March 19. Sunday Night.

Hi Journey.

Great trip.  Percy drove in to LaGuardia on Friday to pick me up.  The rest of the clan had ferried across to Connecticut from Port Jeff.  We took the LIE most of the way to the Hilton Garden Inn over by Islip so I could drop my bags.  The drive gave the two of us a chance to get caught up.
Percy looked a bit tired, like the moving battle was getting the better of him.

Or maybe it was a few too many corporate battles.
“I had a good time with Casey since she’s been here,” Percy said.  “She’s grown up a bit since she graduated college.”

You two should get along--both smart, neither wise, I thought.  Best not to let those types of thoughts grow, Journey.  Before you know it I’ll be giving a voice to them, and then there’ll be no way to get the horse back in the barn. 
“I was surprised when she caught the flight out here last night instead of jetting in this morning as she’d originally planned.”

Percy nodded.  “She told us Mattie was really exhausted.  Of course, she wouldn’t let on to Casey that she was beat, but your little sister isn’t blind.  Case apparently was able to switch her ticket around without any extra fees.”

I smiled inwardly.  “Casey’s connected,” I said.  A deep down part of me was proud of her.  “So, they’ve all been at your parents up in Connecticut today, eh?  How’d you get stuck with picking up the straggler?”
“SetCo has several clients in from Tokyo this week.  They’re staying at the Hilton in Midtown, so several of us had to drive into the city for a breakfast meeting at the Rhiga with them.  Then we were stuck in meetings at the hotel all morning, and after that I choked down a nice sushi lunch.  Why these guys come halfway around the world to sample what they could get in their own backyard is beyond me.”
“Better get used to that sushi, my friend,” I said.

Percy grimaced, but nodded in agreement.  “Maybe it’ll grow on me.  Anyway, the short-straws had to tour them around Manhattan today.  Me, I’m lucky.  Since I’m moving I get to skate by with breakfast and lunch only.  That’s why I could scoot out here to gather you up.”
“Glad we’re able to spend some hang-time together before you guys blast off.  You know I’m going to severely miss you all.  Percy, I want to thank you for all you’ve done for Sisi.  I couldn’t have asked for a better brother-in-law.  You’ve been at true blessing for her.”
“You mean giving her a first child to raise?”  He grinned widely, and for just a moment I saw through the tailored suit and the salon haircut and I was suddenly time-portalled back to Mt. Holyoke visiting Sisi when she was a freshman and once again he was just good old Percy with his face peeking out from behind a book as he stared at my sister’s chest bouncing like a target as she walked across the room.  He tried to be cool and stealthy but he was a geek then.  He was still the same, even though he was a well-paid corporate lawyer these days.  Still a smart-aleck.
I shook my head vigorously in the negative, but it was too late.  Percy is no litigator, but even a first-year law student would be able to see by the instant’s hesitation in my face that betrayed my lie. 

“It’s OK, Crystal.  When Carmen came into my life back during our freshman year I felt as though I’d been shut up inside a box since I was ten.  It seemed no matter what I did it wasn’t ever going to be good enough for my folks.  Carmen changed all that.  I know it sounds goofy, but she completes me--liberates me.  She doesn’t unchain me so much as she pulls the lid off the box my parents shuttered me in all those years ago.”
“Then why are you guys going to Japan?  If you’re really free, why stay in the SetCo coffin?  Why not look for another job over here?  Is this corporate world really worth it?  Move out to the Midwest and set up your own practice.  Percy you’ve earned a degree from Harvard Law, for goodness sake.  You must have connections all across the country.  Come out near me--St. Louis, or maybe Chicago.”  I slapped the dash, inspiration flooding across me.  “Better yet, move down to Florida.  Mom and Dad would help you guys out, you know that.  I know they’re not in the same financial league as your folks, but they’d sure take care of the kids whenever you needed them.”

“My parents never help us out financially, Crystal.  Why do you think Carmen’s always having those in-home parties?”


“Big part of it is ‘cause she’s Joe Trino’s daughter.  He sort of infected all of us with the sales bug.”

He laughed.  “That’s no kidding.  First time I ever met her was at a TAP party back at Amherst.  She wanted steak.  Grilled steak.  Know what?  Before the night was out I’d horse-traded a case of beer for one—one—New York strip an upperclassman had just received on dry ice from his parents for his birthday.  And…”

“…and she made you grill it, too boot.”

Percy smiled, bowed his head in mock humility.  “I’ve told you that story before, haven’t I?”

I shook my head hard, side to side.  “Probably.  But I didn’t hear it from you.  Not the first time.” I laughed.  “Sisi told me, two days later.  Over the phone.  Percy, let me clue you in; guys aren’t the only ones boast about their conquests, you know.”

“These days I think she mostly brags about the kids.”  

I reached across and gently placed my hand on his forearm as it gripped the wheel.  “She brags plenty about you, too, Percy.  Don’t you forget that.”

We drove along the rest of the LIE, small talk from then on.  We chatted about the move and how the kids were taking it, how the packing was going, where they were placing things like plants that wouldn’t do well all cooped up inside a self-storage place in Hauppauge.   

Light banter; it makes the world go ‘round.

The rest of Friday was hugs and yet it was a bit subdued.  Casey looks as good as ever; if anything her arms seem even more buff and toned than before she started diving.  I still think Mom could take her in a free-for-all, but in another year or two my money will be on Case.
And she’s not as tanned as I worried she might be.  She’s claimed all along she stayed out of the sun, wearing hats and lots of SPF 30+, and I guess she’s right.  She’s darker, yes, but not nearly as brown as I feared she’d be.
I hugged her ‘til I thought her ribs would break.

Then I hugged her some more, for good measure.

Friday we actually went to bed rather early.  Well, when you haven’t seen your little sis in a year, then Two AM is early, Journey.  We stayed up and talked about boys and Mattie and how big Carm’s kids were getting and how Dad looked good but Mom looked really wan, and we both just knew she’d been worrying way too much about this move.

And I just cuddled next to her snugly, Journey, on the floor of the Siriso rec-room, surrounded by Carm’s kids.
Mom only had to come in and shush us once.

OK, yes, Carm had to come in and shush us once, too.

 Saturday morning Casey and I dragged ourselves out from underneath comforters and sleeping bags and assorted twin torsos and borrowed Dad’s rented Taurus to drive over to the Hilton Garden Inn.  We took turns showering and slugging down coffee from the little in-room pot.  I had just enough to kick-start my motor, but it was enough.  Carm would have a big pot going by the time we got back to her place.

I must’ve dreamed, Journey; maybe it was those little toddler bodies sleeping so close to me.  I don’t know.  But when Case came out of the shower she caught me whispering to myself.

“The Sun shines on the vine, the vine roots in the ground…”

“God’s light and warmth reaches way deep down,” she finished.  She pulled me tightly against her.  Case had wrapped a towel around her waist, but her top was bare and lightly sheathed in a thin film of water.  She felt and smelled fresh, as if she’d just come from the ocean, or maybe the womb.  For a brief moment I felt sad that we’d never be kids again, and sleep next to each other under the stars on a hot July night.  
Breakfast was cold cereal and milk back at the Siriso’s.  We’re eating on cardboard plates and Styrofoam bowls and cups and plastic flatware.  Everything’s packed and in storage save for the appliances, beds, and a bunch of sleeping bags.  Come Tuesday the movers will come to break down the beds and haul off the furniture to storage.  
There is a couple of suitcases worth of toys that haven’t been packed away, yet.  I found two Power Ranger mini-figures embedded in my backside from the rec room floor when I woke up Saturday morning.

Percy sequestered Dad in the kitchen long enough for the whole lot of us to clip and cut and finish up the collage of the Jag.  My frame is a perfect silhouette of the Mark Nine; and while there wasn’t quite the rhyme or reason applied to each photo’s placement that a Shelly or a Dana would have supplied, Cora and the twins added an edgy equilibrium to the montage that an adult would have missed.  All children have an eye for placement.  They seem able to make connections that as adults we somehow mask over with too many layers of analysis.  Don’t ask me why the photo of a three year old Casey chasing a duck at a petting zoo gets plastered half-across a snapshot of Mom in a 70s wrap around disco skirt, but somehow it really seemed to work. 

At lunchtime Percy took the kids out for Happy Meals at Mickey Dees.
And so there we were, noon on a Saturday, just the five of us, together under one roof and alone for the first time in years.  
Of course, we weren’t really alone.  Cancer was in the room with us, like a cruel squatter.
“Three months,” Casey said.  “I figure she’ll hang on three more months.”
“Your first name Ben?” Dad asked.
“No.  She’s just sitting on some unfinished business, least that’s what I think.”  

“One of the Gospelers have a new grandbaby on the way?” Dad asked.

Mom looked at Casey for a long moment, and then interjected.  “No.  It’s memoirs, isn’t it, Casey?  She’s writing her memoirs and she’s not done yet.”

The look of relief on little sister’s face was palpable.  Mom knew something, she knew something or else—more likely—intuited it was Casey that knew something, and Mom was rescuing her.

It’d been a half-dozen years since I’d seen her in action like that, but you know how it is Journey: the youngest pup is always the youngest pup, even when she’s a full-grown lady.

“Yes.  That’s exactly it,” Casey said.  “You know Mattie, always working on something.”

“Yes,” Carmen said.  “Always.”
And suddenly I realized I had to hang onto this moment, this Always; I had to clutch it tightly to me, open my senses and shut down every nuisance tugging at my mind, all the background clutter-talk that is always whispering and worrying me, just snap it shut like a fire-door and be here, be in the room with these people who are my life.  

My dad chuckled softly to himself.  “If Mattie were here, you know what she’d be asking about?”  He threw the question up in the air, like a jump-ball at tip off.

Carm leapt at it.  “Boy-friends,” she said gleefully.  

Sure, she could afford to be happy.  She’d been off the boyfriend-teasing hook for years.  

“Give it up, Crystal.” Mom said.  “Word on the street is you’ve been on more than three dates with Eddie Slatterton.  Any truth to that?”


“You been talking to Mrs.Olandon?” I asked.

“No.  Ms. Eldred-Holmes.”


“Foul!” I yelped.  “I thought it was against the rules to use our friends as spies.”  All of them laughed.  Carm reached across and high-fived Casey.


Mom chuckled.  “Guess she just wanted to call up and thank me for that gift certificate to Saks I send her for Christmas every year.”  She winked at me slyly.  I could feel myself redden.  Time to throw this pack off the scent.  

And if that meant tossing another rabbit to the foxes, well tough.

“Least he’s not Billy the Kid.”  I looked at Casey.  “Tag, you’re it.”


“And you’re sh…”

“Hey!” Carmen yelped.  “I’ve got kids.”
Mom shsshed her with a wave of her hand.  “They’re out gourging on burgers and fries.”

“Sorry.  Habit.  Yeah, Case.  Which one’s hot right now, the emperor or the apple?”


Casey didn’t miss a beat.  “Glad you’re already studying Japanese.  But you better enroll in karate once you get settled into Tokyo, ‘cause your gonna need it once I come to visit.”
Carm thrust her chest out and straightened up just a bit in her chair.  It was a move I’d seen Mom make a hundred times just before she put her foot down.  “Anytime, anywhere, pal.”

Journey, the truth is the two of them had never wrestled, at least not since Case had grown up.  Carm was always older and enough bigger to easily take Casey when we were all kids.  I, however, had wrestled them both.  

I’m keeping my mouth zipped as to my opinion on who would win.  One of them might see this, J, and then I’d be in hot water.
We sat around Carm’s kitchen for an hour and a half, Journey.  Talking, laughing.  At length Percy brought the kids back and there were video games and wrestling matches with Cora and the twins.  Later that night we watched videos, and once again Case and I crashed on the rec room floor with two nephews and a niece.
Dad’s birthday party today was great.  But let me fill you in on that next time, J.  Just now I’m tired and need to go to bed.  Tonight we are back at the hotel, in a real bed.

Casey’s out like a light.  


She is a light, Journey.  She’s my light.

Goodnight, Journey.
