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Chapter 1: Downtime
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I probably would have slept longer had Buddy not pawed my shoulder repeatedly. He was a creature of habit, as so many of us are. He even knew enough to wake me, knowing he’d get nowhere with Marsha, who was snoring loudly on the other side of the bed. And Buddy was right. Most times, I’d be awake by now and going through my morning routine, which included letting him outside to do his business. 

But today, we weren’t going to work. SHIELD was temporarily on a hiatus. The result of hackers compromising our network during our last mission. So, while cybersecurity specialists worked to re-establish a secure, hacker-free network, Dr. Ledbrinker had given us all a vacation.

Everyone on the team was back in their respective homes, having abdicated our temporary living quarters at Fort Detrick while the investigation into who shot and killed Dr. Wang and injured Mei-Xing continued. Mei-Xing, who didn’t have a home, now occupied the underground bunker that passed for an apartment at Langley—where Marsha and I had stayed occasionally. Its soul-sucking, windowless concrete walls and lack of homey comfort left something to be desired. But if it was security you needed, it couldn’t be beat. And with whoever killed Dr. Wang still in the wind, that was probably the best place for her to be.

I reluctantly left the warm cocoon of the bed I slept in for the first time in weeks and threw on a robe. Then, padded out of the bedroom and down the hall with Buddy excitedly in tow until we reached the front door, where he sat down anxiously awaiting the magic word.

“Good boy! You can go,” I said after opening the door.

He was off like a shot, prancing out into the front yard. First, surveying for anything of interest outside the fence. Then, confining his attention to sniffing out the best spot in the yard to relieve himself. It was a routine I had watched many times, and for some reason, it was comforting. Perhaps because its reliable predictability was so unlike the randomness and volatility of most things in life. But then I had to chuckle. I was waxing philosophical about how my dog takes a shit on my lawn. Somehow, I doubt he had such deep thoughts when he followed Marsha or me into the bathroom.

We continued our morning routine from there. Buddy ate his breakfast, and I made my coffee. The only difference was that I didn’t have to try repeatedly to wake Sleepyhead or ruminate over what my day at work held in store for me. Most people would relish the opportunity to start one’s day so leisurely. But not me. I just grew restless, not having anything to occupy my time. And knowing Marsha, she’d probably sleep for another 3 hours.

This is where normal people have interests and activities they like to do outside of work—gardening, yoga, golfing, reading, going to the movies, theater, or symphony, and traveling, to mention a few. For example, I knew that Jazz, Tia, and Josh were taking a trip to Boston. Jazz was going to visit her mother and grandmother, and Tia was introducing Josh to her family. 

They were taking the new high-speed train that was all the rage since its maiden voyage three weeks earlier when it carried the President of the United States and a couple dozen other dignitaries from Washington DC to Boston in just 4 hours and 20 minutes with 10-minute whistle-stops in 7 cities along the way. Lopping over 2 hours off of the fastest rail service for that route previously. 

They had invited us to join them, but we declined. Wishing to spend some time at home before potentially driving to New York to meet Marsha’s brother, Doug, and spread her mother’s ashes on her father’s grave. It was not the most pleasant of activities to contemplate. Still, it was her mother’s last wish and would be meaningful to Marsha and Doug, if nothing else. Time and their availability permitting, we would also try to fit in a visit to my mother and Misty on our way back.

I had just sat down on the couch with my coffee when Marsha appeared.

“Where’s my cup?” she said, strolling in as if I should have expected her.

“What are you doing up? I figured you’d sleep in.”

“Well, I guess you figured wrong,” she replied, as Buddy greeted her and she headed toward the kitchen.

“So, I almost have to drag you out of bed on work days. And now that we have a day off, you get up early with no prompting? Why?” I called out.

“I guess I’m a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” she quipped, as she returned from the kitchen.

“Like Russia.”

“Like Russia? Where did that come from?”

“That’s who Winston Churchill was referring to when he said that during World War II.”

“How do you know this shit?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I paid attention during my U.S. History class. Or maybe my grandfather told me when I was little. He was alive during World War II.”

“You should take the Jeopardy quiz and go on the show,” she said, sipping her coffee and joining me on the couch.

“No thanks. I’m not that smart.”

“I think you underestimate how smart you are. You seem to have a lot of useless factoids bouncing around in that head of yours.”

“Gee, thanks. That started out as a nice compliment.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t want your head to swell too much. So, what are we going to do today?”

“Good question. You know I’m not good at occupying my own free time.”

“How about we go visit Mei-Xing at Langley?”

“Really?” I said, surprised.

“Yes, really. I feel sorry for her. Everybody is off doing fun stuff, and she’s stuck there all by herself.”

“We could take Buddy,” I added, causing his head to perk up.

“Oh, she’d love that. And maybe we could bring her lunch so she doesn’t have to eat that awful cafeteria food.”

“Mmm, like Chicken Sammy’s with waffle fries and comeback sauce,” I swooned.

“Now you’re talking,” Marsha replied. “Can we take Mugly? I don’t want to get Buddy’s hair all over my mother’s car.”

“Sure. And maybe we can stop at the pet store and pick up one of those seat covers so you don’t have to worry about your car when you eventually take him.”

“That’s a good idea.”

We both had another cup of coffee before retreating to the bathroom to shower and get ready. I was happy that Marsha had suggested visiting Mei-Xing. We had talked about wanting to spend time with her to make her feel welcome and at home. But our mission in Puerto Rico threw a wrench into that plan. And now, after being shot, losing Dr. Wang, and being uncertain about the welfare of her family back in China, I’m sure she was in greater need of friendship and support.

We ran our errands to the pet store and the sandwich shop before heading to Langley. It felt odd enough not working, but it was even stranger not having our phones. Our SHIELD-issued phones had been confiscated, and as a precaution, we had been advised not to use our personal phones except in emergencies. We had them with us, but they were turned off. Despite this and the fact I was driving, I still caught myself wanting to reach to check my phone. It was like an irresistible compulsion.

“I don’t know why they can’t just issue us different phones connected to a secure network,” I lamented.

“I know. But the good thing about it is that it forces us to do something other than work.”

“Yeah, but here we are at work,” I laughed as I pulled up to the security gate.

“I prefer to think of it as we’re visiting a friend who just happens to live in an unusually secure neighborhood.”

We gained entrance, and I pulled Mugly into our usual parking space. Buddy jumped out of the car, and before Marsha could leash him, he bolted to the nearest tree.

“When you gotta go, you gotta go,” Marsha chuckled.

“I guess so,” I replied.

It had only been a few weeks since we’d been here, but it felt much longer. Making our way to the subterranean concrete lair felt like an even more distant memory. Ironically, the last time I was there was when I talked in my sleep, and Marsha found out about Mei-Xing. It had almost ended us. And now, here we were, visiting her. Life was strange and unpredictable.

To say Mei-Xing was happy to see us would be a gross understatement. She fell into our arms, embracing us with her one good arm and crying joyfully. And I had rarely seen Buddy so excited. Which was saying something because Buddy didn’t skimp on his greetings for anyone he knew. But along with his usual excitement and full body wag, he added bouncing, running in circles, vocalizations, and a concern for and interest in the sling holding her left arm.

“Jeez, he never greets me that enthusiastically,” I said, as Mei-Xing was down on her knees, giving him a one-armed hug and getting Buddy kisses in return.

“Me either,” Marsha added.

“This makes me happy. Thank you for coming over.”

“Our pleasure,” Marsha replied. “We’ve stayed here before.”

“Yeah,” I chimed in. “We know how depressing and suffocating this windowless concrete box can be.”

“Yes, Dr. Ledbrinker told me you stayed here. I don’t mind it. I’m happy to be safe. It’s not having anyone to talk to and planning Dr. Wang’s funeral that’s depressing.”

“Why are you planning his funeral? Hasn’t Dr. Ledbrinker been able to find and communicate with his family?” I asked.

“No, she hasn’t been able to find them. And I volunteered to help arrange his funeral. Dr. Wang was a Buddhist, and in China, they have very specific customs they follow when someone dies.”

“So, are you a Buddhist?” Marsha asked.

“No, I’m Catholic. But I’ve been speaking with a Buddhist monk. He is helping me,” she said, her eyes glistening with tears.

“That must be very difficult,” I said, placing my hand on her shoulder.

“Yes, but I’m honored to do so. He deserves a respectful ceremony with reverence for his journey in death.”

“Is there anything we can help with?” Marsha asked.

“Oh, that’s very kind, but you should enjoy your time off.”

“It’s not a problem, Mei-Xing. Aja and I are driving up to New York later this week to spread my mother’s ashes on my father’s grave. So, weirdly, we’re both spending our time off the same way.”

“Really? The monk I spoke to is living in a monastery in New York, and we’re planning a ceremony to place Dr. Wang’s ashes in their Memorial Terrace.”

“Where in New York and when?”

“It’s in Carmel Hamlet. And the ceremony would be this coming Sunday.”

“Wow! That’s not that far from Hartsdale, where we’re going. How are you getting there?”

“I don’t know. I was going to talk with Dr. Ledbrinker.”

Marsha gave me a quick glance, which I interpreted as checking to see if we were on the same page. Thinking she was about to invite Mei-Xing to join us on our trip, I nodded, and Marsha continued.

“We can take you. If you don’t mind spending the weekend with us. We’re meeting my brother Doug there Friday night and having our brief ceremony in Hartsdale on Saturday.”

“And we might stop and see my mother and sister on the way back,” I added.

“Are you sure I wouldn’t be imposing?”

“Are you kidding? We’d be happy to have you join us,” Marsha replied.

“And we’d want to pay our last respects to Dr. Wang, too,” I added.

“Shouldn’t we ask Dr. Ledbrinker if it’s okay? She told me she didn’t want me to leave here. Maybe she plans to send someone else to deliver Dr. Wang’s ashes.”

“We can call her, but I can’t imagine she’d prevent you from going. You’re the closest thing to family he has,” I replied.

I called Dr. Ledbrinker, who not only backed our trip but was happy we could be at Dr. Wang’s funeral service to represent SHIELD and support Mei-Xing. With our weekend plans settled, we sat down and devoured the lunch we had delivered. Mei-Xing was no stranger to chicken, but it was safe to say she had never had it prepared as a sandwich with bacon, cheddar cheese, and a zippy, sweet, and tangy cream sauce.

At first, I feared it was too spicy for her, as her eyes widened after her first bite. I ordered our sandwiches with a level 2 spiciness on the restaurant’s 5-level heat index. Just spicy enough for Marsha and me without being painful. But, if anything, Mei-Xing didn’t find it spicy enough and reached for a hot chili sauce packet that came with our order.

“This is incredible, but it needs more spice,” she said, realizing she would need help to open the packet with only one arm.

“Here, let me open that,” I said, taking the packet from her and ripping off a corner. “Let me know when to stop.”

I slowly drizzled the sauce on her sandwich and stopped before she asked me to.

“You might want to be careful not to add too much,” I warned.

“More please, I like very spicy,” she prompted me.

I continued until the packet was empty. Fearful that she would regret her decision. But she picked up the sandwich and took a bite from her seriously amped-up sandwich while Marsha and I looked on, aghast.

“Mmm, now that’s better. This is delicious,” she said, grabbing a waffle fry.

I think we were both surprised that a 5-alarm fire didn’t go off inside her mouth. Meanwhile, a puddle of drool had formed where Buddy lay between Mei-Xing and me as he waited, hoping to catch anything that might drop from the table. Little did he know what a risk he’d take eating something Mei-Xing might fumble. Lucky for him, she was a careful eater with impeccable table manners.

As we ate, Marsha and I told her about Becca, our former colleague, who had first introduced us to the sandwiches. How Buddy was her dog originally. And how we subsequently adopted Buddy and moved into Becca’s house when she died after heroically saving our lives.

“Becca was very special. That must have been very difficult for you and Buddy,” she exclaimed.

“It was, but she’ll always be with us,” I replied, remembering how Buddy had continued to sleep in Becca’s bed while we slept in the spare bedroom, unwilling to disturb what felt like the ghost of Becca that still resided there.

After lunch, Mei-Xing told us about the horror of the shooting, how she lay there in pain waiting for another shot that thankfully never came. How she repeatedly called out to Dr. Wang, too frightened to raise her head to look, and knowing the devastating truth when he didn’t respond.

“I knew this was the Black Widow’s doing before Dr. Ledbrinker told me about the Chinese-made rifle they found. And I told her that when she visited me in the hospital. The Black Widow is mad we got away and doesn’t want us to develop SPIDA.”

“You must be terrified,” Marsha exclaimed.

“I’ve been terrified every day since leaving China, but not because I fear for my life. I fear for what has happened to my family. The Black Widow had to kill Dr. Wang because he actually knew how to develop SPIDA. I don’t have that ability, and I think she knew I would suffer more alive than dead. My wound was a message, not a missed shot.”

“So you don’t think she’ll have someone try to kill you?” I asked.

“No, she will not waste her time on me. She knows that without Dr. Wang, it will take much longer to develop SPIDA. She’s busy weaving a wider web for her child trafficking business and infiltrating your government and intelligence communities to weaken the ability to stop her.”

“Have you told Dr. Ledbrinker this?”

“I have, and she agrees with me on everything except the part about the Black Widow not wasting her time to kill me. That’s why I’m here.”

“Well, at least she’s going to let you go to New York with us,” I said.

“Yes, and Friday can’t come soon enough,” she said with a smile.

We said our goodbyes, and Marsha and I walked to the door. Then we noticed Buddy still lying on the floor next to Mei-Xing.

“Come on, Buddy. Time to go home,” I said, slapping my thigh a couple of times.

But Buddy didn’t budge. He just looked at us with forlorn eyes, as if we were asking him to do something painful, and then looked up at Mei-Xing.

“Go, Buddy. Time to go home,” Mei-Xing said, trying to help.

Buddy got up, but only long enough to jump on the couch and lay down with his head in Mei-Xing’s lap.

“I guess Buddy wants to stay with you,” I said. “Do you want to keep him for the next few days?”

It was a foolish question. Mei-Xing’s eyes lit up, and she broke into an incandescent smile.

“I’d love to. But what about his food and things?” she asked.

“We can bring those things over later,” Marsha replied.

“Thank you. This makes me so happy. Now I won’t be so lonely,” she said, giving Buddy a scrub behind his ear, to his delight.

When we returned to Mugly for the drive home, I leaned over and kissed Marsha.

“I’m not complaining, but what was that for?” she asked.

“For suggesting we visit Mei-Xing. It was a good visit, and I think she really needed the company.”

“Well, you’re welcome. I agree, and based on Buddy’s behavior, I think he sensed that, too.”

“Yeah, it was like he’s a trained emotional support dog who can tell when someone needs his attention.”

“Well, I need some attention, so get this rust bucket moving. We have the entire house to ourselves, and I want to continue what you just started with that kiss.”

“Say no more,” I replied, firing up old Mugly and racing home.

After some afternoon delight and a nap, we packed Buddy’s things up and returned to Langley. He was excited to see us, but not so excited that he had changed his mind about coming home. But that was alright. Judging from Mei-Xing’s elevated mood, his company was having the intended effect.

We went out for dinner, both too lazy to cook. Then, spur of the moment, caught a movie in an actual movie theater. We went to bed having cobbled together an excellent first day off. And it inspired me to be bold and do something I had meant to do for years. But it would have to wait until tomorrow.
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Chapter 2: Life is Full of Surprises
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I was happy that Marsha didn’t wake up early. It allowed me to carry out my plan without answering all the questions she would have asked about where I was going. I would have had to lie, which I didn’t want to do, even though it wouldn’t have been malicious. Our relationship was finally on firm footing again, and I didn’t want to do anything to upset it. Even if it was just a lie so that I could surprise her. Hopefully, in a good way.

So I left a cryptic note and stole away in Mugly, wondering if I was crazy for what I was about to do. Three hours later, the deed was done. And I was pleasantly surprised, but held final judgment until I was home and got Marsha’s reaction.

“Who the hell are you? And what have you done to Aja?” she shouted upon seeing me.

“Do you like it?” I asked, fearing I had made a grave mistake.

“Like it? I love it,” she gushed, coming over and making me do a pirouette to inspect it.

“What color is that? Auburn?”

“He called it Raspberry Bourbon.”

“He? You went to a male hairstylist?” she asked. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” she added, reprising a line I recognized from Seinfeld.

“I didn’t really have a choice. I didn’t have an appointment.”

“Well, he did a great job. And you shortened it, too! I’m proud of you. That was very brave. What made you do it?” 

“Thanks. I don’t know. I’ve thought about it hundreds of times. Long hair is a lot of work, and I should have invested in blow dryers as many as I’ve gone through. Something about being spontaneous yesterday made me want to do it.”

“Well, hurray for spontaneity, then! How did you choose that color?”

“I didn’t. I told him to do what he thought would look great.”

“Get out! You didn’t.”

“I did. I mean, he ran his idea by me before doing it. He showed me a picture and said Raspberry Bourbon was the perfect way for brunettes to try red without going all the way. I’ll never forget his excitement when he said my rich mahogany hair would blend perfectly with swirling ribbons of warm reds and a tich of purple. It totally blew away the apprehension I was having.”

“Well, he was right. I might have to make an appointment with him.”

And over the next 48 hours, I learned what a new hair-do can do for your outlook, confidence, and love life. I caught myself looking in the mirrors in the house more than I typically would. And each time I did, it reaffirmed how much I liked the new me. And the frequency and intensity of our lovemaking was off the charts. I’d be doing something mundane, like washing the dishes, and Marsha would come up from behind and ravage me. It was like when our relationship was new, and we couldn’t get enough of each other. Of course, I imagined that if my new do had been a disaster, it could have had just the opposite effect. So, I had Andre from the Tress for Success Salon to thank for rejuvenating my self-perception and sex life.

By Friday, when we went to pick up Mei-Xing and Buddy, I was so acclimated to my new look that I wondered why she looked shocked to see us. I was equally surprised she wasn’t wearing the sling on her left arm.

“I’m sorry,” she finally exclaimed. “I was just surprised at your hair. It’s beautiful.”

“Oh, thank you,” I replied, reflexively reaching up to touch my hair.

“I love the color.”

“It’s called Raspberry Bourbon,” I replied, suddenly realizing I would probably have to repeat this little opening dialogue dozens of times in the future as friends, family, and colleagues reacted to my new do. “Why aren’t you wearing your sling?” I added, wanting to move the conversation off me.

“Oh, the doctor said I didn’t need to wear it anymore.”

“That’s good. How does it feel?”

“It’s okay. It’s still a little weak, and it hurts to raise it up. But he said that would go away.”

Buddy was excited to see us and didn’t seem to notice my new look. Until I crouched down to hug him, and his snout snuffled through my transformed locks. Then, giving my ear a lick, which I interpreted as his approval.

We schlepped all of Buddy’s stuff out to Marsha’s car—her mother’s Toyota Camry Hybrid, now equipped with a pet seat cover in the back. We stowed Mei-Xing’s bag in the trunk with our luggage, and I sat in the back with Buddy, letting Mei-Xing sit in the passenger seat, holding the urn with Dr. Wang’s ashes.

Our first stop before heading to New York was to drop Buddy off at Lars’s home for the weekend. Lars and his wife, Kjerstin, had four boys who absolutely adored Buddy. And based on Buddy’s reaction when we pulled up to their house, the feeling was mutual. He bounded out of the car and into their yard, where Lars and the boys formed an enthusiastic welcoming committee.

“Ven vill you be back home?” Lars asked in his Scandinavian accent.

“Probably late Sunday night,” I replied.

“You vant I bring Buddy home Sunday evening, so he’s dere when you get back?”

“That would be great.”

Lars had done this before, making coming home after a long trip much easier than having to coordinate the exchange.

After removing the pet seat cover, we headed out for our 5-hour drive. Mei-Xing insisted on taking the backseat and letting me sit up front with Marsha. All the time, holding Dr. Wang’s urn.

“We probably could find a place to set that so you didn’t have to hold it the whole time. It’s a long trip,” I said.

“No, I will hold and accompany him. His journey is lonely and much longer,” she replied. Her response hit me like a 2x4 in the face.

“Then, let’s take turns holding him, at least,” I responded.

After Mei-Xing agreed, Marsha suddenly pulled over on the shoulder of the road.

“Why are we stopping?” I asked.

“I need to get something out of the trunk,” she said, releasing her seatbelt and exiting. Returning with the urn with her mother’s ashes.

And over the 280-mile trip to the hotel in White Plains, we each took turns holding and accompanying Dr. Wang and Marsha’s mother on their journeys. Marsha and I rotated driving, so we each got turns. It made what would otherwise be a tedious drive more reverential and meaningful. What started as a trip with three occupants turned into a journey of five, with Marsha and Mei-Xing reminiscing about happier times with Dr. Wang and Marsha’s mother.

Marsha’s brother Doug met us in the hotel lobby, and after we checked in, he helped heft our bags to our rooms. We elected to have dinner at the hotel restaurant rather than go out. Our conversation mainly centered on Mei-Xing and Doug and how they each got to where they are today. It was familiar turf for Marsha and me, who knew their stories. But it was clearly more engaging for them. Surprisingly, by the end of the meal, I could swear they took a shine to each other. 

Doug was ruggedly tall, dark, and handsome. The quintessential hunk who lived on the edge as a Thunderbird pilot who, up to this point, had escaped getting lassoed into a committed relationship. And Mei-Xing was an intelligent beauty in her own right. But as stunning as they would look as a couple, I knew Mei-Xing’s sexual preferences. Or at least I thought I knew.

I decided not to bring it up when Marsha and I returned to our room. Not wanting to introduce something potentially extraneous or distracting during a weekend dedicated to saying goodbye to her mother. But Marsha had other ideas.

“Did you see how they were looking at each other?”

“No, what are you talking about?” I replied, playing dumb.

“Oh, come on, Aja. You’re not that obtuse.”

“Okay, I saw it, but Mei-Xing doesn’t swing that way. I just think they had mutual admiration for each other.”

“Well, it sure looked like more than admiration to me.”

“You’re right. It looked like that to me, too. So, how would you feel if they got together?”

“I don’t know. But you gotta admit, it would be pretty weird if she screwed the two people I love most!”

“Yeah, that would be weird.”

“How would you feel?” Marsha asked, turning the tables.

“Well, if they ended up being as happy as you and I are, I’d be happy for them. But if it ended ugly, that would be a problem.”

“Good point. But how would it work? He’s in Las Vegas, and she’s here.”

“Maybe we’re getting a little too far ahead of ourselves.”

“Yeah, maybe. Wow, my brother hasn’t had a serious relationship with a woman since high school. Mom even asked him one time if he was gay.”

“And what did he say?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there. But he told me about it and said he laughed and denied it.”

“Did you believe him?”

“I wasn’t sure back then, but after how he just looked at Mei-Xing, I’m pretty sure he’s not!”

“Yeah, the sparks were flying, weren’t they?”

“Sparks? More like fireworks.”

“Well, this might be an interesting weekend,” I said.

And an interesting weekend it was. The next morning, we went to breakfast before heading to the cemetery. The hostess led us to a booth, and Doug didn’t hesitate. Gentleman that he was, he motioned for Mei-Xing to get in first, then took the seat next to her. Leaving us to take the other side of the table. Further evidence of their connection occurred when she toiled over what to order. Unfamiliar with American breakfast fare, Doug patiently assisted her. Sidling up next to her and explaining things on the menu.

Meanwhile, Marsha and I gave each other a knowing look and tried not to laugh at how much they looked like two kids trying to hide that they were under the spell of first-time love. But what really sealed it was when the food came, and he offered her a portion of his eggs benedict. And she happily returned the favor by giving him a portion of her omelet. Any pretext that this exchange was for her education was out the window as far as I was concerned.

Doug and Mei-Xing got in the backseat for the drive to the cemetery. And if he didn’t have to hold his mother’s urn, I’m pretty sure they may have held hands. In the end, their hand-holding was just postponed until after he spread the last of his mother’s ashes over his father’s grave, and she hugged him. By then, I was consoling Marsha, who began to spread the ashes but then lost it, handing the urn to Doug and collapsing in grief into my arms. Mei-Xing’s eyes met mine as we hugged our respective partners. I’ll never forget the look, which seemed to convey her deep feelings for me while asking permission to love Doug. I smiled and nodded, hoping she could translate my message of love and approval.

With a good part of the day ahead of us and unseasonably warm weather for early April, we decided to introduce Mei-Xing to the Big Apple. We did a car tour of Manhattan and ended up at Central Park, where Doug took Mei-Xing on a horse-driven carriage ride. Meanwhile, Marsha and I found a quiet and sunny patch of grass to breathe in the wonder of nature amid New York City’s incomparable concrete jungle.

“It’s weird,” Marsha said without elaborating.

“What’s weird?”

“How this all came to pass.”

“Yeah, it’s mind-blowing to think of everything that had to happen.”

“Or not happen to short-circuit it,” Marsha added.

“How do you feel about them being together?”

“How can I not be okay with it? You saw how happy they were together. On what is a tough day for him. And you?”

“I think it’s great.”

“So you’re okay with it.”

“Absolutely. They both deserve to be as happy as we are.”

“Aww, that’s sweet. I just wonder what’s going to happen after this weekend.”

“I guess we’ll find out.”

We ultimately found Doug and Mei-Xing sitting together for a street artist, drawing a caricature of them with hearts swirling around their oversized heads. After that, we grabbed slices of New York-style pizza and taught Mei-Xing how to fold and eat it. Because no visit to the city would be complete without having a slice of the best pizza in the world. Finally, returning to our hotel in White Plains as the darkness fell.

We made plans for breakfast the following day and gave hugs all around before saying goodnight and retreating to our room.

“Do you think they’ll sleep in their own rooms tonight?” Marsha asked as we were preparing to go to bed.

“Not a chance,” I said. “Not a chance.”
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Chapter 3: Ashes to Ashes, Dust to Dust
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Sunday morning began just as it had on Saturday, making me feel a little like Bill Murray in Groundhog Day. We even ordered the same dishes at the restaurant as we had previously. The only difference was that we wore more formal attire, and Mei-Xing and Doug looked like they had hardly slept. Nonetheless, they had an ease and contentment that screamed that their relationship had magically reached a new level overnight.

But Sunday’s funeral ceremony promised to be entirely different from our brief, more casual, and unscripted observance at Marsha’s father’s grave. And while Mei-Xing briefed us on some of what we could expect, much of what would occur was also a mystery to her.

Our 40-minute drive north from White Plains transported us to the serene monastery nestled in the woods of Putnam County. The walk-up from the parking lot to the Great Buddha Hall, where we were to meet Jing Yu, the monk who helped Mei-Xing, immediately conveyed the reverence of the site. Two lion statues stood like guardians before a long, stone-paved walkway that we later learned was called the Bodhi Path. The path, lined with statues of Buddha’s disciples, led to two giant elephant sculptures beyond which were pagodas on either side of the large 4-story tiered hall—one with a large ceremonial drum hanging from the roof and the other with a large bell called a bonsho.

We ascended the stairs of the Great Buddha Hall and a monk met us at the entrance, introducing himself as Jing Yu. He was young, had a shaved head, wore a yellow robe, and spoke impeccable English with a slight accent. He welcomed us warmly and invited us to remove our shoes before entering the hall. 

The cavernous atrium, beautifully accented with wooden floor-to-ceiling pillars and beams, housed a massive statue of Buddha surrounded by 10,000 smaller Buddhas sitting in a lotus terrace semi-circle. Here he instructed us about the Buddhist belief that life and death were cyclical and the importance of ensuring that the ceremony align Dr. Wang properly on the path to his new life. He would officiate the ceremony and a group of monks would join us. After advising us on the order in which certain elements of the ceremony would occur, he asked if we had questions.

“I understand that burning incense and joss paper are traditional in Buddhist funerals where Dr. Wang is from in China. Will we be able to burn these during the ceremony?”

“Yes, of course. We can supply both, and they are burned prior to the chanting of the sutras.”

“Oh, I didn’t know if you’d have it. I brought some with me,” Mei-Xing replied.

“All the better,” the monk said with a smile. “The family is usually responsible for supplying these according to tradition. It is very good that you took the initiative, Mei-Xing. This will help Dr. Wang on his path.”

Mei-Xing let out a sigh and smiled, clearly relieved and delighted to know her efforts hadn’t been in vain.

Jing Yu then led us to an outdoor shrine fronting the granite, semi-circular Memorial Terrace where the ashes of hundreds of deceased were interred in niches covered with lotus adorned tiles inscribed with the descendent’s name and the years of their birth and death. The shrine, prepared for Dr. Wang’s ceremony, was an explosion of colors with an assortment of fruits and flowers, along with a large gold incense pot, candles, and a picture of Dr. Wang smiling in front of his townhouse at Fort Detrick. I was later to learn that Mei-Xing had taken the picture the day my dad drove them there. I could only think of how ironic it was that he would die a few days later, steps away from that location.

Jing Yu instructed Mei-Xing on where to place Dr. Wang’s urn on the shrine, then asked that we take a few moments to pause in silence to give gratitude and properly dispose ourselves for the ceremony. Suggesting we close our eyes, take long slow breaths, and clear our minds.

Closing my eyes and taking deep breaths wasn’t a problem. Clearing my mind was another matter. Thankfully, our few moments of silence extended several minutes, during which I successfully shut my brain off. It was the same challenge I had every evening when trying to fall asleep. Trying to will myself to stop thinking so that my body could finally rest and fall asleep. 

I was enjoying my meditative state when the sonorous and reverberating sound of the bonsho rang out, and a procession of six monks dressed in yellow robes and walking in two parallel lines of three approached and took up positions by Jing Yu at the shrine. Then he called Mei-Xing up and instructed her to deposit the joss paper, which looked like money, in the incense pot. After she completed this task, he asked for the incense sticks. And one-by-one, he used a candle to light them, waved the stick to extinguish the flame, and had Mei-Xing distribute the sticks until everyone had one. He then lit one of the fake money bills to ignite the joss paper in the incense pot. Then, for our benefit, he spoke to the significance.

“We offer this joss paper and incense to calm Dr. Wang’s spirit and purify ourselves and this holy place to ensure his safe and quick passage to his new life. May all the anger, sorrow, and bitterness of his passing from this life be washed away to permit him to walk freely and happily to his next assignment.”

Then, to my surprise, the monks broke the silence. They wailed, and some even cried actual tears. Which prompted all of us to become emotional. Even Doug, who had never met Dr. Wang, looked on the verge of tears. Mei-Xing’s grief quickly progressed to cataplexy as her legs gave out and Doug caught and held her until she regained her composure. If the purpose of the joss paper, incense, and wailing was to wash away the anger, sorrow, and bitterness—mission accomplished. I think we all felt drained as the monks began chanting the sutras, punctuated by the occasional beat of a handheld spin drum and the ringing of bells.

At first, the chanting seemed like a monotonous cacophony of gobbledygook—no disrespect intended. But over time, it became a rhythmic, almost trance-inducing undertone that allowed me to meditate on and appreciate my times with Dr. Wang, brief though they were. The chanting lasted a good 30 minutes, after which Jing Yu picked up the urn and led us in slow procession to the Memorial Terrace and the niche where Dr. Wang’s ashes would reside.

“May your spirit fly and bring you safely to your new life,” he said as he placed the urn.

“Amen,” Mei-Xing uttered in a happy, if unexpected, collision of Catholic and Buddhist tradition that made her blush.

“Amen,” the three of us sang out in support, so she had company in her embarrassment.

Jing Yu smiled, “Yes, Amen,” shocking us all into laughter.

It was a perfect way to end an otherwise somber occasion and ceremony.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Mei-Xing spouted, removing a stack of small red envelopes from her suit jacket pocket, and distributing them to everyone there.

I, like Marsha and Doug, didn’t know what to do with them until we saw Jing Yu and the monks
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