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Marne used to hear the hum of their voices through the wall separating their bedrooms. Late at night, when her father came home from the hospital, she'd awaken to hear them murmuring and laughing. It sounded gentle and soft, like the ocean waves in the distance.

Now there was only silence, punctuated by short phrases dropped like pebbles onto wood. They were not angry, only brief. A tiredness lodged in her parents' voices, and it showed in their eyes, too, as if they were thinking of other times, other places. Marne remembered how on Saturday mornings they all used to sit together on the huge sectional sofa, that soft, downy monster, leaning into one another and laughing at some cartoon on TV. When they got hungry, they'd dash into the kitchen, and Mom would make pancakes. They ate stacks of pancakes covered with Mom's special raspberry syrup.

Later Mom made another of her snappy decisions. “Too fattening.” So now even for Sunday breakfast they shook dry cereal into their bowls, unless Dad went out and brought back bagels and cream cheese and lox. Marne would open the package with the smoked salmon, which glistened on the smooth waxy paper. Dad would slice an onion very thin, then settle down to engross himself in the Times. Mom would sit by the window with her sketch pad, drawing lean, long-legged women wearing astonishing combinations of denim and silk, with dazzling beadwork and touches of original print. “Innovative designer,” her CEO called her. “Purely out of the box.” Her mom was clever with her hands. Marne remembered how they used to hang out at the beach, making sand people and watching Dad get into his wet suit and hit the surf. The surfer kids called him an old-timer and wondered when he'd ever quit. “When I'm six feet under,” he'd say. “Out on that ocean, you forget everything but the wave.”

There was a quiet moment, like a truce, then perfunctory conversation. “Will you be home for dinner tomorrow?”

“No. We're one person short at the pharmacy.”

“Well, then Marne and I will go out for something.”

They would walk over to the Mariner's for fresh crab and French bread. Her mom had a glass of wine, only one. “I don't like to lose control,” she'd say. While they watched the waves, Mom would ask Marne about school, considering it “quality time.”

Their voices rose again. Marne, hunched over her math papers, tried to fix her mind on the equations, but the voices intruded.

“What do you suggest, then?” There was that edge in her mother's voice, like paper being ripped.

“Send her to camp.”

“She's fifteen years old. You don't just send …”

“There must be some camp for kids like her.”

“What do you mean, like her?”

“Hey, lay off me! I mean where they have sports, put on plays.”

“She hated that Scout camp.”

“Can't she stay with a friend? What about Kim?”

“They're traveling … can't impose …”

“Then take her with you.”

“To Paris? Are you nuts?”

Silence held for a minute or two. Marne sat, clutching her pencil, unable to focus.

Words exploded. “Your parents …”

“Busy … why should they?”

“So damned selfish! Never bothered …”

“They're entitled …”

“Hire a companion …”

“Like who?”

Marne jumped up, shoved her books aside, and hurried out into the hall. She stood at their door, waiting for her breath to even out. If she burst in, all in a frenzy, they wouldn't be able to handle it.

Marne stood at their door, gaining control, formulating the right words. She had been holding the idea in her mind since yesterday morning, when at dawn she went out for her run on the boardwalk. As she ran, the deep darkness that closed off the edge of the sky began to lift, quite as if a lid had been pulled up from the earth by a gigantic hand. Suddenly, where there had been only inky blackness, light emerged, and then the sky was filled with exquisite colors of orange, lavender, and rose. In that moment the idea struck her. Hawaii. Aunt Carole. Hawaii for the summer. Why not? She'd make it happen.

Kim and her family were going to Hawaii in July. “I wish you could go with us,” Kim had said, showing Marne the wraparound skirts and sandals she and her three sisters bought for their vacation in paradise. That was what the brochures said, showing broad, sandy beaches and umbrella-like trees covered with blossoms.

“Don't I wish it, too,” Marne had said longingly. She immediately regretted her tone—too needy. “I love your family,” she added, trying to sound nonchalant. She did love being with them. Just spending the night at Kim's was cool. Someone was always singing or yelling, dancing to a CD, fixing guacamole or chocolate chip cookies, doing things to their hair or having a facial.

As she ran toward the sunrise and back again toward home, Marne worked out the details. She could get an inexpensive flight. She'd already be there when Kim arrived. They could spend time together at the beach. Maybe Kim's folks would include her in some activities. They'd probably have rented a whole condo for the gang. Meanwhile, she'd do errands for Aunt Carole, help her with the kids. It sounded odd, Aunt Carole. Marne had seen her aunt only twice in her life; the last time was five years ago. Then, nothing really stuck. It was like a dream, a cacophony of voices and faces and too many questions. All she remembered from that time was seeing Carole at the kitchen stove, stirring a huge pot with chicken and vegetables and spices.

What little Marne knew about her aunt Carole came from Mom's snappy words, and the way she rolled her eyes and tucked in her lips when she spoke of her sister. “Over the top, she is. Don't know exactly what made her that way. Nobody else in our family ever got so peculiar. Well, to each his own.”

Every year or two they'd get a birth announcement. Mom would smirk and say, “It's from Carole. Another baby. I don't know how she does it.”

“The usual way, I'll bet,” Dad would say.

“She's a regular rabbit. God! Can you imagine, she's got five already. Well, to each his own.”

Marne knocked once, then again, louder. The voices ceased.

“I've got a solution,” Marne said as she walked into the room. She made herself grin, lighten up. It was the only way to deal with them. “This is it. You'll love it. Send me to Hawaii. Aunt Carole's got so many kids she won't even notice an extra body.”

They both turned to stare at her. Marne could see her mother thinking, formulating objections. She always said no at first.

“It's out of the question,” she finally said. “You couldn't stand it. I couldn't stand it for even a week.”

“It might be a learning experience,” said Marne, feeling sly.

“Why would Carole want you?”

“I could help her with the baby. I'm good with babies.”

“I haven't talked to Carole in ages,” Mom said. Her arms were crossed over her chest. “I'm not even sure what island she's on.”

“How do you know she has room for you?” Dad asked.

“I could sleep on the floor. I'm a good sleeper.”

“How would you get there?” her mother asked.

“I guess I could walk,” Marne said, and laughed. Her dad chuckled.

“It's an idea, Nance,” he said.

“You mean, the whole summer?” Mom asked.

“We could still talk on the phone,” Marne said. “I'd call you every week. Both of you. You could relax. I'd be having fun.”

“My sister isn't exactly a fun person,” her mother said. She began to fold things—panty hose, a sweater, a towel. “I suppose I could pay Carole something. I don't think they have much money, she and Itch.”

“Itch? Is that his name?”

“Something like that.”

“Does he make people itch?” Marne quipped.

“Cut it out,” said her mother crossly. “Whatever gave you such an idea? Look, these are peculiar people. She may be my sister, but she's …”

“They aren't dangerous, Nance,” her father said. “They're family, after all.”

“So they're a little strange,” Marne said. “Strange relations,” she mused.

“Relatives,” her mother snapped, still sounding testy.

“Relations is better,” her father interjected, grinning. He put his hand on the top of Marne's head. “You know, as in relationship.”

“Well, we certainly don't have much of a relationship with Carole,” Mom said. She sighed. “I can already tell, you two are conspiring. Strange relations, indeed,” she said, but a slight smile played around her lips.

Marne said, “Maybe I could email her. Do you think she has email?”

“I told you, I don't know what she has, Marne. I haven't talked to Carole since—last year when the baby was born, I sent the cutest little outfit from the Gap. Carole never even called to thank me. Just sent a card with a scribble.”

“I could phone her.”

“I don't even know where I kept her phone number.”

“It's in the box,” Marne said. “The clutter box.”

Mom threw up her hands. “Look, I think this is a wild-goose chase. I don't think you realize that Carole's lifestyle is highly … well … unusual.”

“So? You're always saying it takes all kinds.”

“I'll bet she doesn't have room or time for a house-guest.”

“So, if she says I can come, it's okay?”

Her parents looked at each other, and for a moment Marne felt as in the old days, before everything shattered. “Maybe I could get a week off, Nance,” her father said softly. “I could meet you in Paris.”

“Oh, Harry,” said her mother.

“Go and call,” said her father. “It's three hours earlier there. They'll still be up.”

“I don't think Carole ever sleeps,” said her mother. “Overachiever.”

“Look who's talking,” said her dad. He pointed at Mom. “Going to Paris to work with that chichi designer all summer. What did Pierre say about you?”

Mom smiled slightly and waved him away. “Forget it. It's all hype.”

“We could go to the Louvre,” her father said. “The Tuileries. Remember?”

“I'll be working, Harry. This is not a pleasure trip.”

“Well, I only thought …”

“You're always hinting about going to Costa Rica to surf. Why don't you do it?”

Marne ran upstairs to get Aunt Carole's telephone number. The house was inverted, bedrooms below. The living room upstairs offered a slight view of the ocean. It was the reason they had bought this house, with its three tiny bedrooms, too small, really, but rustic and satisfying, with the sound of the sea and the fresh salt air.

After what neighbors and acquaintances called “the incident,” they might have moved, but every time the idea came up, it was immediately discarded. “No. What if they are trying to locate us? No. We can't leave.”

On the mantel stood the redwood box, filled with an assortment of cards, photographs, several old keys, and scraps of paper. Odds and ends with no special place but too important to trash.

Marne went through the papers and found the number, written on a memo page that read HARRY LEWISON, CHIEF PHARMACIST, SANTA MONICA HOSPITAL.

With the paper in her hand, she went to the telephone and stood looking out over the Pacific, that calm body of water that could so quickly turn into a churning, threatening mass. And she felt her pulse speeding up, like yesterday when she was sprinting toward the sunrise. She had beaten her usual time by thirty-nine seconds. It was a good omen. As she punched in the numbers, Marne held her breath, wishing she knew a mantra or some other magical means to get her to paradise.
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“May I speak to Mrs. Kessler?”

“Hold the line. I'll see if I can find her.” It was a man's voice, slightly quavering, and Marne heard in the background the commotion of things banging, children's giggles, a shriek, scraping sounds. Then one voice dominated, calling loudly, “No, no, Yossi, put that down. You can't have it. Here, take this pan—make us a pretend cake.”

The same voice, harried and slightly hoarse, sounded in Marne's ear. “Yes? Who is this?”

“It's Marne, Aunt Carole.”

The pause felt like a drumbeat. Marne held tight to the receiver, waiting. “Marne Lewison,” she said.

“Marne. Is—is everything all right? Is everything fine?”

“Yes. We're fine.” Now that the preliminaries were done, Marne felt blocked, as if she had hit a wall. How could she possibly put it? She wished she had written down notes the way her mom did before making a business call. “We're all fine,” she said. “My mom has this great opportunity to go to Paris this summer, to show her designs and work with some other people. She's really excited about it.”

“Well, that's terrific. I know your mom is very talented.”

“Yes, and so we were talking about …”

“What will you be doing this summer?” her aunt asked.

“Well, that's the thing. I don't know. I thought maybe …”

“Why don't you come and visit us in Hawaii? The kids would love it. Especially Becca. She's my oldest, and she's got all these boys and babies to put up with.”

It was like realizing the race is over and you've won, while your mind is still chanting, “Reach, run, relax.”

“You're inviting me, Aunt Carole? Really?”

“Yes, really. Of course.” Aunt Carole gave a slight laugh. “And, Marne, bring your guitar.”

“My guitar?”

“We'd love to hear you play. We all love to sing.”

“How do you know I play guitar?”

There was a pause, and the background noise, too, had stopped. “Well, when we were there I heard you playing in your room. We talked about it. Remember?”

“I—yeah. Sure.” There was this blank moment, a space in memory. “I remember you cooked for us.”

Her aunt laughed. “Yes, that sounds like me. I think I was pregnant with the twins. Even then, in my belly, they liked the music. I remember how they kicked.”

Marne said, “I'll bring my guitar, Aunt Carole.”

“Good. But you should know, I'm not called Carole anymore. My name is Chaya.”

“Chaya,” Marne repeated. “When did you change it?”

“About a year after I got married. I just didn't mention it to your mom. Didn't want to upset anyone.”

“I never heard a name like that before,” Marne said.

“It means ‘life.’ You know—like the toast. L'chaim. To life.”

Marne became aware of her mother standing behind her, close. Her mom's eyes were bright, her hands reaching for the telephone as she mouthed the words, “Let me talk.”

“Here's Mom. She wants to talk to you, Chaya.”

Marne stood at the window, hearing the sounds of the neighborhood, the slamming of car doors, stray cats yowling, joggers and dog walkers and late-night shoppers out for a cup of coffee or a quart of milk. It was a small hub, Hermosa Beach, with its tightly nested houses, all competing for a sliver of view, a bit of ocean breeze. Her mother's conversation sounded stilted, with long pauses and little inflection.

“Of course, we would certainly appreciate it.”

Marne turned to look at her mother. Her face was nearly expressionless, like a figure made from wax. In the shadowy light, she looked tired and drawn but still beautiful, with her auburn hair and slim, perfect nose. She wore pale tan slacks and a matching shirt; her clothes always matched.

“We manage. Thanks. No. We don't. How is your family? Good. I will. I won't. I'll let you know her flight. Oh? You have email? All right. Thanks, Carole.”

“She changed her name,” Marne said. “It's Chaya now.”

Dad put away the paper and drew down the blinds. “What kind of a name is that?” he asked.

“It means ‘life,’” Marne said.

“Probably Hebrew,” Mom said. “Well, to each his own. Why would anyone want to change their name?”

“You did,” Marne pointed out.

“That's different. I did it for professional reasons. Besides, have you ever heard of anyone named Nancie Jo who wasn't a bimbo? I don't know what my mother was thinking.”

“She sounds very nice,” Marne said. “She told me to bring my guitar.”

“Well, then,” her mother said briskly, “you should bring it, by all means.”

She hated it when they ganged up on her, sat her down, and started in to “educate Marne,” as if she was entirely clueless. What made it worse was their attempt to sound so unemotional, using shrink vocabulary. “If anyone tries to pressure you … You might want to use this as a learning experience … There's nothing wrong with letting people have their own beliefs. However, nobody has the right to inflict …”

“I get it, Mom,” she finally said. “Look, I know Aunt Carole is a religious fanatic, so what? So, they pray a lot. She wears a weird thing on her head. All I want to do is go to Hawaii and run on the beach in the morning, maybe swim in the ocean and learn to surf.”

“You do that, honey,” said her father. “Nobody's trying to influence you. It's wonderful of your aunt to take you in. It's just that some people …”

“Some people think when they've found something, you know, spiritual …”

“That they have a right to inflict it on others,” finished her father.

Marne sat quietly, her hands in her lap, looking out into the foggy night. In the weeks since she had spoken to Carole, the matter had been shelved almost completely. We are, Marne thought, so good at shelving things, at pretending to forget. The truth was, she had told herself all the same concerns that her parents now offered. And yet, going to Hawaii was the only possible answer. She had wanted to stay home, but both her parents were adamant: she would never be left home alone at night, and Dad had to take some night shifts. Even in the daytime, they insisted, it's not good to be alone, ever. Not until you're grown. It seemed that they couldn't wait for her to grow up and leave them to their own lives.

They continued to explain about Carole—Chaya—about ritual and institutions, and Marne gritted her teeth and forced herself to remain silent. If she said nothing, they'd stop and she could get on with her packing. Nobody was going to inflict anything on her. Didn't they realize she had a mind of her own? Didn't they realize she wasn't the kind of person who'd crack under pressure?

Finally they let her go to finish her packing. But she still heard them through the walls.

“Maybe this wasn't such a good idea.”

“Well, she has to learn to stand her ground. She's a practical kid.”

“Mature for her age.”

“Well, a big piece of her childhood was stolen from her.”

“Nance. Don't. Please.”

Now there was silence, and Marne wondered which was worse, the words or the silences. She put on her headphones and let the music of Tris and the Triplets soothe her. They were heavy on guitar, with Tris as the lead singer and composer. He gave her the kind of music that had answers, not for problems, but for feelings.


Oh, oh, oh, how do I know the sound of the sea
Is the best thing that could happen to me,
Except being free to love you, love you, love you!



Only nine more hours, Marne thought as she packed her new bikini and matching wraparound, along with leather sandals, shorts, running clothes, and several flowered skirts. She put her iPod carefully into her carry-on. On her bookshelf were two paperbacks she hadn't read yet, one mystery and a classic from the summer reading list. She stuffed them into a corner of her bag and zipped it shut.

She sat down on her bed, staring into space. A feeling pulsed through her, a quickening, almost panic. No. Resist. Don't take it. It's stupid and childish. It's a ridiculous habit, an addiction.

But habit prevailed. Habit soothed her like a warm shower, like an embrace.

Bending down, Marne reached in between her mattress and box spring and brought out the slim book. She held it in her hands for a long moment, feeling the smooth, cool cover on her hot palms. Then she wrapped it in a white T-shirt and placed it carefully on the bottom of her suitcase. If Mom saw the book, she'd get that look on her face. In the morning, first thing, she'd make a phone call to the shrink.

With the book in place, Marne closed her suitcase, ready for tomorrow, and freedom.
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