute silence. Finally the faceless Rogers reaches an office, opens the door, and steps inside. He draws the blinds on the audience, and then the screen goes dark.



  For me, this was the most personal moment in the film. It far outweighed watching an actor portray my deceased father onscreen. I would even hazard to say that this single continuous shot is why the ovation endured: never in cinematic history has an audience been so criticized for simply watching a movie.



  “It was private,” Mr. Fincher told me. “I mean, you go through this whole process, all of this insanity, politicians throwing a fit, Carter, you know, killing herself as she tries to hold it all together, Stark filing a lawsuit…and at the end of the day you see that it was for nothing. At the end of the day the private became public, and it upended a man’s life. You get caught up in this whole fantastic drama, how big it is, how it’s going to impact the country, how famous or infamous it is, etcetera, etcetera, and you don’t even notice that Rogers isn’t actually in the movie at all. And the last shot, bam: it was bullshit. It was all bullshit. The last shot: this is what matters. One man. And he’s ruined. He’s just ruined. So shame on you. Shame on you for watching. Shame on you for getting off on the spectacle, shame on you for giving me money to see it. Shame on you for following the trial hoping for entertainment.”



  “And what about Lyle?” I asked Mr. Fincher.



  “Shame on us for exploiting him, too,” he said. “Journalism and filmmaking, you know, I think it’s kind of similar. We’re not Cronkites and Hitchcocks anymore. We’re not that honest; we’re afraid of it. But with this film — I mean, there’s a spin to everything anymore. But with this one, I tried for honesty.” Then he changed the subject. “Are you glad you came?”



  “I am.”



  “Good,” he said. “I had to pull a lot of strings to get you that invitation.”



  “The Informant” will premiere nationwide next month.



  (Everhart, Christine. “My night at Cannes.” The New York Times 2 Feb. 2010. Print.)


—

My darling,

Promise me to say precisely what you’re thinking, you ray of absolute sunshine. It’ll be terribly worth it.

-P

—


  “I am Steve Rogers. In the eyes of this nation I was born as the creation of science and the hero of war. I did not, however, spring fully formed from a thought, to shine a lantern on the path to victory. I was born Steve Rogers, the son of an unwanted immigrant woman whose hard work led only to her slow death.



  “As a child in Brooklyn I listened to the stories our neighbors told, the stories of heroes who defended the freedom of their nation, many nations, and I hoped then that life might offer me the chance to serve, to protect, to make my own contribution to freedom. Eventually, it did.



  “I have done whatever I did, alone or as a leader, because of my love for the people I love, for the freedom that they, too, stand for, and not because of any political sentiment.



  “Having said this, I must address the charge of treason. I do not deny that I planned and participated in the destruction of HYDRA in the United States government. It will be determined by a jury of my peers whether protecting the victims of HYDRA was the right thing to do, and if, by rooting out what I saw as a dangerous corruption at the heart of our nation, I endangered the freedom of its people.”


“Alright. That was just today. Welcome back to Anderson 360: today I have constitutional lawyer Martha Banks, whose commentary on legal issues around the country has been invaluable to our show. We just aired Steve Rogers’ statement to the press, given earlier today before proceedings in United States v. Rogers began. The clip is available on our website, CNN.com.

“It’s great to have you back, Martha.”

  “It’s great to be back, Anderson.”

“Martha, several weeks ago you came on the show to give us your take on what would become the US v. Rogers case, the opening statements of which were heard today. Now, at the time I asked you about Steve Rogers’ behavior, his tendency to take the blame when protecting others, and you said, and I’m quoting here, “As a lawyer… I would never want him as a client.” In light of his recent, rather moving statement, do you still feel the same?”

“Absolutely, Anderson. In fact, I feel like sending his lawyer Rosenthal a fruit basket in commiseration.”

“And why is that, Martha, beyond the, let us say, contentious public reaction? 

“In a nutshell, Steve Rogers has just burned a lot of legal bridges. While the prosecution still has to convince the jury that what Rogers did was illegal, if they do, it’ll be very difficult for his lawyer to get him off on any lesser charges, make any kind of plea deal.”

  “A lesser charge in comparison to what?”

  “Treason, Anderson.”

“That is an extremely serious charge, is it not?”

  “It is. I’d like to point out, however, that had the founding fathers not succeeded in establishing a new nation, they too would have been tried for treason, yet we hold them over all other men in our nation for what they did.”  “Sounds like a bit of a personal bias there, Martha.”  “Yes. I’m sure you remember our last conversation, but I don’t mind repeating that I think something is wrong here. Rogers has protected our lives and our freedom at the cost of his own, and likely still is. He should have had amnesty from the beginning, just for bringing all of this to light. I think that, disregarding whether or not it is legal for our nation to prosecute Steve Rogers — or, for that matter, Peggy Carter, or Natasha Romanoff — it is absolutely the wrong thing to do.”


  (Anderson 360. “Martha Banks: Candid Answers.” CNN. Television.)


—

The New York Times @nytimes

Opening arguments in #USvRogers heard: “Rogers was aware of his wrongdoing,” prosecution says cnn/e234DL

CNN @CNN

Romanoff and Stark arrive together early for Rogers trial, first courtroom illustrations released cnn/45eD1

Stephen Colbert @StephenAtHome

“Do you harbor romantic affection for Sgt Barnes?” “Have you turned on the news in the last 20 years?” #micdrop #USvRogers

—

“So,” Sam says, and he eyes the guard behind the partition, “One week in.”

“One week in,” Steve agrees: nobody else is in the hall, and their voices bounce and echo strangely. He curls his hand around the white plastic phone and shrugs.

“You nervous yet?”

Steve wants to ask: is he coming? Are you in on it? Is he still coming for me? “I’m — I don’t know,” says Steve, instead. “I’m something. I’m definitely something.”

—

THE PROSECUTION: Is it true that you were separated from your wife, Margaret Carter, for fourteen years?

THE DEFENDANT: That’s right.

THE DEFENSE: Objection, relevance.

THE COURT: Overruled.

THE PROSECUTION: Why?

THE DEFENDANT: I don’t know if you noticed, but 1966 wasn’t my best year.

(laughter)

THE PROSECUTION: Let’s pretend I didn’t know that, Col. Rogers.

THE DEFENDANT: Not too hard. You were born in ’85? I did my research too; you understand.

THE COURT: Order. Order. I don’t want to hold you in contempt, Col. Rogers.

THE DEFENDANT: I apologize, ma’am.

THE PROSECUTION: Why was 1966 a bad year for you? You understand that this is a bit of blank space in your history. Where were you in 1966? What were you doing for fifteen years with next to no outside contact? Was there truly no outside contact?

THE DEFENDANT: Ask the question. Go on. Ask the question, Mr. Alvarez.

THE PROSECUTION: For fifteen years you fell off the map with no explanation whatsoever. Did you or did you not make contact with Sgt. James Barnes during that time?

THE DEFENDANT: No.

THE PROSECUTION: Can you prove that?

THE COURT: Order. Order. Order in the court.

THE DEFENSE: Objection —

THE PROSECUTION: Withdrawn.

—

The New York Times @nytimes

#TonyStark called as first witness in #USvRogers

Nadine Bell @belliff

“State your name for the record.” “You know who I am” oh my god #USvRogers

—

“Did you harbor the Winter Soldier?” yells the press while Steve shuffles past, flanked by security. “Do you sympathize with the Winter Soldier?” The favorite: “Where is James Barnes? Colonel Rogers,” one woman yells, tireless even at end of day, “Where is James Barnes?” And Steve thinks, me too, sister, and Steve thinks, I’ve been asking that question a hell of a lot longer than you.

—

THE PROSECUTION: How long did you work with SHIELD?

MS ROMANOFF: That’s available online.

THE PROSECUTION: Humor me.

MS ROMANOFF: I was first contacted in 2001.

THE PROSECUTION: That’s nine years.

MS ROMANOFF: That’s correct.

THE PROSECUTION: When did you first meet Col. Rogers? 

MS ROMANOFF: I met him in 2007.

THE PROSECUTION: Did Steve Rogers have any contact with Sgt. James Barnes in the time you have known him?

MS ROMANOFF: No.

THE PROSECUTION: I will remind you that you are under oath.

THE COURT: Mr. Alvarez.

(silence)

THE PROSECUTION: Ms. Romanoff?

MS ROMANOFF: What are you doing?

THE PROSECUTION: Ms. Romanoff —

MS ROMANOFF: Are you trying to arrest me?

THE PROSECUTION: Did Steve Rogers have any contact with Sgt. James Barnes in the time you have known him?

MS ROMANOFF: I already answered that question.

THE PROSECUTION: Is it true that you were involved with the Red Room?

MS ROMANOFF: I was trained with them. Yes.

THE PROSECUTION: And HYDRA existed inside the Red Room?

MS ROMANOFF: I’m having trouble remembering whose trial this is.

THE COURT: The witness is right, Mr. Alvarez. Step back.

THE PROSECUTION: Steve Rogers had no contact with the Winter Soldier in the last three years, that’s what you’re telling me.

MS ROMANOFF: Steve Rogers uncovered and annihilated the most dangerous terrorist organization I’ve ever seen. I think he’s had other things to worry about.

THE PROSECUTION: No further questioning.

—

“Please state your name for the record.”

“Margaret Carter-Rogers.”

“Do you solemnly swear that you will tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, under the pains and penalties of perjury?”

“So help me God.” She won’t look at him, though Steve’s eyes are huge, his chest hurting: he didn’t know, but he should have known; he should have realized. Of course she would be the last and of course they would call on her if they couldn’t have her otherwise. The public hates Peggy more than they hate him: because she’s a woman, because she was once a great liar, because she was pulling the strings all along. She brushes her hair back from her face with her thin hand and still she won’t look at Steve.

“When were you married to Colonel Rogers?”

“1947.”

“How would you describe your marriage?”

Beside Steve, Bernadette’s body is drawn tight like an elastic band, and she waits to snap for an objection. Peggy is hesitating. “Wonderful, truthfully. A journey. Quite a journey.”

“Do you love your husband?”

“Objection,” says Bernadette: “Relevance?”

“Overruled. I believe Mr. Alvarez is attempting to establish character. You may answer the question, Ms. Carter.”

“I do, absolutely. I love him most dearly.”

Alvarez, a sturdy and strong-looking man, is considering what to say next. “When did you first know the true identity of the Winter Soldier? When did you know that he was James Barnes?”

“1962.”

There are gasps as though a gun’s been drawn, a shout: Steve’s blunt nails bite into his palms.

“When was Howard Stark made aware of the Winter Soldier’s identity?”

“1962.”

“Order,” barks the judge.

Steve knows peripherally that there is the particular look spreading over Alvarez’s face; a shark smelling blood. “Who else knew?”

“No one.”

“The pertinent question, it seems, is why,” says Alvarez. “Why didn’t you tell anyone?”

Peggy sits for a moment, her face astoundingly blank, her dark and clever eyes staring into him. Then she sighs and looks down at her hands, and back up once more. “I suppose it’s the question of the hour,” Peggy says. “I suppose it’s a very important one. I think what you’re really asking me is why I’m not the one on trial today, and here is the reason: the year was 1962. We did not always do things we were proud of. It is known that we did not always do things we were proud of, and if every person who kept a secret during the Cold War was put on trial for their lies, we would be here for centuries. I love my husband in ways I think are difficult to understand. Passionately, deeply, dearly — it’s a forever sort of thing, Mr. Alvarez — and we have, contrary to the insinuations in your questioning, talked far more intimately with one another about these topics than I believe you could ever realize. It tends to happen when you’ve been with one another for so long: there is nothing we don’t share anymore, nothing we don’t know of one another, nothing we can’t forgive one another for.”

“Is there a point in here, Ms. Carter?”

Peggy’s eyes narrow. She says, “I lied to my husband in 1962 and I kept lying to him for nearly fifty years. I didn’t do this because I loved him or because I hated him, or because I was jealous of a man long dead. I did this because I was making a sacrifice. I did this because I knew secrets, one secret, that could bring this nation to its knees. More than Howard Stark or President Kennedy or Director Hoover, I held a single responsibility: none of those men could have done their jobs if I wasn’t providing the scaffolding. None of these men could have done their jobs if they weren’t standing on my back and my shoulders while I held the USSR at bay. You seem very shocked and disturbed that I waited so long to tell my husband, but I would like you to consider what he would have done, in 1962, if he had known. My darling,” she says, and looks to Steve, “You know I don’t mean to hurt you when I tell them this.”

“It’s alright, Pegs,” Steve says, only his voice is very small and choked, and it comes out very quietly.

Peggy is still looking at him from across the room; an adoring, bittersweet smile is on her face. “What would he have done?” she asks the court. “My husband is a good man, I believe that: a better man than most of us could ever dream of being. He is good in a way that doesn’t go away. But he is an angry man, and sometimes even a vengeful man, and in 1962 he was a lonely man, and lonely, angry, vengeful men aren’t always to be trusted, no matter how good they still are on the inside. If he had known James Barnes was alive he would have torn the world apart to find him. He would have started a war: he would have wanted those powerful men who hurt Sergeant Barnes annihilated. I could not risk the lives of millions of our people, not even for the emotional safekeeping of the dearest person to me in the world. It tore me in two, Mr. Alvarez, though I don’t know how many here can understand just how deeply. I knowingly left a good man to an unspeakable fate, and I knowingly allowed another good man to suffer. There was no other way, and I assure you I exhausted every option.

“This is the truth: it is a terrible day when you must choose between the innocent and the innocent. Sergeant Barnes and Steve Rogers were innocent, as innocent as soldiers can be, but so were millions of others, in both the USSR and the States. I chose the many, and that choice proceeded to destroy my life, my marriage, and my dearest love. But I would not change it. I would not change that choice, even now, even knowing what it has led to. I saved who I could. I did my job. I am a deserter, yes. I am a liar. I am a spy, a soldier: I am many things. I am not a traitor. I’m trying, now, to tell the truth where I can, though it’s hell to unlearn the secrets.

“And I still know secrets — yes, even now,” Peggy says, and Steve’s chest does something cold-hot all at once, a shocking, lurching, flipping sensation. “I know a great deal many things, Mr. Alvarez, though I think you hoped I was of both fragile mind and body. But it turns out that people are still telling lies, and those people are no longer me. They’re telling hurtful lies and taking dangerous shortcuts. Does this sound at all familiar to you?”

“Permission to treat the witness as hostile,” Alvarez says in a rush, and Judge Williams snaps, “Sit down. Director Carter, do you have something to bring before this court?”

“Thank you,” Peggy says, and she looks to the prosecution, her eyes flinty, furious. “I want you to learn this, Mr. Alvarez: attempts to sensationalize us and our hardships will not do. We may be old, and I may be frail, and we may not be that which we once were: our glory, our accomplishments, our time may be behind us. History must seem very stale to you — to those who weren’t there. History must seem a tome, and we must seem very dusty. That is untrue. History was brutal. History was violent. We may be ancient, outdated; but our spirits, our will — you and men like you, Mr. Alvarez, the cheats, the snakes, the wolves of the world — you will never break that, you will never find it lacking, you will never see us weak or feeble or exhausted of this fight. We will not allow it.

“There was a man once. I don’t know if he was a good man or a bad man, and in fact I know nothing of who he was: if you can believe it, he was rather before my time. But he said great words, Mr. Alvarez. He said words that endured. ’Tis surprising,’ he said, ‘To see how rapidly a panic will sometimes run through a country. The cunning of the fox is as murderous as the violence of the wolf. I hold up truth to your eyes.’ Do you know who he was?”

“No.”

“‘I turn with the warm ardor of a friend to those who have nobly stood, and are yet determined to stand the matter out,’” Peggy quotes, and stares into the people of the court. “‘I call not upon a few, but upon all: not on this state or that state, but on every state: up and help us; lay your shoulders to the wheel; better have too much force than too little, when so great an object is at stake. Let it be told to the future world that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue could survive, that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet and to repulse it.’

“Ladies and gentlemen of the jury,” Peggy continues, “‘These are the times that try men’s souls. I thank God that I fear not. I see no real cause for fear. Twice now we have marched back to meet the enemy, and remained out till dark. Let them call me rebel; I feel no concern from it; but I should suffer the misery of devils were I to witness the slain of America. Tyranny,’” she says, and the massive doors of the courtroom are slammed open, boots thundering: Steve turns and hears the din: yelling, shouting, a vicious struggle. Peggy’s voice rings out above it all. “Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered.”

“Listen to this,” Bucky Barnes says, and the file and the tape recorder slam and echo on Judge Williams’ bench. “Proof of conspiracy all the way to the core of this fucking government. He’s free to go.”

—
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—

Bucky is gone. Bucky is gone for weeks and a month and then two. He’s there when Steve hugs Natasha fiercely to him outside the courtroom in the bright white sunlight, and between one blink at the next, between the reporters flocking and Natasha’s feet touching the ground again, he’s performed a deft sleight of hand and vanished back into the crowd, and Steve doesn’t see him again: for weeks, and a month, and then two. So he goes to his daughter in Pittsburgh.

“It’s been a really long time since I’ve seen you,” he tells her, and stands uncomfortably in the doorway of her new and expanded office: there are still boxes unpacked, and textbooks upon medical journals upon novels laying about. “How are you? Let me look at you.”

“I’m fine, Dad. Look, I’m fine,” she says, and hugs him, and he holds her too tightly: “I gotta breathe,” she complains, but doesn’t let go. She hangs on and on until it’s Steve who’s having trouble. “I got all the brains in this family, didn’t I?” she asks, wetly.

“You really did,” Steve tells her, and when Kat says he should stay the week, he does. He stays for two, even though she won’t talk about her mother; even though she turns her phone face-down on the table whenever there’s a call from DC. Steve calls back, though: he calls back every night.

“Do you think she’ll hate me forever?” Peggy asks.

“She doesn’t hate you,” Steve chides. “Remember when she was sixteen and we couldn’t get through dinner without those bad long silences? And then we just started eating in separate rooms, you in the office, me in the kitchen, Kat at a friend’s?” Peggy is silent. “She might have hated us a little then,” Steve concedes, and lays down on his back in bed. Joe and Kathryn are talking two rooms over; he can hear them. Low, every-day talking: married-talking. “She doesn’t hate you now.”

“You always were better with her. I’m afraid I —“ Peggy sighs, deeply, in a tired way. “I was never quite cut out for it, was I? Mothering, all of that. I kept trying to make it fit, but it never really did.”

“No, Pegs, that’s not it,” Steve says, and tells her: “She turned out okay, didn’t she? She’s gonna get tenure soon, I’m sure of it. Husband, two kids; she’s happy.”

“With very little of my help.”

“Now that just isn’t true.”

“I’m just — I’m guilty, I think. Twilight years of my life, all that. Don’t pay me any mind, darling.”

Steve turns to his side on the bed. “Well, I love you,” he tells her in a quiet tone. “I forgive you. I’m proud of you. I’m so fucking proud of you it makes my teeth hurt. Twists my insides up. I’m proud you’re my wife; I’m proud you’re so brave, even after everything.”

Peggy is silent for a moment, and finally she says, “Tell her I love her. And Joe. The children, if you see them.”

“She knows, Pegs, but I’ll tell her anyway,” Steve says, and asks, “Stay on the phone with me?” and he listens to her fall asleep.

—

“Stark asked me to move to New York,” Sam tells Steve, when he’s back, and when Steve loops around and asks, “What?” Sam gives a shrug, bracing his hands on his knees and panting.

“Actually a dude who looked like Samuel L. Jackson came to my door with burgers and said,” and here, Sam imitates Nick’s voice: “Let’s go for a walk. And I said sure, because I thought I was in trouble with the IRS for a second.”

“Is Samuel L. Jackson the one from Pulp Fiction?”

“Yeah.”

“Wow,” Steve says. “He does look like him, doesn’t he?”

“Like, a weird amount, dude. I can’t believe you never saw this.”

“You going?” Steve asks, and already knows the answer.

“You coming?” Sam counters, but he knows the answer to that, too. “Nick Fury needs my help. I don’t know any better reason to get back in. And I guess you don’t know any better reason to stay here, huh?”

“He’d find me if I was in Timbuktu, Sam.”

“You think he’s just getting his head on straight?”

Steve shrugs. “I know he’s out there in the world. I know he’s —“ Steve thinks it sounds ridiculous, maybe childish, but he says it anyway: “I’d know if he wasn’t alright. I’d feel it.”

“Buy me breakfast,” Sam suggests, clapping him on the shoulder. “And, uh, help me pack.”

“I knew you were going to rope me into something.”

—

“You got some coffee?” asks Bucky, after two months and a week, leaning in the doorframe.

“I can put a pot on,” Steve tells him, rubbing at his eye: it’s two in the morning. He moves aside to let him in. “You hungry?”

—

Bucky is asleep before he even lays down on the couch, his boots still on the way he kept them on in trenches and bedrolls and cots: he lays on his back, utterly still, and his left arm hangs so his knuckles touch the carpet, glinting dimly. The quiet presence of him makes the apartment feel full, suddenly somehow lived-in; Steve makes coffee anyway, and washes his three dishes by hand, and sits at the table, and locks the door after a while. Bucky sleeps through, sleeps like a stone, sleeps like the dead. He sleeps like Steve hasn’t seen anyone sleep since 1943 before he had to learn to sleep on the front, where even taking your trousers off to go to bed could mean being the first to die in an ambush. Steve is tired because he hasn’t been resting much either, but he stays awake, scared to close his eyes, even when light creeps up behind the white plastic blinds.

“Morning,” says Steve from the table, when Bucky wakes and stands and wanders into the kitchen, pouring himself a cup.

“Morning,” Bucky echoes.

“Are you back now?”

Cagey, and without looking at him, Bucky says, “You want me to be back?”

“Don’t you pick a fight with me.”

Bucky’s jaw is flexing: Steve sets his shoulders. “Steve, you’ve got to understand —“

“You can’t leave,” Steve says, and tries not to sound as desperate and horrified as he is. “You can’t come back and leave, that’s just — that’d just be cruel, Buck.”

Bucky stays quiet.

“What?” Steve demands.

Bucky shrugs a shoulder, bitter and tight. His mouth twists. “Nothing.”

“Don’t you fucking —“

“Look, Rogers —”

“Buck.” 

“I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I just came by to say —“

“Shut the fuck up,” Steve says, panicked. “Shut your fucking mouth. No. No, Buck. I won’t hear it.”

“Jesus, can’t you — I’m not that person,” Bucky explodes, wheeling on him. “I’m not that person anymore, can you understand? That — chickenshit kid, too scared to say it to your face, that unhinged motherfucker who went ballistic on the Krauts hoping to bleed it out of me — you were looking for that person, it’s that person you —“

“Don’t you tell me what I want,” Steve snaps, standing. “You don’t know what I want.”

“Yeah? Fuck you,” Bucky says. “You never did know what was good for you. Just because I wrote you a couple of pretty words, you and the rest of planet Earth thinks it makes up for all the necks I’ve snapped with my bare hands.”

“Bullshit,” bites Steve.

“I killed presidents,” Bucky says, and when Steve doesn’t react, he drives the knife in: “Women. Children. In the war —“

Steve is exasperated. “That was a hundred years ago, Buck; we did what we —“

“We did what we had to do, is that what you tell yourself, is that how you slept at night? The men I killed had families, lovers, children —“

“They were bad people,” Steve says. “They were Nazis, Buck; Jesus, what the fuck is wrong with you?”

“I was bad people,” Bucky hisses. “I was bad people, Rogers. I wasn’t any fucking better than any of them.”

“You know how many people I’ve killed? Fuck you, too, Barnes,” Steve tells him. Bucky’s eyes go narrow. “Sixty years and you think I haven’t changed too? I had to live without you my whole goddamn life. My whole life, Bucky. I had to wake up and brush my teeth and — and get dressed, and make breakfast every morning, and I had to do it without you — I was without you, Bucky, I was without you for sixty-four goddamn years. It was like walking around sawed in half. I never breathed. And what did I do in between that? I killed people, Buck. I killed who they told me to, and turns out it was HYDRA giving the order all along. You’re no worse than me, why don’t you understand that? It wasn’t you, Bucky!”

Bucky scoffs. “No, you’re right,” he says, pleasant enough, strolling closer to Steve, which means that he’s really and truly furious. “You’re right, Steve, you’re right, there it is, you said it yourself —“

“Buck —“

“You said it yourself, all I’m good for is killing,” Bucky says.

“I didn’t —“

“And that’s all I’ve been good for since I was twenty-six years old. Do you know that? Do you understand what that means? It never bothered you, you can file it away, you can say that we’re good, that they’re bad — you can draw lines in the sand and know you’re on the right side, but I can’t do that, Steve, I can’t; it doesn’t matter who’s good and who’s bad to me — I kill a man and all I think about is his family, his mother, his children, Jesus, and I’ve done it so fucking many times, so many times I can’t remember some, so many times I’ve lost fucking count —“

“Bucky —“

“I deserved it,” Bucky hisses, his eyes wild. “I deserved it, Steve.”

Steve feels as though he’s been punched in the gut, or worse. “What?”

“I deserved it,” Bucky enunciates. Steve nearly doubles over in horror. “What they did to me, I was fucking asking for it. It didn’t start when they got a hold of me. It started so long before that. I was already — Jesus, you know, I don’t remember the war, not the — the specifics, but I remember —“

“Buck.”

“No, you listen to this. I was scared,” says Bucky, viciously, “Of myself. I was scared of what I would do — what I would do for you — I should’ve been on a fucking leash, I should still be on a,” he breaks off, his chest heaving. He glance skitters away and then snaps back to Steve. “Why didn’t you kill me?” he demands. “You coward motherfucker,” he chokes, his eyes suddenly wet, and he grabs Steve by the shirt in his desperate sick fury. “Why didn’t you kill me when you had the chance?”

“Because I’m me,” says Steve, his voice reedy and hurt. “Because you’re you. I’d be killing myself. How do you not know that? All this time, how do you not —?” He swallows hard, but his throat closes up anyway. He confesses, “I died too. When you left me. I died too.”

Bucky grabs, heartbroken, at Steve’s face: he holds it in his hands, one weathered, one cool. “Don’t you say that to me,” he begs. “Don’t you say that.”

“It’s true,” says Steve, and Bucky’s face does something terrible. “It’s true. And I was ready to, for a while. Off and on for a long time. Especially in that vault with you. I wanted you to kill me. But not anymore. I don’t want to die anymore. I don’t want to die anymore, Bucky. I changed my mind. Didn’t you?”

“I don’t remember writing them,” Bucky confesses, and here he is, finally, the inside of his person: the gnarled, scarred mess of it, the pulpy interior, open like a wound and picked at like a sore. Here he is, all of him, laid down at Steve’s feet. This is why he was so afraid. Bucky says, “I don’t remember writing one single goddamn word.”

“Oh God,” says Steve, after a moment: “That’s all?”

Bucky is poleaxed. “What?”

“That’s all? God, that’s all?” He almost laughs. “I don’t care, Buck, I don’t care — so what, it’s behind us; so what? What do I care? Why would I care? I got you — do I got you?”

“You got me,” Bucky croaks, shocked. “Wear a guy down. Yeah, you got me. If that’s what you want. Of course you got me; you always got me.”

“Then I don’t care,” Steve says, and has to sit down again, still close to laughter. “Then I don’t care, Bucky.”

“Stevie,” Bucky says, in a completely different way. He stumbles back and slumps against the counter, exhausted from arguing. “Jesus Christ.”

“I don’t care,” Steve repeats, to make sure he truly knows.

“You’re breakin’ my heart,” Bucky murmurs, terribly raw. “You know that? It breaks my heart just looking at you.”

Steve watches him, the pull of his jacket across his big shoulders, his dirty boots muddying up Steve’s floor, the dark head of hair, and suddenly he can’t do anything but wonder at it, at all of it: the entirety of his wholly fantastic and stupendously unbelievable life. What did he ever do to deserve all this — him, Steve Rogers, the son of an immigrant and a vanishing man, any other boy in an alleyway with scraped-up knees? Who is he? Who is he but any other man off the street? And to be here, on this unlikely day, looking at Bucky now.

Time is so funny. Life is so strange.

“I’ve loved you,” says Steve, “Since the beginning of time, Buck.”

Bucky stares at him, silent and still.

“You know, I been to all fifty states? I went everywhere you ever told me you wanted to go and then some. I drew a hundred portraits of you, but they hurt too bad, and so I burned them, every one. They never looked right. Maybe it was because I could never do them in color.” Even at the Grand Canyon — holding it out so he might see it, that incredible, lonely, cold desert view, and then feeding it into the fire: watching the paper blacken and smoke and curl.

Bucky lets him speak.

“And you know, it’s funny: for the longest time I felt like I was looking for something. I think,” Steve says, “That I was looking for the truth. But I couldn’t find it anywhere, and that didn’t make sense. I even dug down deep inside myself, but there was nothing in there, either. I turned into the Tin Man without you: knock on my chest, you heard it echo for miles. So I looked and looked, but no matter where I did, I kept turning up you, finding you, over and over again, each decade of this life. But I think I get it now — I think I finally understand. I don’t know how it took me so long. It’s because you’re the truth, Buck. You’re the truest thing I’ve ever known.”

“Is that so?” Bucky asks, after a long, long pause.

Steve shrugs — what can you do? — and says, “It looks like. Sorry. Now I’m done. That’s all I had to say. It was so long and I never said. And then, well. All this time, I never thought I’d —“ and now he’s gasping, shocked by it, his throat closing up. He says, “Oh, Christ. You know, Buck, I never thought I’d get the chance to.”

Bucky leaves his coffee at the counter and turns the chair closest to Steve and sits before him. Their knees wedge together: Steve’s knee, Bucky’s knee, Steve’s knee, Bucky’s knee, and after a moment Bucky reaches out his right index finger and runs it down the bridge of Steve’s big and bumpy nose.

“Look at that beak,” he says. “You break it a time or twelve?” In one moment Steve is giving a laugh and in the next he goes silent, and Bucky’s hand is on the back of his neck, warm, heavy. For the first time in his entire life Steve reaches up his hand and presses him thumb into the little dimple in Bucky’s chin.

“I never felt you leave,” he confesses in a whisper, and all of a sudden his vision blurs. “I never felt you die, Buck. You were always there. You were always there. I thought I had lost my mind. I couldn’t shake you. I never shook you. I felt you out there in the world: some part of me. So I spent my whole life looking back. I spent my whole life hoping I’d see you in my rearview. Just a glimpse. Anything. I waited. I’ve been waiting.”

Bucky kisses him, very softly, very quietly, and simple: simple as though it hasn’t been a hundred years in the making. “Sorry,” he mumbles into Steve’s mouth, even as he does it. “M’sorry, I shouldn’t.”

“Shouldn’t —oh,” Steve realizes, and it makes him laugh; after all this, what a ridiculous thing to say. “Oh, no, Buck.”

“Got yourself a family.”

“And now I got you.”

“You can’t act like it’s so simple.”

“Watch me, motherfucker,” Steve says, and Bucky gives a laugh that’s wet and bloody as a newborn. “I was so quiet for so long,” Steve tells him, and it hurts again so badly he can’t breathe from it. With Bucky it comes and goes: this tightness in his throat, like pain from a sickness. All he can do is hold on and weather it through. “You never knew. I know you thought I didn’t. It hurt you.”

“Yeah it hurt me,” Bucky says, and kisses him viciously, and bites; but Steve bends for him, and lets him take whatever he wants. He owes it; he likes it. “Yeah it hurt me,” Bucky repeats, though now he kisses him in a way that says he isn’t so angry anymore. Steve pulls himself away to look, but then he sees it: five, six strands of hair at Bucky’s temple that are unlike any of the others.

Like Steve, he’s just now beginning to gray.

“Look at that,” says Steve, pressing his fingers there; and he realizes that he is unspeakably, deliriously relieved. Finally: someone like him. Someone like him, and of course, of course, of course it’s Bucky — who else could it ever be but Bucky? ”Look at that,” he repeats, in wonder. “We match.”

Bucky says, “Of course we match,” and murmurs, “Of course we do.” He looks at Steve’s face: his nose, his chin, his eyes.

“So,” he says. “What’ve you been up to?”

“Better take your coat off,” Steve tells him. “Believe it or not, it’s kind of a long story.”

—

“Whole shops for organic, fresh-squeezed drinks,” Steve says, and insists, “Quit it, I’m serious. You go in and order one eight ounce cup of lemonade, only it’s not made out of lemons: it’s made out of apples and pineapples and fuckin’ mint, and you pay five dollars for it.”

“Fuck off.”

“My hand to God, Buck. You wanna go to the movies? Because you’ll have a fucking heart attack.”

—

“Buildings,” Steve says, and gestures, “That hit the clouds in Beijing. Tony — Stark’s son, you met him?”

“Yeah.”

“Tony, he built this godawful affront to man smack in Midtown over Grand Central, you won’t believe it, it’s — Christ, it is hideous.”

“How long’s it been, sixty years?” Bucky asks. “And still: an absolute bonafide snob —“

“When you see it, Buck —“

“I bet it’s fine, you just hate — what’s it called, the German one.”

“It’s not even Bauhaus, Bucky, it’s some kind of post-modernist steel abomination, I can’t believe they even allowed it.”

“Who’s the mayor anymore, anyway? No, wait, stop,” Bucky says. “Look, it may be scrambled eggs up in here, but I know that look anywhere. I can gather he ain’t a socialist and we’re leaving it at that.”

—

“You know what my ma taught me, especially when Hitler started picking off our people overseas? You don’t tell the story, it doesn’t stay alive. It’s a responsibility to tell the story. —Christ, it’s humiliating to talk about, honestly.”

“Why?”

Bucky thinks for a second, and finally says, “Honestly? Really, honestly?”

“Yeah.”

“Not my best work.”

Steve laughs, and keeps laughing, and has to grab at his stomach. “Oh, Jesus,” he gasps.

“I’m serious, imagine the first sketchbook you ever bought was on display to the world — what would you be most embarrassed about, the naked ladies or how bad the line work was? I didn’t write them for that. I’m a storyteller; I tell stories. It’s different than —” he waves a hand. “What Gabe was doing. What he did. M’not an artist.”

“You’re not pissed?”

“Yeah, I’m pissed,” Bucky says, sobering. “Yeah, I’m fucking furious, Steve, and I’m — Christ, if this was back before, I would’ve absolutely died, I would’ve been…but Jesus. They stuck a fork in my brains and twirled it around like spaghetti; you think I give a shit anymore? It’s just…baffling, is all. I’ve seen ‘em bound up in books. It just doesn’t make sense.” He looks back to Steve. “One thing I ain’t mad about?”

“Hmm?”

“You knowing. At least I didn’t have to come back here and stumble all over myself.”

“Tell you a secret,” Steve says.

“Hmm.”

“Carried the photocopies around with me for decades, shoved inside my wallet.” He doesn’t know how to explain it to Bucky: he’d been dead by then for over twenty years, and suddenly it was like he was reaching out to Steve from beyond the grave. He had been, in a way, after all.

“Where are the originals?” Bucky asks.

“That museum still,” Steve tells him. “Which is pretty fitting, if you ask me.”

“Why’s that?”  

“Well,” Steve says, “I kind of prefer having the real thing.”

“Huh,” Bucky tells him. “You don’t say.”

—

“Dodgers moved to Jersey.”


  “What?”


“Nah, I’m fucking with you,” Steve promises, and Bucky collapses back against the couch, relieved.

“They moved to LA.”

“What!”

—

“The crows happened, right?” asks Bucky. “I remember the crows.”

“They happened,” Steve agrees. “Didn’t seem real, though.”

“No,” Bucky sighs. “No, they never did. Sometimes I thought about them, how they’d…” he gestures. “How they’d land and go straight for the eyes, Christ. First time I saw it, it was all I could think about for weeks. Dugan almost lost his dinner.” His brow furrows. “Or Jones. Or maybe that kid…I forgot his name.”

Steve hums, wordless.

“Sometimes I’d wake up, think of them, you know, when they pulled me out of —“ Bucky stops. “I thought I was one of them, that I was really laying there dead on my back, crows pecking at my soft parts, that all of it wasn’t…wasn’t real, that I wasn’t there, that I really did bite it, that I was just taking my time about dying. And I didn’t know why I was thinking that, was the problem. I couldn’t for the life of me remember why.”

There’s a long silence, and Steve turns toward him, and they look at one another. Bucky reaches out and strokes Steve’s eyebrow with his thumb. He drops his hand again.

“You know what I want?” Bucky asks, after a moment.

“What’s that, Buck?”

“A motherfucking shower,” Bucky says, and Steve laughs. He slaps Steve on the leg. “I haven’t showered for real since 1943. Come with me. Cut my hair. Mama’s turning in her grave, God rest her.”

“God rest her.”

—

“Barnes, quit peacocking,” Steve says.

“Rogers, quit looking,” Bucky replies. He grins at Steve in the reflection.

—

“We lived just across town. It was the kind of life where you don’t chain up your bicycle outside.”

“And you were happy.”

Steve shrugs. “Yeah. I was happy as I could’ve been. Woke her up every night screaming. But sometimes she woke me up, too, except she was always so quiet: just tossed and turned. She had it bad, but she’d lie to me about it. Maybe that’s how it…we started lying, and it didn’t stop, not for a while.” It’s hard to explain the intricacies of it, even to Bucky; how he and Peggy have grown around each other, like two old vines. Their history isn’t terribly nice, but it is real and true. “We found ways to be happy.”

“She was good for you,” Bucky decides, satisfied with it. “She is good for you. What was it like, day you got married?”

Steve sighs, thinking of it, staring at the stucco white ceiling of the apartment. Bucky’s shoulder is hard and warm against his. “Cried. Laughed. She was so — God, stunning, I can’t even tell you, I about fainted at the altar. Her hair was long then, all these curls. Dugan wanted to make the toast, but Morita also wanted to make the toast, so Peggy made Dugan her maid of honor —“

“Holy fucking Christ —“

“And Morita was my best man — no, I’m serious, slapped lipstick on him and everything, thank God there wasn’t any press. Oh, God, you would’ve died at the look on his face. But he did it for her, you’re damn right, ‘cept then he got all teary —”

“Oh my God,” Bucky says, blankly terrified at the thought.

“‘He’s the only man deserving of you, and even then it’s questionable,’” Steve quotes. “Makeup all over his face. Jesus.”

—

“Say it again,” Bucky says.

“I love you bad,” Steve breathes. “I love you so bad,” and Bucky closes his eyes like Steve has spread balm on a wound. 

—

“They farm rice,” Steve explains. “Do you remember learning that? I’m sure you knew.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“In big paddies. I only spoke six words of Vietnamese when I went over, and like hell they were trusting me. There were landmines everywhere, in every village, and at that point nobody knew who had planted them down: us or them. Didn’t matter anyway; people were losing limbs like loose screws. So I started wading in with them, the villagers, and when I stepped on one I’d throw it as far as I could, away from the huts, so it would detonate far out in the fields or the swamps. And they’d feed me at night if I did. One of the women taught me how to make this cake — I’ll show you sometime. Pegs can’t stand it, but I ate it for months after I got stateside.”

“How long were you there?”

“Oh, years, I don’t know,” Steve says, and sees the hurt on Bucky’s face, and understands it. “Three, maybe. And then when I came home, she took me back. I was at this rally, and then — wait, Jesus, I haven’t told you how I met Nick, have I?”

“You got arrested with him, didn’t you,” Bucky says, and Steve laughs and laughs. “Jesus fuck,” says Bucky, stunned. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

—

“You know,” Bucky tells him, and passes him the smoke: Marlboros, same as ever, even though they taste different now: harder. “I really wasn’t going to come back.”

Steve looks to him, and takes a drag. In the cool night air on the step their knees knock together through their jeans.

“I really wasn’t. I meant what I said, when I left you those notes. No, keep it,” Bucky instructs him, when Steve tries to hand the smoke back. He lights up his own. “What’s it gonna do, kill you? —I really was, I was gonna leave. The plan was I’d get rid of them, all of them, the rest of them. The ones who did that to me, and to those little girls like Natalia. And then I was going to…I don’t know,” he admits, and leans back on his elbows. Steve watches his profile, a big lump in his throat. “It was like a broken engine up here. Everything kept screeching around. I wanted quiet. And I knew I’d just…that it’d be worse for you, to see me like this, or like that, or whatever. How I was. How I am.”

“It’s not.”

“Shut up, I’m telling a story.”

Steve smiles a little.

“So I was gonna put a bullet in my own head, I guess was the plan, or find someone to put me down like a dog. And it almost happened — I almost let her kill me.”

Steve tries to swallow. “Natasha?” he asks.

“Yeah,” Bucky says, quietly. “Yeah. But I don’t think she wanted to, not really. And then you had to go and get yourself knee-deep in shit one last time anyway, just to make my life harder.” Bucky puts his hand on Steve’s shoulder, and then wraps his arm around him. He says, “Thanks for that, troublemaker.”

—

Steve tells him everything, everything, each moment that he can remember; the days bleed into other days, and then somehow they’ve spent a week cloistered away, eating up what’s in Steve’s pantry and finally ordering for dinner, sitting on the floor, on the couch, sleeping in turns — they can never seem to sleep at the same time, too scared to close their eyes. Someone has to take watch, anyway.

“How old is that pizza?” asks Natasha, disgusted, and before she’s even done talking Steve has pulled her into a hug, and she gives a surprised oof, the door still open, the precautionary firearm still in Steve’s hand. “Damn, I missed you,” he blurts, surprised by it. He hadn’t even realized how badly until he saw her.

“Okay, okay,” she says, huffing, but she’s smiling, almost fully; as fully as Natasha ever does. “I get it, Rogers.”

“How you been? You hungry? We have, uh — canned peaches, I think.”

“Romanoff,” Bucky says, rounding out of the bathroom.

“Barnes,” she replies, and Steve stands in silence between them while they look at one another, having a conversation. “We’re going to the supermarket,” she decides abruptly, still looking at him. “Are you coming?”

“Go ahead,” Bucky says, and turns to Steve. His voice is softer. “Get on, yeah, go ahead. I’ll be right here.”

“Want anything in particular?”

“Meat,” Bucky decides. “Fish. Butter. Shit, I want butter. Is butter good in the future?”

“The real kind’s still good, if you can find it.”

“Alright: butter,” Bucky says, and waves them off. “Go, get out the door.”

—

“Salted or unsalted?” Steve asks.

“I don’t know, I don’t grocery shop; Steve,” Natasha says, thirty minutes in and thoroughly fed up: “Slow down. What are you doing?”

“What?”

“You have to stop living like you’re drowning,” says Natasha. “It’s not worth it to live that way. Like you’re about to let go and slip under any minute. I know, I’ve been there.” Her eyes are green and serious as she stares at him. She says, “Listen to me. It’s not going to crumble around you.”

Steve stares at her, shocked. Advice you give to someone else, he thinks, is advice you wish you had heard: “It’s not going to crumble around you, either,” he says, and her face goes soft, caring. “But how can I trust it? How?” After all that’s happened?

“You just do,” Natasha tells him. “You make yourself, Steve. You pretend you trust it, and you keep pretending, and eventually you wake up and it’s true.”

“You told him,” Steve says, surprised all over again. “Didn’t you?”

“As if that’s your business,” says Natasha, with her saccharine, annoyed smile, but she can never lie to him. They finish up in silence, check out, and start back to the apartment; eventually Natasha loops her arm through Steve’s, one hand on his elbow and the other resting at his bicep. The night is nice, nearly balmy, and they pass another couple: a family with two children. Immediately Steve remembers Kathryn, and old summer days in Potomac Park.

“You ever thought about that?” Steve asks, and then worries immediately that he’s put his foot in his mouth. “Or — oh, Christ —“

“No, it’s — oh,” Nat says, and now she’s laughing at him. “No, I can, is that what you —?”

“Yeah, God, sorry,” Steve says. “See, this is why I’m not allowed out.”

“I can,” Natasha says. “It’s not that I can’t. I don’t know — I never really thought about it. I don’t want it. Plus,” she says, grinning, “Can you imagine Barton with children?”

“Well, now that you say it out loud…”

“You miss your family, I can see it,” Natasha says bluntly, and now they’re at the door, and she stops, and turns to face him. “You missed me and you didn’t even know it. Go see them. Go out in the world. He’s not leaving now; you should have seen him when…” she sighs, brow furrowing. “He was manic, desperate. Feral. It was ugly. He won’t leave you now that you’re back. Do you know that?”

Steve looks at her: her hair is different now, cut to her shoulders and straight, and her face is astoundingly plain and open, her eyelashes brown; she isn’t wearing any makeup. She cups her small hand on Steve’s face and reaches up and kisses his cheek out of absolutely nowhere — just because she wanted to.

“What about you?” Steve asks. “Where are you going?”

“You know where,” she says. “Same way as Wilson. The FBI is gone, SHIELD is gone: it’s just us now. Nick is making good offers.” She tilts her head. “The world needs protectors. We happen to be qualified.”

“Protectors, huh?”

“I mean, it’s not an official name,” Natasha says. Her mouth quirks to accommodate the smile, and she adds, “But I’m sure we’ll think of something.”

“I’m sure you will.”

“I’d invite you, but…go see your family, Steve. See your family and then make a decision.”

“Saw part of it tonight,” he says, and pulls her close again.

“Stop that,” Natasha murmurs, affectionately. “I’ll see you around,” she says, and her boots click on the sidewalk.

“I like your necklace!” Steve calls after her. She ignores him entirely, but he knows that she’s smiling anyway. He misses her already; autumnal, perennially liminal Natasha, one of the greater things to come out of this strange, long trek — and he watches after her until she rounds the corner, her red hair out of sight.

—

“Oh, wow,” Kathryn says, her voice suddenly weak. “Oh, God.”

“We didn’t mean to intrude,” Steve says, as Kat stands frozen in the doorway of her nice suburban home, her hand still on the knob, her mouth hanging open. “We thought we’d — you know what, I should have called, I wasn’t even —“

“Hi,” Kat says, interrupting him, looking at Bucky. She’s stunned, nervous: brave through it all. “My name is Kat,” she says to him. “Kathryn Morita.”

“James Barnes, miss,” says Bucky, and Kathryn gives a disbelieving laugh. She claps her hand over her mouth, her brow suddenly drawn, and tears spill out of her eyes. She laughs again.

“Hi,” she repeats, choked. “It’s really, really nice to meet you, James Barnes.”

They stand for a moment looking at one another: Bucky’s hands are shaking. Steve has to look up and away, blinking hard. “Oh, come here,” Kat says, in a wet murmur, and she wraps her arms around Bucky’s shoulders, pulling him close. Bucky stands for a moment, and then he puts his right arm around her, and after a moment his left too, holding gently between her shoulder blades. “Hello, Bucky,” Kat says.

“Hi, Kat,” Bucky replies, and tells her, “It’s really good to meet you too, sweetheart. It’s really good to meet you too.”

—

“You’re sure,” Bucky says. “You’re sure.”

“I’m sure, what, you’re gonna flake out on me now? We’re right outside the door. Hey,” Steve says, and gives Bucky’s shoulders a shake: “It’s just my wife.”

“It’s just,” Bucky repeats, incredulous, “Your wife. Good Christ. Just your wife could out-shoot, outrun, and outsmart me in 1944. Just your wife is a great lady, Steve, but just your wife and I — look, I’m not sure if you know this, but just your wife and I kinda have a history —“

“You haven’t talked to her in a century, Buck, you can’t possibly know that. Come on.”

“I can hear you, you know,” Peggy calls, and Bucky’s eyes become huge and round. He turns from Steve and opens the door and walks inside.

“Jesus-motherfuck-me-Christ, Carter,” he says, his voice tight, somehow furious: “You scare the living shit out of me, as ever. Begging your pardon, of course.”

“Sergeant Barnes,” says Peggy mildly. “You’re still quite tall, do you know.”

“I’ll leave you to it,” Steve says, but they both snap and look to him. “What? You two always talked over my head, those angry, silent talks when you thought I wasn’t looking — yeah, I remember that. Be grateful Stark’s not alive.”

“Steve,” Peggy scolds.

“God rest him,” Steve adds, in respect to their friendship. “Look, I’ll be just outside.”

—
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In the news
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BuzzfeedNews - 10 minutes ago
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The New York Times - 14 minutes ago

—

“Are you terribly happy?” Peggy asks, when Steve lays beside her on the bed, and they turn to face each other the same way they used to sleep: closed parentheses, knees and noses touching. “You look terribly happy.”

“I’ll be terribly happy if I hear you two aren’t about to smother each other any time soon.”

“We’re not,” Peggy says. “Do you know how you and Agent Romanoff are the same kind of person, on the inside? So are Barnes and I — the same stuff in our bones, I suppose. Though we were never quite so lucky to be friends as the two of you.”

“You understand him.”

“And he understands me, wrinkles and all. We spoke honestly, I think, for the first time ever. I asked his forgiveness.”

“He forgives you.”

“I know,” Peggy says, and Steve reaches up and thumbs away a tear from her eye. She smiles at him, rolling her eyes at herself. It makes Steve laugh. She says, “It’s less a matter of forgiving me and more a matter of forgiving himself, anyway. We don’t dislike each other,” she says, and sighs. “We’re just — there are people like you, darling, and then there are people like us. It’s hard for people like us to reconcile the things we’ve done, sometimes. We’re nearly too alike, Barnes and I.” Now she smirks. “You have a type.”

“Jesus,” Steve complains, laughing.

“You look wonderful, darling; look at you,” Peggy says, and it makes Steve smile, and duck his head. “Blushing. You are happy.”

“I’m the luckiest man alive,” Steve tells her. “I’m the luckiest man to ever walk the Earth, look at me, I have everyone I love in one place. Pegs, listen, I have a proposal —“

“Oh, are you going to drop a ring again? Will I have to crawl around in a park finding it for an hour?”

“You’re never going to forget that, are you.”

“Hmm,” Peggy says. “No.”

“Come with us,” Steve pleads, and takes her hands in his. “Come with us to New York. Set you up wherever, visit you every day — every day, Peggy, I swear to God. Aren’t you tired of this place? There’s nothing for us here. This place is old, it’s dead. If Nick has positions open he’s got something for Sharon: you won’t be missing her. She’ll come with us. Please. It’ll be wonderful. I don’t want to do it without you. I don’t want to do anything without you ever again.”

“Yes,” Peggy says, smiling. She presses her hand to her mouth, like she did the night they were engaged, when Steve dropped the ring. “Yes, darling, of course — stop, you don’t have to convince me.”

“But I have a whole speech prepared.”

“No need to give it,” Peggy tells him.

“I love you,” says Steve, fervent. “Jesus, I love you.”

“I can’t believe it,” Peggy murmurs to him, and folds their hands together. “You’re so vibrant, look at you. I have so much time to think, anymore…we’re all, each of us, only passing through. And it’s been so wonderful, Steve; so wonderful to pass through with you.”

“Pegs,” Steve says. The cold fury that used to live behind her eyes is so far away; she’s thawed out more than even Bucky in the sunlight of redemption, and somehow she’s more catastrophically beautiful now than she ever has been in her life.

“Tell me,” she says, and closes her thin eyelids, basking: “How does it feel? How does it feel for you now?”

“Remember being young?” Steve asks, and Peggy’s smile breaks over him like the dawn.

 

 


  2012


“Not bad, right?”

“Not bad, not bad,” Steve laughs, and looks at Sam: he’s tall, striking, smiling. The design of the star is different now: the white pattern spreads down his arms and to the cowl, and red goggles hang around his neck.

“Suits you,” Fury agrees.

“One last thing,” Steve says, and shoulders off his bag. “Needs a paint job, maybe,” he admits, and hands off the shield to Sam. “But I thought I’d let you handle that, spruce it up however you want. There. Complete. Damn. You’re looking good, Cap.”

“Shit,” Sam laughs. “I really am, aren’t I?”
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The New York Times Best Sellers
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2 THE HIT, by David Baldacci. (Grand Central.) The government pitman Will Robie uncovers a serious threat as he attempts to take out a fellow assassin who has gone rogue.

3 THE LONG WAY AROUND, by Roger Buchanan. (Little, Brown.) The genre- defying story of an amnesiac man unmoored in the 21st century; the winner of the 2013 Pulitzer Prize.

Books of the Times Review

4 EYES WIDE OPEN, by Raine Miller. (Atria.) Demons from the past threaten to destroy the passionate bond of Ethan and Brynne. Book 3 of the Blackstone Affair series.

 

 


  2015


“What’s gonna piss Barton off less,” Bucky says, hands on his hips: “If I knock the wall down or leave the hole in it? —No, never mind. I’m knocking it down.”

“The whole wall?”

“The whole wall. It’s not like anyone’s living next door, and I’m sick of you trying to cramp all your supplies into that broom closet.”

“Second bedroom.”

“Broom closet, Rogers, don’t oversell. And look, the light’s good. North-facing. I’ll block it off from the kitchen a little, but even if you track paint in, the floor’s still this godawful tile; it’ll be fine. Jesus,” Bucky says, and turns to look at Steve. “I’m tearing that up, too, by the way.”

“The whole wall,” Steve says, considering. “Well, alright. And you already put your fist through it, so that’s a start.”

“Hah,” Bucky grunts, and reaches for the painting; it’s unharmed, but the hammer is still in the plaster from where he underestimated his left arm a little. “So where do you want this instead?”

“I’ll leave it upstairs,” Steve says, after a moment. He likes this one: a portrait of a person he’s never known from the back, their sturdy, work-hardened lines. Maybe it is someone he knows, he thinks: maybe it’s everyone he knows, and ever has known. “It’s for Nat, I think. Something there for her when they get back.”

“Hmm,” Bucky says, and turns to look at him. “Alright. Yeah, she’ll like this. How’s the job?” he asks, and when he passes by Steve to get coffee from this kitchen he squeezes the back of his neck. “Where are they? Serbia?”

“Somewhere,” Steve agrees. “There was some shitshow at a rally; I think they ran into some enhanced kids, but I’m not sure. She wouldn’t really say.”

“Kids? Jesus,” Bucky says, and then after a second: “Hey, come over here.”

“What?”

“Come over here, I said.”

Steve falls for it on purpose, but Bucky still kisses him and presses him up against the sink.

“We got shit to do,” Steve complains, smiling.

“Yeah?” Bucky’s nose touches his before he pulls away, and then he grins and spans his hands over Steve’s hips, his eyes heavy-lidded and smug. “Well, your fault. You know better than to look at me like that. I’m like a tomcat, Rogers. Feed me once, I’ll just keep on coming back for more.”

“Jesus,” Steve murmurs, laughing, and he puts his arms around Bucky’s neck.

—

“Lilies, how about,” Bucky suggests, looking over Steve’s shoulder. “Roses, roses, roses; that’s all you ever buy her. Maybe a lady wants a change of pace sometimes, Rogers. What’s her favorite?”

“Lilies,” Steve admits, and Bucky says, “Hah,” and pinches at Steve’s side. “So? Get your girl some lilies, she’ll love them. No, not those — Jesus Christ, you’re hopeless. Here,” he says, and picks an acceptably sized bouquet. “These. Much better.”

Steve draws her an awful lot these days: Peggy when she was young, Peggy at middle age, Peggy the way she is now; Peggy in her multitudes, Peggy in her singularities. It pours out of him, his love for her, and Bucky lets it — Bucky doesn’t care — Bucky tears up their little apartment to make it their own, and sweats and swears all day over it, and then after he puts his hands on Steve’s neck, one rough, one smooth, and holds him in place so he can kiss him, or talk to him, or tease him however he wants.

Peggy isn’t getting better and she isn’t getting worse, except for when Steve looks back on months passed, and realizes that she has gotten worse; that she’s forgetting more than she remembers, by and large, and that she sleeps more and more every day, sometimes confusing Kat with Sharon with Jamie, and nearly always, for a moment or two at least, confusing the year. Steve knew inside of himself, the day that Dugan died, that he would outlive them all: even her, maybe even Kathryn. Now it’s happening so quickly. He’s afraid to leave, just in case, even though the doctors keep telling him she has time yet. Time is a funny concept to Steve. It doesn’t really exist anymore.

“Come in with me today,” Steve says, even though he didn’t expect himself to. “For more than two minutes, I mean.”

“Alright, yeah,” Bucky tells him, after one second of hesitation. “‘Course. Only had to ask.”

Bucky goes a little wild at the market just the way Steve and Peggy did for a straight year after the war: he wants everything, the sweet thick peaches and the peanut butter with the nuts still in, twelve different kinds of preserves and the best whiskey on the shelf. He gets corn for Steve to shuck because he doesn’t have the first idea about shucking corn, and he buys fat plums and almonds and milk; not the one in the carton, the one in the glass. He buys thick cream from the same local brand even though he thinks the price is obscene, and then of course he has to —

“I am not paying that much for this tadpole.”

“If I sell you it for what you’re offering I might as well throw it in the trash.”

“Kid —,“ Bucky sighs.

Steve wanders away, and he picks through the fruits and vegetables, the bouquet in one hand. A man is across him, a worker stocking apples. Might make a cake, Steve thinks, as he looks at those and the apricots and the bananas, indecisive. Finally he sees them and knows: fresh, vibrant, round — and he reaches into his back pocket, rifling through the worn wallet for cash.

“Hey, excuse me,” Steve says, and asks, “How much for that bushel of oranges?”

—


  This story has been unbelievable and strange, but maybe this is the most unbelievable and strange part of all: I never forgot him, not really. I only told myself that I had. I forgot without forgetting at all.



  For decades I hid him deep within a secret part of me, and even though I lost his specifics, his nose, his brow, I somehow knew that he lived safe and far away, and that knowledge alone was my comfort. The shape he took in my mind was something special, and beyond that he was stored in incremental pieces all throughout me anyway: my teeth missed him, and so did my kneecaps, and even my angry hands. My spine knew something was wrong, too — I swear to God it felt the absent rungs. But my memory is four-dimensional and just enough elastic, which is maybe why it worked so well: why I could forget without forgetting, and why it all filtered back so quickly. Now I can tell anyone all about him; I can conjure him up straight from memory. And what a luxury it is, too — what a rich man I am — that I can think of him at all, the blue eyes, the chin, that red little mouth. If I kiss him anywhere he turns bruised and overripe and wanting, alive in my hands: and wouldn’t you like to know. His mean wit will cut you in two. But why would I tell you, of all people? Why would I tell you, when I’ve already spread myself at your feet, butterflied? Don’t read what comes next, I dare you. It’s only for him.



  Today I can see all the way to the truth I’ll know at the end of the world. 



  Listen close. Listen to me when I say it in your ear. Remember it for me, just in case I ever happen to forget it again. I know this one in my spine-bones and somewhere now in the meat of my heart. It’s why the grave couldn’t keep me in, sweetheart. It’s how you even found me again at all. The fact of us is simple arithmetic. Torch me, bury me, break me: it’s never going to stick. I’ll always come back from the dead for you. We belonged to each other before we ever belonged to ourselves.



  (Buchanan, R. “The Long Way Around: Epilogue.” Little, Brown and Company, 2013.)
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“Hmm,” Bucky says, and in the crackling firelight he studies Jones’ hand. “That don’t make sense.”

“The black man’s gonna be a millionaire,” Jones guesses.

“I keep tellin’ you — shut up, shut up — I keep tellin’ you, I can’t read the future, Jones. It’s different than that. And this is just strange, is all. This line here is your heart, and it splits.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Aw, he’s eager: two dames,” Morita says. Jones smacks him.

“You’re gonna marry one lady or the other, but not both, I don’t think.”

“Cap next,” Dugan says, and chants: “Cap next, Cap next — c’mon —“

“Fine, fine,” Steve relents, and he scoots closer to Bucky so he can face him, feeling silly and a little drunk. Buck licks chalky nicotine off his middle finger and reaches for Steve’s hand; he turns it palm-up in his own and strokes down the middle of it with the calloused wet finger. Steve watches raptly where their skin touches beneath the grime and sees dried brown blood flecked high on Bucky’s forearm. Suddenly Bucky flicks the thin skin of Steve’s palm with his blunt nail, and laughs at Steve when he yelps.

“Gettin’ spooked by my witchcraft?” Bucky asks, and his eyes flash, teasing, when he grins up at Steve.

“Yeah, heretic,” Steve tells him. “I’m fuckin’ terrified.”

“Mama never let me do this in front of anyone,” Bucky says, just for Steve to hear. “No rules out here, though, are there? No rules in this life. Alright, here we are: this is your headline, and look at that: you’re a stubborn asshole, what surprise.”

Steve tries to jerk his hand away, rolling his eyes, but Bucky grabs it back fast. “Fine, fine. See, Jones? Not predicting the future, just looking at you, what’s in your bones. It’s all in your bones, huh? Not in the future. Trajectory, like. All I can see is your trajectory.”

Jones makes an unconvinced sound, but Steve is distracted again — Bucky is tracing his index finger down Steve’s palm, and his hand is warm. The callouses catch, catch, catch. “Look at this,” he murmurs. “Yours is different from his, see? Lines up strange, like it’s doubled, side by side. You know what that means?”

“What?”

“You’re going to have two great loves in your life.”

The boys howl and hoot. “Lady Liberty and Mrs. Justice,” Morita says, still chuckling, and Dugan elbows him: “Fucking Christ, that’s not even good.”

But Bucky is concentrating now, and Steve looks at him: in the dim and spitting firelight, his brow is drawn, dark, and his hair arcs over his forehead. He chews at the inside of his lip, and Steve rests their hands heavily together. “This, I got no explanation for,” he says, and grins up, suddenly, at Steve. “Art not a science, huh? That’s what mama always said.”

“Tell me what it is.” Bucky wants to pass it off as a joke, Steve knows, but underneath he’s truly and desperately serious. “Go on, tell me; I wanna know, Buck.”

“Here,” Bucky says, “And here. You see that?” Steve does, only barely. “This is your life line, right here. Sometimes it’s strong or bent or jagged or broken, but look at that: you have two.” And he’s right; Steve does. “And halfway down — see? Halfway down, they split right off.”

“What’s it mean?”

“Two possibilities, maybe,” Buck says, and strokes two fingers, middle and index, along both. He hums, curious. “Two ways it could go. Two ways your life might go, and then — look at this, see? They meet again. They meet again right there, at the end. So your ending’s the same, whatever it’s gonna be; however you get there. It ends the same both times. Strange. That’s strange, Rogers. I ain’t ever seen it before.”

“Steve Rogers,” Falsworth proclaims. “Freak of nature, baffling to psychics.”

“Thanks, Monty,” says Steve, very sincerely, and around them the men laugh. Steve looks across again to Bucky and finds that Bucky is already looking back at him.

“You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” Bucky teases, fond, his dark eyes glittering and happy in the light of the fire. The night is quiet and chilled, but between them their hands still touch, and where their hands touch, they are warm.


 People aren’t supposed to look back. I’m certainly not going to do it anymore. I’ve finished my war book now.

— Kurt Vonnegut

Slaughter-House Five

  



2. Notes


    
    Damn, what a long ride. Special thanks to Nora for consulting, to isamai for the invaluable help with the Russian translations throughout this series, and to Sebastien for their lovely cover art, which can be found on tumblr. And thanks most of all to our fantastic, insane, astoundingly enthusiastic readers, who made all of this possible: you really stuck with us until the end of the, well, you know. As always, we’ve been Ellen and Emily. 

 

2008

- Natasha’s line, “You have to belong anywhere” references Phil Noto’s Black Widow Issue #3

- The story behind the song that Bucky sings in Steve’s dream is true; there really are a number of parody versions of the Battle Hymn of the Republic that cropped up during WWI and WWII called “Blood Upon the Risers.” There are other parodies of this song as well, including versions that are about public school, private school, and various branches of the military. The version that Bucky sings, originated by paratroopers, can be found here. 

 

2009

- “Tod der Lüge,” or “death of the lie,” was a Nazi propaganda poster that was actually common in the 1920’s, not the 1940’s. In it, a Nationalist-Socialist hand strangles a snake that is labeled as Marxist-Leninist and “high-finance.” Interestingly, there was a Russian response to this Nazi poster in the 1930’s, which depicted a red hand crushing a fascist snake.

- For the purposes of this verse, the events of Iron Man 2 occurred in 2009 instead of 2010.

- Natasha’s SHIELDgate speech draws heavily on Gorbachev’s speech that dissolved the Soviet Union. In canon, Steve’s rallying speech quotes JFK’s Cuban Missile Crisis address; Emily thought it would be a good touch to have Natasha’s draw from a leader from her country. 

- We had a bit of a dilemma over the name of Vice President Rodriguez. When planning this fic, we had decided to use the fact that the VP is corrupt and working with AIM in Iron Man 3 as an indication that, like every other evil person in this verse, he could also have been working with HYDRA. However, we didn’t remember that his last name was Rodriguez. We decided to stick to the plan after we found out, though in the original drafts his last name was “Walter.” Make of that what you will.

- Steve meets Sam in the cereal aisle of a grocery store, a reference to Anthony Mackie’s role in The Hurt Locker.

- Agent Cagney references Article III, section 3, clause 1 of the US Constitution: “Treason against the United States shall consist only in levying War against them, or in adhering to their Enemies, giving them Aid and Comfort. No Person shall be convicted of Treason unless on the Testimony of two Witnesses to the same overt Act, or on Confession in open Court.”

- When Cagney mentions an uprising in Ukraine, she refers to the 2004 Orange Revolution.

- Steve’s favorite painting at the Met is Oleanders. Steve seeing it in 1943 (and before) is actually historically inaccurate: the painting was only acquired by the museum in 1997.

- Oleanders are not life-affirming at all but in fact poisonous.

- Steve’s fear that he stopped Bucky from passing through into death is an actual belief that existed in the UK during the Industrial Revolution, if not before; it’s mentioned in the 1848 novel Mary Barton.

 

2010

- Bernadette Rosenthal was Bucky’s lawyer in 616.

- Ellen drew heavily from Nelson Mandela’s “Statement from the Dock at the Rivonia Trial” to write Steve’s final press release; later in this section, Rhodey also quotes Mandela on his Twitter handle.

- This is the version of “It’s Been A Long, Long Time” plays in the trailer for “The Informant.”

 

1945

- This is terrible, hand-wavey palm reading for the purposes of the scene.

- “You’re going to have two great loves in your life” is an homage to Fury.
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