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Chapter 1: A Happy Reunion

[image: ]


It was hard to get excited about leaving Luke’s ranch and heading back east. Sure, I was eager to be reunited with my parents, but that was about the only good thing. Otherwise, Marsha, Buddy, and I were leaving a comfortable life of luxury, safety, and wide-open spaces, while saying goodbye to Misty, Luke and Libby, Chief, Chef Tyrone and his gourmet meals, and a warmer, snowless winter. And for what? Cold, congested, chaotic Washington, D.C., where we didn’t have a home, a job, clothes, cell phones or transportation? Not what you’d call your typical or idyllic honeymoon! Especially compared to Luke and Libby, who were celebrating their marriage in an over-water South Pacific Ocean bungalow in Bora Bora.

Not that I’m complaining. Marsha had it worse. She didn’t even have parents to go home to. Not to mention, we were going back to where she had narrowly escaped two attempts on her life. The first being the explosion of the safe house we had been living in. Then, being abducted, given a paralytic, and almost ending up in the Potomac.

Misty had stayed on at the ranch. And why not? She was in love with Cody and had a cush nursing job at Luke’s Loxosceles Devia Industries clinic - a high-speed fiber optic cable company that was now also manufacturing SPIDA. Thanks to the Black Widow and the team of nanotechnology scientists she sent over from China.

Besides getting married and avoiding death, that was probably the next most exciting thing about being sheltered at Luke’s ranch. The realization of Josh’s idea floated way back during our Spider Web case. I was anxious to learn just how much of an impact it would have on decreasing sexual assaults and abductions. But since SHIELD was no more and SPIDA was being manufactured and distributed by a combination of Luke’s and the Black Widow’s companies, I wasn’t privy to the data as I would have, had SHIELD’s SPIDA Development Team accomplished this incredible technological feat—designing a product that mimicked my powers.

So, after tearful goodbyes with Misty, Major Tong shuttled us from the ranch to DFW in the LDI chopper, and then we boarded one of Luke’s private jets for the trip back to Dulles. To my surprise, Major Tong joined us.

“I accompanied you on your journey here. It’s only right that I accompany you on your way back,” he said.

“You’ve been so kind and supportive. I’m going to miss you,” I replied.

“Yes, and had you not had the foresight to have your team looking out for me back east, I probably wouldn’t be here today,” Marsha chimed in.

“I was just doing my job. But thank you,” he replied, humble as always. “I’ll be upfront if you need me. Otherwise, help yourself to the food and refreshments in the galley.”

He retired to the front, and we kicked back in our side-by-side reclining seats as Buddy stretched out on the couch across from us.

“What are we going to do when we get there?” Marsha asked. A question I had been pondering myself for quite some time, being the overthinker that I am.

“Well, it will be late when we get there. So, I say we rent a car at the airport, drive to my parents’ place, and see if we can stay with them tonight. Unless you’d rather stay at a hotel. Then tomorrow we can buy phones and a car, return the rental, and start looking for places to live.”

“We’re just going to show up at your parent’s place? Why not call them from the airport? What if they moved?”

“Well, that’s a great idea, but there’s only one problem.”

“What’s that? They have phones at the airport.”

“Yeah, but I hate to admit this, but I don’t know my parent’s phone numbers by heart.”

“Oh, good point. Okay, I should have figured you’d thought of that.”

“Yeah, and I’m banking on the fact that they’re still living in my dad’s apartment. Here’s some more bad news. Not only don’t I know my parent’s phone numbers, but I also don’t know any of our former colleagues’ phone numbers by heart. Do you?”

“Ooh, no. But your dad probably has them, don’t you think?”

“I doubt it. He probably had their SHIELD phone numbers, but I’m not so sure about their personal numbers.”

“Oh, right! Jeez, talk about a pain in the ass.”

“Yeah, we’re almost starting from scratch.”

“Almost? It sounds like a clean slate!”

“Well, thanks to Luke and Libby, at least we have our IDs, bank and credit cards. Not having those would really make it a pain in the ass.”

“True. Okay, so we’ll rent a car and drive to your parents’ place. Then, go on a shopping spree tomorrow. Have you thought about where we should live? I know, stupid question,” she said.

“Well, it’s not, because I’m still going back and forth on that. I’d like to buy a house, but without knowing where or if we’ll get jobs, it might be wise to get a short-term rental. Which isn’t ideal, especially for Buddy.”

“What about seeing if Kjerstin will rent out her basement? That way, Buddy would have a big yard and a bunch of kids to play with. Plus, while we don’t have jobs, we can help her with the kids. When I last saw her, she was killing herself trying to do it all herself.”

“Yeah, I thought of that too. Maybe that would be the best short-term solution. Assuming the basement is available.”

“Yeah, she might have convinced her parents to come over from Oslo and live with her. So who knows?”

We landed at Dulles shortly after 8 p.m. and as we taxied to the private jet terminal, Major Tong came down to visit us.

“I have some parting gifts before you deplane and go on your way,” he said, holding up a key-fob.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“It’s a key-fob for your Toyota Camry Hybrid that’s in the parking lot.”

“Wait? Our Toyota Camry Hybrid?”

“Yes, of course, my men retrieved it from the parking lot at the DMV. They couldn’t find the key-fob, so we had to order a new one, but it’s ready to go.”

“Oh my God, that’s great!” I said as Marsha teared up.

“Thank you,” she said with a sniffle. “I thought I’d never see it again. It was my mother’s car.”

“Well, you’re very welcome. But that’s not all,” he said, producing two cell phones from his pockets and handing them to us, saying, “These have all your contacts, photos, and videos that were on your personal phones.”

“How in the world did you accomplish that?” I asked.

“The wonders of the cloud and a little Chinese ingenuity.”

“Don’t you mean hacking?” Marsha quipped.

“We prefer to call it ingenuity. But yes, sometimes you have to bend the rules a bit. I hope you don’t mind,” he said with a smile.

“Mind? Not at all! This is fantastic,” I said, getting up from my chair and surprising him with a hug, which he tolerated and then had to tolerate one from Marsha as well.

Suffice to say, Major Tong was not a hugger, but he was a good sport and as he escorted us out and we said our goodbyes, I detected a glimmer in his eyes, which I took as a prelude to tears, betraying his typical stoicism.

It was decidedly colder as we stepped out of the G700 and made our way to the terminal, thankful we didn’t have to go through the hassle of renting a car. Exiting the terminal and braving the chilly evening air once more, Marsha used the red alarm button to find the car. Once in the car, I called my parents on my new phone, which incidentally had the same number as I had used for years. Another benefit that prevented me from the headache that would have ensued had that not been the case.

“Aja?” my mother answered, with a combination of shock and hope in her voice.

“Hi Mom,” I said. “I’m back!”

“Thank God! Where are you? Is Misty with you? And back from where?” 

Before I could fit a word in edge-wise, she called out to my dad, “Trace its Aja!”

I suddenly realized that perhaps it would have been better to have waited and just shown up at their door. I didn’t want to have to go into the whole long story over the phone. But now it was too late.

It was a good thing I called, because if I hadn’t, we wouldn’t have found them at my dad’s apartment in McLean. They had moved into a two-bedroom home in Bethesda. Which afforded them a little more space but still a relatively short commute to Georgetown University Hospital, where my mother worked.

We were on speakerphone and almost to their house before my mom and dad calmed down and relaxed a bit. Admittedly, I gave them a sanitized version of my stay at the ranch. Leaving out the parts that might upset them or have us talking well past midnight once we got there. Marsha also wasn’t about to tell them about her abduction and near-death experiences, and we also didn’t divulge our marriage. Reserving that for a different time and place. They were happy knowing that Misty was still alive, happily employed and in a relationship. And reassuring them we hadn’t been tortured and abused there also helped.

We pulled up to the house, and they greeted us with hugs and kisses when we were halfway up the walkway. Even Buddy got some love after he first found a place to do his business. After a brief tour of the house, we sat down at the dining room table to continue our catch-up conversation.

“How are you feeling, Dad?” I asked.

“Fine. Why do you ask?” he replied.

“Well, I heard you got whiplash when a bakery truck ran into your car.”

“How did you learn that?” he asked with a look of suspicion.

I hadn’t wanted to go into how Major Tong had surreptitiously learned of my dad’s accident and injuries, or the whole thing about how his team had eyes on him, Marsha, and other SHIELD team members, protecting them from the wrath of the White House, but now I had to. Once we got into the house, and contrary to my previous strategy, I spilled the beans about it all. From the time I received Major Tong’s call that early morning coaxing me out of the house and jetting me off to Texas to working with the Black Widow’s nanobot scientists from China to bring SPIDA to market. My sharing even compelled Marsha to tell her horrific story. After which, we couldn’t very well end the evening on that note, so I looked at Marsha, and she quickly deduced what I had in mind. 

“Go ahead. Tell them,” she said.

“Tell us what? I don’t know if I can take much more after that,” my mother said, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

“Yeah, it’s late, and your mother has to be up early tomorrow to go to work. Maybe save it until tomorrow,” my dad added.

I grabbed Marsha’s hand and blurted out what I hoped would be well-received and end the evening on a cheerful note.

“We got married!”

The moment between my announcement and my parent’s reaction seemed much longer than it actually was.

“Oh, thank God! It’s about time!” my mother exclaimed.

“Congratulations! We were wondering when you’d eventually get hitched,” my dad added.

“Tell us all about it,” my mother gushed.

“No, maybe I’ll save it for tomorrow. It’s late and you have work in the morning,” I teased.

“Aja, so help me God! If you don’t tell me every detail, I’ll never be able to sleep tonight.”

So we did. Over the next hour, we relived the happiest evening of our lives. Which, incredibly, was last year, but only a little over 24 hours ago.

“Well, I’m sorry we weren’t there, but we’re so happy for both of you. Aren’t we, Trace?” 

“Absolutely. This is one of the happiest days of my life,” he added, tearing up.

“Aw, Dad. That’s so sweet,” I said, getting up to give him a hug as my mother passed him the box of tissues.

“Hey, don’t I get one too?” my mother protested.

As I went to give my mother a hug, Marsha followed behind, giving them both hugs.

“We’ll share the video and the photos once we get them,” I replied.

“And at some point, we want to have a celebration for family and friends,” Marsha added.

“That sounds great,” my mother exclaimed. “But now we’d better get to bed. You two must be exhausted too.”

Hearing the word “bed”, Buddy got up from lying next to the table and started trudging toward the hallway where the bedrooms were.

“I guess Buddy’s exhausted, too,” I said with a laugh as we all got up and followed him.

I hadn’t felt tired while we were sitting at the table, but once we were in the bedroom, it hit me. Buddy had already taken up a place at the end of the bed. And Marsha was undressed and under the covers even faster than I was. We kissed, got into our customary sleeping positions, and quickly drifted off to dreamland.
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Chapter 2: A Surprise I Wasn’t Banking On
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Some things never change. As usual, I was up earlier than sleepyhead, and with the smell of coffee wafting in from the kitchen, followed my nose.

“Good morning. Where’s Mom?” I asked, seeing only my dad in the kitchen.

“Good morning! Oh, she left 15 or 20 minutes ago. Coffee?” he asked.

“Of course! You know how much I love your French press coffee!”

“Coming right up,” he replied, grabbing a mug out of the cabinet.

“So, what are you doing these days? Besides appearing on Frontline Focus and poking the bear in the White House?”

“Oh, you saw that, huh?” he said, setting the steaming mug of coffee down before me.

“Yeah, and at the time I thought it was crazy. You were putting a bullseye on your back. I was so worried. Why did you do that?” I asked, taking a sip of my coffee.

“Because it was the right thing to do. The White House and the president were spinning their bullshit stories, and I had nothing to lose by trying to get the truth out there. I had already lost my job, and your mother and I were worried that we might have lost you too. I was desperate.”

“Well, things worked out, I guess. I’m home, the President is in hot water, and you’re still alive.”

“Yeah, but based on what you and Marsha told us last night, none of that is because of what I did. I’m still in shock that the Black Widow orchestrated it all. And still confused about why her protégé, Miriam Wooten, threw her under the bus. I know you said the Black Widow said that was a political move done to make Wooten look tough on China, but I have a hard time trusting either of them, to tell you the truth.”

“I don’t blame you. I have a hard time trusting her too, but she saved our lives and got SPIDA off the ground. So maybe she has turned over a new leaf.”

“I don’t know. I keep thinking there must be an ulterior motive. Like getting Wooten into the White House and then having her flip-flop her position on China to the benefit of the Black Widow. But now that I’m no longer with the CIA, that’s not my problem anymore.”

“So, what are you doing now?” I asked, getting up to refill my mug.

“Trig and I started a risk and intelligence management consulting business. We’re flying to Boston tomorrow to consult with one of our clients.”

“Cool. What’s the name of your company?”

“H&M Risk Strategies. I know that’s not a very creative name, but it conveys what we’re about.”

“No, I like it. So, what does risk strategy consulting entail?”

“A bunch of stuff. Corporate security risk assessment, insider threat analysis, due diligence on international partners and acquisitions, crisis management, contingency planning, and competitive intelligence.”

“Sounds right up your and Trig’s alley.”

“Yeah, it’s a good fit, and I tell you what, consulting in the private sector pays much better.”

“That’s great! What is Dr. Ledbrinker doing?”

“She opened a private practice, and from what Trig tells me, she’s in high demand.”

“I’m not surprised. Especially with the chaos in Washington.”

“Yeah, there’s no shortage of nervous people out there. And rightfully so,” my dad added.

“Do you know what the rest of the gang is up to?”

“Last I heard, Richie and Josh started up an information security business. Jazz went back to Boston, but I’m not sure what she’s doing. Tia and Dr. Sherwood both found jobs where they did their training - Tia at Johns Hopkins, and Saanvi at MIT. And Amanda still works part time for Dr. Winsted at the FBI Academy.”

“Are Josh and Tia still together? Baltimore’s a pretty long commute from where they were living.”

“Yep, they’re still together. They moved to Silver Spring, just a few miles up the road from us, making it a much easier commute.”

“And Mei-Xing?”

“As far as I know, she’s out in Vegas with Doug, but I don’t know what she’s doing.”

“Wow, I can’t believe we’re all scattered across the country doing different things. It’s kinda sad,” I lamented.

“Yeah, I suffered those feelings too a few months back. And I’m sure the others did too. But as far as I know, everyone has recovered from the shock and disappointment and made the best of it.”

“Everyone but Marsha and me.”

“Oh, you’ll both find your place. Believe me, there’s something liberating about not working for the government.”

“Yeah, but what if Miriam Wooten becomes president and reinstates SHIELD, like she promised? Wouldn’t you want to get the team back together?”

“Okay, I know this is going to come as a shock to you, but no. Had you asked me that two months ago, I would have said absolutely. But now I think it was a blessing. And I bet most of the others feel the same way.”

“Wow, that sucks for me. I can’t imagine doing anything else. I mean, what am I going to do? I’m not like Marsha, who can go back to school and become a doctor. And if SPIDA is as effective as I imagine it will be, what skills do I have other than detecting sexual predators? SPIDA could make me obsolete.”

“Oh, you have a good head on your shoulders. You’ll find your niche, Superstar. Give it time.”

“Give what time?” Marsha said, walking into the kitchen with Buddy in tow.

“Well, good morning. Nice of you to join the land of the living,” my dad quipped. “Have a seat. I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

While he went to get Marsha’s coffee, I quickly briefed her on where everyone was and what they were doing.

“And when you walked in, I was whining about not knowing what I’ll do now that SHIELD was eliminated and SPIDA makes me obsolete.”

“Wow, I guess we’d better catch up. Everybody’s landed on their feet, and we’re just getting off the mat,” she replied as my dad set her coffee down.

“So, what are you ladies going to do today? Since you have so much catching up to do.”

“Why don’t you tell him our plan, Marsha? I’ve talked enough,” I said, pulling my phone out of my pocket.

While Marsha told my dad about our plan to go on a shopping spree for clothes and see if we could live with Kjerstin and her kids, I checked on my financial health. I hadn’t been able to look at my bank account for months, and if we were going to pay for our shopping spree and pay rent, it would be good to know how much I had in my account.

“Holy shit!” I exclaimed loudly, interrupting Marsha.

“What? Are they impeaching the president?” my dad guessed.

“No! Well, maybe, but this is incredible!”

“Well then, tell us already,” Marsha prompted.

“There’s a savings account I never had before that has $250,000 in it! This must be an error. I’m going to call the bank.”

“Wait!” Marsha said. “I don’t think it’s an error.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because when I was flying to the ranch with the Black Widow, she said something about how she intended to get SPIDA on the market and pay us royalties. I bet that’s a royalty payment from the sale of SPIDA.”

“Well, I know she said she was going to make us millionaires, but I never believed her. And if that really is a royalty payment from her, I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know how you feel about it? It was your powers and your DNA that made SPIDA possible. If you ask me, you deserve every penny you get! If not more!”

“Yeah, but if it’s coming from the Black Widow or her company, it’s tainted money. And it would feel wrong to keep or spend it.”

“Well, open the account and see where the deposit came from,” Marsha instructed.

I clicked on the account to open the register. “LDI, Inc.,” she announced.

“Luke’s company,” Marsha announced. “See? It is a payment for SPIDA. Still think it’s tainted money?”

I was speechless and conflicted. Unable to reconcile whether to feel worthy and ecstatic or suspicious that the Black Widow was just laundering the money through Luke’s company.

“Say something, Aja. You’re a quarter of the way to being a millionaire!” Marsha cried.

“Well, it’s better than coming from the Black Widow, I guess. As long as she’s not just funneling the money through Luke’s company.”

“Jeez, Aja. I think you’re overthinking this. Which is no big surprise, but even if she is, she’s the one who sent the team to Texas to get done what our SHIELD team couldn’t get done in two years! So maybe cut her some slack.”

“I don’t know. What do you think, Dad?” I asked, wanting to give in to Marsha’s logic but still needing a little shove off that cliff.

“I think Marsha makes a good point. For all the bad things the Black Widow has done, this was a monumentally good thing she helped us accomplish. And more important than even the money is how many children and people of all ages are going to be protected by the technology. All because of you and your powers. I agree with Marsha. You deserve the accolades and the money.”

“Thanks, you’re both right. I know I should be over the moon, but it’s just hard for me to trust her. I keep thinking that somehow this is going to come back and bite us.”

“That’s understandable, Aja. I’m not saying excuse her sins or even trust her. God knows you and I, and countless numbers of innocent children, went through hell because of her. But sometimes people change. Give her credit where it’s due. And for God’s sake, be happy already!”

“Woo hoo! I’m rich!” I said deadpan while raising my arms in the air. “Better?”

“No, it still needs some work, but I’ll take it,” she quipped. “Come on, moneybags, let’s go get ready to go shopping and then pay Kjerstin a visit.”

“Ah, maybe we should reverse the order of that. Otherwise, we’d need to leave Buddy here.”

“That would be fine,” my dad chimed in. “I’m working from home today.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Not at all.”

“Okay, shopping and visiting Kjerstin it is then.”

We finished our coffee and got ready. We brought some clothes back with us from Texas, but the cowgirl chic outfits we had worn for our wedding and the burnt orange Texas longhorn t-shirts were fond reminders, but not really our style. It was time for us to rebuild not only our wardrobes but our lives.
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Chapter 3: Surprise, Surprise, Surprise
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Marsha asked me to drive so she could call Doug and tell him we were all right and back in D.C.. I didn’t expect to hear the first few sentences out of her mouth. And not being able to hear his responses quickly drove me crazy.

“Hi, Doug! Where are you? It sounds like you’re at an airport,” she exclaimed.

“Oh, that’s great, but is it safe for her to go back there?”

Intrigued and frustrated, I interrupted and told her to put the call on speaker.

“Hold on, Doug, I’m going to put you on speaker so Aja can hear,” she said, quickly telling me he just put Mei-Xing on a plane to go visit her family in China.

“As I was saying, we think it’s safe,” Doug continued. “Not that there was any way to be one-hundred percent certain. But she didn’t care. She hasn’t seen them in years. So tell me, where have you two been? We were worried sick about you.”

With background noise at both ends of the call and only 15 minutes before we arrived at the mall, Marsha took it off speaker and gave Doug a sanitized Reader’s Digest version of our journey. Ending the call with a brief conversation about Doug and Mei-Xing’s relationship status and what she was doing for work.

“They’re engaged, and she’s working as an exercise physiologist for the Vegas Golden Knights hockey team.”

“Wow! That’s great! Have they set a date?”

“I didn’t ask. But I assume that if it were soon, he would have said something.”

I was pulling into the mall parking lot and reserved my other question about how Mei-Xing could leave her job to go to China when it was hockey season. I was just happy to learn their relationship was progressing and Mei-Xing’s family was still alive. I was less enthused about her going to China, but fully understood why she’d take the risk.

As usual, Marsha wanted to shop much longer than I did. Not only did I dislike shopping, but malls were popular teen hangouts and consequently hotbeds for predators. So, not only did I have to shop, but I had to remember to recite my mantra and endure repeated episodes of uneasiness and the occasional vision when someone with aberrant sexual proclivities came within the range of my powers. Thankfully, most quickly steered clear of me once they got a jolt from my deterrence mechanism. However, I can’t say that I ever enjoyed a visit to a mall. Unfortunately, malls to Marsha were perhaps the closest thing to heaven.

Eventually, I quit following her around and told her I was going to the food court to grab a soda and call Kjerstin. By the time Marsha came trudging to the food court all loaded up with shopping bags, I was well past my tolerance for the mall. I relieved Marsha of a few bags to even out our loads, and we headed for the exit. During which Marsha regaled me with all the great deals she got and how I would regret not having bought more clothes. We loaded up the car, and Marsha, apparently having shopped ‘til she dropped, asked me to drive again. I was only too happy to oblige.

“Hey, this isn’t the way to Kjerstin’s house, is it?” she asked after about 10 minutes.

“Nope,” I replied.

“Then where are we going?”

“To see a few apartments.”

“What? Why? I thought we were going to ask Kjerstin if we could stay in her basement.”

“Well, I called her to see if she minded us coming over, and I ended up talking to her for 30 minutes. And to make a long story short, she’s up-to-speed on what happened to us, her parents have moved in with her, and she was about to head out for a lunch date with a guy she’s been seeing. So I found a couple of apartments that we can check out instead.”

“You did all that while I was shopping?”

“Marsha, I was sitting in the food court for over an hour. I swear, when you go shopping, you must be in some kind of time warp because you lose all track of it!”

“I do not!” she protested.

“Oh, you do. But that’s okay, I still love you,” I replied, smiling.

“Okay, well then maybe I do lose track of time. But just a little,” she allowed herself to admit.

We spent the afternoon looking at apartments, and the upshot was that neither of us felt inspired by what we saw. Not only could we not picture ourselves living there, but Buddy would have been even less impressed. And apartment complexes, like malls, harbored all manner of human excrement. And the last place I wanted to live was where dozens of people lived in close proximity and would trigger my uneasiness meter, or worse.

So, we decided that we’d have to bite the bullet and buy a house. A decision made somewhat easier now that we had an extra $250,000 in the bank. We also still had the insurance payment from our burned-down house minus the mortgage payoff, and the proceeds from the sale of the lot. As well as Marsha’s inheritance from her mother. Giving us more than enough for a down payment on a home and a financial cushion if we didn’t find employment right away. As it was nearing the dinner hour and neither of us had eaten all day, we headed back to my parents’ home. Traffic was ungodly, and even on my parent’s street, parking spots were at a premium.

“Jeez, I miss the wide-open spaces of Texas,” I lamented as I parallel parked, shoehorning into a parking space barely big enough and several lots past my parent’s place.

“No kidding. Talk about feeling claustrophobic!” Marsha added.

“Yeah, we were spoiled,” I replied as we got out of the car and schlepped all the bags to my parent’s house.

We were climbing the front stairs when my dad fortuitously opened the door.

“Thanks, Dad,” I said as we paraded past him into the house, only to get the shock of our lives. 

“SURPRISE!!!” shouted all of our former colleagues in unison as they stood in the living room.

And by all, I mean all. That Jazz and Dr. Sherwood were there from Boston was shocking enough, but even more surprising was seeing Doug and Mei-Xing there, at the head of the pack.

“I thought you were on your way to China,” I cried as Mei-Xing came to give me a hug.

“We were just about to get on the plane to come here when you called. Thankfully, Doug is a good liar.”

“Yeah, I had to think fast,” Doug added as he and Marsha embraced.

“But how did you know I was back?” Marsha asked.

“That would be my fault,” my dad chimed in. “I called him last night when your mother and I dreamed up this entire scheme. Thankfully, everybody could make it on short notice.”

After we had waded into the crowd and received hugs from everyone, we filed through the kitchen and helped ourselves from serving trays of lasagna, baked ziti, chicken parmesan, spaghetti, garlic bread, and salad catered in from a local Italian eatery. 

Fitting fourteen people and Buddy into my parents’ living room was cozy, but no one minded. We were just happy to be together again. And throughout the evening, everyone shared what life after SHIELD had been like. Everyone but Marsha and me. Everyone had mourned SHIELD’s elimination and missed its noble mission and our camaraderie. But it was also clear that everyone had picked themselves up, dusted themselves off, and moved on. And happily so. No one expressed any desire to get the team back together. 

I certainly wasn’t in the same place as they were, and I could tell by Marsha’s expression that she wasn’t either. But I couldn’t blame them. What were they to do? Wait around hoping that someone in the government would come to their senses and reinstate SHIELD? That wasn’t happening. Especially now that the legislative and executive branches of our government were in disarray from the Premier Comfort Care scandal. And really, with the promise of SPIDA, would anyone even think SHIELD was necessary? I was on shaky ground on that question myself, even without real-world data to support SPIDA’s effectiveness. There was a time I would have been deliriously happy to make myself obsolete. But now that I may have actually gone and done it, I felt like what I imagine everyone feels when they’re no longer needed—useless, lonely, and disposable.

I probably could have used a session with Dr. Ledbrinker, who was sitting right across from me. Instead, hearing about everyone’s progress since SHIELD’s demise, I felt compelled to say something that made me sound like I wasn’t still living in the past and stuck in the mud.

“Marsha and I got married two days ago!” I blurted out.

We got the predictable joyous response from the group, and Marsha and I spent the next 20 minutes gushing over every little detail of the ceremony. During which I felt better. But in the end, I still felt empty. Not because being married to Marsha wasn’t fulfilling, but I still felt like I was starting from square one. 

For the last few years, my career was a huge part of what defined me. As that was no longer an option, I didn’t have any idea what I would do in the near or long term. And the hell of that was I still had my powers. So it wasn’t like I could just move on and learn a new skill, never to be interrupted by my visions or my effect on certain people. I was built to detect and deter sexual predators, and I couldn’t just shut that off. 

Sure, I could probably have a nanobot designed to block my powers. But that would be crazy. Marsha and I were still targets for criminals who wanted retribution. And not having the power to sense their presence and deter them was like signing both of our death warrants. Like it or not, my powers protected me and my loved ones. And even SPIDA couldn’t do that. The difference between SPIDA and my powers was that SPIDA was person-specific. It would only work if they were the target. My powers could detect and deter predators regardless of who they were targeting, and even when they weren’t actively targeting anyone. The bottom line was that my powers weren’t the problem; not having an alternate marketable skill with which to get a job was.

As much as I enjoyed seeing everyone, the night ended on the worst possible note—a discussion of the shambles our government was in. Discussing politics is something I avoid like the plague, and if anything, the Premier Comfort Care scandal made me want to avoid it even more. But that was impossible, especially as we were living in the heart of our nation’s government. So, while I had purposely dodged listening to the radio, watching TV, or opening the innumerable unsolicited texts and emails on my phone, I couldn’t evade this. Talk about a mood killer.

“I don’t know how either of the two parties can restore the country’s faith in them. If you ask me, Miriam Wooten has a real shot of becoming president if she gets acquitted of the charges against her,” Trig said.

“Yeah, but even if she does, how is she ever going to get anything done? The two parties couldn’t agree on anything before the scandal. Now it’s even worse. Now instead of focusing on how to restore our faith, they’re fighting over who’s at fault when both are guilty,” Richie exclaimed.

“Her Clean Slate campaign sounds good, but there’d have to be a huge influx of independent, libertarian, and other party candidates along with her. And even then, if no party has a solid majority in the House or Senate, it could make things worse instead of better,” Josh added.

“And the media isn’t helping matters,” Dr. Sherwood stated. “Despite the clear evidence that both political parties were equally guilty and tainted, they’re still trying to spin the scandal to one party’s advantage or the other depending on what network you watch. All it’s doing is creating confusion and division when unity is needed. It’s sad and disgusting.”

I was happy not to join the fray until Richie did what Richie does, goading us into participating.

“Marsha and Aja, I’m surprised you haven’t commented. You’re rarely at a loss for words. What do you think of all this?”

Marsha took the bait before I did.

“Well, Richie. In this country, we have a constitutional right to speak or not to speak. So, I’m exercising the latter versus the former. Thank you very much.”

“All right then, exercise away,” he replied, then looked at me. “Aja, are you pleading the Fifth, too?”

Richie actually looked hurt that Marsha didn’t respond. While I didn’t really want to and had no idea what was going to come out of my mouth, I didn’t want to disappoint him further.

“Richie, after what I’ve been through, I have a hard time trusting anyone with the leadership of this country. It’s almost better in my mind that our government is paralyzed than to have power. I’ve seen too many powerful people do terrible things. I’d rather have a government that’s impotent and irrelevant. It forces people to fend for themselves, get along, and take care of each other. Which is how it should be. We are the masters of our own destiny and happiness. And too often, powerful people and governments seem to be obstacles versus facilitators of our freedom and security.”

A hush fell over the room, and I was wondering if I had offended everyone when Richie finally responded.

“Jeez, Aja. I’m voting for you in the next election.”

A sentiment that others in the room enthusiastically seconded. Surprisingly, whatever I said seemed to resonate with everyone and ended further conversation. There was no way in hell I’d ever run for any political office, let alone president. That I had said what I said without ostracizing my friends and family was a relief.
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