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Dedication

For my mother, who is the reason I exist.
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Target Island

Fifty-eight years before Harrison’s granddaughter is born, the US government drops a two-thousand-pound bomb on the island of Kaho‘olawe. It is 1948. The shock from the bomb is so strong that it shatters the glass of the living room window, and Harrison, a baby still in his crib, starts wailing in time with the family mutt.

In the kitchen, Harrison’s mother is thrown against the gas stove. She puts her hands out to stop her fall, and the pan of frying Spam slips to the side, exposing the gas burner. Oil bubbles down the back of her left hand, and the ring of flame burns a hole in her right palm’s heel. When the shock stops, she peels her melted flesh from the stove. She dashes to the living room—where Harrison lies kicking under the broken window. The dog jumps to lick her face. It circles her knees, and she pushes it away to pick Harrison up.

Miraculously, he is not cut, though shards of window lay around him. She rubs his back, runs her fingers along his rib cage for comfort. Through the open frame of what was once a window, she sees Harrison’s father lying beneath their mango tree, knocked unconscious after falling from its branches. She runs to him, Harrison’s head bouncing against her shoulder, and when Harrison’s father wakes—eyes bleary, the beginning of a concussion itching across his skull—she is there, round face hanging like fruit above him. Harrison reaches, grabbing for his father, and even as the movement cracks her burn, even as the brush of Harrison’s small fingers tender the bump already forming on Harrison’s father’s head, both of his parents smile.

The flesh burnt from the heel of Harrison’s mother’s palm will never grow back, and though she and Harrison’s father will tell the story of the two-thousand-pound bomb over and over—in the backyard of their Wailea home at Harrison’s fifth birthday lū‘au, in the parking lot of the pineapple plantation where Harrison’s father works, on the white sands of Yokohama after their family moves from Maui to O‘ahu—Harrison will not remember when the ground first shuddered beneath him. He will not remember the tickle of the dog’s nose like a cockroach or the warmth of his mother’s face against his. What he will remember, instead, is the bitter smell of his mother’s burnt flesh. And, nearly six decades later, on the day he harvests his last torpedo from Kaho‘olawe’s soil, this is the scent that will envelop him.

FIFTY-ONE YEARS BEFORE HIS GRANDDAUGHTER IS BORN, Harrison finds his first missile washed up on the sands of Ke Ono O’ Polo. It is the day after a storm, and the beach has become the ocean’s junkyard, its sand covered in glass balls leftover from Japanese fishermen’s floats, broken heads of coral, and halved cowries hauled from the ocean floor.

Harrison is seven, and happy to be outside after a week cooped in the house, watching rain flood the front yard and wind strip the tree of mangoes. He plays tag with the waves. He digs moats and drips lumpy towers for sand castles, his hand massaging the wet grains like a farmer would the teat of a cow. He gathers shells and drags floats, piling both under the shade of kiawe trees at the edge of the sand, where his mother rests. She is tired from their mile walk to the beach and heavy with the weight of his brother, who grows inside her.

It is decades before the Fairmont or Four Seasons will occupy this land, long before blue umbrellas scallop the beach and paths of dead coral cut through the hedge of green naupaka. When Harrison’s tunneling accidentally collapses a ghost crab’s home, he holds the crustacean in his fist and walks it to the safety of the water. It is as Harrison kneels, releasing the ōhiki into the foam, that he sees the missile’s casing floating outside the shorebreak.

When the missile rolls to where Harrison stands, sunk calf-high in sand, he thinks at first it must be a submarine for a very small person. Then he sees the hole in its side. He kneels, slips a hand inside the missile, then a wrist, then his whole arm up to his shoulder. His fingers press against the empty fuel tank walls. If he had pushed a little harder, he would have broken the thin sheet of metal and brushed against the clenched fist of the missile’s detonator, fired already in the ‘Alalākeiki Channel, between Maui and Kaho‘olawe. Instead, Harrison pulls his arm from the missile’s belly, and the rough edge of the algaed hole scratches the flesh of his inner elbow.

In four months, Harrison’s brother will be born. In ten, his father will lose half his hand to a pineapple harvester. The family will move from Maui to O‘ahu, where his mother will find work as a nurse at Queen’s Hospital. Harrison will enroll at St. Louis, where he’ll get the private school education his father always wanted. But on that cloudy summer day in 1955, wet sand sucking his feet, cut stinging his elbow, Harrison strains to push the hollow shell casing up the hump of shore. “Look what I found!” he yells to his mother. And as she turns, the wind snarls the kiawe branches above her into knots.

FORTY-ONE YEARS BEFORE HIS GRANDDAUGHTER IS BORN, Harrison sees his first picture of Kaho‘olawe. He is sitting at the back of his high school history class. A breeze sweeps through the open door just as the picture comes up on the slide projector, and its cool is a relief after hours spent tugging at the neck of his collared shirt.

“This”—the haole teacher shouts over muttering boys—“is the most bombed island in the Pacific.”

It is the last period of the day. They are studying World War II. The shot is an aerial one, taken, the teacher tells them, by the US Navy in 1943. Harrison can make out the white outline of Kaho‘olawe’s sandy shore, cliffs to the right, and in the background, Maui, the island of his birth. He leans toward the rise of Haleakalā, toward the fleecy crown of clouds that encircled his childhood, but when his ribs press against the desk’s table, he gasps.

“You better not be jerking off,” someone calls from the front, to a chorus of laughter.

The teacher sighs and clicks to the next image. A battleship floats to the left of the frame, anchored a few hundred yards out to sea. It is dwarfed by the gray dome that stands, two-men high, on the shore.

All day Harrison has been nursing a bruise he got from his father. They have been fighting for years, ever since his father got the job at the airport, where he unloads tourists’ baggage from Hawaiian Airlines planes for half pay because he can only lift half as much with the use of one hand. Their fights are without end, beginning every evening when his father comes home with a near-finished six-pack. Harrison plays defense, distracting his father from unwashed dishes and dirty laundry, and in payment for this he often receives a backhand to the face, last night a fist to the side. Harrison takes these because it is better, in his mind, to bear the brunt of his father’s attention than have it focused on his mother, or worse, his younger brother. For at least Harrison can nurse the bruise with the memory of who their father was before his hand was lost to the pineapple harvester, before they sold their family home in Wailea and moved from the green of the Valley Isle to O‘ahu’s swiftly graying skies.

Harrison’s teacher lays out Kaho‘olawe’s history, tells the boys how the island was a penal colony in the 1800s, a site for farms and goat ranches. “Now, in 1965,” he says, “the island is where the US military fine-tunes our weapons to prepare for war.”

The teacher clicks again. The room is flooded with the white of a photographed explosion.

On the projector screen, the coast of Kaho‘olawe is umbrellaed by a mushroom cloud, its tip reaching all the way to the battleship that sits parallel to shore. Harrison’s dress shoes squeak as he pushes himself backward. When he blinks, the explosion looks fake, too bright for the frame. Flames burn seven stories high. Smoke rolls across the water. The only part of the photo that Harrison can convince himself is real is the grass that grows over the lava at the bottom of the frame. The blades are white and dry, perfect for kindling, something Harrison knows from the many bonfires he has built for his friends on the west side of O‘ahu, on those Friday nights that they smoke pakalolo and drink Hawaiian moonshine—fermented ti root brewed by men who work O‘ahu’s pineapple fields.

The teacher clears his throat. “A few months ago,” he says, “the US Navy set off explosives on Kaho‘olawe as part of something called Operation Sailor Hat. Because of the navy’s work, we now know what a nuclear explosion might look like on the ocean. It’s a huge step for weapon research. It’ll be instrumental in winning the Cold War.”

He clicks on, to another picture, and then another, but Harrison does not pay attention. He thinks instead of the green cliffs that loomed across the channel of his childhood, imagines how they might have looked when they exploded, red clay of their centers thrown into the sky. If he had been standing across the channel from them, would he have felt it? His pencil slips in the sweat of his fist, and he remembers the cool of the missile’s metal after washing up to shore.

When the bell rings, the room is filled with motion. Harrison’s classmates slide notebooks into bags and under arms, walk out the door to track and baseball practice. Harrison’s teacher turns the projector off, and Harrison stands, the last to go. The room is dark, its silence punctuated only by the shuffling of papers that Harrison’s teacher stacks in the corner.

“See you next week,” Harrison says, and the teacher nods.

Harrison walks out of the classroom and through Saint Louis, nestled within the campus of Chaminade University, thinking of the mossy forests of Oregon, where his teacher told Harrison that he grew up. Someday, Harrison thinks, he would like to live on the mainland. It would be nice to get lost there—in the millions of people, in the billions of acres—nobody knowing who he is or where he’s from.

Harrison spends the next three hours on the corner of Waialae Ave., waiting for his mother. To pass the time before her shift’s end, he does homework—spreading books over the grass, writing math equations on lined paper that, over time, stains green with crushed blades. Harrison does his best to focus, hands over his ears to block the roar of cars that drive down Waialae, but he cannot help but think of the photographs on the projector. And every time he blinks, the shock of the bomb goes off again behind his eyes.

THIRTY YEARS BEFORE HIS GRANDDAUGHTER IS BORN, Harrison takes his first boat to Kaho‘olawe. He does not plan to, does not plan, in fact, to even be in Hawai‘i.

Harrison has lived on the mainland for nine years now. He is married, and has a son. With his fiancée, Harrison owns a two-bedroom house in Palo Alto. He is a PhD candidate at Stanford in geology, where his focus is soil science—studying long-term soil formation, vegetation growth, and hydrology, all of which are affected after a bomb is dropped.

One afternoon, the landline rings with a call from Harrison’s mother. He takes it leaning against the kitchen’s stucco wall, free hand pointing his three-year-old son to the sparrow perched on the blooming prickly pear that grows beside the driveway. Harrison has not returned to O‘ahu since his father’s funeral a year ago, has not set foot on Maui in two decades. Over the phone, his mother tells him they’ve been invited to his grandma’s eightieth birthday. She can’t go, busy working to pay off the mortgage and loans from his father’s failed chemotherapy. Harrison’s brother, who is there too, says, “We never moving back, so why bother?”

And Harrison wants to answer him with the memory of their uncles tossing him back and forth in the backyard, the mango their grandma mashed with the back of her fork so he could taste its sweetness, yellow rivers dribbling down his chin as he swallowed. But he knows his brother does not remember these things. He saves them for his son and will recount them to him later—in the bath of their Palo Alto house that day, on the beach after they’ve moved back to Honolulu, as they ride down into the bowl of Kalaupapa, a decade from now, the sweat of their legs itching against the ribs of their saddled donkeys.

When Harrison hangs up the phone, he floats the possibility of Maui to his wife, but she has already planned to go to Denver to see her family. Harrison boards the plane alone and pretzels his six-foot-four body next to a family of mainlanders for the five-hour flight to Honolulu, deboards and switches to a smaller aircraft for another half-hour flight to Kahului.

At the airport, his uncle—his mother’s brother, who, when Harrison was a child, pushed him into the shorebreak at Ke Ono O’ Polo—waits for him in a lifted Chevy. It is only as Harrison pulls himself up by the truck’s grab handle that he realizes the presumption of his coming. Silence prickles the cab for the first five, ten minutes of the ride—the vinyl seats going slick against Harrison’s legs—and just as Harrison has decided to book the first flight back to Honolulu, he gets a glimpse of Kaho‘olawe.

“What, you never see the ocean before?” his uncle says as they make a turn onto the coastal highway. “So pale you look like one ghost.” He laughs. “You marry one haole and turn into one haole yoself!”

And though part of Harrison is defensive of his wife—in love with the blond hair that curls over her ears, with the triangle of freckles on her left breast and her blue eyes, which hold his reflection—even though Harrison is embarrassed of his own skin, which has paled in the fog of San Francisco Bay, he laughs too, and for the next twenty minutes the two men talk story.

Harrison spends the next days eating and drinking. He plays bocce in Grandma’s backyard. He bounces a cousin on his thigh while eating kālua pork smoked in an imu dug beneath his uncle’s banana trees. He honis more people than he can remember the names of, and every time a relative steps back to say “You look just like your faddah!” he takes a long swig of beer to keep the shaking from his hands.

When they ask about his mother, he tells the truth: she is working. When they ask why she didn’t take off, why his brother didn’t come—“Isn’t he in high school?” they say. “He still get spring break!”—Harrison lies and says they’ll come next time, not knowing that in three years his mother will die from a heart attack, that his brother will move north to coastal Washington and run an auto shop, spending his days drunk under the bodies of cars.

On Harrison’s fifth night on Maui, he learns of the protest taking place the next morning. Over beer and kūlolo, his uncle tells him about the flotilla to Kaho‘olawe, of the proposed occupation, organized to stop the island’s bombing. “I don’t know if it going change anything”—his uncle shrugs—“but at least they try.”

It is nearly midnight, and Harrison is drunk. He asks his uncle about the morning the bomb shattered his parents’ windows. He tells him of the missile he dragged up the beach as a child, tries to show him the scarred valley of his elbow, but there is nothing there.

“We don’t have to camp,” Harrison says. “But maybe we could escort them?” And his uncle looks at Harrison, who is somehow a man, though he remembers him as a boy. He agrees to drive to Ma‘alaea Harbor, where, with the other protestors, they load tents and crates of food into boats.

On the morning of January 4, 1976, Harrison stands at the front of his uncle’s Whaler. The wind is high with winter, and he is tired and nauseous from last night’s drinking. Behind him, his uncle sits and drives. They are at the very middle of the flotilla that, over decades, will become a historic part of the Hawaiian sovereignty movement. As they round the uneven point of the lava rock jetty, Harrison turns back to look at the harbor. The docks that were once full of grandpas smoking in rusted metal folding chairs, with boys like Harrison who stood at the edge of the jetty, casting makeshift poles and hoping for a harbor fish to bite—are now full of yachts and tour boats, fishing charters like the one his uncle operates. In the half-light of dawn, Harrison can just make out the haoles buckling their life jackets behind metal railings. Their pale faces watch the Hawaiian flotilla motor out, wide-eyed.

Wrapping his hands around the boat’s railing, Harrison feels the boat skip over chop as his uncle accelerates into the black of deeper water. Someone starts bumping reggae, and Harrison’s heart buoys.

The boats only make it halfway across the seven-mile channel before the Coast Guard helicopter appears. It hovers over the water, sending an icy spray that coats Harrison’s arms and itches as it dries. “If you continue,” the man in the helo blares over the megaphone, “we will confiscate your vessels. You are trespassing on government property.”

Harrison retreats to stand beside his uncle. For a moment, the flotilla presses on. Then the helicopter turns and angles its blades. Harrison pushes the throttle forward, but his uncle has spun the wheel, and the boat turns about-face. Harrison yells at his uncle, who is crying. He thinks all is lost until he turns to Kaho‘olawe and sees that, miraculously, the smallest of the flotilla’s boats has snuck away.

The nine people on that boat are the ones that make history. They are the ones known for reclaiming Kaho‘olawe. Try as he might, Harrison will always be jealous of this, of what he calls their luck but what he knows is bravery. He will spend the rest of his life trying to make up for the fact that he was not among them. From the waves, Harrison sees their feet sink into the sand of the shore that he will not touch for another fifteen years. And, as he reads the military signs on the shore that say BOMBS IN LAND & WATER; KEEP AWAY, Harrison will wonder how it is that an island can be owned. That an archipelago can be stolen. He will ask these questions until cancer takes him away.

WHEN HARRISON FINALLY SETS FOOT ON KAHO‘OLAWE, IT IS not as he hoped. He is forty-four years old and a contractor for the US Navy.

The morning is cold, early enough for mist to hang over the water. Harrison steps off the boat and into the ocean, mistaking it for sand. As the water seeps through the cracked toes of his work boots, soaking his socks, he takes in the island. Missiles and shell casings the width of two men litter the shore, and, as he looks up the hill, he finds an arrow made of painted white rocks.

“What’s that?” he asks his navy handler.

“Target arrow,” the man says, pointing to Kaho‘olawe’s cliffs.

Harrison thinks of the video game—Operation: Desert Storm—that his eighteen-year-old son plays on the living room computer. It has pixelated sand and gray walls, which his son builds to protect imaginary bases from enemy bombers. Harrison has spent many hours watching his son drive the digital tank through the imaginary courses he makes.

After repeated protests, the United States has agreed to fund a cleanup of Kaho‘olawe, shelling out four hundred million of taxpayers’ dollars to private contractors, whose job will be to remove bombs from the water and land. Harrison and ten other geologists have been hired by the US Navy to survey Kaho‘olawe before the cleanup begins.

Since his wife left him for the mainland three years ago, tired of the claustrophobia of Hawai‘i, Harrison has taken more jobs like these—work that requires him to spend a couple days, or more, in the outer Islands. He knows he shouldn’t leave his son alone, worries that the boy will think Harrison blames him for his mother’s absence, but it is better to mourn her this way than in a lawn chair with a bottle, as his father did his hand. On the nights when Harrison does return home, his son ignores him, sitting in front of the computer with his headphones on, or worse, shutting his bedroom door when Harrison pokes his head in to offer a slice of pizza or a videotape to watch on the VCR.

Harrison spends his first day on Kaho‘olawe collecting samples of soil and rock that he’ll take back to the lab at AECOM, where he works. His boss didn’t want to give him this assignment, preferring to send Harrison to the Big Island to oversee the grading of coastal land for a contract they’d landed with a resort. But Harrison fought for this job, promised that it would provide more contracts for the company in the future.

“Who,” he asked, “occupies more land than the military?”

“No one,” his boss had admitted, when forced.

Now, Harrison stands on the island he has dreamed of for forty-three years. Beside the navyman, he walks, and every quarter mile, takes his hand trowel to dig half a foot into Kaho‘olawe’s soil. Each time he takes the steel auger from his pack, twisting it into the dry dirt, he wonders if he’ll set off a bomb. The two men walk past ditches filled with rubber tires and shell casings, step carefully through target zones littered with unexploded ordnance and fallen kiawe branches, thick with thorns. Harrison scrambles up and down the northwestern shore of the island, from the rocky beach—where he finds a fresh he‘e drying over lava rocks—to the hill where he and the navyman camp at the end of the day, eating their turkey sandwiches from a cooler as feral cats look on.

The next morning, Harrison wakes up before the navyman does. Though it is against his contract’s rules, he walks to the cliffs above Kanapou Bay, where he looks across the channel to Maui. He remembers the last trip his family went on before his wife left. They’d snorkeled the crescent reef of Molokini Crater. By then, his grandma and uncle had passed, his cousins moved to the mainland or busy working for the resorts. Harrison and his wife had rented a car and drove to Ma‘alaea Harbor, where, with their son, they’d taken a double-decker tourist boat out to the atoll. Harrison had pointed out Kaho‘olawe to tell his son about the navigators who trained on its summit, and his wife had rolled her eyes. While he and his son had snorkeled, she’d spent her day on the boat, drinking white wine. He’d known she’d leave him then, just not when or if she’d take the boy with her.

When Harrison gets back to the tents, the navyman is up and making coffee over a portable propane stove. He hands Harrison a cup, and they continue the work of the previous day with no mention of Harrison’s absence. By the time they make it to Sailor Hat, it is four in the afternoon and Harrison is tired from two days of walking and sun. He does not recognize the hole in the land.

“We blew that up,” the navyman tells him, as they look down.

Standing at Sailor Hat’s gravel rim, Harrison remembers the hill of TNT from his high school class, the photographed explosion he first saw twenty-six years ago. He steps back to stare at the scooped-out earth, to try and find the exact spot where the photo was taken. He remembers his mother’s hand, wonders if the pit of her palm could have gathered water when held face up in a storm. He should have asked her before she was gone.

“Boss wants you to take a sample,” the navyman says, still at the edge.

Harrison does as he’s told, slipping down the rocky side. He sniffs the air for char, but there is none. No sign of the ash from the photograph, or the smoke that filled his high school classroom. There is only green water, which has seeped in through the bomb-cracked aquifer. Harrison’s face is reflected on its surface, blocking the blue of the sky. He locks eyes with his reflection, and for a moment, sees himself as his father was forty-three years ago—dazed after his fall from the mango tree.

In fifteen years, Harrison’s granddaughter, Lila, will be born. When he holds her in the hospital, still purple from her mother, he will search for himself in her eyes. But her irises will be blue, will lack color even as they are exposed to the light. Weeks, months, years, will pass, and he will see her nearly every day, will watch her hair grow in blond curls to her shoulders, her limbs lengthen as he pushes her on swings and chases her around fields. He will always be expecting some blemish, will—as they walk hand in hand through his neighborhood gathering blossoms, as they lie side by side on a blanket watching the stars from his backyard—always be tracing the pit of her palm, the soft crook of her elbow in search of a scar.

But back on that spring day on Kaho‘olawe in 1991, a wind from the Northeast blows, breaking the surface of Sailor’s Hat. Harrison lets gravity take him down the last foot of gravel, stopping at the pool’s edge. When he dips the vial to get a sample, the water is so salty it bites.

THREE DAYS AFTER HIS GRANDDAUGHTER, LILA, IS BORN, Harrison pulls his last missile from the ground of Kaho‘olawe. It is a clear, blustery day, winter’s trade winds blowing the brim of Harrison’s straw fisherman hat up and pulling the strap tight against his chin. Red dust swirls at his feet, any chance of rain stolen by Maui’s mountains. Taking off his hat, Harrison puts down his metal detector and allows his face a moment of sunlight.

From the summit where he stands, Harrison can see the mass of Maui. He can see Lāna‘i to the left and the haze of Moloka‘i looming behind. Though he has stood on this same hill dozens, if not hundreds, of times in the past fifteen years, the view still gets him, still hammers his heart and sets him wondering how the Islands might have looked thousands of years ago, when the navigators first sailed to Hawai‘i from Marquesas and Tahiti. If he squints, he can see it—cliffs green before they were razed for resorts and Army Reserve homes, the land soft and rolling before pineapple and sugarcane cut the valleys into grids, before even lo‘i and fishponds were built into the streams.

Harrison wipes sweat from his face and pulls his hat back down. Takes the sunscreen from his back pocket and swipes on another layer of zinc. He knows this act is useless—pretending he can fight the melanoma that killed his father, that, over the phone, his brother says has come for him too—but it is habit now, something he’s been doing for over a decade.

Harrison does not yet know that the cancer is in more than just his skin. It is in his lungs, maybe his bones, is spreading down into his pancreas and up to his brain. Within the next five years it will take him, and when it does, Lila will be just old enough to remember the sharp scent of Singapore plumerias they gathered from the neighbor’s tree, the part of his hair and vague hazel of his eyes, which she will swear, at fifteen, were more brown than green.

Harrison has been volunteering on Kaho‘olawe since he retired in 2002. Even though the navy has officially ended the cleanup, they still let locals access the land, people like Harrison who once worked there and nonprofits that have organized to make the island bomb-free. Harrison knows this is more to save face than anything, but he is too tired to do more than take a boat to Kaho‘olawe once a month and dig. He tells himself that it is enough to clear bombs from the earth, to bag plastic on the shore and water surrounding the island.

But sometimes, Harrison thinks about the Kaho‘olawe nine, about George Helm and Kimo Mitchell, who, while protesting, were lost at sea. He wonders how his life might be different if he’d made it onto the island that day in 1976, if he’d somehow be a better man, if he could have built a marriage his wife would not have left. Someday, Harrison hopes to bring Lila to this island, to climb to the summit and point out all the places he has been. He hopes that after he is gone, she will bring her own children to this place, will point at the bomb-free earth and say, “Your great-grandpa did this.”

Harrison picks up his metal detector and swings it over the ground, walking a few yards until the sensor beeps. The metal of a propeller peeks out of the red soil, and he takes the hand trowel from his fraying work belt. He kneels to clear dirt from the torpedo’s side, listening all the while for the tick of the detonator as it locks into place—waiting, as he always does, for the bomb to go off.

Harrison picks the hunk of metal off the ground, and a bitter smell from fifty-nine years ago fills his nose. For a moment, he hears the window shatter, sees light fall in shards around him. He feels the round of a shell casing under his palms, the blast of air from a helicopter’s rotors, that first shock of ocean water creeping in. He hears Lila’s throaty scream from three days ago, as she took her very first breath. When Harrison blinks, he cradles the torpedo. It is heavier than he expected.




Dawn Chorus

At the northwestern tip of the Hawaiian archipelago, Midway Atoll lies in its shallow lagoon, waiting to be tucked in by the blanket of sea. When Sam first visited, fifteen years ago, Midway was still protected by a narrow strip of coral. Since then, glacial melt has swallowed the reef, Spit Island, half of Eastern Island, and, for most of the year, the airstrip on Sand Island. But in Sam’s memory, Midway lives as it was before the storm—its bay swimming with fish, flocks of albatross clouding the sky—the atoll teeming with the possibility of Geri.

They met in 2008. It was Sam’s second day on Midway and her family had just moved into the house they’d live in for the summer. Sam hadn’t wanted to come to Midway, and if it weren’t for her dad, she wouldn’t have. She couldn’t believe that this was where she would be spend her seventeenth birthday.

While her mom scrubbed the bathrooms on the second floor, Sam wiped down the living room louvers and wished she were back in Hawai‘i. Already she missed her best friend, Molly, and the freedom of an island that was bigger than two square miles, where she could get in her Volvo and drive to the mall, a movie, or a beach that wasn’t just one long strip of sand. On Midway, all they had was the golf cart, and it was slow; when Sam took it to the supply store for groceries, she had to get out every few yards to shoo albatross off the road. It took longer than walking.

Soon, the rag in Sam’s hand grew warm with scrubbing. Her wrist tired, and she put the cloth in the bowl, brought the bowl to the sink, where she dumped the dirty water down the drain. Listening to her mother’s footsteps from the floor above, she thought about the fight they’d gotten into earlier—a fight, like all their fights were, about her dad, who’d left them to meet with Midway’s commander, an old pal from his days in the navy.

“Why doesn’t he clean the house?” Sam had said. “He’s the one who wants to be here.”

She knew her mom would rather be on O‘ahu, running the family skydiving company. But her dad had gotten restless, as he did every few years, and dragged them along to his contracting job on Midway for the military.

“Your father does what he thinks is best,” Sam’s mom had said.

Sam also knew it was her own fault that they were on Midway. Because of what her dad had heard about her and Molly. Sam’s dad was a retired SEAL. To make him happy, she played three sports. She took only AP classes. She headed model UN and the debate team. It would take years for Sam to realize how useless it was to fight her mom when it was her dad who did not understand, her dad who was impossible to please.

She filled a glass with water, and as she raised it to her lips she heard something out front. A bang, and then shuffling. Thinking it was her dad, Sam put the glass down. She walked to the door to see why he was back so early.

A girl knelt in the front yard. In front of her, an albatross flapped its wings. As the girl reached, the bird quieted, and Sam felt the fists she held at her sides loosen. The bird tilted its white head as the girl ran her fingers along its curved beak.

“You shouldn’t sneak up on people,” the girl said, without looking up.

“You’re in my front yard,” Sam countered.

The girl stood, and Sam crossed her arms over her bare stomach. There was no wind, no chance of rain to cool the day. Sam was in denim shorts and a bikini she’d tied too tight, its halter digging into her neck. She hadn’t expected to see anyone but her mom this morning—this whole summer, if she were honest. The albatross took off, flying in the direction of the beach.

“You can call me Geri,” the girl said, and grinned. She wore a dress that looked more like a man’s shirt. Black bangs hung over her eyes. Her knees were scarred and bony.

If Sam had known how important Geri would become over the course of that summer, over the course of her life, she might have stopped there, might have walked back into the house and closed the door. But Sam didn’t. Instead, she told Geri her name. Geri walked into Sam’s house uninvited and sat on the couch, picking up one of the coffee table’s coasters.

“We have these too,” Geri said. “They must have bulk ordered.”

Sam thought of Molly, who would have liked Geri’s audacity.

Geri used the coaster to tap her tanned cheek. “Wanna go to the beach?”

Sam looked at the dirty louvers. She hadn’t accomplished much.

“I can help if you got another rag,” Geri offered. “I saw you wiping through the window,” she explained.

Sam wondered how long Geri had been in the front yard, and what else she had seen. But she didn’t ask. Instead, she got Geri an extra rag.

“Don’t leave any smudges,” she told Geri.

Standing on a chair, Geri took the top louvers. Sam worked below. She tried not to look, but every other wipe, Geri’s shirtdress lifted, revealing a yellow one-piece. Despite Sam’s warning, Geri was sloppy with her wipes, and Sam had to do a second pass over her louvers. Sam was okay with sometimes upsetting her dad, but she wanted her mom to be happy. When Sam was sure her mom wouldn’t find fault in their work, she dumped the bowl of dirty water into the kitchen sink again, washing the rags and wringing them.

“Let’s get out of here,” Geri said.

Sam listened for her mom’s steps through the ceiling. She worried it was too soon to ask if she could go to the beach. But it was hot, and she was lonely, already missing Molly.

As Sam followed Geri across the lawn, her mom yelled after them, “Where are you going?” Her head stuck out of the second floor’s casement window like an owl’s. “Who are you?” she asked Geri.

“I live two houses down,” Geri said. She told Sam’s mom her name. “That one with the papaya trees.”

Sam’s mom looked in the direction Geri pointed. The grass in front of the house was brown with drought, long and untrimmed. She frowned.

“Be back by six,” she said. “Your dad wants to eat together.” Then she disappeared into the house.

Geri moved carefully through the rookery of albatrosses, careful not to step on any tail feathers or webbed feet. For the most part, the birds made way for the girls, waddling to let them by, but one of them jabbed at Geri and raised its beak to the air, letting out a sound like a deflating balloon.

“Oh, hush.” Geri nudged it with her bare foot, and it stepped back, clattering its beak like a jackhammer. It beat its wings. “We have a guest. Don’t make a stink.” She turned to Sam. “Do you think it would be cool if I came over for dinner?” she asked.

“Sure,” Sam said, though she wasn’t sure. She just wanted someone else to bear the brunt of her father.

As they walked, Geri told Sam about her own mom, who studied birds. She was the only parent Geri knew, since her dad had left them to return to Nagasaki when she was three. Geri lived on the island year-round and took classes online. She was sixteen, and the only teenager on Midway.

“Most scientists move when their kids get older,” she said as she smacked a horsefly on her shoulder, “but my mom’s particularly dedicated.”

Sam couldn’t tell if Geri thought that was a good thing. She looked at the clouds to their right and realized they were walking away from the beach. Just then, Geri held a hand to Sam’s chest. Stopping, Sam realized how hard she was breathing from their walk through the dunes. She hoped Geri couldn’t feel her heartbeat.

In front of them, an antiaircraft gun was mounted to a square cement base. Geri gave it a fake punch, like it was an old friend.

“This here’s a monument to the Battle of Midway. The original fucker.” She leaned against it. “Won us the war.”

“It’s”—Sam paused to take a breath—“cool. I guess.” She couldn’t help but feel like Geri was a cartoon, impersonating someone she’d seen in a movie.

“You’ve heard the spiel already?”

“I don’t really like guns,” Sam said.

She hated the contracting work her dad did—outfitting navy planes with missile software that he’d designed in the time he’d retired from the navy to live with her mom on Hawai‘i. Once, she’d tried to tell him how it made her feel, like everything they had was dirty, the food they ate and the clothes they wore and the gas they used to drive their car all earned through the death of men and women and children in other countries, but he’d brushed her off, told her she’d see why he did what he did when she was older. Her mom had agreed. Only Molly had understood. Behind his back, the two of them called her dad a mercenary.

Geri studied the barrel of the gun. It was the length of a man.

“I guess they’re not really my thing either,” she said. She looked at Sam. “I don’t know why I showed you this.”

“It’s fine,” Sam said.

She remembered the solid weight of the gun on the day her dad had taken her shooting. How her eight-year-old arms had strained as she raised the rifle to her shoulder, one eye closed and the other on the scope, the green wall of Koko Head swimming through her squint. It felt good when she’d hit the target. Her dad’s hands had gripped her shoulders in pride. But then the fear came. She’d dropped the gun, and its shot rang out again, the bullet flying into the grass. The other men had laughed at Sam, and her dad had marched her out without a word. He’d never taken her back to the range.

Sam walked past Geri to the beach. She rounded a corner and kept going until she couldn’t see the gun anymore, then sat on the white sand. “Nice spot,” Geri said. She pulled a towel from her bag and cracked it like a whip. The released sand stung Sam’s bare legs. A few yards away stood an abandoned bunker. Geri sat and laid a Pepsi and binos out on her towel. She patted the spot beside her, and Sam moved over to it, playing with her thumbs as Geri twisted open the Pepsi.

Picking up the binos, Sam found them more solid than she’d thought. Unlike the gun, their weight was calming. Through the lens, she could see each wave that crashed on the reef. Sam wondered how long the coral would last before it was worn away and Midway was exposed to the Pacific.

“Do you ever worry about storms?” Sam asked, and Geri said not really.

On O‘ahu there were sirens that went off on the first of every month to test the alert system for hurricanes and tsunamis. Sam lived across from the park on Wilhelmina Rise, where a siren had been built, and once there’d been a real warning in the middle of the night. The siren had woken Sam, and at first the noise was harsh and jarring, but it had gone on for so long that it became a part of her, a steady pulsing. When the siren stopped, the silence had been so thick that she couldn’t fall back to sleep. The tsunami had ended up being too small to reach Hawai‘i.

Geri offered the Pepsi she’d brought to Sam. “We’re like forty feet above water,” she said. “If a storm did come, we’d be fucked.”

Sam took a sip and imagined the atoll cleared of the few trees that crept up its coast, of the twisting undergrowth and even the square, repurposed barracks. She wondered what the albatrosses they’d walked through earlier would do then. Geri picked up the binos from where they rested on Sam’s lap, and her fingers brushed Sam’s thigh with a shock.

Sitting next to Geri made Sam forget about home. When she and her parents had first landed on Midway, they were met by a lieutenant who’d loaded their bags onto a golf cart and drove them to stay in an empty officers’ house. Sam’s dad had acted as tour guide, pointing out the marine barracks from the 1940s, the old seaplane hangar which was now a rusted metal heap. He’d had a mission here before he met Sam’s mom. Sam had wondered then—how many people had been killed by the planes in the hangar, by the soldiers who’d lived in the barracks? Around them, birds had dove, screaming. A load of shit had splattered across Sam’s suitcase, and as she’d wiped it off with the palm of her hand, she’d wished she was home in her backyard, where the biggest bird was a mynah, whose only crime was distracting her when she tried to read.

Sam stood and waded into the lagoon. When she turned, Geri had a camera in her hands.

“Say cheese,” Geri told Sam, and the shutter clicked.

Sam found, in that moment at least, that she liked Midway. When Geri stood, taking off her dress to run toward Sam, Sam’s eyes caught on the crescent of sweat that had gathered below Geri’s breasts, darkening the yellow of her one piece.

THAT NIGHT, GERI CHARMED SAM’S PARENTS, LISTENING attentively to Sam’s dad monologue about boats, then planes, and answering all of his questions about what she studied in homeschooling. Sam had been worried her dad would scare Geri off, but she seemed to enjoy the boredom of Sam’s family, and even stayed to wash up with Sam’s mom after they ate.

“She’s a good one,” Sam’s dad said after Geri left, and Sam was pleased but also angry. He’d never said that about Molly.

The next day, Geri showed up with two bikes. “I got us on a boat,” she said. “We’re gonna see some fishies.”

“Whose bike is that?” Sam asked.

“My mom’s,” Geri said. “Don’t worry, she won’t miss it. She’s too busy speeding around in her golf cart.” She swung a leg over her bike seat. “Let’s get going.”

Sam didn’t want to ride the bike. Because she’d grown up on top of a mountain, she didn’t have much practice biking. Molly had tried to teach her—running alongside Sam as she made wobbly figure eights around the basketball court in the park—but Sam had fallen each time, and had given up after half a dozen skinned knees.

The bumpy sand soon outed Sam to Geri.

“You’re horrible.” Geri laughed, circling back.

Sam clenched her teeth and gripped the handlebars, determined not to fall.

They got there just as the last of the tourists filed onto the boat. Geri leaned her bike against one of the dock’s piles.

“Aren’t we going to lock up?” Sam asked.

“No one steals on Midway,” Geri said, so Sam propped her bike up next to Geri’s.

As they walked over the gangway, Geri grabbed Sam’s hand, and Sam hoped her palm wasn’t too sweaty. In the center of the glass-bottom boat, kids crowded with their parents, staring at the ocean below. Geri and Sam sat on a bench at the side. They leaned against the metal railing as the boat motored into the lagoon.

“Eat one of these,” Geri said, and passed Sam a ginger chew. “Don’t want you to get sick.”

Sam gnawed the candy. Her nose ran with the spice and her teeth gummed, feeling like plastic. Wiping her nose, she redid her ponytail, which had loosened on the bike over.

“I’ve decided we’re going to do all the touristy things,” Geri said.

She threw an arm around Sam’s shoulders, who made sure not to move too much as she breathed, relishing the sticky feel of Geri’s skin on her own. The boat stopped in the middle of the lagoon. They watched as the captain dumped a bucket of small shrimp and fish in the water, followed by a cloud of red fish guts that dissipated into the lagoon like heat from summer asphalt.

“More fish will come if they chum,” Geri said. She made an OK sign with her hand. “Prime viewing.”

Sam coughed as a coppery, briny smell engulfed them. One of the tourists’ children pushed her as they tried for a closer look, and Geri snapped.

“Watch it,” she said, and the child ran back to his mom, who glared at Geri.

Sam envied the people who’d come to Midway for pleasure. She’d thought on the plane that she and her parents would stay in the tourist barracks and had looked forward to writing a case study on the type of person who came to the atoll. She’d told Molly this before she left.

“You have to send me a postcard of every person you meet,” Molly had said, and Sam had promised she would.

But Sam and her parents had been absolved of tourist status because of her dad’s job, and Sam hadn’t sent a single postcard to Molly. She didn’t know how she’d write now, about Geri.

“I need another chew,” Sam said, and Geri handed her one.

The two girls stripped down to their bikinis and hopped into fins. Standing next to Geri, Sam was struck by how much smaller the other girl was, something she hadn’t noticed when they’d met. Sam had always wished to be petite but had inherited latent bulk from her mom’s Samoan family—her hips and shoulders broad, her legs and arms muscled from years of water polo and swimming.

Geri got her mask on first. It was too small and cut into her forehead and cheeks. Thinking back on this years later, Sam would realize Geri had purposely taken the smaller mask, had wanted Sam to be comfortable, then and always. When Sam pulled her own mask down, Geri stepped forward.

“Let me,” she said.

Geri pulled Sam’s straps back to tighten them, just like Sam’s mom had done when Sam was a child. As Geri’s fingers grazed Sam’s ears, a tickle slithered down Sam’s neck, curling her toes. She shivered as Geri ran her fingers along the seal of the mask to check for baby hairs.

“Don’t want your mask to leak,” Geri said, her voice pinched and nasally. Geri’s hand stopped at Sam’s temple. “Your hair’s white here,” she said.

The summer before high school, Sam and Molly had played a game that was a mix of tag and hide-and-seek. Like Marco Polo, but out of water. One girl would close her eyes and wander the house shouting the other’s name, and whoever was hiding had to shout back so the seeker knew where they were. The last time they’d played, Sam was so focused on Molly’s voice that she’d lost herself. She’d walked toward where she thought Molly was and had fallen down the stairs, cracking her skull. Molly had to drag her to the kitchen where the phone was, scared to leave her while calling for an ambulance. Sam’s dad had blamed her fractured skull and the resulting concussion on Molly, just as he’d blamed her for Sam’s skinned hands and knees after falling from her bike at the park, the flu Sam had gotten when she and Molly had stayed out too late at the movies, the wart that had grown over the knuckle of Sam’s big toe after a sleepover, where Sam had brushed against Molly’s warty foot in bed.

On the boat, Sam pushed Geri’s hand from her forehead. “It’s a scar,” she said, and walked to the stern.

Tourists swam the chummed lagoon. Sam stepped from the glass boat into the water, and for a moment, all she could see was the flurry of bubbles from her entry. The water was warmer than O‘ahu. A school of manini scattered before her, their sides slashed with stripes. Geri dove in behind Sam, and the two girls dolphin-kicked through the tourists. On land, Sam felt heavy. Often, she felt like a too-big marionette of her father’s, constantly yanked into what he thought was the right place. But in the water, she was powerful. When she kicked, the ocean gave way.

Beside Sam, a parrotfish took a bite of coral. Geri dove to look at two honu resting under a shelf of reef. Before she could follow, a grouper fish cut Sam off. Its lips were huge, the eye facing her thick as her thumb. Around Sam, there were more fish than she had ever seen, and she lost Geri in the confusion of their color.

Sam often snorkeled back home. On the weekends, when her mom swam laps up and down Kāhala Beach, Sam floated along the discontinued sewage pipe that ran out to the surf break, counting the spotted sea slugs and collecting old glass bottles to stack on her shelves. It was nice to get out of the house and away from her dad, who spent his weekends on the couch, drinking beer and yelling at football. The fish on the shores of O‘ahu were skittish, made wary by the fishermen who, on low tides, waded out to hook and net them. In the tepid water of Midway’s lagoon, the fish were tame—yellow tang swam inches from Sam’s face, smalltail wrasse nibbled her knees.

Once upon a time, Sam’s parents had been young and in love. Her dad had left the navy for her mom, had chosen to live on a feverishly small island instead of moving back to Chicago, where he’d grown up. They’d told stories about it when Sam was a child, how he’d first seen her at Lanikai Beach, rigging a wa‘a to take to the Mokuluas.

“She was such a babe,” he’d say, and Sam’s mom would laugh.

Sam could imagine the strength of her mom’s arms as she’d pulled the ropes and tied them. She could imagine the whip of the trade winds blowing across the beach. But she could not imagine her parents madly in love, no matter how many stories they told. When she looked at their wedding pictures—smiling and tangled in each other—it was like looking at people she didn’t know, people who’d long ago stopped existing.

Sam grew cold, floating motionless in the water. She circled back to the boat. There, she found Geri waiting for her, swaying from side to side as her legs beat the water, fins tossed onto the boat. Her hair fanned her head like a crown. With Geri, it didn’t matter if Sam was on land or in the ocean. In just two days, she’d made Sam feel held, taken care of. Infinitely less alone. Geri’s fingers brushed Sam’s as she sculled the water. Her skin was mosaiced in light. Sam reached out to trace the lines.

FROM THEN ON, GERI AND SAM SPENT EVERY DAY TOGETHER. They took a boat to the docks of Eastern Island, tiptoeing through mountains of nests to keep from disturbing the chicks. They went to the bowling alley, where Sam rolled strikes and Geri guttered every other ball. They sat on Sandy Beach, drinking coolers of cream soda, the sweet hurting their teeth. Day after day, they biked around Sand Island, until Sam began to think of Midway as home.

The weeks passed too quickly. Sam wished she could hold time in its place, stop it from turning. On the Monday of Sam’s last week on Midway, she wanted to do something nice for Geri, so she came up with a surprise. They’d join the tourists in making shirts to commemorate their time together, printing the cotton with preserved fish and albatross feet, with acrylic paint that would never decompose.

Sam’s biking had improved since moving to Midway, and even though she wasn’t as good as Geri, she could now handle the bumpy roads with one hand, which was how she rode that morning as she sipped a smoothie. Geri rode beside her, begging to be let in on the secret.

“Just tell me,” she said.

“You don’t have a monopoly on surprises,” Sam said and pedaled faster so Geri had to catch up.

Everything was set up by the time they got there. White folding tables covered the lawn, the one at the center piled high with shirts and paint. Sam leaned her bike against the barrack wall and put her empty smoothie glass by its front wheel.

“I want to get shirts in our size before they run out,” Sam told Geri. “Medium, right?” she asked, and Geri said yeah.

Sam grabbed the shirts and paint. Finding an empty table, she waved at Geri, who got off her bike and walked over with her hands in the pocket of her denim skirt.

“You all right?” Sam asked. She grabbed a pickled albatross foot with one hand and a fish with another, shaking them. “Pick your poison,” she said, and wrinkled her nose at the stink of the animals. They had begun to thaw in the sun.

Geri looked at Sam’s hands, then down at the wings, at the dead, frozen fish and bleached shells that covered the table. She turned and ran. Sam dropped the albatross foot and fish to follow her. By the time Geri stopped at the marine barracks, Sam’s sides were needled with pain from sprinting. Geri disappeared into the dark of the building, and, panting, Sam walked up to the door that sagged off hinges worn down by rust. She pushed the door open, and when she did, it collapsed against the wall. Footsteps echoed from invisible stairs, and Sam realized Geri was on the second floor. Stepping into the barracks, she let her eyes adjust to the dark.

Inside, glass and gutted mattresses covered the ground, debris from the six decades since World War II. The stairs were in bad shape—every third step gone, the outside railing fallen through so only the floorboards near the wall remained. Each step Sam took creaked. The walls on the second floor had been knocked down to form one long open bay. Geri sat in the corner, knees pulled to her chest. Sam walked toward her slowly, hoping Geri would not run.

Geri was quiet when Sam stopped in front of her. Nudging a few shards of glass away to clear a space, Sam sat.

“Are you mad?” Sam asked, and Geri shook her head.

“It’s just”—she paused—“when I see dead birds, I feel sick. There are so few of them, you know? And Mom gave up everything to be here. My dad left because Mom chose Midway. We were only supposed to be on rotation here for two years, but she couldn’t leave the albatross. So he left and she stayed and I had to stay with her.”

“I’m sorry,” Sam said.

She realized now why Geri was so good with her dad—Geri missed her own father. Sam remembered all the times she’d complained to Geri about her dad, about the comments he made on her clothes, or lack thereof, about the way he stopped in her doorway at the end of each day to ask how she was when all she wanted was to be alone. She thought of how she’d complained even, of his dreams for her, which she saw as expectations: that she go to Columbia, that she study law. Reaching, Sam took Geri’s hands and held them.

Geri took a snotty breath, then laughed. “I guess we’re even now.”

“What do you mean?” Sam asked.

“I took you to that gun,” Geri said. “You took me to make shirts with dead birds.”

Sam squeezed Geri’s hands, and Geri squeezed back.

Geri let go of Sam and pulled her house keys from her pocket. She shone a penlight at the ceiling. The beams that remained were full of nests. A fuzzy head peeked over the side of one of the nests closest to them, white and fluffed like a ball of cotton. Sam couldn’t believe she hadn’t heard the birds when she walked in.

“Red-tailed tropics,” Geri told Sam. “They usually nest on cliffs.”

Sam scooted closer to Geri. Their shoulders touched. Geri clicked off her penlight, and they listened to the hatchlings’ chatter. Every now and then, one of the birds came to check on its young. As the afternoon aged, its light grew across the floor, illuminating the white cement walls of the barracks. Across from them, Sam saw a picture someone had left. It was of two men. They had their arms thrown around each other and stood on a field that looked much like the one Sam and Geri had biked through just that morning. An albatross was perched on each of the men’s hands. Sam wondered what their lives had been like, where they’d ended up after they’d left Midway. She wondered how Geri’s dad was doing in Nagasaki. She thought of her life on O‘ahu and couldn’t imagine herself back in it.

Soon the sun reached Geri and Sam, warming their feet, which had gone cold in the shadows. They stood, their legs prickly with sleep, and walked back to the barracks, where they picked up their bikes, which had been pushed to the grass by the crowd of tourists that had since dissipated. Though the folding tables were gone, the grass was marred by the printmaking, the ground speckled with paint. The two girls did not comment on the smell of rotting fish, getting back on their bikes, pedaling back to their sandy street, where they parked in front of Sam’s house and took the stairs to her room. Crawling into her bed, they spooned, Geri’s hips locked firmly against Sam’s. They fell asleep like that, and did not wake until the next morning.

SAM’S BIRTHDAY LANDED ON HER LAST FULL DAY ON MIDWAY. She wasn’t ready for it.

Her dad got off work early to celebrate. Geri came over for dinner. They sat around the dining room table, she and Geri and her father and mother, and she watched as they sawed through the steaks her father had overcooked.

“Seventeen,” Sam’s dad kept saying. “I can’t believe it.”

Sam focused on chewing so she wouldn’t have to think about what the next day would bring. She’d get on a plane. She’d fly away from Geri. Soon, the steak was finished, choked down and pushed to the side of plates and disguised under mashed potatoes. Sam’s mom turned off the lights. She walked the layered birthday cake through the dark from the kitchen to the dining room and placed its flickering candles in front of Sam.

Under the table, Geri grabbed Sam’s hands. She began to sing. Sam’s parents joined, but all Sam could see was Geri. Her long hair gleamed, each of her pupils replaced by a flame. Even when the lights came back on and they ate their slices, the chocolate sliding rich and dense onto Sam’s fork, beneath her teeth, down her throat, she kept seeing the glint there, in Geri’s irises.

They finished their slices and Sam unwrapped her presents—binos of her own and a waterproof video camera that her parents had gotten mailed to Midway.

“We thought you could send Geri videos of O‘ahu, so she’d know what it was like before she visited,” her dad said.

Sam said thanks, putting the camera down as Geri stood. “My present isn’t here,” she said. “It’s on the beach.”

“Let’s go and get it,” Sam’s dad said. He moved to stand too, but Sam’s mom stopped him.

“You help me,” she said. “The girls can go while we clean.”

For the last time, Sam followed Geri out the front door of the house on Midway. They tripped through the dark, over grass and flowering vines to the shore. The full moon swelled over the horizon, and in the low tide, the beach was endless light.

Geri turned, and the two girls walked hand in hand over the sand that, just that day, had been covered by the high tide. When they got to the bunker, Sam saw blankets and pillows spread across its floor. A lantern hung from one of the rusted nails that stuck out of the crumbling walls’ corner. Sam crouched to walk in.

“Your mom said we could stay the night,” Geri said, still standing on the sand outside.

The bunker’s inside was warm and bright. Sam sat on the soft blanket, and after a moment, Geri stepped in. She sat beside her. Reaching behind Sam, she pulled a box from the bunched blankets. She handed it over, and Sam gave it a shake.

“Careful,” Geri said, stopping her hand.

Opening the box, Sam thought, at first, that it was one of the snow globes sold at the lean-to gift store by the airstrip. When she looked closer, she saw a picture of herself inside. The picture Geri had taken on their first day, when she’d shown her the gun and they’d sat beside this same bunker. Sam shook the globe, and its sparkles rose, swirling around the image of her.

“You made this,” Sam said.

Geri kissed her.

Through the slatted windows of the bunker a path of moonlight shone across the lagoon. Geri’s lips were chapped from the days they’d spent running through the salt and sun of Midway. Her tongue was warm and soft. Sam closed her eyes.

The first, and only other girl Sam had kissed, was Molly. When her dad had found out, he’d forbidden Sam to see Molly or have her in the house. He’d taken the job on Midway and brought Sam and her mom with him as a kind of punishment. As a way to keep the girls apart.

“You have no idea what you’re doing,” he’d told Sam. “But I do. I have to protect you. I know what it’s like to be sixteen.”

Sam often wondered what her dad thought he was keeping her safe from. If he was protecting her, or if he was protecting himself, and the image he’d painted of her future, an image that would not withstand the years to come.

In the abandoned bunker, the two girls lay, and Sam thought that she could not imagine being happier than she was in that moment, with her head on Geri’s shoulder. Below her was the steady beat of Geri’s heart, of Geri’s breathing, accompanied by the distant crash of the sea.

“Will you promise me something,” Geri whispered, and Sam said yeah. “Someday, will you come back for me?”

SAM WILL RETURN TO MIDWAY, BUT WHEN SHE DOES, GERI will not be there. Fifteen years after that summer, Sam—now a nature documentarian—is invited to film a docuseries on the birds of Midway. The National Wildlife Refuge System outlines their project for her over email—they’re advocating to restore Midway Atoll to its preindustrial ecology to protect the endangered Laysan duck. Recently, they’ve gotten money to bring in palms and millerbirds from Nīhoa and hope to provide Midway with species similar to ones that have gone extinct, in the hope that Midway will, in turn, provide Nīhoa with hope for regeneration in case of a future disaster. They offer a small sum for Sam’s help in filming all of this; a docuseries, they say, will help them apply for more money, and Sam says yes, though she usually charges much more.

The storm hits only a week before Sam is scheduled to film. The news barely follows it, but she does on the weather radar, on the social media accounts of the scientists stationed on Midway, her laptop open to NOAA’s website, where she tracks the strength of the waves that hit the Pacific Ocean buoys surrounding the atoll. She is grateful, as she watches the island razed, that Geri’s mother is gone—lost to cancer—not here to watch the obliteration of her life’s work. The research tents, with their egg incubators, are swept out into the ocean. Swollen bodies of dead birds litter the beach.

“You shouldn’t go,” Sam’s mom says when Sam calls to say she has booked the next plane to the atoll. “You won’t like what you see.”

But Sam doesn’t listen. Sam thinks she has seen everything. She adds the plane ticket to her iPhone’s wallet and calls an Uber to LAX.

THE ASPHALT IS WET AND CRACKED, STILL SETTLING FROM the weight of the storm when Sam lands with the five other passengers in the nineteen-seat Gulfstream. When the plane’s wheels bounce against the tarmac, struggling to gain hold, Sam’s head is slammed against the seat of the person in front of her. Rubbing her forehead, Sam walks down the ramp, takes the gravel path to the old tourist barracks. She is chilled by what she sees. The flocks of albatross are gone, their past abundance present only in the shit-bleached paint of the barracks, which has somehow survived the beating of the storm. And the inside of the building, though dry, is thickened with the smell of the sea, a layer of its salt coating everything.

Sam knows then that her mom was right. To make matters worse, she’s here illegally. Erosion has forced the American government to discontinue tourism, and the only people allowed on Midway now are scientists and a smattering of military. Her docuseries has been canceled—the grant money meant to pay her redirected to rebuilding the atoll—and though Sam’s permit is still valid, it is a lie. She is not here for the birds. She is here for herself. Here to remember what it felt like to be seventeen.

Sam is led to a dorm by an officer, and is left to unpack her bags. She sets them on the bed and looks out the small window to the sea. She does not unpack. She will not be here long. Instead, she picks up her camera and walks out of the building.

Midway looks just as it had on her phone screen. It looks like so many places do now. It is barren and empty, stripped of fields and trees. Sam knows this is how the whole world will become, as seas rise, as fires burn, as freak storms come to level all she loves. A woman in green canvas overalls kneels in the mud, and Sam is reminded of that first day. Through the lens of her camera, she watches the woman take a sample of soil. Her hair is long and black, sleek like Geri’s. Sam is not sure she should film, but it is something to do with her hands. Through her camera, she can pretend she is not here. That this is not the same atoll she spent the summer before her seventeenth birthday. The woman cries out, and Sam steps closer.

“It’s ruined,” the woman says, and looks up at Sam. She is too upset to be surprised at the camera. “The salinity’s too high to grow anything.”

Sam raises the camera to the sky, which is clear and blue, unmuddied by clouds. The smell of dead plants and pickled earth rises from the ground beneath her. She wishes she could capture the scent on film. Through her viewfinder, she sees a bird, a white albatross. She zooms in to show its brown tail feathers, the caked mud around its beak. It looks half-dead, but it is here. It is, she thinks, still living.

THERE WAS ANOTHER WORLD THAT EXISTED, FOR A MOMENT at least. It was the morning after Sam turned seventeen. The first light of dawn had just started to reach its fingers over the horizon, and Sam woke to water at her toes. Overnight, the tide had risen and was now flooding the bunker where she and Geri lay asleep.

Sitting up, Sam looked at the lagoon through the slatted concrete windows. She wished then that her dad had never left the navy, that he was stationed here, that she and her family could stay on Midway. She wished for the rest of the summer with Geri, and fall, winter, spring. She wished for years of this. She wished for eternity.

At seventeen, Geri stirred beside her.

“The blankets,” she mumbled, her long hair spit-stuck to her cheek. “I didn’t think the tide would be so high.” Sleepily, she pushed the quilts to the dry side of the bunker.

Sam cried. Salty tears slipped into her open mouth. When Geri turned to Sam, her face fell, and for a moment Sam had a glimpse of what Geri might look like when she was old, the skin of her face slack and drooping, but still lovely.




I Made This Place for You

When I was young and my parents’ marriage was nearing its end, I spent many nights listening to the gunshots of Papa’s war documentaries boom through the walls of my grandparents’ apartment. To help me sleep, Tūtū lay beside me in the guest bedroom; she read me kapa-bound myths, the biography of Cleopatra, and my favorite book, The Little Prince, which I loved because it was tragic. It was Tūtū who flew me to the mainland to look at colleges, who took me in when my parents split, Tūtū who introduced me to the world of art, though it was my own pride that made me want to control it.

It was Tūtū to whom I returned after I graduated from college.

On the day I got the job at the SFMOMA, we’d planned to eat lunch together at the Honolulu Museum of Art’s café. I’d been working at the museum for a year by then, a gig Tūtū had gotten me through a friend she’d made in her forty years of working there as a custodian and now volunteering as a docent.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, when I found her.

Tūtū sat at our favorite table next to the fountains. It was August, four months before she’d fall and break her ribs. She wore a sequined top that glinted as she moved, colorful as a parrotfish, and when I hugged her, it scratched my arms.

“Why isn’t the umbrella open?” I asked.

“Didn’t feel like getting up,” she said.

She was drinking wine, something her doctor said she shouldn’t do with her heart, but I was tired of scolding her. I pulled the drawstring of the table’s umbrella, and the canopy bloomed.

“Tell me something new and exciting,” Tūtū said, as she always did. Her face was obscured by the umbrella’s shadow.

I sat and spread my napkin across my lap as I thought of what to tell my grandmother. I hadn’t planned on coming back to O‘ahu when I graduated, wanting instead to work as an art curator at one of the big museums on the mainland. But during my senior year of college Papa died, and Tūtū’s already delicate health had suffered from the loss of her husband. I’d worried, and hadn’t trusted my dad, her son, to care for her.

“David has me staging for next month’s opening,” I said.

“In the basement?” Tūtū asked, and I nodded. “How are you supposed to stage with no light?”

“I’m not working with real pieces,” I said. “Those are too heavy, and not all of them have shipped. They have a computer with a blueprint of the rooms. I’m basically dragging pictures around a screen. And anyway, they’re sculptures.”

I couldn’t help but defend David, though I knew Tūtū didn’t like him. He’d taken over the museum in January of that year and since then had changed the name from the Honolulu Academy of Arts to the Honolulu Museum of Arts. In a press release he’d said it made the museum more accessible. Tūtū thought it was tacky and hated the new acronym, HoMA. She said it made us like everywhere else. But David was right. The change was good branding—by aligning us with the MoMA, he had made the museum a tourist attraction. He had experience, and even if he’d spent most of his life on the mainland, he’d been kind to me. Besides, he was born in the Islands. A year before, when I’d started out at the museum as a temporary receptionist, it had been David who’d promoted me to events and exhibits coordinator after only five months, who had, I suspected, gotten me the job in San Francisco.

Tūtū drained her wineglass and I wondered if it was her first or second. “Sculptures need just as much light as paintings,” she said. “Light brings out their movement. Their emotions.”

She was gearing up for a monologue, and I didn’t have it in me to listen. I interrupted to tell her about San Francisco. “It’s for a curatorial assistant position,” I said.

Beside us, the fountain splashed.

“Fabulous,” Tūtū said. But she didn’t mean it.

The waiter arrived and asked if we wanted to hear the specials. I said yes to break the silence. When he was done, I ordered a warm goat cheese salad.

“And a glass of champagne,” I added. I needed something to make it a celebration.

He waved away my license when I showed it to him. Across the table, Tūtū’s face had flushed. Her short white hair was flat in the heat. It looked like someone had pressed it down. Papa used to do that, fingers hanging over her forehead like bangs. She’d push him away with a smile. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought her flush was from wine or the sun. But she was upset.

“I’ll have a portobello sandwich,” Tūtū said. The waiter took our menus and left.

“You’re just going to leave her,” Tūtū stated.

“Who?” I asked.

“Camille.” Tūtū addressed every artist like she would a lover.

“The Rodin exhibit will be finalized before I go,” I said. “If I go,” I amended.

But I had to. If I didn’t, it would be an acknowledgment of defeat to my mom. I’d told her when I went to college that I would not be like her, like the rest of our family. I’d thought then that my life would be wasted in the Islands.

“You said you didn’t want it to be about him,” Tūtū said. “You said you wanted it to be about her.”

And I did. As part of my promotion, David had me organizing the opening for the upcoming exhibition, which focused on the human experience through movement. It was the largest collection to visit the Honolulu Museum and included sculptures by Auguste Rodin, an artist I both loved and hated. I’d tried my best to not have the exhibit centered on him but hadn’t had much luck.

The waiter returned with a bottle and a flute and Tūtū started talking about how the first champagne had been made. Cleopatra had impressed Marc Antony by crushing pearls into vinegar; they’d married, and then, when Antony died, betrayed by his Empire, he told her to bed their conqueror, Octavian. But Octavian didn’t want her. To save herself, Cleopatra took a bath with a snake, and it was its bite that killed her.

My champagne fizzed as the waiter put it down. He told Tūtū he’d heard the story in high school, and she deflated.

So much of my grandmother’s life had been spent on others. On caring for me and my grandfather. For my dad and Mason, his twin brother. I often wondered what her life could have been if she’d had the opportunities I had. The man on the phone said I had until tomorrow to decide on San Francisco. I knew I should say yes—jobs in the art world were impossible to come by—but I wasn’t sure I could leave my grandmother.

The champagne pricked my tongue and cheeks when I sipped. Its bubbles popped against the roof of my mouth as I swallowed.

“Don’t cry,” Tūtū said. She reached across the table to take my hand. “I’m proud of you.”

“You’ll have to visit me in California,” I said.

But we both knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t fly by then. We skirted the real topic. I cried because I knew that once I left, I couldn’t control what happened to her. The walls of Tūtū’s heart were thinning, the result of a fever she’d gotten from a bird when she was young. She had an operation decades ago, before she gave birth to Dad and Mason, and in her old age she took blood-thinners. The medicine was supposed to make her heart’s job easier, but we both knew the walls of her heart were going and would soon blow like the rubber of an old tire.

She released my hand, and I looked at the fresco behind her—swirls of red and huge, five-petaled flowers with black and yellow stamens at their centers. I thought of Cleopatra, who, before she met Marc Antony, had soaked the sails of her ship in rosewater. When she’d finally seduced the Roman emperor, she had filled her bedroom with rose petals. He had to wade through them—knee-high—to make love to her. After, he could never again not think of her when he saw or smelled a rose.

I knew that I would take the job in San Francisco. I would leave my grandmother. And when I was gone, the mural on the stairs leading to the second floor of the museum would be redone, as it was every month. I wondered which artist would be picked to paint it, whose work would sprawl, temporarily, over the stucco.

IN NINTH GRADE, I SAW MY FIRST RODIN. IT WAS IN SAN Francisco with Tūtū, at the SFMOMA. She’d told my recently divorced parents we’d be visiting colleges, and to some extent we did—staring in awe at the mosaics of Stanford Memorial Church, walking the twisted, foggy hills to Berkeley’s bell tower—but really, Tūtū wanted to see the Steins’ collection. She’d asked Papa to join us, but he said no, busy constructing a four-seater Cessna. After retiring from his job as an air force mechanic, he spent most of his days in a hangar he rented on the west side, continuing the work he’d done all his life, but this time for his own pleasure.

At the museum, I, young and naive enough to still love Picasso, lingered too long in front of the blue cubism. When I looked up, Tūtū was gone. She had drifted, she’d tell me later, to the blockish Matisse of the next room. It was my first trip to the mainland. I was alone and afraid, the room hot with the bodies of strangers. I ran from the Steins’ collection to the open halls of the main museum. Sitting at a window bench, I caught my breath. Across the room from me, set against the white wall, were two seated figures, cast in bronze and twisted into a kiss.

I’d never seen a piece of art that looked so real. It wasn’t the original of The Kiss—that was in the Musée Rodin—but that didn’t matter. I could count the curve of each of the woman’s ribs, see the indent of the man’s hand on her hip. I wanted to reach out and touch her.

MY CHILDHOOD AFTERNOONS HAD BEEN SPENT IN THE HoMA. I decided then, while watching Tūtū Windexing glass-encased paintings, that I didn’t want her life. I wanted power. I wanted to be the one who decided what would populate a museum. I wanted to be an art curator. After I saw The Kiss in San Francisco, I read all I could about Rodin, then all I could about Camille, his protégée and lover. It was she who inspired The Kiss, and she, not Rodin, who had sculpted the finer details of the sculpture—the figures’ ears, their feet and hands.

For the seven months I’d worked as events and exhibits coordinator, I’d tried to get the board to recognize Camille in the upcoming exhibition. The biggest piece shown would be The Gates of Hell, which The Kiss had originally been a part of before it was replaced. Like The Kiss, much of the detail work in The Gates of Hell had been done by Rodin’s assistants, most of them women, and most talented of them, Camille.

After lunch, Tūtū left for a checkup with her doctor. I knew that I should go to David’s office, but I didn’t want to talk yet about the job in San Francisco. Instead, I went down to the basement and sat cross-legged in front of The Gates of Hell. I laid my hands on the bronze and thought of the mold that had made it, where Camille’s hands once had been.

The Gates of Hell was the first of the sculptures to arrive at the Honolulu Museum, and when it did, I had been the one David called down to help him unbox it. Cracking the wooden crate from the sculpture, he handed me the knife and watched as I’d cut through the box beneath, through the layers of tape, foam, and Bubble Wrap, down to the sculpture. It was huge—eighteen feet tall, twelve feet wide. It dwarfed me even when I stood. Made up of over two hundred figures, much of Rodin’s most famous work was there, including The Thinker, a replica of which sat a few dozen blocks from the Honolulu Museum. I’d walked past it on my way to Tūtū’s apartment hundreds of times. But sitting in front of that sculpture after my lunch with Tūtū, I wasn’t interested in its totality, in the fame of its pieces. I was interested in finding the figures that had replaced The Kiss.

Inspired by Dante’s Inferno, The Kiss was sculpted to represent Paolo and Francesca da Rimini, adulterous lovers from the outermost circle of Hell. Rodin replaced The Kiss because, according to critics, it conflicted thematically. Unlike the rest of The Gates of Hell, it wasn’t an iteration of suffering. Critics saw it as hopeful. I disagreed.

With what I knew of Camille and Rodin, I found Francesca surrendering her body to a man who betrayed her as tragic. Scanning the sculpture, my eyes stopped at the left door. There, Paolo reached for Francesca to keep her from slipping away. I knew from researching the piece that it was meant to seem like she was being taken from him, but to me it looked like an escape.

I traced the back of Francesca’s scalp with the forefinger of my right hand. What life had existed for her apart from Paolo? Without Antony, Cleopatra had killed herself. Without Rodin, Camille had lost her mind. I did not know who would care for Tūtū after I left, but had not, until that moment, thought about what I would do without my grandmother. I pressed against the bronze skull, and under my searching fingers, it cracked.

SEVEN MONTHS EARLIER, DAVID HAD FOUND ME CRYING IN the museum parking lot. Usually Tūtū drove me to work, but it was the second of January, and she was still tired from the fireworks two days before. I took her car while she slept. I got to work early, and while scrolling through Instagram to kill time, found the picture of my ex-girlfriend at my best friend’s New Year’s Eve party. She was in the background, kissing a girl who’d been my housemate, and when I’d seen them, I felt all my worst fears manifest. This is what I knew would happen when I moved back to O‘ahu. Everyone would forget me. While they traveled and found love and had successful careers, I’d be stuck with my dying grandmother. I’d told David all of this when he found me crying in the parking lot, and he’d given me a hug.

“You’ll get out of Hawai‘i soon,” he’d said.

Now, I sat in David’s office. The metal of the chair was cold through my linen skirt. I had come not to talk about the job in San Francisco, but to confess to David what I’d done in the basement. Across from me, he rifled through a filing cabinet behind his desk.

“Did you get the call from San Francisco?” he asked.

I reached into my dress pocket and felt the comforting weight of Francesca’s bronze head. “I’m not sure I want to leave,” I said.

“You can always come back,” David said, turning. His blue aloha shirt was crisp, its collar starched and ironed. “It’s good they called today. It might help with this.”

He put a brochure on the desk and pulled his chair around so he could sit beside me. As he flipped through the brochure, I saw photographs of sculptures and artists—mostly Rodin—set against earth tones, transitioning seamlessly into text. There were no pictures of Camille. She was mentioned once, by her first name, as the title of a bust.

Camille had been Rodin’s assistant, but she also sculpted her own work. As a woman she’d not received the acclaim that Rodin had. She’d not been brought to the attention of the mainstream art world until the 1980s, when a film about her was nominated for two Academy Awards. Only ninety of her pieces still existed. During her forties, having been rejected by Rodin, most of the art world, and all her family save her father, she’d lived alone in her workshop. When her dad died, she went temporarily mad. She destroyed her own work. While working on the exhibit, I often thought of the piles of clay, bronze, and stone, about the cracked faces that lay abandoned on Camille’s studio floor. How it had all been carried away to some dump, while decades later Rodin’s likeness of Camille was shipped thousands of miles away, across oceans and continents, to be displayed for strangers like me to ogle.

“I tried to get the board to include Camille,” David said, “but the problem’s with the collection that lent us the pieces. They don’t want the branding changed.”

“What about the wall texts?” I asked. “Those haven’t been printed.”

David held up his hands. For a moment, they looked like two halves of a butterfly, a shape Tūtū often made while playing with me as a child. We’d run through the museum gardens with our thumbs linked, flitting our fingers through the air in search of blooms. Now, Tūtū was without me at her doctor’s appointment. I pictured her lying on a hospital bed, the ultrasound gel giving her a chill as a nurse smoothed it in figure eights over her chest.

Beside me, David’s hands dropped, lifeless, to his lap. “How’s staging?” he asked.

“Nearly finished,” I lied.

“Good,” David said. “I have some calls, but I’ll check in before closing.”

He stood and opened his door. I walked out of it, dismissed.

Through the glass, I watched David sit back down at his desk. He’d come to work in the Honolulu Museum as a type of retirement, or so he’d told me. Before this he’d worked in New York, and before New York he’d worked in Paris, where he was a fellow at the Musée d’Orsay. Like me, he’d grown up on O‘ahu, and as a gay Japanese man he’d told me of how hard he’d had to work to get rooms of white men on the mainland to listen, how, at the end of his career, there were some battles he could no longer take. Still, he’d lived the life I thought I wanted. Now, he’d managed to get the same life, or at least the first big step into it, for me. I wanted to be grateful. Instead, I was angry. I worried the jagged edge of Camille’s severed neck in my hand and wondered how hard I’d have to press on it to break my skin.

I WAS THE FIRST PERSON TŪTŪ CALLED WHEN PAPA DIED, after he was crushed under the Cessna he’d built in his hangar. It was my final semester at Berkeley, and I’d been doing laundry, taking a break from my art history thesis. Tūtū had screamed so loud I’d dropped my cell. It shattered. By the time I’d borrowed the laundromat phone, Mom was with Tūtū. The police had called her.

“Should I come home?” I’d asked, and Mom said no. Dad was on his way, flying from Moloka‘i. For a few months at least, they’d be shocked out of fighting each other, united in their care for my grandmother. In between my grandfather’s death and my graduation that May, I called every day, but Tutu wouldn’t speak to me. She wouldn’t speak to anyone—not the doctors, not Uncle Mason or my father. Mom said she wouldn’t even leave her bed.

THOUGH THE FIRST FLOOR WAS MORE ACCESSIBLE, AND because of this often flaunted contemporary and visiting art—hot commodities that attracted both kama‘āina and tourists—I preferred upstairs, which housed Asia and the Pacific. It was here that Tūtū had taught me about art, focusing not just on the pieces behind the glass, but also on the people who had made them. Because of her, I lived my life with the belief that art was not dead, but living, kept going by the people who walked these galleries, by the people who continued to create in these traditions.

Tūtū also spun me stories of our family in these galleries—breathlessly, pausing to dunk her rag in its bucket. She’d told me of the childhood sickness that wore holes in her heart, forcing her parents to sell their farm on the Big Island and move her and her hānai sister, Hina, to O‘ahu. Of her first week in Honolulu, when she’d fallen in love with Papa, who’d been recruited from American Samoa for the Vietnam War and spent his entire life on an island he was not born on, building planes to protect a country that wasn’t his. Of Mom’s family, missionaries who’d once owned, and by the time I was born, had sold most of Maui. And unlike Mom, who spoke only of the schools and clubs our ancestors had founded, Tūtū told me also of the deaths and theft.

The day before I broke Francesca’s head from her body, the doctor had called Tūtū to say that she had too much of a certain protein in her blood. She had to come in for tests, as soon as possible. The only open appointment had been when she was scheduled to show a class of third graders around the second floor, I offered to take the tour for her. Now, nine-year-olds crowded the gallery before me, their faces upturned and expectant, like flowers about to bloom.

“Are you excited to learn about art?” I asked as their teacher escaped down the stairs to the courtyard. They chorused a yes. “I’m going to tell you some things, and then we’ll do a scavenger hunt. How does that sound?”

“Good!” a girl at the front said.

“All right then. How many of you have been to a museum before?” Half the class raised their hands. “And how many of you have been to this museum?” Two kids raised their hands.

I gestured to the room around us. “The room we’re in now is called a gallery, but the exhibit starts all the way down there”—I pointed down the halls, through the adjoining gallery rooms, to where the stairway was—“and ends where we are now. Right now we’re standing in the gallery of Samoa, but these rooms have pieces from all over Asia and the Pacific, including art made here in Hawai‘i and all the way from Micronesia and Aotearoa.”

“What’s that?” a boy asked, pointing to the headdressed mannequin above me.

“That’s called a tuiga,” I said. “If you read the wall text below”—I pointed to the plaque beside it—“you’ll see that it’s a ceremonial headdress. People from chief’s families wear them.”

I began passing out the worksheets and golf pencils I’d brought. “What I want you to do is find all the items on this sheet. You can go through this gallery, and the one next to it. When you find an item, write down its name and a fact about it. Any questions?” The kids shook their heads. “Okay, get started! First three to finish win a prize.”

The kids raced through the gallery. They weren’t supposed to run—the museum wasn’t a playground—but I didn’t mind, as long as no one was around. I’d found that treating the museum like a home helped children, and really all museumgoers more willing to think of art as part of an ongoing process that existed now, in the present. And besides, the building had, in fact, once been someone’s house—the Cookes’, who, in their day, were one of the wealthiest families in the state, whose descendants, like my mom, were now worth millions. A hundred years ago their children had chased each other through the rooms that would become this gallery, and those halls had echoed then, like they did now, with high-pealed shouts.

A little boy with a blond bowl cut tapped my arm and pointed to the corner of the room. I found I’d wandered to the gallery of Japan, paneled silk byōbu covering the walls.

“How are they made?” he asked.

I stepped closer to the byōbu, and together, we stared into the eyes of a peacock, balanced on a branch of cherry blossoms. Tūtū must have been home by then—wheezing in the elevator, down the hall, collapsing in the embrace of her wing chair. She wasn’t supposed to sleep sitting up, but I let her. While she napped, I read on the couch, getting up every now and then to wipe the drool from her mouth, so she would not wake up ashamed.

“They stretch the paper over the frame,” I told the blond boy. “Then nail it to those bamboo hinges. People use them for privacy, so they can change clothes or sit outside without being seen.”

“Is that real gold?” he asked, pointing to the peacock’s feathers, and I nodded.

“It’s covered in lacquer,” I said. “Which is kind of like varnish.” He looked at me questioningly, and I leaned forward to trace the glass that separated us from the paper screen. Camille’s head hit the wall with a thud. “It’s the stuff that coats wood and makes it shiny.” He looked up at the screen, his small mouth rounded, worksheet crumpling in his fist.

Before Tūtū fell asleep in her chair, she’d always ask me to open the sliding doors to the balcony. The runners were sticky with rust and salt and the doors screamed when I pushed, but she loved the sound of the road below, loved to wake to the brine of the canal across from her apartment, where, decades ago, Dad and Mason had once kayaked. She couldn’t have managed the doors without me. I thought of her alone, her breath the only sound in the stale quiet.

Leaving the boy standing in front of the screen, I paced through Aotearoa and Australia, through Rapa Nui and its moai, counting the kids to make sure none had escaped through the hall or down the stairs. One, two, then three of the fourth graders ran up to me, waving wrinkled worksheets for me to check. I let go of Francesca’s head, which had grown warm in my hand. I scanned their answers.

“You guys were so fast!” I said. “Time for the prize.” I pulled three packs of Skittles from my dress pocket that did not contain Francesca, and awarded one to each of the kids.

“I wanted chocolate,” a girl whined, and another winner, the boy who’d asked about the tuiga, reached for her candy.

“I’ll take yours,” he said. He’d already opened the Skittles, and his fingers were green with dye. The girl jumped away from him, and they chased each other down the gallery.

With some difficulty, I wrangled the fourth graders into a group and walked them down to the first floor, where we met up with their teacher.

“Did you guys have fun?” she asked, and her students nodded, shouting to show her their worksheets, their candy, to tell her about the art they’d seen and what they thought of it. Sometimes, I loved this moment more than the art itself, how art could make people feel in ways they hadn’t expected, could reach across space and time. I wondered if any of these kids would end up like me, would build a life around these galleries.

“We’ll talk more when we get back to class,” the teacher said, quieting them. They were late for their next activity. “Thanks again,” she said, and I told her it was no problem.

The class marched in a line down the hall to the courtyard on the museum’s other side, where they were scheduled to make ipu with one of my coworkers. When they’d disappeared around a turn, I walked to the bathroom. I took Camille’s head from my pocket. Her cracked neck had smoothed a bit, worn by the massaging of my thumb. I looked in the mirror and found the collar of my yellow linen dress had creased. Mascara raccooned my eyes. I slipped Camille into my mouth. I tongued her curves and edges. The copper she’d been made from stung like blood.

DEEP DOWN, I ALWAYS KNEW THAT CHAMPIONING CAMILLE was the easy way out. Speaking for her, and not the art of the second floor, seemed like an easier battle to win.

It’s not that I didn’t want to fight for Camille. It’s not that I don’t think, even now, that it was right. I do. I did. Seeing The Kiss as a teenager in San Francisco hadn’t just solidified my desire to be a curator, it had also forced me to face my own queerness. After San Francisco, I’d come out to Tūtū, started getting my heart broken by a string of brunette femmes.

In the hallway bathroom of the HoMA, as I twirled my tongue around Camille, I found I wasn’t terrified of what I’d broken. I was angry instead. At my parents. At myself. I felt angry, even, at Tūtū for bringing me back to the Islands. I was immediately ashamed of this.

The door to the bathroom opened, and a woman in a long floral dress and tortoiseshell glasses walked in. I inhaled, and Camille’s bronze head hit the back of my throat, choking me.

“Are you all right?” she asked as I coughed.

I spit Camille out into my hand, and the woman stared. A lump formed around my uvula. I closed my fist over Camille and walked out of the bathroom before the lady could ask any more questions.

Safe in the basement, I wiped my spit-wet hand off on my skirt. I knelt in front of The Gates of Hell and looked again at where Camille’s head had severed from her body. If I found a glue gun, I could hot glue her back into place. I could use some of the grout that they kept in a back closet. If I was careful, I could solder her. I held Camille’s head to her body and set it on the base of her neck. Miraculously, it balanced.

When David walked into the basement, I was working at the computer, finalizing the last of the sculpture placements. He stood behind me.

“Looks good,” he said. “You should take the rest of the day off. Celebrate.”

There wasn’t much of the day left to take off, just an hour until closing. But I didn’t tease him about this, as I normally would have. I stood from the chair and left the basement.

The next day, I’d learn that one of the custodians found Francesca’s head on the floor. When David brought a specialist in, they’d say that the sculpture had been cracked and patched before it shipped to Honolulu. No one would ever find out I was the one who’d rebroken it. But I did not know this as I walked up the stairs. As I left David in the belly of the museum. At that moment, I thought it would only be a matter of time before they reviewed the cameras, before I lost my job at the HoMA, and the offer I’d gotten from San Francisco was rescinded. So, instead of leaving to celebrate, to get a drink with a friend or take the bus to Tūtū’s apartment, I walked through the museum to the Asian gardens.

Standing in the shade of a trumpet flower tree, I remembered how, as a toddler, Tūtū and Papa had often brought me here to play. We’d sit at the edge of the lava rock stepping stones and watch the koi swim. Every time I’d reached for a koi it swam off, but still the three of us continued to grasp at snails and the roots of lilies, trying to catch a fish.

It was against the rules to pick any of the plants at the museum, but there was no one in the garden. Reaching, I ripped a blossom from the trumpet flower’s branch. Tūtū wouldn’t let me near this tree when I was young because its flowers were poisonous. You could be killed by just a handful of their pollen.

I thought of Tūtū as I raised the flower to my face. I thought of Francesca’s severed neck as I crushed it.

THAT NIGHT, TO CELEBRATE, TŪTŪ MADE RESERVATIONS AT Tango—my favorite restaurant, where we’d spent so many of my childhood birthdays and holidays. After dropping the crushed trumpet flower into the museum’s koi pond, I took a bus to Ala Moana and met Tūtū in the park.

“I thought it would be nice to walk,” she said.

I was tired from the heat. I wanted to be in the restaurant, to sit in its air-conditioning and relax, but walking was good for Tūtū, was one of the few forms of exercise she could still do. She had given up hiking and kayaking to protect what was left of her heart. The sun was low in the sky, and the coconut trees threw shadows across the sand and onto the path. We walked along the beach first, Tūtū shuffling. I focused on making my steps small and slow. Stand-up paddlers cut across the lagoon. Surfers fought over waves at Big Rights and Concessions.

“Your dad’s favorite spot was Bomboras,” Tūtū said, pointing to the left of the bay, “and your Uncle Mason liked Kewalos.” She motioned around the point to the right. There was gauze at her elbow where the doctor had taken more blood from her. “They couldn’t surf the same break without fighting.”

“What was Dad like before Mom?” I asked.

“The same as he was after,” she said.

We crossed over into the park. The path cut through dry grass.

I knew Dad wasn’t doing well, fishing and drinking himself into a hole on Moloka‘i, where he lived. He didn’t have phone service at the house he’d built in the country and called us only when he drove into town for groceries. Though I saw Mom more than Dad, it wasn’t much. She’d moved to the North Shore, excusing the distance with her desire to escape town’s bustle. This was a lie. These days, it was busier out there. I suspected she’d moved to be free—of me and the house I’d grown up in. Of every memory of Dad.

“I should have taken you sooner,” Tūtū said. “I gave them too many chances, and you’re leaving because of it.”

“That’s not true,” I said.

“This place reminds you of them,” she said.

O‘ahu did remind me of my parents. It reminded me of Mom, and the conversation we’d had before I left for college.

“Of course you picked the most expensive,” Mom had said, when I chose Berkeley.

“They have the best art history department,” I’d replied. “I got the most money from them.”

“I’m sure that’s what your grandma told you,” Mom said. We were on the phone, and I heard the clink of ice as she drank something. “I’m the one who’ll foot the extra thirty thousand. And for what? You’ll just end up back here.”

This was where I told Mom that I would never come back. That I would never be like her. That I would pay her back, every cent. Yet here I was, walking Ala Moana, using Mom’s credit cards to pay for lunch and my bus pass. Even after a promotion, I didn’t make enough to survive Hawai‘i. I didn’t know anyone my age who did. I wouldn’t have been able to afford rent if I didn’t live with Tūtū. But I was here because even though O‘ahu reminded me of my parents, it also reminded me of Tūtū. And, at the end of the day, these Islands had raised me. I loved them.

The bulbous trunk of a baobab hung over the path, and Tūtū laughed. “You cried every time we read The Little Prince,” she said. “Do you remember?”

“I didn’t understand why he had to die,” I said.

A warm breeze swirled, shaking the baobab’s furred gourds. One fell to the ground, splitting to reveal a stringy, seeded center. We turned to walk over the bridge that crossed the small waterway that flowed through the park.

“I’d rather go out with some good poison,” Tūtū said, “than suffer a drawn-out death.”

“I met with David after you left,” I said. “He showed me the brochures for the Rodin exhibit.”

Tūtū leaned against the bridge’s railing to catch her breath, and then, looking out at the water, she grabbed my arm with her left hand. With her right, she pointed at the rocks in the middle of the canal, where a black-crowned night heron perched.

On the other side of the bridge, traffic clogged the boulevard. The bird was unfazed, focused on the water. We watched its muscles twist as it shifted. The sun set, and the day’s hot air was sucked into the sky. A breeze from the cars lifted my skirt.

Tūtū couldn’t stand for long, so she took baths. She was self-conscious and wouldn’t let me help, but I worried about her slipping under, so we erected a screen, and I sat on one side while she bathed on the other. The screen was one of the only pieces of real art that she owned. In my childhood it was beautiful—painted with two blue herons that sat on a fallen willow trunk—but with time it faded. When Tūtū accidentally splashed it with water, I could see her through it.

Just as I was about to insist we leave for our reservation, the heron struck. For a moment, it held the small fish in its beak, then it tossed its kill in the air and swallowed.

Through dinner we were quiet. I thought of the heron as I sliced the crisped skin of my duck and stripped the bones of flesh. I imagined each bite twisting down my throat, sliding to my stomach from my esophagus. I remembered Camille’s weight on my tongue, the bruise above my uvula the only evidence that I had held her in my mouth. I wondered how long the bite of the snake that Cleopatra had bathed with had taken to kill her.

When the waiter asked us about dessert, all I wanted was to go home to my bedroom in Tūtū’s apartment.

Tūtū insisted. “Who knows when we’ll be back,” she said.

I ordered the strawberry mango crumble with cinnamon gelato, the same dessert I’d gotten since I was ten. Tūtū asked for a spoon. On my first bite of crumble, a seed got stuck in my molars. I picked my teeth with my nail.

“Don’t worry about Camille,” Tūtū said as she spooned gelato. “I’ll handle it while you’re gone.”

She said it like my decision to leave was made, but more importantly, she said it like I would return to her. She said it like San Francisco was a phase. She was right. I would come back to live on O‘ahu, but that would be nearly a decade later, after I’d left the world of museums and made enough money as an art dealer to buy a home for me and my girlfriend. We’d get married in our backyard. We’d have children. But by then, Tūtū would be gone.

THE NEXT DAY I ACCEPTED THE POSITION AT THE SFMOMA. I put in my notice. The Gates of Hell was fixed, and I spent the next two weeks finalizing the Rodin exhibit. I moved to San Francisco, and Tūtū and I talked on the phone every day. She was fine without me. She kept telling me this. But then I flew home for Christmas, and a few days before New Year’s, she fell.

It was the middle of the night. I woke to her screaming. She’d slipped on water in the kitchen. At Straub Hospital, I remembered our moment on the bridge, how the black-crowned night heron stood, neck curved like a snake over the water. How, right after it snapped up the wriggling mosquito fish, it tilted its head to us, red eye wide. The squeeze of Tūtū’s hand around mine as we stood over the canal was much like the pressure of her hand as she was wheeled to get X-rayed. I cursed myself for not wiping the kitchen floor.

Dad was without service on Moloka‘i and Mom had flown to Barcelona for New Year’s. Uncle Mason was on the mainland. It was lucky that she did not die alone. I’d pushed back my flight to spend time with Tūtū after Christmas Eve with Mom’s family. I pushed my flight back even further after Tūtū fell.

In the end, it wasn’t her heart that took her. It was the fluid in her lungs, the ribs she broke in her fall. She couldn’t swallow food, and when I asked the doctor for alternatives, he said the infection from a feeding tube would kill her. Over the next five days, I watched her starve.

Before she lost her ability to speak, she told me why she’d been walking in the dark.

“I thought I heard your papa singing in the kitchen,” she said.

Her mind was bad by then from lack of food and oxygen. She smiled at the bouquet of tuberose I’d bought for her from the flower man on King Street. Its scent covered the antiseptic, the sour of her metabolism as it slowed, then stopped.

“Do you think death feels like going home?” she asked.

Her hands were cold. I lay my head on her ribs, over the long scar where decades before a doctor had stitched her back together. I listened for an answer in the weak thump of her heart.




Orfea

When June arrives, throwing open summer’s doors, you say goodbye to your art curator girlfriend and your apartment in Telegraph Hill and take a trip to Lāna‘i. You are visiting your dad, who is a groundskeeper at the Four Seasons there. It is the first time you have returned to the island since your sister’s death.

The flight to Lāna‘i is bumpy, and the turbulence turns your stomach. It does not settle, not after ginger ale or crackers, so you sit, clenched, for nine hours, as saltines crumb in your fist. Off the plane and on the shuttle, you drive through humps of hills. The ocean crests. It is then that you feel your dad is in reach, and when you close your eyes, you can see his cottage, perched on the edge of the cliff, just like in the pictures he’s sent. You know that when the bus stops at the resort, he’ll be waiting for you. In the warmth of that knowing, you loosen.

The last time you were here was sixteen years ago. Larry Ellison had yet to buy the island. You were ten. Your parents were still in love, before the heart-blistering grief of the accident. You and Maile had been born on Lāna‘i, but had grown up in San Mateo. Before that trip, you’d never pitched a tent. That first night you did, helping your dad drive stakes into a field shaved bare of grass. Mom took Maile to gather wood for a fire. When you were done, you sat on the picnic table, and watched the stars string themselves up in the sky.

You don’t remember falling asleep, but you remember waking, the night air having numbed your skin. You and Maile broke into your parents’ tent, where they lay cocooned in sleeping bags. Dad let you steal his warmth, zipped you both up close, and you slept like that ’til morning. It was as the sun rose that Maile had her first seizure of the trip. She woke with a tremor, her small body epileptic, but it was okay then because you were all there with her. Mom turned Maile on her side and waited for it to end.

When it was over, the four of you walked out of the tent and to the Manele Bay. There was no wind. You looked at the water, empty and glassed in the sheen of morning, and thought of a pond frozen over in winter. You wondered what creatures lay trapped beneath. Beside you, Mom said, Oh wow, in a choking, throaty way you didn’t understand. You think you might now, but now is sixteen years later, and Mom doesn’t talk like that anymore. Barely talks to you ever.

Later that day, after breakfast, you snorkeled the bay. Ignoring the tourists who floated the shallows, Mom taught you and Maile the names of shells—leopard cone, reticulated cowrie, mulberry drupe. Her voice came out bubbly, warped by water, and behind the mask her face was distorted, lips pushed full against her snorkel. She took it off and her skin was creased. Beneath you, exoskeletons broke under the weight of unseeing feet.

It was Dad who decided to swim on, around the point to another smaller cove. Maile cried, wanting to join, but Mom hushed her, said you’re too young. She was right. Maile wouldn’t have made it.

In the wash of the cove, your small lungs burst as you dove to touch the ocean floor. As you swam to circle the towering coral cathedrals. Pinching your nose, Dad taught you to clear your ears and sinuses so your drums would not rupture. Purpled, worn-out backs of cowries tumbled in the swell around you, sounding like broken glass, and you gathered them, so many they could not be held. You shoved them in your bikini top, where they stretched the empty triangles of fabric tight across your chest.

Soon, though, your body tired. You did not want to swim back, so you climbed with your dad up the limestone cliffs. You swore the shells crawled in your suit and wished you could rip them out and fling them, but your hands were busy clutching the holes in the rock. If you let go, you’d have shattered on the shallow reef. At the summit, you held open your bikini top, and the shells spilled to the ground where they lay, coated in red dirt. You waited, but they did not move. There were no slugs, no crabs, nothing that could bite or scratch you, and yet later, you had a rash. When your sister saw the shells, her eyes rounded, and so you gave them to Maile, glad to be rid of them. Out of the water, they’d gone ashy. Her six-year-old hands dusted their faded backs, her mouth sucking a wormy lock of her still-wet hair.

You cannot remember all the days after, though you know there were many. After Maile was lost and your parents divorced, it was easier to forget. But now, you are back on Lāna‘i. And when you see your dad, you are reminded of all of it. Though it is early when you arrive, you excuse yourself from dinner. You blame the time difference and jet lag and put yourself to bed.

The next morning, you wake to trade winds blowing the curtains. Mynahs squawk in the shower trees outside. Dad is gone, pruning a plumeria tree, watering the plants in the cool of morning so he needn’t do so later, when the midday sun will warm the water to a boil and simmer the tender new growth. This is how he now lives: nurturing, coaxing. He’s told you that gardening helps him find the possibility left in him, the potential. Secretly you think he is avoiding the past. You slip out of bed and into a bikini, then leave the shack, letting the door slam shut behind you. You walk down the white coral path.

When you get to the bay, spinner dolphins are jumping. A soft rain falls over the water, marring its surface. You spit in the mask you’ve brought, rub the glass clean, rinse. You snap the mask on and pull the snorkel into place. Clenched between your incisors, the nubs of the snorkel’s mouthpiece feel like a pacifier. One of them is loose. You gnaw it. It holds on by a thread.

The water is cold with morning. It lifts the hair of your arms. You swim out past the reef bleached white by sewage, past the drop-off. The water is clear but not without color; it is dark blue with depth. The dolphins are close now, eyes flashing white, sleek bodies turning. They notice you. They circle you like they would a school of fish. You listen to their high-pitched clicks. You wonder what sound Maile made while dying. You wonder what sound you would make if this were the end. A calf comes so close you could grab its dorsal like they do in the movies, but you don’t. You let it jump. For less than a moment, its reflection is one with its body on the underside of the water’s surface. Then it breaks through and is flying before it’s brought back down with a splash. Around you, the dolphins all jump, and the water is white, frothed with the force of their reentry. Bubbles rise, pop, and disappear into the air above you. You close your eyes. When you scream, it sounds like a trumpet blowing. You feel small and insignificant.

Ten minutes and the dolphins tire of you. They leave you and the bay behind. You swim back to land, but the world is dizzy, moving still. You climb the hill to your dad’s house with the help of the rail, and when you sit on the front steps, the world tips. Your dad comes out with a plate of fruit, a glass of water in his hand. He asks where you were, and you tell him.

He is angry. You could have died, he said. The dolphins could have held you hostage. They do that. Hold each other down. Hold humans down. Rape. Suffocate. Kill.

He looks at you, but you know that he is speaking to someone else. To your mom, in that lost moment before Maile drowned, her small body floundering, unwatched as your mom read a book on the last day of that first, near-perfect trip. You try to imagine Maile as she was then, shaken by one of her seizures, caught beneath a wave. You wonder if she was looking for a shell to repay your gift. You wish you could reach through time and grab her, pull her to the surface, but all you can do is picture her as she was found: pale, floating.

Taking your dad’s calloused hand, you squeeze until he quiets. He sits beside you, and together you watch the clouds evaporate in the rising sun. The ocean dries to salt on your skin. Below you, tourists begin their rush hour descent to the beach where Maile died. The grass tickles your legs. A white tern dips. You reach for a slice of pineapple, and it cuts your chapped lips. Your dad runs his fingers through your hair, and for a moment, his hand weighs heavy on your head. Today will be beautiful, you say, and you try to believe it.




The All of It

When Mom called to tell me Aunty Mandy had gotten a divorce and was moving back to Hawai‘i, the first thing I felt was grateful. This was three years after Kiele was born, two decades before Mom would leave that letter in my mailbox—with no stamp, no name, no return address. Holding my cell to my ear, I stood alone on the back deck of the rental I lived in. Waikīkī twinkled below, and though the sun had set an hour ago, the ocean and clouds were still lavender with its memory.

“She could stay with me,” I said.

Staring at the silhouette of resorts, I thought of all the ways Mandy could help. At thirty-two I worked as a land rights attorney. I was a single mom, the mainlander who’d gotten me pregnant having run back to California at the first mention of a kid. I could’ve gotten an abortion—Mom told me to, said no one would want me with a baby—but I’d chosen Kiele because I was tired of dating, tired of waiting for a partner who wanted me, not just tangled in bed or over seared ahi, but at five in the morning, when the sound of my pee woke them, tinkling from the bathroom like change in a bowl, who loved me even when they found me sobbing in the closet.

“She gets here next Wednesday,” Mom said, which I took as a yes.

I toasted to the curve of Diamond Head and what I could see of its crater. “I can grab her from the airport,” I offered, even though I couldn’t afford more time off.

“You just focus on getting the house ready,” Mom said.

I knew what she was thinking: If it’s anything like your last place, it’s a mess. By that time Kiele and I had been living in the house on Maunalani Heights for six months, and Mom had yet to visit. She blamed it on her salsa classes. On the engine of her vintage Benz.

“Just let me know when you’ll be here,” I said.

Mom hung up. I dumped the last of my wine over the railing. Pushing open the sliding glass door, I stepped back into the living room, which was still warm—south-facing. I ignored the pile of clothes Kiele had discarded on her way to the bath, the dirty dishes from our dinner of fried rice. I walked down the hall to Kiele’s room. I got into bed beside her, pressing my nose into her small belly. And though she was still slippery from the coconut oil I’d slathered on to keep her skin from cracking, I fell asleep like that, curled in her twin bed.

MAYBE THE SIGNS WERE ALL THERE, AND I CHOSE TO SEE nothing. But at first, all Mandy seemed was sad. She’d been with her husband since college; they’d met at an ASU frat party. Mom used to have pictures of her sister’s wedding next to the stereo in her living room—red-faced and smiling somewhere atop a hill in New Mexico, Mandy draped in white, standing outside an adobe church. Her ex-husband was the breadwinner, a Realtor, and while he’d sold houses, she’d taught middle school in Albuquerque. She’d retired before they’d split.

I attempted to clean the house for Mandy’s arrival, but with Kiele it was impossible. She was three but at times still terrible. Every toy I collected she threw back to the floor. Every square of rug I vacuumed, she crushed Goldfish in its fibers. We’d been at this for nearly an hour when Mom and Mandy walked in.

Mom’s face wrinkled. I picked up Kiele. “Do you want to meet your great-aunty Mandy?” I cooed, calling on her charm for help.

“Oh, she can call me Aunty Mandy,” Mandy said. “None of that great-aunt nonsense.” She set down her bags and held out her arms. “Let me get at that cuteness.”

I had but a hazy memory of Mandy from my childhood trips to the mainland—she’d served me lemonade on one of the hot, dry summers Mom and I had flown to Albuquerque. Now, in front of me, she was smaller than I’d remembered, shorter than me and even my petite mother. Her round face was framed by boyishly short, dark hair.

Something about the brightness of her artificially whitened smile unnerved me. I set Kiele on the floor and she looked at me.

“Go on,” I said, and she walked slowly toward Mandy. When Mandy wrapped her arms around Kiele, I noticed her nails were bitten to the quick.

“So much for cleaning,” Mom said.

“How was your flight?” I asked Mandy.

“Couldn’t say,” Mandy said. She poked Kiele’s nose, and Kiele laughed, ducking her head like a turtle. She was already won over. “Aunty Mandy had some vodka and Xanax and was out for most of it.”

Mom leaned against the counter. She tapped her key against its resin, counting the seconds until she could return home to the three-bedroom on Black Point she’d inherited from my grandparents.

“This place is so cozy,” Mandy said, taking in the secondhand furniture, the fish prints I’d found on the side of the road and hung on the kitchen wall. “Is that a deck?” she asked and stood, picking Kiele up as she did. She bounced my daughter on her hip, unbothered as Kiele ran fingers through her short hair. Sliding open the glass door, Mandy turned back. “Mind if I take a peek? I could use the air.”

She was on the deck before I could say yes.

Mom touched my arm as I took a step to follow Mandy, who slid the door closed behind her. We watched as Mandy pointed to the horizon, her voice a high whine through the glass as she baby talked to Kiele, bouncing my daughter on her hip and twisting from side to side, Kiele’s small head moving in time.

“Be careful with her,” Mom said.

When I screwed up my face, she said, “The divorce was bad.”

I didn’t think of asking why it’d ended, or what badly meant. I thought maybe they’d fallen out of love, at the worst that Mandy’s husband had left her for a younger woman.

“Maybe gentle is the word I’m looking for,” Mom said.

“Thanks,” I told Mom.

Mandy walked back in, this time leaving the deck door open.

“I have to check on the construction workers before they leave,” Mom said, reaching for her purse. She was getting one of the guest bathrooms redone. It didn’t need it. “We should grab dinner at the club on Sunday.”

“I’m in,” Mandy said.

Kiele squirmed out of her arms to say goodbye to Mom. “Can we get grasshopper pie?” she asked as she hugged Mom’s knees. She loved anything mint. Her hair, which I’d brushed a half hour before, was messy from being out on the deck.

“Of course, sweetheart.” Mom bent to give Kiele a hug, and saying her goodbyes to me and Mandy, she walked with me out to the driveway. I watched her back out and take the turn onto Sierra. Then I went back inside and did what Mom had told me to do. I showed Mandy my home. I welcomed her in. When I think about it now, I am angry at Mom for abandoning me to her. For not telling me exactly what she meant. But more than that, I am angry she did not believe me when I told her what I saw in my aunt.

I WAS FIVE WHEN DAD LEFT MOM. I HAVE VERY FEW MEMORIES of him. What I do remember was what life was like afterward, with my grandparents. And how, for six months after Dad returned to Samoa, Mom, in mourning, exiled herself to bed.

As a child, I’d loved the country club because it was the one place I felt free. While my grandparents golfed, I breaststroked the pool, ate french fries on the deck, flirted with the pool boys as I stared out past the greens to the wide expanse of ocean. But when I went to college and studied land rights, I saw the country club for what it really was—acres of sacred land that had been stolen from Hawaiians. After law school, I took a job protecting Hawaiian land from development. Mom often complained when I blocked her friends from building resorts, and was furious when a case I’d worked on resulted in raised land taxes on the bunker my grandparents had built on the Big Island. When Mandy came to town, I’d just landed my first big solo case: working to protect a heiau in Kalama Valley. The city had zoned the area for low-income housing, which O‘ahu sorely needed, but the land was a sacred site, where over a hundred Hawaiians had been buried. Building there would be desecration.

The Sunday after Mandy arrived, I stuffed Kiele into a dress, and we drove from the house on Wilhelmina to Nu‘uanu. Kiele was mad I’d made her wear shoes. She kicked my seat as we turned off the highway.

“Pretty,” she yelled at a red ti that hung into the road, heavy with fruit.

Mandy reached back to tickle one of Kiele’s feet, and Kiele, overjoyed, screamed.

“No yelling in the car,” I said.

I pulled up to the club’s entrance and handed the valet my keys. Mandy unbuckled Kiele. We found Mom at a table on the terrace, overlooking the putting green. Kiele ran to hug her.

Though Mom hadn’t wanted me to keep Kiele, she loved my daughter. Every time she saw Kiele, she gave her a present—a crisp fifty-dollar bill that Kiele tried to stick in her mouth, a jade bracelet I’d had to crack with a hammer when Kiele’s hand grew too large for it. I’d thought Mom had loved me too. I thought she was just bad at showing it.

Mom put down her white wine and pulled Kiele onto her lap. “How’re you doing, princess?” she asked as Kiele pulled at her necklace. “Here, you sit on my left,” Mom told Mandy. “You need a view of the water.” She turned to me. “I asked for a booster chair.” I said thanks and sat.

“I’d love a drink,” Mandy said.

“They’re only serving at the bar,” Mom said, and Mandy stood.

“Could you get me a glass of pinot gris?” I asked.

“I want a Shirley Temple!” Kiele told Mandy.

“Here, I’ll just come with,” I said.

We walked inside. Once we were down the stairs and had ordered, we waited at the bar, the room around us filled with families much like our own. All of theirs had dads. Past the floor-to-ceiling windows, the mountains rose, green with the ever-present rain of Nu‘uanu.

“Do you remember your grandad’s funeral?” Mandy asked. She gestured to the corner of the room. “They put a podium there for speeches.”

“You were there?” I asked. I’d been ten.

“I flew in from Albuquerque.” The bartender set down Mandy’s martini and she said thanks and handed him a tip. “You know, Dad predicted that you’d be a brat.” She dabbed her lipstick with the cocktail napkin while I blinked, trying to decide if she had just insulted me. “He was wrong,” she said.

I felt a flush of pride, though I wasn’t sure she’d meant it as a compliment. The bartender poured my wine and made Kiele’s Shirley Temple.

“Could you add another cherry?” Mandy asked, and he did.

Back at the table, Kiele took one sip of her drink before pointing to the practice putting green. “I want balls,” she said.

Mom and Mandy were talking about an exhibit at the Honolulu Academy of Art, so I stood and helped Kiele from her booster chair. She tripped down the steps to the green. I sipped wine as she took balls from a basket and lobbed them across the grass. They bounced over the cups and off the flags, would have knocked someone out if there had been anyone around. It was taking too long to empty the baskets with her hands, so Kiele pushed them over and balls rolled in every direction. She ran after them, and I followed. Stopping at the wrought iron fence that separated the grass from the road below, Kiele pointed at the ocean, which had turned gold in the setting sun. She put her other hand on one of the fence’s metal posts, and I knelt.

“Do you see the airport?” I asked, pointing west.

Just then, a plane took to the sky. “Like a bird!” Kiele said, wide-eyed.

“That’s how Aunty Mandy got here.”

The plane, climbing, soon disappeared in the clouds. Kiele turned and walked back to the terrace.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To my Shirley Temple,” she said.

I put my wineglass on the lawn and gathered the balls she’d scattered, using one of the shag tubes the country club had left by the terrace stairs. The work was mindless and comforting. I’d lost myself in it by the time Mom came to check in.

“I ordered you surf and turf,” she said.

“What about Kiele?” I asked.

“The closest thing I could get to mac and cheese was alfredo.”

She grabbed a shag tube. Together we loaded them with balls that we released into the baskets. Mandy was making a paper crane out of a cocktail napkin when we returned to the table. Kiele watched, fascinated, the stems of her eaten cherries gripped firmly in her fists.

Soon the food came, plates steaming. Kiele took a bite, the linguine dangling from her mouth. Though I’d grown up saying grace—sweaty hands held around my grandparents’ koa dining table—Kiele and I did not pray at home. Mom grabbed the plate from Kiele, and I took my daughter’s hand to quiet her whining. Mandy took Mom’s hand, then mine. Her hands were dry, and I remembered the bitten nails I’d seen when she’d first picked up Kiele just a few days earlier. Mom closed her eyes. I left mine open, willing Kiele not to cry.

“Thank you, God,” Mom started. “For another day. To live and laugh, to love and play.”

It was the same prayer she’d repeated at every meal—brunch or dinner—since I was a child. It was lilting, like the chorus of a song. I wonder if she said it alone in the house on Diamond Head. I wondered what foolishness I would resort to once Kiele had grown up and gone out into the world without me. I said Amen.

THE NEXT DAY I LEFT MANDY WITH A REFRIGERATOR DOOR full of lists: Kiele’s food allergies, our family doctor’s phone number, Kiele’s favorite toys and shows, the best parks with swings, which the city was rapidly removing because of a lawsuit. Mandy got the hang of things quicker than I expected. In the mornings, I dropped Kiele at school as I had before, but now Mandy picked her up so I didn’t have to leave work early. I was unused to so much time away from my daughter, and worried something would go wrong, the anxiety manifesting in tennis elbow from gripping my pens, a new line between my eyes, hourly calls in the afternoons that Mandy picked up with a laugh. But, day by day, as I came home to a happy daughter, to folded laundry, and a fully stocked fridge, I began to trust my aunt.

A month after Mandy moved in, I left work late after getting lost in tax documents, tracking the years that the property in Kalama had changed hands. When I got home Mandy was making dinner.

“I should have texted,” I said.

She waved me off. “Have some wine.” She handed me a glass.

I took a long sip and realized she was wearing my apron. The last time I’d seen it, it was rolled up at the back of my underwear drawer. Steam from the stove haloed her head.

“I hope you like scampi?” she asked.

“Mama,” Kiele yelled, and smacked a hand on the coffee table.

“Sounds great,” I said.

I put the wine down to pick Kiele up. Her bent knees burrowed into my side. I gave her cheek a wet kiss that burst into a raspberry, and she giggled and pushed my face with her hands.

“How was school?” I asked. Kiele didn’t like when I called it daycare. It made her feel like a baby.

She told me about the dinosaur she’d sculpted from Play-Doh. The scent of onions sautéing congealed in the air, and I opened the living room window with my free hand. I put Kiele down and she pulled me to the couch, where she pretended to read me a book about fairies making skirts out of orchids. Mandy called out that dinner was ready, so we got off the couch to sit at the table on our sliver of deck. I slid Kiele into her booster chair as Mandy lay the pasta and a salad on the table.

“Why don’t you ask your mom about her day?” Mandy prompted, cutting Kiele’s noodles with scissors so she wouldn’t choke.

“It was long,” I said, and handed Kiele a fork as Mandy put the plate in front of her.

“Work was bad?” Mandy asked.

“Just a lot of hoops to jump through.”

“I guess I wouldn’t understand,” Mandy said.

“It’s not that.” I blew on the noodles I’d spun around my fork. “The state is trying to bulldoze this heiau in Kalama Valley” I explained. “I have only a month to stop it. It’s complicated because the plan is to flip the land into public housing, so we can’t paint them as the villain.”

“What’s a heiau?” Kiele asked, cutting the word into thirds as she spoke through a mouthful.

“It’s where Hawaiians sacrificed kids,” Mandy joked, pinching Kiele’s cheek.

Kiele swallowed. She looked confused. I put down my fork. “A heiau,” I paused, thinking, “is a place with a lot of mana. A lot of energy. It’s a place of worship, kind of like a church. Remember when you went to church with Nana?”

Kiele nodded, and speared a shrimp. “They gave me juice.”

“The blood of Christ.” Mandy laughed. She looked at me. “We should all go together.”

I grunted, my mouth full. To myself, I thought, fat chance. We ate the rest of dinner in silence. I was angry that Mandy had tried to scare Kiele. But every time my wineglass was empty, Mandy filled it again, and soon I relaxed. The sea cut the sun in half, waves swallowing the orb. Kiele rubbed her eyes.

“Okay, little bug, let’s get you a bath,” I said.

Mandy put a hand on my arm. “You rest,” she said.

“You’ve been watching her all afternoon.”

She told me it was fine. I was relieved. I couldn’t help it. I’d been flipping through tax code all day and was exhausted. I thanked Mandy as she stacked the plates and freed Kiele from her high chair.

The wine pressed on my temples. When the last of the clouds had gone gray, I gathered the plates and went in. From down the hall, the bath drained, filling the house with the long, choking sound of water being pulled down the pipes. I washed the dishes and walked over to Kiele’s room to peek in.

The lights were off, and at first, I thought they were asleep. Then I heard Mandy’s whisper. In the light of the glow-in-the-dark stars, she lay beside Kiele, inside rails I’d sawed from two-by-fours to make the bed into a crib. I strained to hear what she said.

“I love you, you know,” she said, and Kiele said it back. There was a pause before she asked, “Do you love your mother?”

Kiele murmured a soft, sleepy, “Yes.”

“Even though she’s gone all day?” Mandy asked.

I waited for Kiele’s answer. I felt like I’d been slapped. She didn’t respond, so I walked into the room. Mandy got out of my daughter’s bed.

“I’ll leave you to it,” she said. I caught the glint of her teeth as she smiled. “Good night, Kiele,” she said.

When I lay down, Kiele curled into me. I listened to her breathe. Outside, Mandy filled up a glass of water from the sink, the sound of it like television static.

“I love you,” I whispered, but Kiele didn’t say it back.

I stared at the ceiling, trying to find Orion’s Belt in the plastic constellation I’d plastered there. I thought of the apron, my apron, that Mandy had worn. Why had she been in my underwear drawer? I had not laid out house rules, had assumed she’d know my room was off-limits. I thought about what Mom had said to me when she first brought Mandy into my home. Be careful with her. Even now I am not sure what exactly she meant.

FOR THE NEXT FEW WEEKS, I MADE SURE I GOT HOME ON TIME. I helped with dinner. I gave Kiele her bath. On weekends I took my daughter to get Matusomoto’s shave ice, to watch whales off Diamond Head. Together, we named the flowers that bloomed in Lyon Arboretum. I even spent a Friday night with one of her friend’s mom’s that I did not like, packing a picnic up to Lanikai Pillbox to see the full moon rise, Kiele’s face covered in dirt as she and her friend Lady-and-Tramped a slice of pizza from Boston’s.

Some nights, Mandy disappeared with the excuse that she was seeing Mom—for drinks, to hit balls at the country club, to see a new exhibit at the art museum. Once, I called Mom to see how dinner had gone, and she asked what I was talking about. Twice, I looked through Mandy’s room, in the drawers and under the bed. I did not find anything more offending than a sock missing its pair and a pile of long, dark hairs lying beside some tweezers on her desk.

After I put Kiele to sleep, I buried myself in research for the heiau in Kalama Valley, compiling a list of precedents for similar cases in the Islands. To avoid Mandy, I worked in bed. I woke to paper cuts on my cheeks from falling asleep on printed briefs. The small cuts stung when I put on foundation.

In the three years since Kiele’s birth, I had not celebrated my birthday. I was too busy raising my daughter, and before that, my belly had been ballooned and pregnant.

“You should go out,” Mom said over the phone when I called.

“What about Kiele?” I asked.

“Mandy can take care of that,” Mom said.

I didn’t want to leave my daughter with Mandy, but I didn’t know how to tell Mom this. When I was pregnant with Kiele, Mom had said I was too young to know if I wanted to be a mother. She’d always struggled to believe me. When I was ten and she was called to pick me up from the principal’s office, she made excuses for the boy who’d pushed me down the stairs. She said I was at fault when I was twenty-one and someone took a handsaw to my car’s catalytic converter. “I told you not to live in Kaimuki,” she’d said, like it was a bad neighborhood. Like she had not been the one to kick me out when I got into college.

I asked Mandy to babysit, and she was happy to do it. I texted friends I’d not spoken to in over six months, and we made plans to get drinks at a classy Waikīkī bar, and dinner after at my favorite Japanese restaurant. I splurged for a mani-pedi and a blowout from one of Mom’s favorite salons in Ala Moana.

On the night of my birthday, I took a taxi. It was strange. Every time I turned my head, I expected to see Kiele buckled in her booster seat beside me. I thought about stopping the cabdriver, making him turn around so I could give my daughter a last kiss, but I was already late. He sped through Kapahulu, the streetlights blurring past. At a stoplight, I turned to find the moonlight bright on the Ala Wai. I thought of years before, when I’d gotten up early to run the path that circled the water and watch my ex-boyfriend and his brother race kayaks.

At the bar, my friends pressed champagne on me, then a martini, and soon we were walking to the restaurant, where they ordered too much food—platters of hamachi and maguro, stuffed portobello and butterfish that they would not let me pay for—and sake bombs. Halfway through the meal, I had to go to the bathroom. I walked through the restaurant to the back, squatted over the seat to piss and, after, in the mirror, regarded my reflection, the red-lipped woman I’d forgotten existed. Before returning to the table, I paused on the restaurant’s balcony. I leaned against the railing and watched waves crash into the building’s foundation. I tried to remember the last night my life had been this easy. I’d blamed the stress of the past weeks on Mandy, but even before her I’d been a cyclone of anxiety, constantly worried if I was giving enough, never thinking about if I was giving too much. I’d lost a version of myself—the girl who went surfing beneath the full moon, who stole fruit off the neighbor’s night-blooming cereus.

My friends wanted to go clubbing, but I was too tired and full. I tried to call a taxi, but my phone was dead. Someone got me a car. They sent me off, and I leaned my head against the window of the sedan. The glass fogged, a cloud that grew bigger with each breath. The driver pulled into my driveway, and I rubbed the condensation away to see the front of the house dark. I paid and got out, before stumbling up the porch. At the door, I stopped to take off my heels, not wanting to wake Mandy or Kiele. I tried to be quiet as I fumbled with the lock, feeling, somehow, like a teenager again, sneaking into the house while Mom slept. The porch light snapped on. The front door banged open. Mandy stood in the frame, a dark silhouette.

“Where have you been?” she demanded. “I called your cell. I called the restaurant.” She flipped on the kitchen light so I could see her. “Are you drunk?” she asked. I didn’t answer. “It doesn’t matter. Kiele’s sick.”

It was a confirmation of what I’d feared: I’d left Kiele and something bad had happened. Pushing past Mandy, I ran to my daughter’s room. She lay flushed in her twin bed. Mom was there. A question lodged in my throat: Had Mandy done this? I reached to touch Kiele’s forehead, but Mandy intercepted me, laying a cool washcloth over Kiele’s brow. Mom had a phone propped between her ear and shoulder.

“The doctor,” she told me.

Kiele didn’t respond when I said her name. Her breathing was loud and wet, like something was stuck in her chest. The doctor answered, and Mom listed Kiele’s symptoms—fever, lack of appetite, pain. I was an outsider, watching them care for my daughter, and began to cry. Mom got up, turning her back on me.

“Do you have Motrin?” she asked, once she’d hung up the call.

“In the bathroom cabinet.” I hiccupped, and Mandy said she’d get it.

“The doctor said it’s probably a cold,” Mom said. “At worst, the flu.”

“I should have known,” I said.

“I’m going to get you a glass of water,” Mom said, and left.

Mandy returned and made Kiele sit up. She gave her a dose of liquid medicine. Kiele’s small lips smacked.

“I know what you’re doing,” I told her.

“What’s that?” she said.

“You’re not her mother,” I said, just as Mom came back with a full glass.

“You should drink your water,” Mandy said.

I finished the glass in one breath. Mom knelt beside me, stroking my hair as I lay my head beside Kiele’s. I drifted off, and when I woke, Mom and Mandy were gone. Kiele slept soundly, flat on her back. I reached out, and her cheek, which had cooled, was soft beneath my hand.

I WANTED MANDY GONE. I TOLD THIS TO MY MOTHER A COUPLE of weeks after my birthday. It was a Saturday, and we were standing in line for fudge at KCC Farmers Market.

“You can’t kick your aunt out,” Mom said.

“She’s been saying weird things,” I told her. “About me. To Kiele.”

Mom sighed. She handed Kiele a five-dollar bill. “Go get an ice cream,” she said, and pointed to the booth beside us. Kiele ran to get a cone. Mom turned to me. “Remember when we’d visit Mandy in New Mexico?”

“We went every summer,” I said.

“No,” Mom said. “We went after each of her miscarriages.”

The memory of a conversation I’d overheard as a child came to me. I’d been fifteen and was sneaking out of the house. It’s not that she doesn’t want kids, Mom had said. It’s that she can’t have them. My grandma had grunted. Well, she should try harder, she’d said.

“We went to Albuquerque so Mandy could play house?” I asked.

Mom’s face hardened. She pulled Chapstick from her purse and swept it over her lips. “You have no idea what it is like to not be able to have a child when all you want is to be a mother. When all your life you’ve been told it is your purpose.” She put the lip balm back into her purse. The people in front of us ordered. “Just like you have no idea what it is like to be left with a baby you never wanted.”

I flinched. She pulled out a wad of twenties.

“We went to Albuquerque to make my sister feel better,” she said. “Is that so bad? Has Mandy told you why they divorced?”

I shook my head.

“Her husband left her. For the woman he was cheating with,” she said. “The woman who got pregnant when Mandy couldn’t.”

The market was full of voices—vendors hawking their goods and people buying them—the soft sound of produce dropping after being nudged from tables, clothes rustling in the wind left over from yesterday’s storm. I remembered how Mandy would brush my hair during the nights we’d stayed in Albuquerque, how she’d always have a present waiting for me—colorful shoes and frilly dresses that Mom knew better than to make me wear.

We were at the register. “I’ll have a tray of the macadamia nut,” Mom told the person behind the table.

Kiele ran up to us, her hands sticky. She’d dropped her cone and was crying. I knelt to wipe her hands on my shirt and thought of how Mandy had asked Kiele if she loved me. When Kiele was sick, she’d treated me like the cause.

“Mom, I’m scared,” I said.

Mom handed me a corner of the fudge. “Don’t be silly.” She took Kiele’s hand from me. “Let’s get a bag of lychee. Aren’t those your favorite?” she asked, and Kiele nodded, her face still damp.

I put the fudge in my mouth. We walked through the rest of the market, past food trucks with plate lunch and shave ice, booths heaped with dragon fruit and halved papaya, the seeds at the center looking like something scooped from the bottom of a pond. I knew Mom was mistaken. Something was wrong with Mandy, and it had nothing to do with her infertility. The chocolate in my mouth dissolved, its sweetness souring, and I chewed the remaining chunks of macadamia.

I WOULD NOT HAVE FOUND OUT ABOUT THE TICKETS IF I hadn’t gone home for my lunch break on Tuesday. I’d misplaced a contract for work, but when I looked it wasn’t in the papers on my desk or bed, wasn’t on the kitchen counter or stuck in a book on the living room shelf, where I sometimes stashed clutter from the coffee table so Kiele wouldn’t draw on it. Mandy wasn’t home, so I figured I’d check her room just in case. The ticket confirmations were just lying there, printed and peeking out from a manila folder on her bed.

They were for her and Kiele. Dated for next month. HNL to ABQ, a two-hour layover in Oakland. I called work and told them I would not be back in. I was waiting when Mandy and Kiele got home from school. I was sitting on Mandy’s bed.

“It was supposed to be a surprise,” Mandy said when she saw me. She held Kiele as she had on my terrace, that first night she’d entered our home. “I thought we could go together.”

“Who is ‘we’?” I asked.

“You and me,” Mandy said. “Kiele and your mom.”

“There are only two tickets.”

“I must have not printed the confirmation for the others.” She frowned. She put Kiele down. She took a step toward me. “I booked in two groups. There was a discount.”

I took my cell from my back pocket and called Mom. She picked up on the second ring.

“Did you know about Mandy’s plan to go to Albuquerque?” I asked on speaker. She said no. “With my daughter?” I was yelling, and Kiele, who stood in the doorway, began to sniffle.

“Can you please hand the phone to your aunt,” Mom said.

“I want her gone,” I said.

Fifteen minutes later Mom found me locked in my bedroom, where I sat in bed, gripping Kiele, who squirmed and cried. Mandy had tried to follow me, had tried to explain that it was just a trip. I could even come if I wanted. When I’d held my arms out to Kiele to pick her up, she’d wrapped herself around Mandy’s knees. I had to pull them apart. Mandy banged on my door until she heard Mom in the driveway; then she’d retreated.

I do not know why the flights she bought were to New Mexico. She had no life to return to there. Not only had her husband left her but I’d learn later that she’d lost the house. According to the papers, Mandy had driven up to her ex-husband’s two-year-old son and invited him into her car. She hadn’t taken him far, just to the gas station around the corner, where she’d bought him an ice cream sandwich. And though she’d returned him, his mom was suspicious of the Oreo residue around his lips. When she’d asked who bought the ice cream, he’d described Mandy. He’d said she was nice. That she’d told him she’d be back.

In court, Mandy was denied alimony for this. The judge considered prison but sent her to Hawai‘i instead. She was supposed to live with Mom. Mom knew all this but let me take her in.

When Mom walked into my house after I found the tickets for her and Kiele, she tapped on my door.

“I can hear you crying,” she said. She asked me to come out.

I sat on my bed, feeling my and Kiele’s tears mix, tickling my armpits. She had stopped resisting and was now curled into my chest. I thought about the moment after labor, when Mom had laughed as I’d drawn my fingers over Kiele’s sleeping face, telling me I had no idea what I was in for, that this was the most peaceful it would get. I thought about the time I was five and Mom had screamed at me for puking on her Persian rug, accused me of making myself sick for attention, when really I had food poisoning from the spoiled milk in the fridge.

Through the thin walls, I heard Mom comfort Mandy.

“Let me help you pack,” she said.

The drawers in Mandy’s room opened and closed. Her books were pulled from shelves and dropped with a thunk into canvas bags. In just thirty minutes, her suitcase was zipped. The front door closed, and I emerged, with Kiele now sleeping in my arms. Mom and Mandy were gone. The spare room was empty, the bed made with its corners turned down, just like it had been the day that Mandy walked in.

THE NEXT WEEK, MANDY MOVED INTO A PLACE THAT MOM paid for. The two-bedroom house was just a few blocks from me. When I drove by, she’d sometimes wave from her garden. I never waved back. I got a restraining order. I was terrified she’d try to pick Kiele up from school, so I printed flyers of her face and paid extra for color. I handed these out to teachers and parents. Do not let this woman leave with my kid, I ordered. At night, I closed every one of the house’s windows, convinced Mandy watched us from the yard. I found a house for sale in ‘Āina Haina, and as soon as we closed, Kiele and I moved from our mountain perch to a windless valley. In summer, the humidity was so extreme that I often slept naked.

Mom stopped by every now and then to take Kiele to a movie or the beach. She did not call me just to chat, as she had before Mandy came into our lives. I continued to call her. I was angry. I did not know how to say it. Instead, I told her about my day, about Kiele’s obsession with mango ice cream, about the vanilla orchids I trained up the avocado tree in my backyard.

I have only been alone with Mom once since Mandy left my house. She asked me to lunch. It was a Tuesday. We sat under the awning of the Spalding House Cafe. This was before they closed the contemporary art museum.

“I’m planning a trip to the Big Island,” Mom told me. Deviled eggs lay between us, their yolks dusty with paprika. “I wanted to ask if Kiele could come with.”

Kiele was thirteen then. She played wing for the middle school water polo team and had a crush on the goalie, something she tried to hide but I saw in the blush that bloomed when the girl gave Kiele her swim cap. I’d found that she’d grown into my stubbornness—she cut her bangs herself, refused to let me make the banana protein pancakes she ate for breakfast. But she was still sweet. She held my hand on the beach, wasn’t embarrassed to tell me she loved me in front of her friends.

I knew that Mandy had moved to my grandparents’ compound on the Big Island. Mom hadn’t told me. A friend of the family had.

“I don’t want my daughter anywhere near her,” I told Mom.

“What are you talking about?” Mom said.

“I don’t want my daughter anywhere near Mandy.”

Mom blinked. “It could be good for Kiele to see the house. One day, she’ll own it.”

I grabbed a deviled egg and stuffed it, whole, into my mouth. I thought about what Mom had said to me at the farmers market all those years ago. I wondered if she had ever wanted to be a mother. I wondered if, in Samoa, my dad had other kids.

“I love you,” I told my mother.

She did not say it back. I dropped my napkin on the table, and I did not call Mom again.

Over the years, Mandy has sent expensive gifts—purses beaded with pearls, gold bracelets, a large check when Kiele graduated from high school. I donated and sold the gifts. I almost shredded the check. Once, I asked Kiele about living on Maunalani. She said she does not remember it.

ON THE MORNING OF MY FIFTY-SECOND BIRTHDAY, I FIND the letter from Mom in my mailbox. I am on my way out to walk the dogs. It is two decades after Mandy moved out, and I have not seen Mom since Kiele left for college. I hold the envelope, my eyes tracing the familiar lines of cursive. Thinking of Mom hollows me out, scoops something rotten from my core. I consider opening the envelope, but my Frenchie, Georgie, is pulling at his harness. Olga, the dachshund, growls at a flickering lamp across the street. I return the letter to my mailbox. I will read it when I am done with my walk, when I bring the rest of the mail in.

It is a quarter to six, the sky beginning to gray before the sun shrugs its way over Hawai‘i Loa Ridge. I walk the dogs in the early morning because it is quiet, the sidewalks empty before the circus of pseudo dog trainers descends, air unmarred by the weekday commuters’ exhaust. Dew carpets the zoysia of my neighborhood, and the last of the Christmas lights hang, loose and sagging, from naked plumeria branches. Olga snuffles beside me, her long body wagging. She stops to dig at the corner of the neighbor’s lawn and comes up with an earthworm, which she swallows before Georgie can steal it.

On dark days, when I’m stuck replaying reels of memory, the dogs force me out of bed. I’ve had Georgie for ten years but got Olga after Kiele left. When I first brought her home from the shelter, I found her behavior disgusting, but I’ve learned to laugh at it. I joke that she’s all-natural, my farm-to-table girl. She refuses kibble, preferring to hunt geckos, slugs, and cockroaches, rolling in their dead bodies until she stinks. Once, when she was only a few months old, she killed a rat and dropped it at my feet as I sat on the lanai. I almost scolded her, but stopped—I’d read that dogs bring the dead as an acknowledgment of their devotion. I wrapped the rodent in a garbage bag and tossed it. Sometimes, she reminds me of Kiele, who after we moved to ‘Āina Haina, would sit in the backyard and wait for mangoes to fall. When they did, she’d bite through their skin, ignoring the fruit’s stringy fibers, her fingers sticky with sap.

The two dogs and I make our way out to the main road, stopping every now and then for sniffs. We are headed toward the river, following the path I’ve walked for over a decade. These are some of the last untamed waters on this side of the island, the others scooped out and cemented in. Publicly, the state says that this is to prevent flooding, but I was on the case. Soon after I won the battle in Kalama Valley, I opened my own firm. ‘Āina Haina used to be cattle pasture, and in the 1940s was named by settlers for the dairy farmer who lived here. The land’s real name, though, is Wailupe. Its river is part of the Wailupe Watershed. These brackish waters support native shrimp and goby fish, are the drinking place for O‘ahu’s endangered ‘elepaio. Developing the stream would destroy one of the bird’s last habitats.

Kiele lives in Palm Springs now, where she works as a wilderness therapist. I often lie awake at night, afraid that she will never come back. I worry that I was too strict, scared as I was after Mandy tried to take her. I made so many rules: no sleepovers or dating, no drinking or parties, no license until she was eighteen and needed one for college. Once, we fought on a trip to Australia. She screamed at me in the middle of the Bondi Beach bike path. You are such a control freak! She accused me of making it impossible for her to make lasting friends.

On the main road, the dogs and I cross the street to avoid a Doberman. Olga is afraid of dogs she doesn’t know, and will often egg Georgie into fighting them, screaming like she’s being hurt when they’re not even touching her. When Olga barks, I pick her up. I know about fear, how it grows when others deny the cause of it.

The sky is blue when the dogs and I get to the bridge, though the sun is hidden, burning through the clouds that wrap like scarves around the mountain. Last night it rained, and the river is high. Olga watches it move through the steel railing. Georgie shoves his head between the posts, trying to copy her, and his bat ears press flat against his head. He pants, his throat blocked by his soft palate. We stand there and smell the world as it runs by. There is peace in knowing that the water is on its way to the ocean, where it will rise and fall with the tide, sweep through deep-sea currents, evaporate in the sun, and perhaps one day fall here, in this river, again.

Back home, I bring in the mail. I undo the dogs’ harnesses. I fill their water dish, placing it in the corner, where Georgie shoulders Olga aside, then gags from drinking too quickly. In the kitchen, I open the envelope from Mom. It is a birthday card. One of the ridiculous, glittery ones I might have given Kiele when she was six.

There’s a twenty-dollar bill. Happy birthday, it sings. And then, in Mom’s writing: Get yourself a sundae. I hold the money. I want to be mad. I can’t. It’s ridiculous. I read the note again, then put it in the trash. A fleeting impulse crosses my mind—to call Mom and ask her what this means. I fill the kettle with water for coffee instead.

When the coffee has brewed, I sit on the lanai in my favorite chair. A book about Joshua Tree is spread across my lap. In a few weeks, I will fly to Southern California to visit Kiele. For part of it she wants to camp. The mango leaves dance before me on the tree, twirling in the trade winds. Georgie sits on my feet. Olga crawls into my lap.

Just then, my phone rings. It’s Kiele.

She sings me happy birthday, her voice a register lower than the squeaky card that is now in the trash. When she’s done, she asks how my morning is. I tell her about my walk to the river. I tell her about Olga and the Doberman. I tell her about the card, and once I start, I can’t stop. I tell her everything, from the day Mandy came to the day that she left. And she stays on the line and she listens. When I am done, I wait for her answer to all of it.




Field Dressing

The August after my dad’s death, I went on what would be the last fishing trip with my friend Max. It was one of those days that feels like a pot boiling over, and Max had spent the summer trying to get me on his boat. He and I’d been friends since we met on the playground of Waikīkī Elementary but had grown distant in the past months—ever since he’d driven me home from Dad’s funeral—so when I finally agreed to the trip, Max was stoked.

“Let’s cruise Moloka‘i,” he said. “We can camp on the beach.”

Two weeks later, I found myself on his Whaler. We’d planned to leave at 6 a.m., but Max’s favorite soccer team was doing penalties, so we waited for that, and then for Max to take a shit. By the time we got out it was late morning and the marina looked like a child’s bathtub, bobbing with parasailers and banana boats.

I was grateful for the Dramamine my wife had insisted I take as Max wove through the tourists. We skipped out of the marina, under the bridge that led to Maunalua Bay, and into the open water of Ka‘iwi Channel. My mouth was dry and sour from my coffee, but when I searched the cooler, all I found was bait and beer. The watch on my wrist read 10 a.m.

“I must have forgotten water,” Max said, when I came back with the Bud, but I knew better. “Hand me a brewski,” he said, and I reached back into the cooler to pull another can.

We bounced over the waves of the channel. Each landing sent a shock through my body. It was hard to talk without biting our cheeks or tongues, so we didn’t. We drank our beer the best we could, half of it dribbling down our chins, shooting up my nose.

When Max and I’d met, we were ten. I had just switched schools because of my and Dad’s move to Kapahulu. At recess that day, the bullies had closed on my new-kid smell, their ringleader pinning me to the grass to force a beetle down my throat. Max had been the one to pull him off. From then, I’d followed him on every daredevil whim—from skateboarding the drained swimming pools of Kāhala to night surfing Waikīkī on new moons. In our teens, Max and his twin brother, Mason, had started kayaking, and in our twenties, Max had moved to the mainland to train for the Olympics. I’d thought things between us might change when he came back with the gold, but we kept dirt biking Kahuku. Kept paddling on the same six-man canoe team like he wasn’t the best in the world. When it came time to get married, we even shacked up with best friends.

In the time it took Max and me to cross the channel, we’d each pounded two Buds and a Heineken. At Moloka‘i, we anchored off Pāpōhaku Beach. I tossed our bottles in a garbage bag by the cooler as Max got the poles from the storage compartment up at the boat’s front.

“Here, set this shit up,” he said, when I came to help him.

I took the poles to the stern, where I snapped them into the makeshift flag mounts Max and I’d screwed in a few years earlier, when he’d upgraded from his fifteen-footer. Above, the sun hung, haloed in vog that had blown in from Kīlauea’s eruptions. My head ached from the sulfur, so I took an Advil, then I got my dry bag out and rubbed zinc over my face and neck.

“What are you, a yeti?” Max asked, walking past with a lure box.

I thought of my wife, Roxanne. If she’d been there, she would have teased me for rubbing the sunscreen into my chest hair. She liked to call me her big bear. When we met, I’d been smooth skinned.

A week earlier, I’d asked Roxanne about the fishing trip as she read under the mango tree, laid out on a blanket she’d sewn out of old sheets. We’d finally bought our own house, and the yard was a luxury after years of apartments. Our five-year-old daughter, Lila, played a few feet from us, her finger sticky from snapping heliconia that edged our property.

“I don’t want you to go,” Roxanne had said.

The last time I’d hung out with Max was after Dad’s funeral. We’d sat on the breakwall at Tongg’s, throwing beer bottles into waves we could not see, exchanging memories of the man who’d raised us. We hadn’t left until 2 a.m., when Max had driven me home, swerving through Kalaniana‘ole Highway’s three lanes. I’d tried to open the front door quietly, but Roxanne had been waiting, quietly furious on the couch. Vases of flowers had filled the room, a bed of lasagna set on the coffee table, a single fork dug into its layers.

While I’d been out with Max she’d handled the funeral reception at our house, the people who’d come with condolences for a man she’d barely known. She’d asked me, when I walked in, why I hadn’t called. And then we’d fought, and I pushed her. From the floor, she’d looked up at me, and I’d known I should have felt sorry, but I’d been drunk and mad.

“This always happens after you and Max are together,” she’d said to me then.

At the back of the boat, Max strung the fishing poles. Spidery white circles scarred his back. We’d both spent four decades in the sun, but only he’d developed melanoma, and only he, after the scare, still refused to wear sunblock. Whenever I tried to bully him into it, he scoffed.

“I’d rather burn than be covered in that,” he said.

I slathered more lotion over my arms. “Where we casting, Cap?” I asked.

“Just before the preserve,” he said, his hands twisting the line into a knot.

The preserve on the North Shore protected seabirds then, but before that the mountains had sheltered Kalaupapa, where the United States government sent the people who’d contracted Hansen’s disease—lepers, they’d called them. Dad and I had gone once, the summer before I met Max. The summer Mom had left us. The mules we’d ridden into the valley could barely handle our weight. They slipped with each step, and because I’d never ridden before, I spent the entire time afraid I’d be thrown over the mule’s head. I’d gripped its sides so tightly that when we got to the bottom my quads were shaky. I could barely stand.

Max drove the boat around the western tip of Moloka‘i, taking it slow so the poles wouldn’t fly off or snap.

“I heard Roxanne didn’t go on Michelle’s trip,” he said.

“She couldn’t get time off,” I lied.

Every year, Michelle invited a group to stay in her family home on Maui, and for as long as I’d known her, Roxanne had been on the list. But this time when Roxanne told me about it, she’d said that a weekend spent with Michelle would feel like babysitting. I’d told her to go anyway, thinking it would be good for her to get a break from our life on O‘ahu. I hadn’t understood what she meant.

One of the poles bent, and I stepped forward to check if we’d gotten a bite.

“Roxanne’s been off the radar,” Max said. “You guys good?”

“She’s just stressed,” I lied again.

Roxanne and I had been struggling. Part of it had to do with the fact that she no longer wanted to be friends with Michelle and Max. It started years before, when each of our daughters was born, but in the past few months had finalized. Michelle’s family had old money, their trusts established back when they’d tricked kānaka maoli into buying and selling land. She didn’t understand work, had never had to do it, and ever since Max had married her, it didn’t seem like he did either. Meanwhile, Roxanne took doubles at the hospital where she was a nurse. I loaded freight ships at 4 a.m.

Now that we were parents, Roxanne talked about the emptiness she felt around Michelle and Max. Like the cushion of Michelle’s money meant they didn’t appreciate things, and maybe, she’d said, even other people. I wasn’t sure I agreed with her, but I said I did. And to be honest, I was jealous of the ease with which they lived. This envy made it hard for me to connect with Max. All he wanted was to party, which had been fun when we were kids. But changing a diaper when hungover was miserable. So was dragging a hundred-pound crate of kiwis off a boat.

In the past year, Roxanne had only spent time with Michelle and Max when necessary. This ended up being more than she’d like—our daughters were the same age and went to school together, and Michelle often invited Lila to playdates. At first, Roxanne had passed them off on me, and so I’d go over to Michelle and Max’s house; I’d sit in front of their pool, and drink beers with Max. Lila and I would get home, and Roxanne and I would fight over my drunkenness. Over Lila’s sunburn. In the months since Dad’s funeral, we’d taken to declining the playdates altogether.

I pulled on the taut line of the pole, and it went slack.

“Michelle bought me a Yamaha for my birthday,” Max said as he drove. “It’s got so much power, you can’t believe it.”

“Fuck,” I said. “I forgot.”

“No worries, man,” Max said.

In the past, we’d celebrated his birthday by parking the boat outside of the Kaiser Estate and drunk surfing the break there. This year I’d forgotten, and, when I thought about it, we hadn’t celebrated the year before, or the year before that. I missed how reckless we’d been in our twenties and early thirties, when death was something I’d not yet come to fear.

Max looked at me, and I saw myself reflected in the tint of his sunglasses. Signs of my age were everywhere: in the lines of my forehead, the gray of my chest. He stopped the boat and we stood on the bow, drinking as we cast. Over the next few hours, I perfected my draw, the flick of my wrist. The afternoon was calm with no wind, and in the quiet I thought of my dad and Kalaupapa.

We’d stayed for three days in the valley, guests of Kimo, a resident and my dad’s cousin. Kimo had gotten leprosy as a child and was one of the few who’d qualified for treatment back then. He’d been cured, but the disease left him marked, half his scalp hairless from scars. Though the isolation law had been repealed, he’d stayed on to live in Kalaupapa. At nine years old, his life, to me, had seemed lonely. Had seemed unbearable, which I’d told him the morning after Dad and I rode into the valley. We’d sat on the porch, eating breakfast as my dad slept. I remember Kimo spearing a slice of sweet potato as he considered my statement. Then he’d said that there was nothing in the outside world better than the valley. “This is my home,” he’d said.

Watching his profile chew, I’d seen that bits of his ear were missing. His right pinky was gone. I’d flexed my own fingers under the table, feeling each joint in my hands as it bent.

Off the coast of Moloka‘i, my fishing pole was thin and flexible. It moved like a small whip. Max reeled in a fish that was too small to keep. The water was all glare, reflecting the sun that hung behind us.

“I’m done with this shit,” Max said as he threw the fish back. “Let’s set up camp.”

I was warm and a little hazy from the beer. Casting a final time, I reeled in slowly. The float bounced over the water, breaking the surface.

Sea cliffs rose above us as Max drove into the preserve. Light tumbled over ridges and crags, fell alongside waterfalls, spotlighting the clouds in gold. Kimo’s house was a mile inland from us, maybe less.

When the last of the sun passed over to the west, we drove through the shadows. It felt like we were circling the last corner of Earth, about to plummet into another realm. In the valley, Kimo had told me legends about these waters. How hundreds of years ago, rival ali‘i had disappeared into them.

I pulled on my shirt, and my skin tightened with sunburn despite all the sunscreen I’d applied. Max’s boat rocked in the backwash. I wondered what it would feel like to be swallowed by the ocean.

I found that I did not want to return to the shore.

But then we passed the cliffs. On the coast, an old pickup truck drove alongside us. Soon, we were at the beach, where Max dropped me off with the dry bag of food and his guitar, our sleeping bags held above my head. Usually, we slept on the boat, but I found my stomach had grown sensitive with age, especially when I drank. I found a flat place to sleep while Max anchored offshore.

Kimo was the only family of mine that ended up coming to Dad’s funeral. Dad’s brother had died a few years before, and his parents were long gone. It had been thirty years since I’d seen Kimo and Kalaupapa. When I’d been in high school, Kimo would call every now and then, and he and Dad talked on the phone. Sometimes, on my way to cruise with Max, I’d shout a quick hello through the receiver. When I saw him at the back of the church, he looked the same as he had in Kalaupapa, only the lines around his mouth were deeper, and his grip was shaky when I took his hand.

Max swam through the shorebreak and walked up the beach to find me digging a firepit, using a stick to loosen the hard earth beneath the sand.

“Good shit,” Max said, when he saw the work I’d done. “I’ll get some wood.”

The sun had just set, and the sea was lined in peach and gold. I piled lava rocks and dried coral around the hole I’d dug as Max set off into the overgrown kiawe. Then I sat back to watch the waves curl over the reef, their long tubes breaking into whitewater.

When I’d pushed Roxanne to the ground on the night of Dad’s funeral, she’d taken the lasagna down with her. The Pyrex shattered, and its glass had cut my hands as I tried to clean it. I hadn’t felt anything. I was so drunk that I couldn’t tell what was marinara and what was blood.

The next morning, Roxanne had told me she was done. She was tired of my drinking, of how I acted around Max. She’d said if I couldn’t give it up, couldn’t give him up, she’d leave me. Until this trip, I’d done what she’d wanted.

A honu’s head popped up from the waves before me, and in the distance, Max swore. He emerged from the trees limping, arms piled with driftwood.

“I stepped on haole koa,” he told me, but I wasn’t looking at him. I was looking at my hands, at the scars that, after four months, still looked fresh on my palms.

Max dropped the kindling and put a hand on my shoulder. I felt myself settle into the sand as he pulled a thorn from his foot.

“Fuck, it stings,” he said.

“You should piss on it,” I joked.

“Only if you do first,” he said, and laughed.

I made a hollow pyramid with the wood he’d gathered and Max handed me a lighter from the dry bag. Bunching dried grass like my dad had taught me, I lit it, and soon the flame was eating the wood. We toasted bread, using a metal grill Max had brought to make tuna melts. I felt full from the beer and sick from the boat’s rocking, from thinking of Roxanne and Dad. The sandwiches were dry and hard to swallow. They reminded me of the dried squid Kimo had fed me on my second day in the valley as we’d followed Dad, watching him take soil samples. I’d forgotten floss, and even after brushing that squid had stuck in my teeth, resurfacing in salty, smoked chunks over the three days we’d spent in the Valley, and after we left.

“Try this,” Max said, as I looked down at my half-eaten sandwich.

I took the joint he passed. “Dude, gross,” I said as I took a hit. “You slobbered on it.”

The wood popped as it burned, and Max took the joint back. “Michelle wants me to sign a prenup,” he said.

The waves broke, empty, on the shore behind us.

“But you’re already married,” I said.

“You can make them retroactively or something.” Max wouldn’t look at me. “I think her dad’s worried I’ll go for the trust.”

“Are you getting divorced?” I asked and thought of what Roxanne had said in bed.

“I don’t want to,” Max said.

He finally looked at me, and it was then that I noticed the hollows of his eyes. They’d hidden the whole day behind sunglasses. I wondered how long it had been since he’d slept without weed. Without alcohol.

“Fuck, man,” he said. “I love her.” He flicked the ash at the end of the joint into the fire.

It was in Kalaupapa that Dad told me Mom had left us. That she’d flown back to San Francisco, where they’d met. When we returned to O‘ahu, he took down the family photos. Over time they were replaced with pictures of the two of us. Mom never came back. She never tried to contact me. Before she left, I’d spent most of my time with her. Dad was a geologist, and often worked off-island. His excuse for our trip had been that Kimo wanted to survey some land.

Without Mom, when Dad worked, I was alone for days, weeks at a time. Sometimes I wonder if Max and I would have become friends if Mom had stayed. If I had not been trying to avoid the memory of my mother. In the empty house, stripped of her pictures, the basil she’d grown in our windowsill left out on the curb, it was like she’d never existed, or if she did it was in some untouchable space I could not think of.

Max and Michelle had been married for ten years, two more than me and Roxanne. It had been Max who introduced me to my wife. Roxanne and Michelle had gone to college together in California, which is where they’d become friends. It was a funny coincidence after spending their childhoods on O‘ahu, but that’s how things on the island worked. The thought of Max and Michelle splitting made a fear I’d lodged deep inside me splinter. Since Dad’s funeral I’d worried that Roxanne and I could not make it, that one day I’d return and find her gone, just like my mom.

I exhaled, and through the smoke, Max’s form shimmered.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

We smoked and drank the rest of the beer we’d brought to the beach. The sandwich didn’t look so bad anymore, so I ate it. Max played something on his guitar, and, warm with beer and sunburn, I lay back in the sand. The stars blinked in and out of familiarity—Maui’s curving Fishhook, the soaring frigate of five-starred Cassiopeia.

At Dad’s funeral, Kimo told me that Mom had asked Dad to come with her back to California. It wasn’t us she’d grown tired of, it was the Islands, the claustrophobia of knowing how each day would begin and end. Dad wouldn’t go. He told Kimo that he’d tried to imagine his future in San Francisco and it had been emptier than life on O‘ahu without Mom.

I had wondered, sitting with Max in front of Tongg’s, why Dad had not let me go too.

That night on Pāpōhaku I dreamt of Dad. His face was naked from chemo, hairless. He danced before the fire, and I watched him. He danced around the fire, and I danced with him. The flames jumped, stained blue and purple with salt. Dad stepped into the fire and I followed. My skin blistered as it burned.

When I woke the next morning, ants crawled over my arms and back. I had slept in their nest. I threw off the sleeping bag Max had draped over me and stood, hopping in a circle to brush off the ants. My eyes stung with smoke. The wind had changed overnight and blew what remained of the fire toward me.

“You ready to catch the big fucker?” Max asked.

Coffee and oatmeal balanced on his grill. I blinked, rubbing crust from the corners of my eyes and mouth. My face was swollen from the booze and sun. Max handed me a bowl of oatmeal and I found he’d sprinkled it with brown sugar. A tickle reached up my throat and to my nose as we packed and made our way down to the water, where I waited for Max.

On the boat, my stomach pooled with nausea. The ocean was rough with a swell. We bobbed out of the channel and through the surf, heading to where we’d fished the day before. A pressure built between my eyes. I pushed Max’s hand aside and shoved the throttle up to stop the boat. The contents of my stomach surged as I rushed to the side. Falling to my knees, I retched until nothing but bile dripped from my lips. It floated, foamy, then quickly dispersed into the rough water. As small fish rose to nibble it, Max handed me a plastic cup.

“You had water this whole time?” I asked, irritated.

“That’s melted ice,” he said.

I drank. Then, using the boat’s railing, I stood. “Get me a beer,” I said.

Max handed me one from the cooler. The first sip was foam, but I gulped past that, and soon loosened up. Slowly, Max drove to where we’d sat the day before. In the storage compartment below the wheel, I found a hat, and pulled the flaps over my ears, blocking the glare that snuck around my sunglasses. When we stopped, I went to the bow to cast.

“Don’t fall off,” Max joked, but I didn’t reply. He stayed at the stern.

A few hours later, fishless, we sat at the wheel, under the shade of the Whaler’s canvas. Max ate tuna out of a can. I ripped off small bites of bread, chasing with flat beer. My throat burned from the fish I’d thrown up. A chunk of it was lodged in my sinuses. Everything inside me felt a little too big.

Dad’s cancer had started like Max’s, with melanoma. The doctors had removed the first growths, but they came back, and the second time it metastasized to his brain. They told us he had six months. It stretched on for two years. I’d tried to get him to move in with Roxanne and me, but our apartment was small, and he’d refused. He’d put himself in a home. For my adult life, we had not had a good relationship. I’d always felt he was embarrassed of me, upset that I’d not gone to college as he’d wanted. But his impending death took away my anger, and in the afternoons, after I got off from the docks, I’d pick Lila up from daycare and take her to see him. I’d sit beside his bed, and he’d let my daughter spill his lunch, trying and failing to spoon him whatever mush was on the menu. I tried to forgive him. When he finally passed, he’d left me and Roxanne the money we needed for a down payment. I’d been relieved, then felt guilty he was gone.

Taking my hat off, I scratched the back of my head, the sweat in my hair itching as it dried. “I haven’t drunk since Dad’s funeral,” I admitted to Max.

“Damn, you going soft?” Max teased.

“Maybe,” I said.

Kimo had given me Mom’s number at the funeral. I’d tried to call her when I went to the ER the morning after, holding the phone with my newly stitched hands. I wanted to tell her how Dad had died, asking for her, slipping back to the days before she’d left, and further too, to the house they’d shared in Palo Alto. I’d wanted to tell her about all she’d missed by leaving us. Prove to her I’d turned out all right in spite of her abandonment. But when she picked up, I’d said none of it. Instead, I hung the phone up.

After our makeshift lunch, Max and I cast off the bow together. The boat rolled with waves that bounced off the point. Roxanne was probably awake now. I imagined her in the kitchen making pancakes for Lila, the hollow fluff of the first whisk sending flour over the bowl’s edge.

Max broke the silence to talk about a guy he’d heard of who’d shot himself with a speargun. “Shit went through his jaw,” he said.

“Like, through his brain?” I asked.

“Yep, through his brain,” Max said. “But he could still speak.”

“What about after they got it out?” I asked.

“I don’t know how they did it,” Max said. “But the lucky fucker lived.”

The boat turned in the current and strained against its anchor. I finished my beer and thought of how much force a spear would need to break a man’s jawbone and skull. I wondered if the man had time to hear the bone splinter, or if it had happened too fast. I imagined pushing the spear like one would an arrow, through the meat of the brain, through the skull, stripping the damaged tissue so that when the hole healed, it healed clean, like there had never been a wound.

The bell on one of the stern lines rang, and the line shot out, pulled by whatever had bit. Max threw down his casting pole and ran. Dropping my own pole, I hauled up our anchor. My hands shook with a sudden rush of adrenaline as I joined Max behind the wheel.

“What are you doing? Grab the pole,” Max said. He put the boat in gear.

The reel of the pole emptied in my hands. Max idled in the direction that the fish was pulling. When there were only a few wraps left, I grabbed the handle, and the pole bent. I planted my feet wide and braced my body to reel the fish in.

I pulled in twenty yards of line before Max said I could rest. While I manned the wheel, Max let out the line to begin the process again. By my fourth shift, my hands were raw, my back seizing. A small voice inside me whispered to cut the line. Then the fish turned.

“It’s swimming toward us,” Max yelled. “Get that fucker before he turns again.”

I reeled as fast as I could. The fish began to circle. It was so close I could see the blue and green of its sides change color. Max took the pole.

“I want to finish it,” he said.

I watched Max palm the reel. For a second, I hoped the line would break. I thought about cutting the line myself. But then I remembered how his eyes had looked last night, across the fire. How his hands had shook as he’d handed me the joint. The bigeye tuna slammed against the Whaler.

“The gaff!” Max said.

The curved pole was hot from the sun. I hooked the tuna through its gills and pulled. It was sixty pounds, the biggest Max and I had ever caught. Kneeling, I held the fish’s writhing body. Its fins tore the skin of my forearms. In his excitement, Max forgot about his club and bashed the fish’s head in with an empty bottle of Heineken. The glass cracked, but did not shatter. Sweat dripped from my scalp and down to my forehead, stinging my eyes as the ahi’s sides faded to silver.

Its body was too big for the cooler, so we anchored again. Max dressed the fish, and its blood spilled over the white floor of the Whaler, ran down into the ocean through the drain in the back. I couldn’t bring myself to cut, thinking, each time I held the knife, of my bloodied, glass-torn hands.

When Max stood, his eyes were flaming, red from the sun. “We did it,” he said.

Behind him, the ocean spit in white, foamy crests.

We drove home that night, exhausted, a day before we’d planned. The hour and a half passed so quickly I don’t remember much. What I do remember is the sun drowning in the haze blown in by the Kona winds. Across the water, its light stretched as if it were reaching—for us, or past us, toward whatever lost youth we’d spent.

When we got back to the marina, to the house where Max and Michelle lived, I was so tired, so hungover that I stumbled, dragging my legs off the boat and onto the dock. I tied the boat up, then Max and I unpacked.

Inside their house, Michelle sat in front of the TV. Holding a bottle of white wine, she toasted our entrance. “To the weekend warriors,” she said.

Max sat on the couch beside her. He threw an armful of bloody Ziplocs on the coffee table, keeping one to open.

“Here, take a bite,” he said, offering her a hunk of raw ahi.

Blood dripped from the fish and onto her white shirt.

“Max,” she said, and pushed him away. “That’s going to stain.” The half-drunk wine bottle clinked on the glass coffee table. “Now I have to change.” She walked out of the living room and down the hall, to their bedroom in the back.

In the kitchen sink, I washed the blood off the Ziplocs of fish, putting half in the fridge and half in a plastic bag. When I turned to look back into the living room, Max sat alone on the couch, eating tuna with his hands.

“You wanna stay for dinner?” he asked.

Through the wall, I heard Max’s daughter talking to her stuffed animals. I thought of the yelp the bully had given when Max had pulled him off me by his hair decades before. The heat of Max’s dirt bike behind mine, forcing me to open my throttle, racing up the hills of Kahuku. I thought of Lila and Roxanne lying in bed, the spine of a book creasing Roxanne’s thigh as she read a bedtime story to our daughter.

“I should head home,” I said.

Max made me promise to come back soon. Said we’d fish again, maybe off the blowhole. Before I left, I called goodbye to Michelle, but she didn’t answer.

Back home, I walked in to Roxanne slicing onions in the kitchen, goggles over her eyes to stop the tears. She didn’t look up, still mad I’d left her for Max. For one of the first times, I didn’t blame her.

Lila climbed down from her stool and ran to me. “Daddy,” she said.

She hugged my knees. I bent to kiss the top of her head, and she sniffed.

“You stink,” she said, holding my face in her hands, and I laughed.

The water that ran from my legs and down to the basin of the tub was brown. Scrubbing myself pink, I wondered how much of it was from Moloka‘i’s dirty sand, how much from the ahi’s blood.

In the kitchen, I fried the fish in butter and lemon as Roxanne sautéed the onions she’d cut with bok choy and garlic. The silence between us was hot, but Lila was oblivious. Every now and then, Lila would pretend to help us cook, sprinkling whatever spice was closest over Roxanne’s pan. By accident, she dumped cinnamon instead of cayenne, and for a moment the kitchen filled with its sweetness. Roxanne scooped it out before it could ruin the vegetables.

When the fish was done, we took our plates to the lanai and sat on the floor around the coffee table. Roxanne took her first bite of fish and laughed. She put a hand to her mouth.

“You overcooked it,” she said.

I took a bite. The ahi was too tart and dry. Spitting into my napkin, I felt my shoulders bunch with disappointment.

“Can we make Dino Nuggets?” Lila asked.

“We’re going to eat the fish,” Roxanne said. “Dad worked hard for it.”

She took my hand across the coffee table. I was forgiven. Not for everything, but for leaving that weekend. For going back to Max. Later, in bed, after she’d read to Lila and I’d cleaned the kitchen, Roxanne snuggled into me, tucking her head between my chin and chest.

“I love you,” she whispered, as she fell asleep.

I told her I loved her too. But I could not sleep. She had forgotten to brush her teeth, and her breath was sour with the smell of the fish that Max and I had wrestled and killed on the Whaler. The animal that had once been warm and alive, and now was sitting in our freezer, where, over the next few months, we would forget it. By the time we found it again, Max and Michelle would be divorced. The ahi would have freezer burn. We’d throw the fish in the trash.




After Ivan

I met Ivan in Cuba, three years before I quit kayaking and nearly a decade after my brother—Max—and I found the man in the canal. We were in Havana to qualify for Worlds. It was 1989, and the sport had begun to sour for me in the heat of Max’s glory, so instead of spending the night as I should have—watching film, visualizing—I took to wandering the halls, looking for something or someone to get lost in.

The hotel we stayed in was more of an apartment complex, a large private estate subdivided by the government. I followed the sharp smell of cooking tomatoes down the stairs. The bottom floor had been renovated into a long rectangular cafeteria, and at first glance I thought the room was empty. I was momentarily upset, not wanting to return to the suite I shared with Max. Then I saw Ivan. He was the best kayaker in the world back then, and he was without his KGB handlers. I let the lady behind the counter serve me her slop.

I walked up to Ivan. I said hello.

He sat, curved around his meal, elbows anchored to the splintered wood of an old table. It was early enough in the night that I didn’t feel like I was risking anything for the next day’s races, and I wanted a distraction, so I sat. Out of the corner of my eye I watched him. The only sound in the room was the spoon on his lips.

We’d been taught not to trust the Soviets. They were funding the races that year, what turned out to be a last hurrah before the fall of the Berlin Wall, and their deficiency was apparent in every step: the dusty corners, the threadbare sheets, the murky water Max and I dropped iodine tablets into. If I was lucky, the meat in the chili in front of me was horse. If I wasn’t, it was dog. I took a bite anyway, trying to impress him.

A sharp pain pricked my gum, and I pulled a small, crooked bone from my mouth.

When Max and I were boys in Hawai‘i, our mother fed us peanut butter sandwiches, and sometimes the bread was moldy, green spots blooming over its uneven slices. She joked that it was good for us, a dose of penicillin. I wanted to gag on the bone. I didn’t. Because of my mother, I can stomach almost anything.

Across from me, Ivan clenched his jaw. The dimple in his chin deepened. He looked at the bone, then at me. I noticed his blond hair, shorn close to his head, and wondered what it would feel like under my hand. He let his spoon clatter on the now-empty tray.

“Definitely foot,” he said. The arc of his pectoral muscles rose and fell through the thin nylon of his practice sweats. “From dog.”

I swallowed, and my mouth swam with the coppery taste of blood.

He held out his hand and told me his name like I didn’t know it. Like I hadn’t been watching him all these years. He asked what they called me.

“Mason,” I said, and took his dry, calloused hand.

I remembered the first time I saw him, eight years earlier in France. He’d made it to the finals, and I’d watched in anticipation as he approached the starting line in his boat, his eighteen-year-old body long and slim. His gaze had swept the shore and landed on me.

We talked about everything but the races that first night in Cuba. Ivan was fascinated by my descriptions of Hawai‘i’s seasons—summers spinning with hurricanes, nonexistent falls, wet winters that exploded into flowery springs. He had never lived in a place where even winter could be warm and humid. He asked if it was like Cuba. I told him it was similar enough.

Ivan said he was from Volgograd, a city on a river, where the water ran so fast it didn’t freeze. He was close enough that I could feel the air move as he gestured. His hands were huge, flying about, and when he got particularly excited, like he did when mentioning the river, the tips of his ears reddened.

I had no idea where Volgograd was. Max and I had grown up next to the Ala Wai Canal, where we’d first learned to kayak. The canal was full of stench and tilapia and threatened us with flesh-eating bacteria on the days the sewers burst from the pressure of the rain.

THE NEXT DAY WAS HOT, UNBEARABLY SO. MAX AND I WERE alone, the rest of the team still eating breakfast. After each drill, we splashed handfuls of water over ourselves. My entire body was slick with sweat. I had soaked through the navy neoprene of my shorts, and all I wanted was to be in the water, not paddling over it. Wrapping my legs around the boat to balance, I stuck my head in the canal, holding my sunglasses to keep them clean.

It was then that Ivan paddled past, leading the group of Soviets. When he saw me, he smiled and waved. “Mason.” He was even more beautiful in the sun.

In the hours since our conversation, I’d thought only of him. I had counted on spotting Ivan from afar, had hoped to prepare myself before he saw me. Tucking my legs into my kayak’s footwells, I waved back, knees shaky. Max watched as I leaned on my paddle to steady myself, his brow an unreadable furrow. I reminded myself to breathe.

“You met Ivan?” Max asked, once the Soviets had passed.

I shrugged, attempted indifference. My heart thumped in my chest. “I sat with him in the cafeteria last night.”

Max looked at the receding Soviets. I knew he resented my secrets. My homosexuality was something he didn’t understand. And even if he had, telling Max about Ivan would chip the gloss off the crush I had. It wouldn’t be mine. It would be just another thing I shared with Max.

Our boats rose and fell in the Soviets’ wake. I watched Ivan’s form, how his blade entered the water. There was a beauty to his catch that I would never attain. He threw his hip forward in time with his arm, and the muscles in his body tensed, plumes of water flying as he propelled himself. Each stroke was timed perfectly, smooth.

“He’s going to beat us,” I murmured. “He’s going to win everything.”

Max said nothing, but I was right.

All three of us made it to the finals. Ivan had the fastest time and sat in the middle, the best lane, with Max and I on either side, our boats separated by yellow marker buoys. We held our paddles in the air, ready. When the starting gun went off, we were pulling, the first few strokes heavy as cement. Then the water was moving below us like a conveyor belt. Ivan worked his way to the front within the first hundred yards, Max half a boat behind. I started strong but soon began to slow, the day’s races and my sleepless night catching up to me. Pulling too hard, the muscles in my neck strained, cramping into microtears. One of the Germans passed me, then a Frenchman. I came in fifth, far behind Ivan and my brother. My lungs burned, my sinuses and throat molten. I slowly paddled over to Max, who sat in his boat, bent at the waist.

“You okay?” I asked.

I put a hand on Max’s back, but my eyes were on Ivan. He was already pulling himself out of the water.

An hour later, atop the podium, Ivan stood tall, not bowing for the gold. The man presenting it was forced to stand on the tips of his toes, creasing his polished shoes to get the medal around Ivan’s neck. I snorted at the man’s clumsy effort, and Max, ducking his head for the silver, glared. After the pictures were taken, I was allowed to approach the podium. I walked up to Ivan, who towered over me, and my body hummed, thrilled at being so close.

“This is your brother?” Ivan asked, gesturing to Max, who stood beside him.

“Yeah,” I said.

“They let you both kayak?”

Ivan’s gaze moved between us, and a familiar look settled into his eyes. He was looking for the identifying factor, the thing that would tell us apart. I swallowed past the rock in my throat and told him that the coaches liked having both of us on the team. Because we were identical, it was easier to teach us form. I wanted to tell him how different we were.

“Ah,” he said. “Same bodies, same twist, same catch.”

“Exactly,” I said.

Ivan raised his medal. I noticed then how old his jersey was. On television, the Soviets’ uniforms looked nice and clean, but in person I could see his was stained brown at the armpits and had a hole in the left sleeve.

“For my country,” he said wryly, then dropped the medal. “It will take care of my family.”

I wondered if what we’d heard about the Soviet athletes was true. I’d thought the rumors were a product of American nationalism, but Ivan seemed to be saying that it was as I’d been told—that the Soviets who competed were kept against their will.

The men in suits appeared, and Ivan sighed. “I must be going,” he said. “But I will see you both soon? In Florida?”

The races in Miami were six weeks away, which in that moment felt like forever. Ivan took the stairs down from the podium, one stride for every two steps. His blond head wove like a torch through the crowd.

WHILE I PACKED, MAX DRANK ON THE ROOF WITH THE Europeans. He’d lazily rolled his still-wet things into a ball in his duffel bag, and I knew they would stink, so I took them out and hung them from the window to dry.

Out of all the places Max and I had traveled, Havana reminded me most of home. We’d flown here from California many times over the past few years, more than we’d returned to O‘ahu, and while at first the scenery was a comfort—avenues lined with palms and littered with noni, window boxes stuffed with popcorn orchids, variegated bromeliads, and long smooth stalks of aloe—it had turned oppressive, reminding me of what we’d left. Looking at the mango trees growing in the park below our window, I felt a tightening in my chest. I decided to go for a walk.

I discovered Ivan where I least expected, leaning against the wall of our hotel with a lit cigarette. He scrambled up at the sound of the stairwell door opening. When he saw it was me, he relaxed.

“Mason,” he said. “Smoke?” He offered me the cigarette. In his left hand he held what looked like a sketchbook.

I tried to hide the rush I felt when he’d said my name, when he’d known it was me and not Max. I took the cigarette and inhaled, then choked. “What is this?” I asked, coughing.

He laughed. “Populars. Sold in Cuba only,” he said.

I took another drag and kept it in. I passed the cigarette back. “I didn’t know you smoked,” I said, exhaling.

“We are not allowed,” he said. “They say it hurts our chance at competing.”

“They’re probably right,” I said.

“Yes,” he agreed. “But right is not always good.”

I looked up at the sky, which had clouded.

“You seem bothered,” Ivan said.

“What do you mean?” I asked, looking back at him.

“You are here, with me, smoking this”—he held up the Popular—“instead of fancy Cuban cigars with the other Americans.”

“I needed some space,” I said.

We passed the cigarette back and forth. Down the alley and across the street, a large banyan tree grew in the park square, the ropes of its roots tethering it to the earth. I thought of the same trees that grew near the Ala Wai, how they’d been fruiting the morning Max and I found the man, their fibrous figs smashed to red pulp beneath our feet.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Ivan braced the notebook against his chest, his pencil slashing the paper in quick, violent arcs. Tearing the page out, he handed it over.

It was me.

He stepped close. His elbow pressed mine. “You have a mark on your ear,” he said.

“It’s from when I was a kid,” I told him.

“I wonder,” he said, “what cut you deep enough then to leave a scar?”

Just then, it began to rain. Hard, like it did back in the Islands—breaking the sky open and soaking everything. I stuffed the drawing in my shorts pocket to keep it dry. I dropped Ivan’s cigarette and ground it out as he looked through the dumpster. He pulled out a cardboard box and held it over us.

“We had no money for paint,” he said softly, “so my parents bought me chalk. I drew inside, on the walls of the apartment, where nobody could see.”

The raindrops splashed up from the cobbled ground and onto my bare legs. Guiltily, I remembered the colored paper my mother had brought home for Max and me, the drawer of colored pencils that she’d scavenged from her job as a custodian at the Honolulu Academy of Art. We’d left them unused in the drawer of our shared desk.

I imagined Ivan as a little boy, scrawling furiously across the walls, desperate to make a mark.

When the rain stopped, Ivan dropped the soggy cardboard. He raised a hand, and for a moment I thought he was going to touch my cheek, but instead he wiped something from my lips with his thumb.

“Ash,” he told me. And then he opened the door to the stairwell and left.

I SPENT THE REST OF THE EVENING IN THE FOUNTAIN ACROSS from the hotel, drunk and partying with the French. Max sat on the top tier, his legs wrapped around the waterspout, a bottle of rum in one hand, cigar in the other. I sat in the basin, hands full of pennies, wondering if Ivan was alone in his room or if the KGB had already moved him to wherever they would train in the six weeks before Florida. The steady beat of techno rippled the fountain’s water, and around me people spun in varying stages of intoxication. At some point one of the Frenchmen pulled me close and we danced, splashing through the water. Cigar smoke spilled from Max’s mouth and billowed around his ears as he watched. I leaned into the man so we were hip to hip, trying to feel something. It was nothing like the jolt I’d gotten standing near Ivan. When the Cuban police came, Max and I ran from them in nothing but our boxers. We nearly slipped on the cobblestones of the alley and sprinted up the stairs, fountain water dripping down our legs. We collapsed, still wet, in our beds.

The next day, Max was so hungover I had to push him through the airport in a wheelchair. We made it onto the plane, and the rest of the team pretended not to notice our smell—sweet liquor, chlorine, smoke, and the sour scent of sweat that had been left to dry. I helped Max into his seat, where he fell asleep as I loaded our duffels into the overhead. Sitting in my own seat, I reached for a mint from my pocket.

Out came Ivan’s drawing, creased and water warped. As I smoothed it on the back of the seat in front of me, the plane rumbled down the strip and, moments later, took to the air.

MAX AND I TRAINED IN CALIFORNIA FOR THE NEXT SIX weeks. When we weren’t traveling, we lived in a mobile home in Newport, a few miles from the aquatic center. The fall of 1989 was warm, the driest Southern California had seen in decades, a precursor to the fires that would soon swallow the state, and the grass of our trailer park was long, full of leaves and the deadheads of flowers. We kayaked in the morning, in the evening, in the middle of the day—any leftover time we had spent asleep or studying for the college classes we took twice a week at Long Beach. Max was thinking of becoming a lawyer. I wanted to move home and teach PE.

I thought often of Ivan: where he was, how his training was going, if he had flown home to the city by the river, or if, for convenience, he and the other Soviets had stayed in Cuba. I thought of him when I was in the weight room, in class, on the water. Before bed I stared at the drawing I’d pinned on the peeling wall of our mobile home. I thought of Ivan and wondered if he thought of me.

Max and I flew to Miami in October. It was a red-eye, and though Max and the rest of the team slept, I couldn’t, too nervous to see Ivan again, and soon. I thought of how I might greet him, what he might say when he saw me. When we landed in Miami, I was a mess of nerves, convinced Ivan was around every corner. I worried he’d come upon me unexpectedly like he had in Cuba or, worse, that he’d have forgotten me and the moments we shared.

Max thought my nerves were about the races.

“Don’t worry,” he said once we’d gotten to our hotel. “You’re going to qualify.”

I’d always hated Florida—its flatness, the women who called me dear, the gnats that buzzed in its dirty sand. I longed for the clean air of the Ko‘olau, the white sand of Makapu‘u Beach. I didn’t know it yet, but I was tired of chasing a dream I no longer believed in. Max had already qualified for Worlds that year, but I was just on the brink.

For the first five days we were in Miami, Max partied. I spent that time pretending to train. Really, I looked for Ivan, desperate, thinking maybe he’d changed his mind about competing in Florida, that the Soviets had decided to rest him for Worlds instead of having him enter a race he didn’t need to win.

On the day the trials began, Max slept in, hungover from the night before. For an hour after breakfast I waited, thinking he’d wake, but he continued to snore, so I left him.

I jogged the half mile to the beach park. The rest of the team had already left to set up our tent and scope out the lanes. They wanted to see which ones were best, which way the wind blew, how the current was flowing. But before I could get to the tent, I saw Ivan on the jetty.

He wore his practice sweats, the same ones he had on the day we’d met in Cuba. He’d lost weight. His clothes hung from him, like sheets on a line. He was surrounded by other Soviet athletes and the KGB.

“Ivan,” I said, slowing my stride.

He turned. It was then that I saw the extent of his weight loss, the deep pits in his cheeks.

“Mason,” he said, and the skin of his face cracked into a smile. “How are you?”

I tried not to stare at how his collarbone peeked over the neck of his shirt, its outline breaking the skin like a bird’s wing. “Where have you been?” I asked. “I’ve looked for you.”

“We’ve been training,” Ivan said.

One of the men in suits watched us. Ivan stepped closer. I could feel the heat of his body. I asked if he was okay. It wasn’t the right question. I should’ve asked how I could help, what it was that he needed from me.

He looked out at the wide canal where a white Whaler idled, dropping race buoys.

“They do not hurt me,” he said, finally. “But it is hard to train, to race. I am hungry, you know?”

And I did know. There were nights in our childhood when Max and I had gone to bed with gnawing, hungry bellies. Once, in the middle of the night, I found my father pouring water into a milk carton to make it last.

I looked around. “We could go there,” I offered, pointing at a diner across the street. I had forgotten the KGB.

Ivan slapped my hand down. “Do you not understand?” he hissed. “Are you trying to make them angry?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, and he shook his head.

The anger fell from his face, replaced by something else. Sadness, perhaps. Acceptance maybe.

“They will notice if I leave,” he told me, nodding to the man who watched us. “Thank you, though.” Ivan put a hand on my shoulder. “That is very kind.”

I felt the weight of his fingers press through my sweaty shirt and thought of Cuba—his face close to mine, the steam of rain rising. He smiled sadly and removed his hand. I missed its presence immediately.

“I will see you on the water,” he said.

“Okay,” I said, and looking down, noticed his old, too-small shoes. The tops of them were cut open, his socked toes out for me to see. I measured his feet quickly with my eyes and realized he and I were the same size.

“Where are you staying?” I asked.

He told me the name of his motel, only two blocks from where Max and I had been put up. I asked him for his room number and he told me. Before he could ask why, I said goodbye. I jogged away from Ivan, down the jetty, to where the rest of the American team had gathered, ready to race.

My heat was first. I warmed up on the water alone, Max MIA. The water was murky, and every now and then I thought I saw a dark shape dart beneath me. When I got to the start, I wasn’t ready, muscles tight from seeing Ivan. I won all the same. Ivan’s heat was next, and I watched as he ripped through the water, so fast he left a wake. One of the other, slower kayakers got caught in it, flipped, and I hoped the darkness I’d seen was just a lack of light. When Max finally appeared, it was ten minutes before his heat. His eyes were drawn with rings of sleep.

“What have you been doing?” I hissed, dragging him to his boat before the coaches could interrogate him. I didn’t want them to know he’d been drinking.

He yawned. “Sleeping.”

I shoved his paddle in his hands and helped him carry his boat to the dock. He pushed off into the water, and I watched as he paddled in tippy circles. But he was good when he needed to be. Once the racing gun went off, he was sure and speedy. His paddle moved across the water in a blur, and when he crossed the line it was in first place. Momentarily, I was jealous that he could drink all night and still win. Then I was grateful he hadn’t failed me. The rest of the day was more of the same, the three of us winning, none of us racing each other. By the end of the day, Max looked about dead. We took the bus back and rode the elevator to our room in silence.

“What do you want to eat?” Max asked, collapsing on the couch.

“You decide,” I said. “I have to do something.” I gathered three boxes of PowerBars from our sponsors and picked up my extra pair of shoes by their laces. “I’ll be back. Just order me whatever you’re getting.”

“Okay,” Max said, eyes on the TV. “Where are you going?”

“To see a friend,” I said.

After a pause he asked, “Are you going to see Ivan?”

I turned, my hand on the doorknob. Max’s face was drawn, uncharacteristically serious.

“Why?”

“If you are, it’s selfish,” Max said. “Do you know what they do to Soviets who befriend Americans?”

I did.

“They’ll ruin his life,” he said. “When they see you with Ivan, they’ll think he’s defecting. They won’t let him compete. Do you want that?”

I didn’t.

“We’re on the national team.” Max was angry now. “We’re going to make the Olympics! Isn’t this what you wanted?” he shouted.

I had no answer to that. All I knew was what I wanted at that moment.

I was out the door and down the stairs before Max could stop me. Then I walked the two blocks to the motel, counting my steps, nervous and thinking of Ivan, wondering if he’d be alone, if he’d be there with KGB, if he’d even want to see me, wondering if maybe Max was right, and I was wrong to take the risk.

I rang the bell. Ivan answered the door, breathless. “Mason? What are you doing here?” he asked.

“I brought you this.” I held out the shoes and the PowerBars.

He checked to see if anyone had seen us. Then he waved me in.

The room was smoky, big, with a kitchen and dining room, the bedrooms hidden behind doors. The tables and counters were covered in takeout boxes, pillows of the couch torn and thrown around the room. I could hear a TV from another room playing. The only clean place was against the wall, where a sheet was laid across the floor, a towel rolled into a tight cylinder. Beside it, a duffel bag lay open with nothing inside but mismatched socks and a red racing jersey. I held the PowerBars and shoes in my arms, not wanting to put them on the dirty table.

“Where is everyone?” I asked.

“My comrades are out getting food,” Ivan said.

“And they left you?” I was surprised.

“They’ll be back soon,” he said.

“What about the other athletes?”

“They are away, in other rooms,” he told me.

I looked around.

“My comrades are.” Ivan paused, embarrassed. “What is the word? Messy,” he said. “At least when they drink, which they have been doing much of recently.”

“Oh,” I said. I looked at him, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. I held out the shoes and the boxes of bars. “Here.”

He took them from me, measuring the shoes in his hands. “Thank you.” He looked at the couch, its cushions stained and covered in the crusted remains of food. “I would offer you to sit, but I am afraid it is ruined.”

“That’s okay.” I looked again at the sheet and pillow. “Is that where you sleep?”

His face bloomed red. “Yes,” he said.

“What about the bedroom?”

“My comrades sleep there,” he told me.

I thought of the KGB, out gorging themselves, coming in late and trashing the room, laid out in beds that Ivan should be in. I was angry at their obvious disregard for Ivan’s humanity. They didn’t care about him like I did. I wanted to protect him. But I couldn’t. All I could be was mad, the hopeless kind that writhes and beats its wings.

We were quiet a moment before he spoke again, raising his eyes to look in mine. “If you don’t mind, we can sit on the ground.”

I agreed, and we sat on his makeshift bed. He stared at the PowerBars, then back at me, then at the PowerBars again, and in spite of my anger, I smiled.

“Eat,” I said.

“Do you want?” He held a bar out to me.

“No, no.” I shook my head. “Those are for you.”

He shoved it in his mouth, biting nearly half off at once. “Very good,” he said.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t bring more,” I said. The bars were chalky at best.

He finished the bar in two bites, then a second and a third, only stopping after he had eaten the first box. He leaned back into the wall, his legs stretched before him, the hairs of them blond and curly. The wrappers lay in a silvery pile. I looked at his bare feet. Like Max and I, he had a long callous on his heel from the kayak’s foot pedals.

“Why don’t you try on the shoes?” I suggested.

He put on a pair of black socks and pulled on the shoes. He flexed his toes.

“Nice,” he said.

“You have to stand in them.” I motioned him up.

I felt his toes, like my mom had for Max and me when we were young. I told him to walk across the room to be sure.

“These are the best shoes I’ve had,” he told me.

I wanted to say something, anything. I wanted to tell him how I felt, the thud of my heart in my chest. How I’d thought of him every day, every night in the six weeks since Cuba. How when I watched him race, the skill with which he moved across the water, it reminded me of why I loved kayaking. I opened my mouth to say all this, but before I could, Ivan leaned down. He kissed me.

And then the door opened.

Ivan pulled away. He turned to the door and backed me into the wall, arms out as if he could protect me. The KGB didn’t see us at first. They held the necks of beers in their hands and were drunk, eyes glassy as marbles. Then one of them spotted me.

He slammed his beer down. Foam spilled over its glass lip as he swept his hand across the table, knocking a box of half-eaten takeout to the floor. He shouted in Russian.

“I don’t understand,” I said, and his face splotched.

“Who are you?” he asked, and I told him. “American?” he asked, and I said yes.

He wanted to know what I was doing there, and I tried to explain about the shoes and food, thinking the whole time about what Max had said, how wrong I had been. When the Soviet man saw the PowerBar wrappers, he grew redder, nearly apoplectic.

“You try to defect him?” he yelled. “Ivan will not. Ivan is best in world. He is Soviet forever.”

I felt my fear mix with anger at this notion of possession.

“Mason,” Ivan said, “please leave.”

I looked at him standing against the wall. One of the shoes I’d given him had come untied. I didn’t want to leave him, but he motioned to the door.

“I will see you tomorrow,” he said.

The suited men glared, mustaches bristling.

“Okay,” I said, and walked out the door.

I wish I had been stronger, braver. I wish I had tried to help him, even if it had been something as stupid as fighting and losing to the KGB. Instead, I left without even closing the door. Russian shouting followed me down the path and to the parking lot. Out of sight, I ran through the maze of parked cars, down the two blocks, thinking of Ivan the whole time, wondering what the KGB were saying, what they would do to him.

Max was sitting on the couch when I opened our motel room’s door. He held a burger, the greasy remains of fries in a Styrofoam container in his lap. On the TV, motorcycles circled a dirt track.

“Your face is red,” Max said, his mouth padded with beef.

“I was running,” I said, expecting him to ask about the missing PowerBars, the shoes. To bring up the conversation I’d left. My heart pounded in the roof of my mouth. My nostrils flared to hide my gasping breaths.

I turned to the table, where another Styrofoam box sat. “Is this for me?”

Opening the box, I wondered what he would say if I told him Ivan had just kissed me. If I told him how much I’d liked it. I wondered if he’d be angry, righteous even, if he knew how Ivan and I had been found.

I turned to face my brother. Behind him a commentator interviewed the winner of the race. The man said something about his wife back home, about the baby he’d just had, told the fans how much he loved them. I wondered what it would feel like to live a life as easy as that.

“Are you okay?” Max asked.

I told him I was fine. He turned back to the television.

In the bathroom, I locked the door. My face pulsed in the mirror. Stripping out of my clothes, I turned the shower as cold as I could and stood under it. Then I curled into a ball, hands on my head. Sitting on the floor, I thought of Ivan’s lips and waited for my heartbeat to retreat from my cheeks and back to my chest.

THE NEXT DAY I WATCHED THE LAST RACE FROM THE JETTY where Ivan and I had stood the day before. I had been beaten in the semifinals, losing to a heat of Chileans.

I knew something was wrong from the start. Max was cocky, winking at someone under the American tent. Ivan wouldn’t look up. His eyes should have been on the finish line, and instead they were on the water in front of him. My stomach bunched.

When the gun went off, Ivan cut through the water, and I thought at first that I’d been wrong. He was so far ahead that I let myself breathe, but then something broke at the second-to-last buoy. His elbows dropped, and the windmill of his arms slowed. Without the pressure of his strokes, his boat lifted in the water, and he lost even more speed. He tried to regain it, muscling his way through the sludge, but Max had already passed. I grabbed the jetty’s railing.

At the finish line, Max’s boat crossed nanoseconds before Ivan’s. A cheer ballooned from the American tent, bursting over the canal. Max pumped his paddle in the air. My teeth clenched as Ivan slumped over in his boat, head to his knees. He was crying.

“The Star-Spangled Banner” played as Max stood atop the podium. My eyes were on Ivan, who stood on the second step. His head hung, not rising even for the medal. After the anthem stopped, I looked for him, but Max leaped off the podium and threw his arm around me. A camera’s flash took my sight, and by the time I regained it, the Soviets had left. The event’s staff had begun to pack up their tent. Ivan was gone. I wouldn’t see him again.

A FEW MONTHS LATER MAX AND I TOOK A TRAIN TO POLAND for Worlds. Miraculously, I had qualified, one of the other kayakers forfeiting their spot. Though I wasn’t sure about the race, I was anxious to see Ivan.

The train ride was five hours, from Berlin to a small city outside Warsaw, and for the first thirty minutes it was smooth. We chatted with the other paddlers, mostly French. They offered us cheese and fresh bread, and I forgot myself, laughing. One of them opened a bottle of wine, and we started to drink. Then a second and a third were opened, and soon we were drunk. I was unraveling, buzzed, the warmth spreading out from my chest. Without thinking, I asked about Ivan, if they knew where he was, if he’d be at Worlds competing.

“You have not heard?” one of the Frenchmen said, waving his glass of wine like a paintbrush. Red sloshed and stained his white shirt. “Ivan is dead.”

I had just taken a bite of bread and felt it stick in my throat.

“They found him in Volgograd. He was in his boat, floating.”

I blinked, and we crossed where the Berlin Wall should have been. The tracks below us changed from the smooth steel of West Berlin to the grooved wood of the East. Wine spilled, food fell from the makeshift tables we had built from our knees. People dropped to the ground around me, grabbing at the falling food and wine. I watched them, gripping my armrest. For a moment it felt as if the tracks had disappeared, as if there were nothing solid beneath us. I looked down to check that the floor was still there. When I looked up, I locked eyes with Max.

TEN YEARS BEFORE CUBA, MAX AND I WAKE BEFORE THE sun. We run from the apartment, down Niu Street and across the bridge to the Ala Wai Canal boathouse, in board shorts and barefoot, our soles thick and calloused from the crumbling asphalt road. Pulling the kayaks from their racks, we balance the boats on our right and hold the paddles in our left hands. At the water, the plastic docks rock beneath our uneven steps.

We slip into our boats—me first, Max next—and tighten our foot straps. Then we paddle slowly up the canal, warming our bodies. In the mangroves to our right, I hear the rustle of duck’s feathers. Mist rises from the water.

The summer sun hides behind Diamond Head, the gray light of predawn whispering through the coconut trees. In the water ahead of me, something bobs. I paddle toward it slowly and pull up beside, careful not to scratch my boat on the canal wall.

It is wrapped in a sheet and floats off-balance, one side weighed down. Reaching with my paddle, I hook it, tug at the heavy end with my hands. Max calls out. A bag of something comes loose and zigzags down, sinking to the silty canal floor. The flotsam floats higher, and I pull the sheet from it. When it is finished unrolling, I squint, and it is a body. It is flesh. It is a man. His mouth rots in sores at the edges of his lips. His translucent eyelids stare at me, glowing and webbed with dark veins. I try to push myself away, and the blade of my paddle slices his water-soaked flesh.

I hear Max beside me. He sculls, and the water below us moves. We look at each other as the smell of the man surrounds us.

Turning my kayak, I paddle away from the wall and the man. Max follows. His stern scrapes against the lava rocks. We are fifteen years old. Above us, the sun rises, burning up the mist. We sit and watch the world wake up—tourists trace the path at the water’s edge, mopeds weave through morning traffic, ducks skim the water’s surface. An older man paddles past, under the bridge and out to the ocean. Max looks at his watch.

“Ready?” he asks.

I am not ready, but I nod.

We sprint up and down the canal, again and again, the man’s face always just in front, just behind, chasing us. My heart pumps so hard I can feel it in my teeth. I think of the man with every stroke, as my paddle cuts the water. My terror makes me fast, and I beat Max in every sprint.

We paddle under the bridge to cool down, following the water out to the ocean. At the channel, we stop, our flatwater kayaks too weak to brave the waves. Small children sail in the lagoon around us, jibing and tacking through the stagnant water. Moon jellies float. We wait for the kids to pass, then head back to the boathouse in silence.

The next morning, we walk as we did the day before, down Niu, across the bridge, but when we get to the boathouse, there are police and yellow tape. Steam pools around a body that lies on the dock, and my stomach curls. It is the man.

Max and I do not speak of the body. We do not speak of Ivan, of the night I came back breathless or my reaction on the train. I quit kayaking, do not teach PE as I had planned, choose instead to fly planes and move to Arizona, where long stretches of desert replace the waters of my youth. Max wins in Barcelona, then, half a decade later, his talent burned up by partying, he returns to Hawai‘i and marries a girl with missionary money, has a daughter, and spends his days fishing. Sometimes, in the cockpit, with his sketch propped against the instruments, I think of Ivan—dead and floating on the river—and wonder why he did it. If it was because he lost in Florida. If it was because he was scared of what they’d do if he tried to defect. If it was because of what the KGB saw the night they walked in on us. If, like Max said, it was because of me.

I’ll never know exactly what Ivan was thinking in the motel. I’ll never know exactly what Ivan thought of me. I know how I thought of Ivan. I know how selfishly and stupidly I dreamed of him leaving the Soviets. How, though he is gone, I return often to his memory: Ivan in his boat, framed by water and light; Ivan at the door, breathless when he answered; Ivan in my shoes, leaning in for a kiss.




(Partheno)Genesis

Do you remember how it begins?

(MAYBE:) YOU ARE FOUR YEARS OLD, LYING ON A cobblestoned floor. It is New Year’s. Outside, your mother drinks. Audioslave plays loud enough to shake the shelves across the room that are covered in books you cannot read.

You can hear her through the closed door. You are tired, and this is not your home. So you get up from the deflated air mattress, push open the door. Walk down the hall full of adults to the back lanai, where your mother dances in a bikini. She is on top of a glass table. Someone who is not your father watches her.

The table bows as she moves. You get on a chair. Grab one of her ankles and tug.

She looks at you like you are smaller than small. Like you are the rat in the corner, and she is the dog, waiting. Her grip tightens around the champagne bottle’s neck. She gets down from the table. She pulls you back to the cold room.

Go to sleep, she says.

You tell her the music is too loud.

She says she’ll ask them to turn it down, but you know she won’t. You whine. You fight, if a fight is what happens when a thirty-year-old shoves a four-year-old to the ground. When she screams, you scream; she is drunk, reaching, when you feel her finger in the socket of your eye.

The man who is not your father drives you home in his old Bronco. You sit between him and your mother. The leather of the seat is cold beneath your legs.

You are lucky—it’s just a scratch. But on that ride home, you cry. Not because you want to. But because the tears are the only thing that makes the slice from your mother’s nail feel better. She sits beside you, her hand on your knee, hissing drunkenly at the man, who won’t stop looking at you, who wonders if you are okay, and you blink and the naupaka passes and you blink and the skeletons of palm trees sway and you blink and when your eyes open, you are home. You don’t sleep, or you don’t think you do. At one point you close your eyes to the shape of something scurrying up the pakalana outside and it’s replaced by the shape of your mother.

She lies beside you. She is still drunk. She fades, soon to be hungover.

Can I see? she asks.

You look at her and she looks at you. Part of her has disappeared overnight, blocked by the welt raised over your iris.

Oh, sweetheart, she says.

She holds you, and you let her. Her curls press against your face, thick with the sweat of dancing. You think of the swim you took before the party, the fear you felt when she dove into the dark sea. Sun seeps into your room, dappled through the glass of the louvers, and the first light of the new year falls in warm stripes across your face.

(SOMETIMES YOU WONDER IF IT BEGINS WITH YOU. IF IT BEGINS, perhaps:) On a morning when you are five, she drives you to school in the carpool lane.

Why are we on the wrong side? you ask, the tires beneath you growling.

She swerves, and tells you, It’s opposite day.

It’s spring. Or maybe it’s early summer. The shower trees bloom, their tart scent curling in the half-open car windows. Sometimes, on weekends, when she is not working as a nurse at the hospital, on the days she does not drink, she takes you to the park at Wai‘alae Iki, where she chases you up and down the freshly mown field, where you pump your legs—higher, higher—on the swing, where you gather sprays of pistachio-shelled flowers in peachy sherbet, gold and pink.

In the car, a piece of toast rests on your lap. It’s burned. You pick at the crisped edges and they flake, dusting your denim skirt like the psoriasis on your dad’s pillow.

What’s a carcinogen? you ask, the new word doughy in your mouth

Did you learn that from your dad?

You did, so you don’t answer. You scratch at the charred bread, searching for the soft center. When she takes the toast from you, she doesn’t brake as she throws it, spinning it out the window like a Frisbee into the long grass of the median where it bounces once and then is gone.

At the next stoplight, she turns to you.

You are so ungrateful, she says. (Many therapists later, you still work to unlearn this.)

Her face is blank, but the tendons of her neck are tight and pulsing. The rest of the car ride is silent, and when she drops you off, you wave goodbye to a tinted window.

THE WORST PART IS HOW YOU THINK YOU NEED HER. HOW you believe her. (How, even now, decades later, and thousands of miles away, she is the one you wish you could call—when you’re sick, when you’re stressed, when you scroll through the phone of the girl you’re dating and realize that you were right; she’s fucking your roommate.)

At eight, you realize she does not know everything.

Sick, home from school, you watch the second season of Stargate Atlantis. Your mom’s taken the day off, but instead of resting, she’s doing chores—right now, she’s out in the yard, raking up curls of dead mango leaves.

Your dad calls to check on you. How you feeling? he asks.

You say you feel fine.

What’s your temp?

You wonder if you should tell him about earlier, how she had you mop the floors, crawling under the kitchen table to make sure every spot was clean. When she’d taken your temperature after, the plastic thermometer was cold and hard against your tongue. She wouldn’t let you see the number when it beeped.

Mom says the thermometer’s broken, you tell him. (Did you believe her?)

Over the phone, you hear a door open. I’m coming to get you.

It is fifteen minutes to the valley he lives in, but he’s at your mom’s in ten. She asks why he’s come.

We’re going to the doctor, he says.

For the first time, she doesn’t stop him. Instead, she watches him help you from the couch, follows as he walks you to his truck. When he closes the door, you roll down the window and lean your forehead against the frame.

Call me, she says. She is scared. She cups your cheek.

At the doctor’s, you find out your fever is 106. You have pneumonia. They keep the office open after hours to give you an IV. Over the next couple weeks, your dad sleeps on the floor beside your bed, waking every few hours to give you medicine. In the mornings, you sit in the big armchair in the living room and lean forward as he tap, taps your back, working out from your spine to the edges of your ribs. You hack up tissues full of mucus that is green and rubbery, wet and growing inside you like the toys your mother used to buy, the ones you’d watch expand in bowls of water, leaving them overnight to find pterodactyl or triceratops, fully formed and slimy. It is hard for you to speak without coughing. But there, in the stale apartment with your father, you feel safe, and when one day you wake up and your bag is packed for school, you don’t want to go, knowing that if you do, you won’t come back, or at least, you’ll only return once a week. But you go because there is nothing else to do. Your father has taken too many shifts off from the docks where he works as a stevedore, and besides, you are better. When your mother picks you up from school, you smell her, and the smell is stronger now—pine and salt and something else, something rotting, sweet.

(COULD THIS HAVE BEEN THE BEGINNING? INSTEAD OF leaving, could you have stayed? Could you have grown up there, with your father, woke up to fried rice in the mornings, and never had to worry about dodging a bottle whipped at your face? It is not until college that you realize your father could have fought for you. That he is the one who let you leave. It was easier for him to choose his new girlfriend, to make her his wife. Easier to raise another daughter with her than to face his mistakes. And because of this, no matter how often he and your stepmother say you are welcome, you know you cannot stay. You will never belong to them the way you belong to your mother. You will never know who you might have been if the ending had been changed.)

(IF IT BEGINS, PERHAPS IT IS WITH YOUR MOTHER MADE UNFAMILIAR. A product of the weeks spent at your father’s, and of the day you were made to leave. Maybe it is something that grows from then to now, widening to fill the space of all the days between.)

There are the weekends you spend with your father and his girlfriend. There are the nights you spend at friends’ sleepovers. There is the school trip in sixth grade.

This is where you meet Kaya. She is funny, and sweet, with black hair thick as a rope (hair that you can still feel now, slipping through your fingers when you fuck your girlfriend, yanking her head back by the braids). She has cheeks you’d love to reach out and trace. At night, Camp Pālehua is cold. You and Kaya and the six other girls take sleeping bags to the floor of your cabin, where you eat chips stolen from the cafeteria and spin the bottle. The days are filled with archery and hiking. You take pictures, lots of them (some you still have, backs sticky from the tape you used in your childhood room). Time rolls out, smooth, before you, and for the first time your future feels like something you can see.

You spend an entire day crossing Kīlauea Caldera. The sun is hot for your descent, and you are grateful for a moment to rest when you finally stop to eat. Kaya is in your lunch group, and you sit with her and four other twelve-year-olds around a gnarled ‘ōh‘ia tree.

Are those ‘ōhelo? you ask, pointing to the small berries that grow in red globes, ornamenting the green shrubs beneath the ‘ōhi‘a lehua.

Eat one and see, one of the boys says.

You stand and take a handful, even though you know you should not. Even though you have been told by your mother how they are sacred to Pele. You put the berries in your mouth. You chew, and you swallow, and you wait.

Were you right? Kaya asks, and you nod.

Sitting, you bite into your sandwich, the white Love’s bread sweet after tart berries. It loosens your puckered mouth. Joining the berries in your stomach—the berries that are the flesh, the bones of Ka‘ōhelo, Pele’s sister—the sandwich does not give you comfort. You find, after your first swallow, that you cannot eat. The teachers tell everyone to pack up, and as you cross the second half of the caldera, you get what you deserve. You bear the brunt of Pele’s anger and are not surprised to find that it is much like your mother’s. The storm builds, and during your last mile, it breaks. It is cold enough there, on the top of the volcano, that it does not rain, but hails. The small balls of ice gather in your collar, in your hair, in the space between your socks and shoes. There, they melt in the heat from your body, so when you get to the bus you are shivering, soaked with sweat and sky.

That night, you lay in the bunk below Kaya, hot with fever, but you do not cry. (Part of you still believes that you deserved this. That in this, at least, your mother was right.)

The next day you leave. On the way out, your class stops one last time to sightsee. Trailing behind Kaya, you take a lava rock path out of the parking lot. The rainforest opens to a field. You walk over cinder and through clouds. Mist hangs over everything. At the end of the path, there is a lookout. Leaning against the metal railing, you warm your fingers, cold from elevation, in the steam that rises from fractures at the caldera’s edge. A gust of wind blows, clearing the clouds, and just then, Kaya takes your hand. Feverish, you forget Pele and your mother. With Kaya beside you, you look out at the caldera, where, years before, lava first sprung, pushing itself free.

THOUGH KAYA IS YOUR FIRST SECRET, YOUR TEENAGE YEARS are full of them. There is the money for field trips that you use to buy weed from your forty-year-old neighbor. There are the sleepovers you plan at your girlfriend’s house so you can spend the night fucking. There is the boy you bring home for your mother to meet, not telling her you are dating his sister. At parties, you drink, but you tell yourself that you will not take it too far (which now, in your late twenties, as you wake up on the front lawn of the house you rent in Los Angeles, you realize is a lie).

You are seventeen when you let yourself slip.

(When you ask for the beginning, this is the one she will give:)

You leave your phone on the counter, and when you come back, she is scrolling. She reads a text out loud.

Just checking to see if you’re okay. Let me know if you need anything. I love you.

It is the most recent text, from your girlfriend, Mona. It is the one that lit up your phone while you were peeing. With each word your mother reads, her hand tightens around your phone, and as you watch her, you feel the ghost of her fingers wrap around your throat. You reach for your phone, but she holds it behind her.

Do you love her? she says.

Like your love is something to be ashamed of. Like you are someone to be shamed.

What could you possibly need? Why, she asks, would you not be okay?

You remember her dragging you through the sand by your hair. How, once, she stopped in the middle of the freeway to yell at a woman who’d been tailgating. The strike of her belt, cool air rushing in with a sting. It is hard to breathe.

She drops your phone in the trash and walks out of the house to the yard, where she kneels in front of the green ti. She starts on the old leaves first. They are dry and shriveled, separating from the stalk without a sound. Soon they are gone, and she goes for the still-green leaves. They come off in handfuls—snapping, sappy. When you fish your phone from the bottom of the trash, it is slippery with the watery whites of eggs, rimmed in the brown of decomposing bok choy.

* * *

She Says, in a Letter: I love you. No matter what. I hate that you’re so far away. I raised you the best I could; I didn’t know any better. I hope you can forgive me. I know the mistakes I made.

It feels, more and more, like you’re pushing me from you. Whatever. I have no idea. I hope you can remember that I love you—I want the best for you—I accept you—that’s right, even now. I pray that you’re all right. I pray that your journey has substance. I pray that life’s worth living. That’s what I work for every day.

YOUR DAD SAYS, ON THE PHONE: YOU’RE GROWN NOW. SHE shouldn’t have this power over you. You can’t let her make you feel this way. If you want, write her a letter. That way, you can say what you need to without her getting in the way.

* * *

(But still. It’s not just what you’ve been told. But still. Like all good stories, there are gaps in the truth. There is space between seen and unseen.)

In your childhood, there are moments of joy. There are mornings you hike Hawai‘i Loa’s switchbacked ridges, through rusted soil and whispering ironwoods, to the very top, where, by your mother’s side, you stand atop everything. There are afternoons you circle the gardens of Koko Crater, searching for the last wiliwili, stopping to measure the cactus’s spine against your hand, standing beneath the leaning acacia, palms on its flaking trunk, marveling at how its feathered leaves filter everything green.

There is that sunset on the beach. The dinner spread over fraying towels, your mother’s face limned with the last light of the day. She turns to you, hands full of gyro, fingers laced in prayer, her pinky holding the falafel, which is about to slide free.

Do you remember the good times? she asks. There is mint in her teeth. When you were little, we planted cosmos in the front yard. We gathered caterpillars from the crown flower, and gave them milky leaves to eat. We went to the beach like this every morning, before I had to go to work. She puts the gyro down. She is crying. You were a good baby. So still I could paint your nails in your sleep. I did everything for you. You are everything to me.

As she speaks, outlines of other memories take shape. Her reading to you in bed, feet on your pillows, head where your feet should be. Her hands supporting the mango picker while you stole the neighbor’s crop, so when you hooked the heavy fruit, it wouldn’t bring the basket crashing down, but lower it slowly, sure and steady. The sprinklers she put up in the yard, ones you screamed and ran through while she shot you with the hose, because when you were five it was the only way you’d let yourself be cleaned.

(And sometimes, when you forgive her, you imagine this as the beginning. You imagine this as what sets you and your mother free.)

(YOU KNOW IT IS CONSTANTLY BEGINNING. YOU KNOW that, in some ways, it is ending. That it ended that night.) You are twenty and back home for the summer from university. You are making your mother dinner. She picks the fight—criticizing your dicing—but you are the first to yell. When she throws her glass at your feet it shatters, and the pop sounds just like the fireworks did on that night when you were four.

She follows you as you back out of the kitchen and into the living room. She holds the broom in hand, winding up to swing. But the handle is too long; it hits the floor, gets stuck in the drywall of the ceiling. When she finally follows through, you have your hand out. The plastic snaps in your palm. So you push her like she pushed you and she falls too easily. You realize she is old now. You realize she is weak.

She looks up, and you see yourself how she sees you. You see her how you saw her seventeen years ago—from the cobblestoned floor, on your knees. You want to help her, but instead you run—out the door and to the front yard, where you sit on the zoysia, blades like a bed of nails beneath your thighs. Before you, the cosmos sway, bald from late summer rain. The sky darkens through the curved leaves of the plumeria tree.

* * *

What would your mother say if she found you now—twenty-nine and half-drunk on the grass, eyes swollen from a hangover, maybe from puking. You listen to the cars on Fairfax. When your roommate leaves for work, he sees you lying on your back. He stops for a moment and looks about to speak. You remember his hand on your girlfriend’s back at the bar last night. You remember her laugh, head thrown back, the way his fingers traced her jaw, thinking you wouldn’t see. You turn on your side and hear him walk to his car. He starts it. He leaves.

In front of your house there is a rosebush. It is an explosion of pink. One of its flowers hangs in front of your face, petals jeweled in dew, some of them fallen to the grass, where they lie like cups—overturned and on their sides and right side up, holding nothing but air and the light of morning. You think of your mother in her garden. You think of your mother waving at you to come, come into the water! as she jumped through waves. You think of her letter and wonder what—if—you will write back. You get up to break the rose from its bush. You peel its petals back one by one—letting them fall around your feet like a wreath. When you get to the rose’s yellow center, it stares up at you like an eye. You let the naked pistil fall to the grass. There, it lies in the indent that your body made.

Soon, the petals will be raked up by the yardman, scooped into green garbage cans where they will be taken with the rest of the yard trimmings to be made into mulch and soil, to be spread in a park or another yard where they will line new flower beds, be patted down around the sapling of a tree. When you begin again, it will be here. You will begin again as me.




Poachers

At the beginning of Tori and Pono’s relationship, when their love still felt starched and clean, unwrinkled by death and divorce, Tori would spend her Fridays with Pono’s mom, hacking through Mānoa’s rainforest. That Friday, Hina pulled up to the driveway as she always did, honking her horn—two taps—to let Tori know she’d arrived. In the bathroom, Tori disposed of the pregnancy test she’d taken. She slid the stick into its box. Wrapped the box in the drugstore bag she’d bought it in. Secured a second bag around the first in case the lettering could be seen through the thin plastic.

Exiting the bathroom, Tori grabbed a pair of pruning shears and a canvas backpack from the shelf above the laundry machine, then locked the front door of the house that she and Pono rented. She stopped to toss her swaddled test in the trash can before opening the door of Hina’s car and getting in.

“Make sure the door stay closed,” Hina said as Tori buckled her seat belt. “Here, take this.”

Tossing a ball of tin foil onto Tori’s lap, she put her car in reverse, the old Volkswagen Bug nearly stalling as she pulled out of the drive. Tori gave the door a tug. Then she unwrapped Hina’s offering. A breakfast sandwich. Hina sped up the on-ramp to the freeway and started talking about her neighbor’s rooster, who’d woken her up at 4 a.m.

“Wouldn’t stop cockadoodledooing,” she said. “Right in my backyard. No shame. Gonna have to build one fence.”

Bacon grease leaked onto Tori’s jeans as she took her first bite. Too hungry to chew, she choked. Hina handed her a flask of water. Gave her the eyes that asked, You good?

Tori drank the water and it smoothed the lump of bread in her throat. “Busy morning,” she lied. “Dad had me running errands.”

She took her next bite and, this time, chewed. Settled into the feeling of being in Hina’s car. It was good. Natural. Comforting, especially after the confirmation of the pomegranate-seed-size cluster of cells that grew inside her. Once Tori had finished the sandwich, she crumpled the aluminum in a ball and dropped it into her bag, wiping her hands on her pants. Hina took the University of Hawai‘i off-ramp into Mānoa, and started talking about flowers.

“Keoki wants torch ginger,” Hina said, “and lobster claw.”

“Is he doing another one of his Ring of Fire pieces?” Tori said.

“No joke about that!” Hina said, but she laughed.

Keoki owned a flower shop in Chinatown and often paid Hina to bring him flowers. He was one of Hina’s closest friends. A few months earlier, he’d entered the Honolulu Museum of Art’s bouquet competition, which Tori’s mom’s garden club ran. The theme had been creation, and Keoki’d thought that the Ring of Fire fit.

“It made the Hawaiian Islands!” he’d argued, when Tori told him what most people associated the Ring of Fire with—earthquakes, destruction—after the garden club had disqualified him. “Throw ’em out,” he’d told Tori.

But she’d taken the arrangement home instead, where it sat on the table next to the front door, looking like a flaming horseshoe. The arrangement had felt like part of her, part of Hina and Keoki—the mornings she and Hina had spent looking through the forest for flowers, the hours they’d sat gossiping in the flower shop as Keoki wove Pele’s hair and lobster claw. When it finally withered, she’d composted it.

Hina rolled the windows down. “Keoki said he going give up garden club, but I bet he’ll be back next year, making all nice. So pilau,” she said. “He shouldn’t care about all that. He makes good money. People like his shop.”

She hit the gas too hard as she turned off the main road, and Tori gripped the handle of the door, feeling the breakfast sandwich slosh inside her. “He thinks they’re fairy godmothers or something, going bop him on his head and make him all legit.”

Tori was a little surprised by the bite of Hina’s words, though she couldn’t blame her. Just a week before, Hina had met Tori’s mom at a garden party Tori’s parents had thrown. From what Tori had seen, Hina had had a good time. She and her mom had spent more than an hour in the corner of the backyard, gossiping about who knows what. Later, after the party, Pono had told Tori that maybe this meant their moms would be friends, but Tori knew better. She’d spent her life balancing her mom’s love, a feeling so fragile that she sometimes, in its absence, wondered if it existed. It wasn’t until she met Pono, and then Hina, that she’d realized what unconditional love might look like, the two of them moving as if each were part of a whole.

This was what she wanted for her own family. Not that they be dependent, but that, every now and then, they be pulled into each other’s orbits. She laced her hands over her belly, the thought of a child swimming inside her. If she kept it, if she had a kid of her own, she wanted to give them space for privacy. Room for growth. But more than that, she never wanted them to feel like she had while growing up—like her mom’s love was a constantly moving goalpost.

The air coming through the windows of Hina’s car was wet and cool. At the back of Mānoa, clouds hung, obscuring the Ko‘olau from view. Mud waited for Tori and Hina at the trailhead. Thinking of it, Tori regretted not changing out of her running shoes and into boots.

AT FIRST, TORI HAD GONE ON WEEKLY HIKES WITH HINA TO make Pono happy. Besides his sister, who lived in San Diego, Hina was his only family. His whole world.

Unlike Tori’s mother, who was missionary money, Hina had worked when Pono was a child. He had told Tori how his maternal grandparents had disowned Hina for marrying an alcoholic. How his haole dad’s mainlander family wanted nothing to do with their hapa daughter-in-law or two-year-old grandson. On muggy summer nights, when Tori and Pono slept naked—comforters kicked to the floor, sheets bunched beneath them—he told her how Hina had juggled jobs, worked as a waitress and receptionist. How she’d finally ended up doing what she did now, driving buses, the only job that would give her health insurance.

Pono liked to joke that Tori’s family was perfect. On paper, at least. Her parents had gotten married in their late twenties, had Tori in their early thirties, and had started their own printing press as a hobby and a tax write-off, which was where, at twenty-nine years old, Tori still worked. Though Tori knew she should be grateful, she couldn’t help but be repulsed by the ease of her parents’ life—and by extension, hers. She sometimes fantasized about leaving the printing press to teach photography at the public high school down the road from the university, close enough to Pono to get lunch together on the days he taught. She wondered if, with a baby, she’d ever get this freedom, or if she’d spend the rest of her days copyediting proofs and designing book covers.

The first time Tori had asked for a Friday off to hike with Hina, her mom had said no.

“Just because we own the shop doesn’t mean you can come and go whenever you want,” she’d said.

And on the surface, her mom had been right. But what Tori suspected was the root of her mom’s refusal. She suspected that her mom didn’t approve of Tori spending time with Hina, just like she didn’t approve of Pono. She’d made remarks. About Hina’s job as a bus driver. About what Pono made as a professor, especially in a field as niche as his—malacology. Are you even able to save for a house? she’d asked Tori once.

“What if I came in on Sunday to make it up?” Tori had offered.

Her mom had stopped clicking through a manuscript proof to consider. “That could work,” she’d said.

Now, a year later, Tori wondered if her mom had also been suspicious of her. If she’d known that in just a year spent with Hina, Tori would feel closer to her than she ever had to her mom. Most of Tori’s week was filled with making appointments for authors, crunching numbers, and overseeing the printing of coffee table books. But her time with Hina, well, that was the point around which everything else moved. With Hina, Tori felt free, which was the exact opposite of how she felt with her own mom.

THE LAND HINA AND TORI HIKED ON WAS PRIVATE, OWNED by a developer from the mainland who, years ago, had tried to build condos. Before he could, he was sued. He’d had to leave fast—fleeing protests and lawsuits—and because of this had left all his equipment in the forest. Somewhere back there, Tori had heard, his bulldozers sat, covered in rust.

In taking flowers from his land, Tori and Hina were doing more than trespassing. They were stealing. The flowers they brought for Keoki to sell were poached. Every week, Hina parked in front of a different house on Waaloa. She’d told Tori she did this so the residents didn’t call the cops, but Tori was sure nobody in the neighborhood cared. Over the past year, she’d carried dozens of bags of plants down the street, waving to the old Japanese couple on the corner who knelt in their front yard, pulling weeds in old volleyball knee pads so their skin wouldn’t bruise. Everyone in the neighborhood knew who they were and what they came to do.

Still, Tori made sure not to slam the car’s door as she got out. The breakfast sandwich had soured in her dry mouth. It was midmorning, and everyone was either inside or at work. Following Hina down the street to the bridge, Tori circled the yellow gate that said NO TRESPASSING, disturbing a cloud of java finches, who rose in the air with accusing chirps.

Seven Bridges Trail started as an overgrown dirt road that split into a steep driveway to the left and a long path on the right that eventually snaked into the forest. A chain-link fence on the makai side of the road separated Hina and Tori from a row of backyards.

Tori wasn’t ready for the dog when it started to bark. Her head was turned to a patch of kauna‘oa that grew on the left side of the road, thinking she should pick it for Keoki, who used it for lei. The dog threw itself against the chain-link fence, and the weak eyelets of metal warped.

Tori jumped away with a yell, and someone in the house laughed. She wondered if they were laughing at her, or at the TV, which played in a low hum beneath the dog’s barks.

Hina continued to walk, so Tori jogged to catch her. With each step, her canvas backpack hit her back, crinkling the aluminum ball inside. At the thought of the sandwich she’d eaten, Tori was nauseated. She tried to imagine the scent of the ginger they’d be cutting, clean and sharp.

“We going check the meadow first,” Hina said. “Then maybe try for bamboo.”

The houses came to an end, but the dog continued to howl, stuck on their scent. Tori switched her bag from her right to left shoulder.

As a child, Tori had begged her dad for a puppy, and she got Mickey. He was a Jack Russell mix who’d run away when she was seven. For years they’d thought he was lost. Really, he’d been taken in by a family who lived at the bottom of their valley—stolen, her dad had said—until he’d escaped again, and the Humane Society called. By then, three years had passed, and Tori barely remembered having a dog, but when her dad had taken her to the Humane Society and she’d seen Mickey, skeletal and matted with mange, she’d run to him, only letting go when the volunteer told her Mickey needed to be bathed.

Tori had been given the job of tweezing the ticks from Mickey’s body, but she’d used her fingernails, wanting to be as gentle as she could. Pulling the ticks from where they’d burrowed into Mickey’s skin, Tori had crushed them in a bowl, where the tick’s blood—Mickey’s blood—burst over her hands. Mickey had died a few years later, when she was fifteen, and Tori had buried him in her parents’ backyard, under her mother’s prized snowbush.

“Did you ever have a dog?” Tori asked Hina.

The road diverged again and they took the left into the forest.

“My dad bred pits,” Hina said. “But I never had time for a dog when Pono was little.”

“Pono’s scared of dogs,” Tori remembered.

“He is now,” Hina said. “He never told you about the Akita?”

Tori said no.

“Him and his friends used to tease this dog that lived a few blocks from us,” Hina said. “Every day, they’d walk by and make baby noises, try for rile it up.”

Hina held a branch up for Tori to duck under. The trail had narrowed in the past week, the plants’ growth supercharged by the showers of early winter.

“I didn’t know, or I would’ve stopped them,” Hina said. “But one day, the dog wasn’t tied up, or it was but the rope was old, I forget, and when they made the noise, he lunged. He broke the rope holding him. Almost took off Pono’s thumb.”

Tori had noticed the scar on Pono’s palm before. She’d even touched it in bed, his hands in hers, and he’d tensed before letting her trace it.

“We had a Jack Russell when I was younger,” Tori told Hina, “but he was more of a rat than a dog.”

Hina laughed, but the words, stolen from her mom, reminded Tori of what she’d overheard the day after she and her dad had brought Mickey back.

Tori had left Mickey napping in her room to make herself a snack. From the kitchen window, she’d seen her parents talking in the front yard. Arguing, Tori had realized, when she’d listened. They never yelled, only spoke in hot, pointed words.

“You brought him back,” her mother had said.

“What was I supposed to do?” her dad had asked. “They called when she was in the car. She asked who was on the phone.”

“You’re supposed to lie. You’re supposed to say you’re talking to me, or her grandparents. To a telemarketer.”

“I’m the one who got her the dog,” her dad had said. “I’m the one who should have decided what we did with it.”

“I wanted that dog gone. I let it out, and you brought it back. Now we have to keep it, or she’ll end up traumatized. It’s more of a rat than a dog,” her mother had said.

And Tori had slammed the kitchen window shut. Her mom had looked up. Had seen her. But she had not apologized, just kept pruning her prized vanilla orchid. Her dad had driven off, and when he came back it was with four steaks. They fried three on the cast iron and gave one to Mickey, who threw it up.

Tori and Hina crossed the second bridge, their steps hollow. The slats of wood were slick with moss. Tori knew that, even if she tried her hardest, there was a chance she would end up like her own mother. Inside her, cells multiplied into what would, someday, be a baby. Tori gripped the railing of the bridge. She didn’t want to fall.

ON THE SATURDAY BEFORE TORI TOOK THE PREGNANCY test, Hina had met Tori’s parents for the first time. Tori hadn’t wanted them to meet, worried that somehow Hina would see where she came from and change her mind about Tori. But Pono insisted. Campaigned, even, for the meeting to occur. His tune had changed when he saw the party.

“This is not my mom’s scene,” he’d said as he’d opened the side gate to the backyard.

For the book launch, the lanai and backyard had been colonized by Tori’s parents’ friends—men Tori’s dad had once paddled, and now golfed with, and women from her mom’s photography and museum and garden clubs. The sight and smell of them was bewildering, a sea of whites and bright colors, a wall of flowery perfumes and spicy colognes.

“It’s not my scene either,” Tori had said.

Pono had sighed and squeezed her hand. “First step is wine. White or red?”

“White,” Tori’d replied. “I’ll go check in with Mom.”

As Pono headed toward the catered bar, Tori crossed the manicured lawn to her mom, who stood by Kaui, a longtime family friend. Kaui had written the book the party was in honor of—a mix of herbal medicine and Hawaiian folklore, full of photographs Tori had taken on Friday hikes with Hina. In the pictures, the humidity of the forest lent a luminosity to the plants, saturating the already bright ginger and heliconia with an intensity that, as Tori had flipped through the book as it ran off the press, she thought almost otherworldly.

Tori’s mom held a sweating glass of wine. It was cold against Tori’s arm when her mom hugged her.

“Just you?” her mom asked.

Tori gave Kaui a kiss hello. “Pono’s in the kitchen,” she said.

“And your other guests?”

“Hina and Keoki will be here,” Tori’d said.

But Hina and Keoki hadn’t come for another hour. By then, Pono had been caught in conversation with Tori’s dad on the way to the bathroom. He flashed Tori save me eyes, and Tori regretted coming to the party, regretted bringing Pono and letting him convince her to invite his mom and her friend.

When Hina and Keoki showed up, she could tell they’d come from the beach. Tori had told them that the party was casual, but she’d meant dressy casual. She hadn’t thought it would be a problem, but now she realized her mistake. Against the other guests, who were made up in silks and linen, Hina and Keoki stuck out, wrapped as they were in pareo, sand dusting their slippered feet.

“I’m glad you could come so last minute,” Tori said as they walked up. “These are the two I was telling you about,” she told Kaui.

Kaui smiled. “I hear I owe you a debt,” she said.

“From who?” Hina asked.

“Tori told me her photos were taken in some of your spots,” Kaui explained.

“Oh really? Must have been top secret, yeah?” Hina nudged Tori. “I never saw you take one picture.”

Tori’s mom frowned. “Is this a copyright issue?” she asked.

“How’d you find pōpolo?” Keoki asked, picking a book from the stack on the table. He pointed to the nightshade on the cover. “I thought they were all hybrid?”

“There are unmarked strains,” Kaui said. She turned her back on Hina and Tori to talk to Keoki.

“You never told me this party was going be so high maka maka,” Hina said to Tori. “I would have worn my Sunday best.”

Tori felt the situation slipping. She was on her third glass of wine. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have been clear.”

She tried to get her life straight in her head, just as Pono appeared beside her.

“I brought you a glass,” he said, handing his mom wine.

“No beer?” Hina asked.

“We have some stuff from Kona Brewing in the garage fridge,” Tori’s mom offered.

Hina shook her head. “No need.” She took the glass from Pono. “Cheers.”

“Where’d you come from?” Tori’s mom asked after they’d all sipped.

Tori could see the wet outline of Hina’s bikini through her pareo.

“Why, you like me go back?” Hina asked, and Tori’s mom tensed. “Relax.” Hina gestured to Keoki, who was still talking to Kaui. “We were bodysurfing,” she said.

“Sandy’s?” Tori asked.

“Makapu‘u,” Hina said. “Every time we go Sandy’s, Keoki chickens out. Too old, he says.” Hina laughed. “I’m only fifty-six!”

Tori’s mom surprised her by laughing too. “I haven’t been to Sandy’s in decades. We used to sneak out in my parents’ car to go after the beach closed.”

“Oh yeah, we did that plenty times.” Hina nodded.

The two women compared their childhoods. Both had spent evenings whipping bottles off China Walls. Both had illegally camped beneath the power lines on Wai‘alae Iki Ridge. They’d even both taken Tori and Pono to the tide pools below Makapu‘u Lighthouse when they were kids.

“I’m surprised we never ran into each other,” Tori’s mom said.

Tori turned to Pono. “I need more wine,” she’d said.

Pono followed her across the backyard, through the lanai, and into the kitchen. He grabbed the last bottle of white from the fridge and opened it. “It looks like they’re getting along,” he’d said.

Tori took the bottle of wine from him and sipped it. “I can’t believe it,” she’d said, and together she and Pono passed the wine and watched their moms from the same window she’d watched her parents argue over Mickey all those years before.

A LITTLE AFTER THE BRIDGE, TORI’S RIGHT SHOE BECAME untied, so she sat on a stump to tighten her laces. As she knotted them, she thought of her mom at work, looking over the newest book they had in production—a thirty-year history of the Moloka‘i Hoe. Hina offered Tori her bottle of water and she drank it.

“Remember the first time you brought me here?” Tori asked as she stood.

The first time she’d gone poaching, Tori hadn’t known to bring clippers, and had been too embarrassed to tell Hina. She’d spent an hour pulling ginger with bare hands.

“Your palms were raw,” Hina said. “Why you never ask for clippers?”

“I didn’t want to disappoint you,” Tori said.

Tori handed Hina’s water bottle back, and Hina tightened its cap.

“Pono did good with you,” Hina said. “Some of his old girlfriends, though.” She wrinkled her nose. Her phone dinged, and she checked it. “It’s your mom. She wants pink torch ginger.”

Tori rested her hands on her knees. Her forearms tickled with drying sweat. “My mom texted you?” she said.

“Keoki’s doing some arrangements for her.” Hina put the phone back in her backpack’s side pocket. “Art museum stuff.”

Tori stood. She tried to smile and was disappointed to find she was upset by what she thought she’d wanted: Hina to be friends with her mom.

Last Saturday, after Hina and Keoki had arrived at the party, Pono and Tori had stayed for another half hour, not wanting to abandon them with strangers. When they finally left, Keoki had still been gossiping about plants with Kaui and the rest of the garden club, who’d gathered to hear him talk, and Hina had been sitting on the lanai with Tori’s mom. Tori had told herself this was good. But the image of them—Hina with her pink pareo tied into a halter around her neck, Tori’s mom with a single artificial curl hanging down from her slicked-back bun—had haunted her every day since. Tori realized now that she didn’t want her mom and Hina to be friends. She wanted Hina for herself. And the thought of Hina and her mom texting, having conversations in which she was not involved, making plans without her, made her clench her fists. It cracked open something hollow inside her, panic spinning from her chest down to her stomach.

AFTER MICKEY HAD BEEN FOUND, TORI HAD BEEN THE ONE who took care of all his needs—she fed him and walked him, picked up and threw away his shit. She made sure Mickey never bothered her mom for anything, yanking his collar whenever he tried for a pet, or worse, to lick her mom’s face. Though her mom never warmed to Mickey, by the end of his life she’d grown to tolerate him, and when Tori was a teenager, that had been enough.

But to treat a child that way was something else altogether. And Tori knew her mom was capable of it, for she had borne the brunt herself. As a kid, Tori had never wanted for anything. Had gotten a computer when they first came out, a pink bike with streamers before she even learned to ride it. But the thing was, her mom had never treated Tori as a person. She felt more like an extension of her mom’s self. Important when of use. Disposable when she wasn’t. She’d only gotten the job at the printing press because she had a master’s in graphic design, and it was cheaper for Tori’s mom to pay her daughter out of Tori’s own trust than to outsource the graphics to another person.

After their break at the stump, Hina suggested they split up. “We get plenty to do.”

Now, Tori was alone in the meadow. The grass was long and dewy from the rainforest’s shadow. It soaked through the calves of her jeans, giving her a chill.

In the family she wanted to build with Pono, Tori hoped for nothing but love. She knew this was not realistic. She knew there would be days they did not agree. Days they’d argue. But she wanted, no matter what, to always want to make up.

There was nothing in the meadow but ferns and kahili ginger, a few green ti at the edges, their leaves stripped for hula skirts. Tori decided to try her luck out of the clearing. The best places to poach were always off-trail. There, hidden from hikers—regulars who cut flowers for dining room bouquets and tourists who grabbed every pretty thing they saw—the plants thrived. Climbing atop a fallen tree trunk, Tori slid into the forest.

Under the shadows of the trees, Tori thought of all the things she was afraid of. Bedbugs at movie theaters. Taking the trash out after dark. As she pushed through dense undergrowth, she realized how scared she was of the thought of a child, of spending ten months growing whatever was inside of her. She and Pono had been together three years, but still, she wasn’t sure about a baby. Long fronds of invasive ferns tangled around her ankles, finding the space between her shoes and jeans.

Couched in a bed of laua‘e, Tori found a stand of pink torch ginger just beginning to bloom. The larger buds had already burst, outer petals peeled back to reveal dark pink, furry centers. Slicing through the flesh of a browning flower with the nails of her index finger and thumb, Tori popped the petal in her mouth to chew as she trimmed the leaves off the other buds.

What would her life become if she kept the baby? Would it grow into a daughter who followed her around the house, arms out? Tori wanted to be the type of mom who always picked her daughter up, who, if she could help it, never kept her waiting. Who sat with her child when she cried to find the root of her sadness, so they could see where it came from and better know how it could be treated, or, if her daughter wanted, to see how it could safely be held.

Tori sliced the ginger at their base. The petal she chewed went tart in her mouth. She imagined the baby as a cup into which she poured all her love. She reached to loosen a vine of kauna‘oa, which had wrapped around the stalk. Leaning forward, she slipped, her running shoes caked with mud. It was then that the metal bar beneath the vine sliced through her palm.

Blood ran down the front and back of her hand. The wound was an inch thick, the metal bar old and rusty, part of a bike maybe, or a long-abandoned house. Tori wondered if it was left over from the foundation of the condos the developer who’d abandoned this land had once tried to build, if the bulldozers he’d abandoned were somewhere close.

Tori tried to close her hand, but couldn’t. She realized then she would need stitches. She would need an X-ray and a tetanus shot. She needed to go to the hospital.

Tori called for Hina. Her voice echoed off the trees and she tried to stand, but the sight of her own blood made her sick. She sat beside the stalks of severed ginger.

It would be fine, she thought, if Hina would come.

Hina would take her to the hospital. She’d wrap Tori’s hand in her own shirt and support Tori to the car. Speeding through Mānoa and over the freeway, she’d tell Tori to keep her hand above her head, to keep the shirt tight around her palm. And when the blood soaked through the shirt, dripping down Tori’s forearm, off her elbow and onto her jeans, circling in stains next to the grease of the morning’s sandwich, Hina would not be worried about the seat of her car; all she’d care about was Tori. At the ER, Hina would fill out all the paperwork, wait with her, lie so she could sit with Tori in the back, saying she was Tori’s mom. She’d hold Tori’s hand when she got the tetanus shot, when she got stitches, when they took Tori’s blood. And when the doctor came and asked if Tori knew she was pregnant, Hina would smile and Tori would know that the child would be loved if she kept it, but more than that, Tori would be loved if not.

The ground Tori sat on was damp. It smelled of decay, of moss, and because of her, of blood. Gravity pulled the stalk of ginger she’d left half-cut, quickening its descent. Its sap dripped in time with her blood. Leaning back against the soft trunk of a fallen tree, Tori called again for Hina, and as she closed her eyes, she swore she heard someone call back.




Extinction Capital of the World

We were here before this story’s beginning. Before Pono and Kira’s falling-out. Before Hina’s death. Before the generations of heartbreak. We have waited through many wet and windy winters, through the big wave summers, whitewash rolling over Old Man’s reefy break.

We were here before the coral of the channel outside the canoe club was drilled. Here before the club was even built, founded on haole man’s greed. We were here when the Ko‘olau and Wai‘anae first formed, those mountain ranges feet taller than they are now. We watched them shrink through centuries, eroded by winter’s rain, then tourists’ feet.

We were here when the white men renamed Lē‘ahi for gems they hoped to find in its walls. Here before that same Diamond Head blew up, back when O‘ahu was still growing. We were here before roads carved O‘ahu’s coasts, when dirt footpaths were the quickest way from valley to valley. We were here before those trails were even made.

We were here before the ‘ōhi‘a bloomed fiery red with Pele’s jealousy, before the kāhuli crawled slimy trails through undergrowth and into the koa canopy. We will be here when the ‘ōhi‘a and kāhuli are gone. Because we have been here since the land was molten red, since it cooled to black, since the ‘ihi broke the lava to soil, and we will be here when the ocean swallows it all. When the water takes us back to that from which we came.

* * *

The only reason Pono knew his daughter, Kira, had come home from the mainland was because Maureen at the Outrigger Canoe Club told him so.

“I saw Ragamuffin yesterday,” Maureen said. “She was paddling out to surf Old Man’s.”

It was the third Thursday of the semester and Pono had come to the club to get some sun and catch up on lesson planning. He was teaching Intro to Bio for the first time in five years and had forgotten how much work it was. He blamed the med school for stealing his lecturers. He blamed the new admin person in charge of course scheduling—a haole who called Pono “Jeremy,” even though no one had called him that since his mom had died. Well, no one except his ex-wife’s divorce lawyer. He blamed himself for not taking a sabbatical like he’d told Kira he would last fall, before their Christmas swim.

Pono had been thinking about his daughter a lot lately, wondering how she was doing in Bermuda, where she was conducting research for her dissertation in marine biology at USC. Every time he saw his TA—a spacy brunette from Oregon with a stapled scar above her right eye—he was reminded of his daughter. He had thought of calling Kira, but she didn’t have stable service, or so his ex-wife had told him when he last ran into her at Kāhala Mall. He had settled for sending Kira a belated birthday card and some cash instead.

Maureen fiddled with the plastic tiger lily pinned to her hair, forefingers knuckle-deep in her tightly wrapped bun. “I’m going to have a headache all shift,” she complained.

A member Pono didn’t know walked past, and Maureen removed her fingers from her hair. She flattened the ruffles of her orange aloha print dress and nodded to the mainlander. Behind her, the Hau Terrace bustled with lunch, polo shirted children sitting red-faced on the laps of pasty parents. The club had always welcomed mainlanders, but these days out-of-state members outnumbered locals five-to-one. Sometimes, Pono wondered why he paid to be surrounded by these people, to be part of a club founded by missionaries like his ex-wife’s family. But after sitting in the men’s locker room sauna, it was always easier to sign the $250 monthly check.

“Did Kira have a friend with her?” Pono asked.

“Didn’t see one,” Maureen said. “She came up to say hi when she paddled in. Asked how I was doing. Gave me one kiss.”

Maureen pointed at her wrinkled cheek. She’d been working at the club for over forty years, since Pono’s ex-wife, Tori, had first become a member, continuing the tradition of Tori’s missionary parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents, who’d founded the club to be whites-only in 1908.

Pono could see his daughter now: oblivious to the new patrons’ eyes as she tracked sand across the Hau Terrace and up the stairs to the front desk where Maureen worked as hostess. Kira would have thrown her wet arms around Maureen’s neck, just as she had when she was five years old at Pono’s mom’s funeral. While Pono and Tori and the other funeralgoers had paddled out to Old Man’s to scatter ashes, Maureen had cradled Kira as she cried, pulling her fingers through Kira’s tangled hair, which Pono had neglected to brush. That was two decades ago, and the day Maureen first nicknamed Kira Ragamuffin.

“I should probably call her,” Pono said.

“You should,” Maureen told him.

But Pono wasn’t sure that Kira wanted him to call. He was still upset about how their conversation had gone down last Christmas. When Kira had told him that she was dating a woman ten years older than her, that they’d been dating for over a year—something Tori had supposedly known but not mentioned—Pono had said a lot of things he didn’t mean. Pono wasn’t ageist. Or homophobic. What he’d been upset about—was still upset about—was that, once again, he was the last to know. That Kira trusted him less than she did Tori.

Maureen’s manager came up and gave her the list of reservations for that evening. She pulled a pen from a drawer in her podium and marked the list up, making sure the member numbers corresponded with the names that had been given, that none of the members who’d called in a reservation had delinquent accounts. She’d explained it all to Pono one evening late in his and Tori’s marriage, when, for nearly half an hour, he’d waited at the hostess stand for Tori and Kira to come out of the women’s locker room. Kira had been crying when they’d finally turned the corner, Tori dragging their two-year-old daughter by the elbow.

“You deal with her,” Tori had said.

So Pono had taken Kira down to the beach, where, with her in his arms, he’d run from the waves that shot up the shore until the sun had set, until Kira’s tears had transformed to laughter. As they’d walked back up the steps to the Hau Terrace, the crescent of a moon had peeked out from a still-pink Diamond Head. Tori had been on her second glass of Chard when they got to the table. They’d ordered dinner, and as they waited for the food to come, the wet cuffs of Pono’s khaki pants had grown cold in the wind.

Maureen crossed out a name from the list. Delinquent, Pono watched her write.

“I’ll call Kira tonight,” Pono said, and Maureen said good. Then she told him to beat it.

Pono spent the rest of the afternoon on the beach with a few of the club’s old-timers, swapping stories and sitting beneath palm trees Tori’s dad had planted decades before. Though these men had become members of the club when Tori’s dad had, though some of them no doubt came from the same missionary families, removed by generations, they had always been braddah braddah with Pono and, even now, would ask him if he’d heard from Tori, who no longer came around. She didn’t want to see him. Pono had a hunch that, also, she didn’t want to be seen. And while part of Pono knew he should hate these old men, should hate the bleached canvas beach chairs stacked beside the private lifeguard stand, hate the manicured naupaka and the board rentals that were member-only, should hate this club, that, before he married Tori, would have made a fuss at someone like him joining, he didn’t.

There wasn’t much surf that Thursday, but every now and then, someone walked down with a board, and Pono looked up from the lesson he was planning to make sure it wasn’t Kira. It never was. He wasn’t sure what he would have done if it had been. At five p.m., a monk seal and her pup flopped on the beach, lazing beside a mom and her toddler, who dug out the moat of a sandcastle. Pono could tell they were mainlanders by the hat and rash guard the boy wore, sleeves pulled to his wrists. The mom left for a moment to grab a toy shovel from the beach bag she’d brought, and the boy stood. He took a step toward the pup. Pono sat up in his beach chair, canvas scratching his back, and waited to see if the boy would pet the seal. The boy reached out. The mama seal turned her head. Pono stood to stop him. But before the boy could touch the pup, two of the club’s lifeguards hurried down. They shooed the boy away and set up ropes around the seals for protection.

When Pono got home that night, he tried to call Kira. He went to his contact list. He selected her name. For a solid ten minutes, his finger hovered over the call button. But he was scared she wouldn’t answer. Or worse, that she would, and they’d fight again. So he clicked the message button. He typed out a text and hit send.

* * *

Kira didn’t open her dad’s text when she first got it. For four days, she let it stew with her other 123 unopened messages.

She knew she should have called him before she got on the plane to O‘ahu, that she could have messaged him within her first couple of days back on-island. But she also knew that if she told him she was coming home, he’d want her to stay with him. She knew that when she said no, his voice would get that high pitch it did when he was upset. The whole reason she’d returned was to relax. To figure out what to do with her life, now that she had a semester free from research and teaching classes. She didn’t have the patience to put up with her dad’s shit. Especially after he’d been such a dick to her last Christmas.

Monday morning found Kira slouched over a laptop on her mom’s living room couch, revising a chapter on the mutualistic relationship between Bermuda’s native clown fish and anemone. Her research had demonstrated that preserving this would be integral in slowing the rapid bleaching of the coral reef.

Light fell through the bamboo blinds that shuttered the casement window beside the couch, filtered green by the pink torch ginger growing in the front yard. When the rays crossed Kira’s feet, they turned her toes the color of rot. Two weeks before, Kira had sent a different drafted chapter of her dissertation to her chair, Bill. He’d yet to respond. He was icing her out, still mad at her for recentering her work on clown fish instead of the algae overgrowth that he’d spent his life studying. When, in Bermuda, she’d told him she was changing directions, he’d accused her of wasting his time, her studies, her life. He wasn’t entirely wrong.

“Does your dad know you’re here yet?” Kira’s mom called from the kitchen. She’d taken the morning off to make Kira breakfast.

Kira sat up. She put her computer on the coffee table and closed it. “I haven’t told him,” she said. She rubbed the warmth of the laptop from her thighs.

“I don’t like hiding things. You know how much trouble I got in,” Kira’s mom said. She flipped an egg. “How do you like your eggs now? Over medium?”

Kira said sure and her mom took the egg off before the yolk could harden. She’d been happy when Kira had told her she’d be staying for an indefinite time, that she was taking a break from her PhD program. Kira didn’t want to push it. She picked up her phone and made sure her read receipts were off before she opened her dad’s text.

You coming home anytime soon? it said. Would love to take you out for a bite. Your girlfriend too if she comes with.

But Kira didn’t have a girlfriend anymore. In fact, Kira’s now ex-girlfriend, Sam, was the whole reason she’d decided to take a leave of absence.

Back in Bermuda, Sam had told her—over FaceTime—that she’d started seeing someone in Kira’s absence. It had come out after a long day on the water. Kira had been explaining how she’d been stung while bending to tag an anemone, how she hoped to chart its growth over the next few months, when Sam interrupted.

“I met someone,” Sam had said. “An ornithologist.”

And Kira had hung up before Sam could say another word about it.

Kira had known dating Sam was a gamble going into the relationship. No one who wasn’t completely unhinged took out two hundred thousand in debt for a master’s in film, then chose to be a nature documentarian. But Kira had liked the way Sam laughed at her Donald Duck impression when they’d met at the prerelease screening of Sam’s Midway documentary, and so she’d said yes to Sam’s invite to dinner, then to being Sam’s girlfriend, and finally, to moving into the duplex Sam rented in Fairfax. It had helped that Sam had grown up in Hawai‘i, even if their age difference meant they didn’t share any local friends.

When, a few weeks after the FaceTime, Kira found out from Bill that Sam had been cheating on her with an ornithologist Sam had met in high school, the ornithologist that had inspired Sam’s Midway documentary on the short-tailed albatross, Kira had gotten on the research boat and driven to Hamilton. She’d found a bar and gotten so drunk that when she’d woken the next morning on some man’s hotel floor, she could honestly say she didn’t remember any of what had happened. She had washed her face in his marble sink and used his toothbrush, then walked out without waking him. When she had gotten back to Bill and the research cabins they were staying in, she sat him down.

“I know you and Sam are friends,” she had said. “And you can talk to her about me all you want. But I don’t want you to ever bring her up to me again.”

Kira had stayed on to finish her research in Bermuda but had refused to go back to Los Angeles with Bill, to face Sam and clear her stuff out of the Fairfax duplex. She’d booked a flight to Honolulu through JFK and never had to set foot in LAX.

Kira put her phone down without answering her dad’s text. She stood up and walked to her mom in the kitchen. “Need anything?” she asked.

“I’m good,” her mom said. “But if you want something to drink you should grab it.”

Kira filled a glass with water from the fridge. She watched her mom plate the egg and potatoes, spoon yogurt into a bowl and sprinkle granola with cubed mango from the tree in the backyard. Then they sat at the bar counter and Kira’s mom said, dig in.

Kira ate the parfait first. The mango was just a little too sweet, fermented from sitting on the sunny kitchen counter, but the yogurt’s tart overwhelmed it, soured by the fact that Kira had not eaten dairy in months. Before she’d gone to Bermuda, her doctor had diagnosed her as lactose intolerant. He’d said it was common in Pacific Islanders, had asked if Kira had always had problems with dairy, and she’d had to admit that, in spite of her pizza obsession, milk products gave her the shits. Kira hadn’t had the chance to tell her mom this. She didn’t want her to make it a big deal, to somehow tie it back to how bad of a mother she was to not have realized, in twenty-nine years, that her daughter was allergic to milk. She’d fed Kira too many bowls of cottage cheese and fruit, too many bagels with cream cheese for breakfast as a kid. So Kira braved the parfait, knowing she’d be on the toilet in a matter of minutes.

Kira also hadn’t confessed to her mom about Sam, though that was because she didn’t know how to say it. Besides, knowing her mom, the woman suspected.

“It would be good for you to see your dad,” Kira’s mom said as Kira scraped the last of the yogurt from its bowl. “For you to clear the air.”

“I don’t want to get gaslit,” Kira said.

“You could go somewhere public. Take your own car,” Kira’s mom said. “Then you can leave whenever you feel like it.”

With her fork, Kira cut into her fried egg. The yolk broke and ran over her home fries, soaking them in amber.

“It’s underdone.” Kira’s mom sighed. “Let me make you another.”

She took the plate before Kira could stop her, walking back into the kitchen to scrape the egg into the trash and start again. Kira’s stomach bubbled. She felt a pressure on her anus. Wiping the sweat from her upper lip, she got up from the barstool and sped-walked down the hall to her bathroom, where she sat on the toilet and voided her bowels, the shit leaving her body with a satisfying stench.

Her mom rapped on the door. “You okay in there?” she said.

Kira unlocked her phone. “I’m fine!” she said. “Don’t come in.”

“I can smell it from out here,” her mom said. “Your eggs are ready when you’re done. I’m heading to work.”

“See you later,” Kira said.

The sound of her mom’s footsteps receded down the hall. Kira opened her dad’s text again. She was bound to run into him sooner or later. She might as well do it on her own terms, instead of being cornered at the Outrigger or on a run around Diamond Head.

How does Friday sound? she typed. Acai bowls at Da Cove?

Her dad thumbsed-up the message before she could finish wiping her ass.

* * *

We had hoped they would drive to Da Cove together, but they didn’t. Instead, Pono parked on Diamond Head Circle, near the preschool Kira had attended, and she walked the two miles from Black Point to Monsarrat, listening to a book about a woman who loses her wife to a failed submarine excursion. They ended up walking into Health Bar less than a minute apart, largely thanks to us—we’d made Pono wait in his car for five minutes at the stoplight on the corner of Kapi‘olani Community College. Pono and Kira ordered ten-dollar acai bowls. They split a sixteen-dollar seared ahi salad. We wish we could tell you they enjoyed their meal, but one of the blueberries in Kira’s acai bowl was moldy, and Pono had always hated the dirty water taste of cucumber. He’d only ordered the salad because we’d whispered that Kira wanted it.

Though we tried to push them to the booths, they sat at the corner table in the back—Pono’s chair beside the bathrooms, Kira nudged up against the register. Every time someone ordered, Kira’s chair got hit. She scooched as close as she could to the table, and we tried to protect her, but she still managed to get elbowed in the head. That’s what she got for not listening to us.

When they finished the meal, they were full but not satisfied. Neither of them had apologized. Both still had questions. But before they got into their cars to leave, Pono suggested they meet for a hike next Saturday, and thanks to our nudging, Kira said yes.

* * *

One of the many reasons Pono hated teaching Intro to Bio was that the department always scheduled it on Fridays. He had to speed from lunch with Kira to make it to class. By the time he walked in, his students were sitting expectantly, waiting for their exams. He set his bag down and nodded to Marie, his TA, who grabbed the stack she’d graded and handed the tests back.

The room filled with whispers as his 203 students shared their grades, relief as they realized that, for the most part, they’d passed. Pono picked up a stick of chalk and rubbed it between his fingers, watching the white dust coat his hands. Kira had been uncharacteristically quiet at lunch, had not mentioned her girlfriend, had not brought up how they’d not spoken since she left for Bermuda. When she had talked, it was about the clown fish paper she was revising, which, it turned out, would be the newly appointed center of her dissertation. Before Bermuda, she’d focused on unchecked algae growth due to warming sea temperatures and a lack of fish. Pono wondered how many years this change would add to her PhD. At least two to make up for lost research, he’d guess. He wanted to believe she had it under control, but most likely, she didn’t. Either way, he’d help her figure it out. If, that is, she let him.

Pono took the lecture notes from his briefcase and set them on the desk, then sketched a pair of phylogenetic trees—rooted and unrooted—on the blackboard. When he turned back to the class, most of them had quieted.

“If you have any questions about your exams, you can see me after our lecture,” he said. “Right now, though, I’d like you to put your tests away.”

The class filled with rustling as students shoved their exams in book bags and purses, behind the covers of composition books. He saw one of the kids in the back ball up his exam and toss it in the garbage.

“Today, we’re going to talk about families,” Pono said. He paused to let his students take in the diagram he’d drawn. “Can any of you guess where I’m going with this?”

A girl in the second row raised her hand. “Like, a family tree?” she said.

“Exactly.” Pono nodded. “But not your family. The family of”—he gestured around them—“all of this. The family of our world.”

He explained to them that phylogenetic trees demonstrated how organisms on Earth had evolved to be what they were today—from bacteria to fungus. “Every single living thing on Earth shares a common ancestor. You just have to go far enough back to find it.” He turned to Marie. “Could you hand out that worksheet you made?”

Marie passed the worksheet down the lecture hall rows, and Pono continued. “What Marie’s handing out now is an example of the phylogenetic trees I’ll expect you to draw for your final exam. The same ones I drew up there.” He pointed at the chalkboard. “We’re going to label them together, and after that you can ask questions.”

Pono went over the format of the rooted versus unrooted trees, then the three main branches: bacteria, archaea, and eukarya, pausing at different nodes and taxa to list specifics, to share his favorite animal in each family and name classifications. He explained how, even when organisms were in different families, they shared traits. “Like how some of you have your uncle’s hands or your grandmother’s nose.”

His students scribbled furiously, mirroring the squeak of his own chalk on the board.

When Pono was done, he turned back to the class and asked for questions. Marie answered them.

Looking out at the eager young faces of his students, he was reminded of how he and Kira had been before she’d left for college. She’d gone to K-12 at a private school just five minutes from the university, and, on days like these, he used to pick her up for lunch. They’d go for sandwiches at Andy’s in Mānoa Marketplace, eat pork hash from Manapua Factory until their bellies ached, spend half an hour ogling pastries at the fancy French bakery only to end up with lilikoi cheesecake, a worse version of what Pono’s mom used to make from scratch. Pono already knew where he wanted to hike with Kira next Saturday—Pu‘u Pia, the same hike they’d done so many times while playing hooky, marching through bamboo and strawberry guava groves to the top of the ridge, before looping back around the mountain and through the snail sanctuary Pono had started for his own dissertation three decades before. Pu‘u Pia was also the hike he and Tori had mountain biked in their twenties before Kira, packing beers and Korean plate lunch that they’d eaten at the mountain’s bottom, after miles of winding, muddy trails.

Pono wondered if he had been in Bermuda with Kira—like she had asked, like he had promised—if he could have persuaded her from changing her dissertation topic. She was supposed to be graduating next year, not starting her research from scratch.

Looking at the clock, he saw that class was nearly over. He nodded to Marie.

“I think that’s all we have time for,” she told the class.

“One last thing,” Pono said. “For both the exam at the end of this section and the final you’ll have to memorize the phylogenetic trees from the textbook.”

His students were already starting to pack up, the knock of closed notebooks and click of ballpoint pens echoing over him. “I’d suggest getting started as soon as you can.”

A few kids stopped to ask clarifying questions about things they’d gotten wrong on the exam, but for the most part they filed out of the lecture hall without looking back, heading toward what he hoped was a better weekend than he’d have alone in his two-bedroom house at the back of Mānoa. Marie wiped Pono’s messy handwriting from the chalkboard, then went out the door to beat the erasers over the grass. When the last of his students had gone, Pono sat on the desk with a sigh. Marie walked back in with chalk dusting the front of her black shirt.

“You made a mess,” he said.

Marie groaned. “I can’t keep anything clean,” she said. “I wear black and get flour on it. I wear white and spill ketchup.” Her eyebrows bunched as she frowned, erasing her scar.

“How’d you get that?” Pono asked, pointing to her eyebrow.

Marie slid the erasers into the metal holder below the chalkboard. “Not a fun story,” she said.

“That’s okay,” Pono said.

“Well, I used to have an eyebrow ring,” Marie said, lifting a hand to stroke the bald spot. “Then one day, my boyfriend ripped it out.”

“That’s”—Pono swallowed—“terrible,” he said, surprised at her honesty.

Marie shrugged. “It bled a lot. They gave me stitches. I left him.”

“Can I ask you one more thing?” Pono asked, and Marie said of course.

“How often do you talk to your parents?”

“When I moved here, I called my mom every day. I was so homesick. Now”—she stared thoughtfully at the wall—“maybe once a month. The time difference is bad.”

“Do you think daughters have better relationships with their moms?” Pono asked.

“Definitely not.” Marie shook her head. “My younger sister and my mom, they can’t stand each other. She’s a daddy’s girl. But he worked a lot when I was younger. I didn’t see him much. By the time he was around I was in college.”

“That makes sense,” Pono said.

Marie nodded, then looked at her watch. “I gotta head out, but I hope you have a good weekend, Dr. Hamilton.”

“It’s Pono,” he reminded, and she blushed. “I hope you have a good weekend too.”

As Marie walked out the door, Pono tried to remember if he’d worked too much when Kira was a kid. He didn’t think so. He’d been the one who, when Tori put Kira in daycare at only one year old, took time off from the university to watch her, unable to do what Tori had done and ignore their daughter’s sobs, her terror at being left with the stranger of a preschool teacher. He was the one who’d picked her up every day after school, who went to all her parent-teacher conferences, who sat and watched her water polo games when Tori had refused to go as punishment for what she said was Kira’s lack of effort; Tori had expected Kira to start as a freshman, not ride the bench. Whenever Kira spent the night at his house—which wasn’t often, Tori had gotten full custody when their daughter was seven—he’d done his best to be present, to be invested in Kira’s interests, even if they were as silly as Neopets.

Hell, he was the one who, before Kira’s birth, had convinced Tori to keep their baby. They hadn’t been married then, only dating for a few years, when Tori had called in the middle of a lecture. She had just gotten out of the emergency room, she told him. The blood test was positive, she said. I’m pregnant. Two months. She’d kept sobbing, saying she was scared. That she wouldn’t be a good mother. Wasn’t sure their relationship could withstand a kid. And he’d told her she’d be wonderful. Promised they would more than manage it. How wrong he’d been.

* * *

Kira sometimes wondered if her mom blamed her dad for Kira turning out the way she did—secretive and moody, her mom had said that morning, after Kira had slammed the bedroom door. It had been seven days since she had gotten breakfast with her dad, seven days since she’d left the house, let alone her room, and her mom had just been trying to get Kira out of bed.

Kira had a theory that her mom blamed her dad for Kira running away to the mainland to get a PhD in fish. She knew her mom would never admit to this. Would never say that she didn’t approve of Kira’s choices. Because Kira’s mom’s biggest fear was ending up like her own mother—an ice-cold bitch, she’d said once, when Kira asked why they only saw her grandparents for Christmas. And even if her mom wouldn’t admit that she’d rather have had Kira, her only child, be a writer, or, at the very least, an art critic, her overzealous consent to Kira’s leave of absence was proof that she didn’t approve of the PhD. In Kira’s logic, that extended to the man who’d inspired it, and all of his other inheritable vices.

The thing was—Kira’s mom wasn’t wrong when it came to Kira’s dad. His flakiness had rubbed off on Kira, and, before she’d met Sam, had made it hard to trust people. To form what her therapist called meaningful connections. Throughout coursework, she’d never voluntarily gone to office hours. She preferred drinking alone or at house parties of college friends than meeting members of her cohort at bars. In fact, she’d struggled with booze more than she liked to admit—after her comprehensive exams, she’d blacked out alone in her Santa Monica studio.

One of the things she’d loved most about Sam was how easy it was to be sober with her. Sam didn’t believe in drinking, thought it numbed the senses. At first, Kira had taken up sobriety to please her, but she’d fallen in love with seeing the world the way Sam saw it. Sam, who pointed out how the light fell through the orchids that crept up their window, who, on walks through West Hollywood, would stop people to frame their faces with her hands. Now that they were broken up, Kira needed a handle of tequila just to keep from thinking of all the things she would have pointed out to Sam if Sam were with her still, were on O‘ahu. She bought a bottle of Milagro and kept it with a bag of limes under her bed.

Kira heard the front door slam and the low purr of her mom’s Porsche fade down the street. She pulled the tequila out and, sitting on the hardwood floor, took three long swigs. The liquor burned her throat and sent a dizzy crawl behind her eyes. She screwed the cap back on, and for the first time since last Friday, walked to the kitchen, where she puked in the stainless steel sink.

Last week, after getting home from lunch with her dad—which had gone surprisingly well, considering they hadn’t talked in months—Kira had gotten an email from Sam. When they’d broken up, Kira had blocked Sam on her phone and her Facebook, on Instagram and even Twitter, which had somehow been the hardest. But she’d forgotten to block Sam on her school email, and Sam, of course, had snuck in at the worst time, right after Kira read edits from Bill on the anemone chapter she’d sent him. He hadn’t liked it.


I know things are hard for you right now. I heard from Bill. Going home must have been big. But I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for weeks. Blocking me on social media was really immature.

I need you to come and get your stuff. Or, if you don’t want to see me, send a moving service. Geri moved in. We’re getting engaged (I’m sorry, but you should know) and we don’t have room for her stuff with all of your shit.

You don’t have to respond. I just want your things gone.

P.S. I know I handled this badly, and I’m sorry.

P.P.S. I heard about the clown fish. Bill and I had lunch last week. He doesn’t like it, but I think it’s genius. Too many people write about algae. But a clown fish documentary? That would be some legendary shit. Good luck, kid.



Kira hadn’t cried while reading the email, but she had cracked her computer screen when she slammed the laptop shut. Then she’d gotten so drunk that when her mom got home, they’d had a screaming match over something Kira didn’t remember. What she did remember was waking up in her bedroom closet on a pile of her grandma’s silk scarves, the one thing besides plants that her dad had told her Hina had collected. For six days, she’d lain in the closet, the scarves beginning to smell. She’d read and reread Sam’s email, subsisting on an inconsistent diet of orange juice, limes, tequila, and a bag of tortilla chips she’d found in one of her backpacks. She stroked her broken computer screen, the crack in it consuming the last email that Sam would ever send her.

By Friday morning, the screen was completely black.

Now Kira had nothing to do but stare at the ceiling, and she wasn’t pathetic enough to do that. She was going to get out of the house. She was going to do something. First, she needed breakfast.

After puking in the sink Kira opened the fridge. Everything her mom bought was whole grain and all-natural, the exact shit she did not want to eat while hungover. She grabbed the keys to her car—the same Jeep Liberty she’d driven since high school—and walked out the door in the cotton babydoll dress with holes in the armpits that she’d slept in since she was ten. It had been her favorite ever since her dad told her that it was the only dress her mom had worn while pregnant.

Kira backed out of the driveway fine, but driving down Kāhala Ave. without hitting any parked cars was a feat. She didn’t realize how early it was until she saw the line outside the Kāhala Mall McDonald’s. Commuters curled out of the parking lot and onto Kīlauea Ave. She pulled in behind a white Tesla and waited ten minutes to get to the window. When they asked her what she wanted, Kira ordered the local deluxe breakfast.

She ate in the McDonald’s parking lot next to a truck full of construction workers, scooping rice with her left hand and using her right to stab the Portuguese sausage and Spam with a plastic fork. She didn’t bother with the rubbery fast-food eggs. When she was done, she opened her door and walked barefoot across the asphalt to the garbage can at the McDonald’s entrance, where she threw her empty plate away and waved at the small Samoan girl who stood at the door with a teddy bear in hand.

She was feeling better with a little grease in her, though it might have been smarter to forgo the rice for pancakes. Getting back into the car, she wiped her hands on the seat before opening the texts her mom had sent.

They’re selling the Spalding House this June. Her mom had sent the link to an article. You should take a look before the art is gone. There was no mention of the fight they’d had.

Kira considered driving back home or to the club or hitting up a friend from high school for drinks, but it was a Friday morning, and everyone was probably working or asleep, so she looked up the address to Spalding House. Maybe it would be good to stare at some art and walk through the gardens. Maybe she could forget about all this Sam shit.

The freeway was fine, but Kira had forgotten Tantalus’s curves. She had to go ten miles under the speed limit to keep from barfing out the window. When she got to the Spalding House parking lot, she opened her door and hung her head between her knees, taking deep breaths until the rice and pork bits stopped burping up her throat and settled back into her stomach. Then she slipped on a pair of worn Birkenstocks she found in the back of the car and grabbed a handful of cash from the glove compartment before walking into the museum.

A woman in a blue mu‘umu‘u sat behind the welcome desk. “Ten dollars for entrance,” she said.

Kira found two fives and handed them over. The woman handed her a sticker back and Kira smoothed its adhesive onto the left breast of her dress.

“I can walk wherever I want?” she asked, and though the woman looked wary of Tori’s disheveled appearance, she nodded yes. “Do you have any water?” she asked, and the woman sold her a bottle of Dasani for another eight bucks.

Kira walked through the cloud exhibit with its hanging baubles and lights. She walked through the mask exhibit with its howling mouths and got scared looking into the eyes of a baby mask, the glassed-over holes reflecting her hungover face in their depths. She got to the pool before she knew it and was surprised to see its water scummed with algae, not clear like it had been in her childhood. She took off her Birkenstocks, and dangled her feet into the water, the slime of the pool’s side slick against the back of her calves.

Decades before, she had been saved by a sculpture that floated in this pool. It was her first time at Spalding House—alone with her mom, her dad doing a one-man run down the coast with his hānai cousin, Max. Kira had been four. Her mom had stopped to look at a human-size cockroach sculpture in the main gallery and Kira had wandered out to the pool, where shiny balls floated. She’d reached, trying to grab one, and fell in. By the time Kira’s mom had come to look for her, she was scrambling like a drowning rat, half-hanging from the balls that rolled over the water every time she tried to grab them. Kira’s mom had managed to fish her out. But instead of taking Kira to the car, instead of drying her off, she had made Kira walk the rest of the museum’s gardens and galleries soaking wet. The other patrons had stared, and one of the museum’s docents had tried to stop them, but Kira’s mom had pushed the docent aside and dragged a shaking Kira—cold from the air-conditioning—past.

Before they left the museum, Kira’s mom had taken her back to the pool, where, reaching into the water, she’d picked up one of the smaller shining balls. “Don’t touch things that aren’t yours,” she’d said. Then she’d punted the ball over the pool. It had rolled down the hill, then hit a rock and shattered.

A house sparrow landed beside Kira and cocked its head, looking for food.

She held up her hands. “I don’t have anything,” she said.

Picking up her Birkenstocks, Kira followed the bird down into the garden, past the bromeliad pathway, around the flowering monkeypod and to the driftwood horse sculpture that grazed on the hill. She sat beneath it and felt the warm grass itch her skin. She wondered if her mom was making graphics for work today, or if she’d been stuck crunching numbers. She wondered how her dad was doing in the Intro to Bio class he’d told her he was teaching, if his students had stopped calling him Dr. Hamilton or if he was stuck with an old man’s title at only fifty-nine. She thought of Sam back in Los Angeles, sitting under one of the sparse trees in Pan Pacific Park, leaning against Geri at the foot of the hill that sloped up to the Holocaust Museum. When Kira next took out her phone, it was to look up the phone numbers for moving companies in West Los Angeles.

* * *

Together this time, they drove to Pu‘u Pia along the same winding curves that Kira had taken the morning before. Pono passed all the parking spots we’d left open for him, and had to circle back, Kira gripping the door as he sped over the bridge mossed with constant rain, fertilized by pig shit. She should have known we wouldn’t let her be hurt. Sliding into a spot just across from the trailhead, Pono got out to find the nose of his Tacoma hanging over the cliff. Hope the parking brake holds, he joked, and we knew it would, but Kira didn’t laugh.

The ginger had quit blooming with late August, but maidenhair fern still sprouted from the cinder walls, dripping into the trail. It brushed Pono and Kira, and we reached through it to caress them. By the time they got to the sanctuary’s metal gate, their shirts were soaked. It opened with a squawk, Pono stepping first, Kira following him. She closed the door behind her, but we found a way in.

They only made it a few steps before Pono kneeled in the wet trail, lifting the leaves of a branching ‘ōhi‘a to show his treasures. Scientists call Hawai‘i the extinction capital of the world, he told Kira. We had the most biodiversity, he said, and each year, we lose the most of it.

He found a snail crawling at the base of an unopened bud. Kāhuli, he whispered, and then we were on our knees too, Kira beside us, dipping her head to look at the yellow and black stripes of one of the last kāhuli snails in the world. Before our eyes, the snail glided, leaving a trail of opalescent shine.

When they stood to hike on, we stood too, walking beside them as Pono pointed out shrubs and trees he’d planted over the past thirty years. He walked to the sanctuary’s edge to make sure the fence posts had not fallen with age or rot. On one of the fence’s slats, they found a Jackson’s chameleon, and Kira picked it up and pet the back of its neck. It’s kinda cute, she said, surprised, and we agreed with her. But then Pono reached for it, and we knew what would happen before it was done. He held it in his hands. Stop, Kira said. But the chameleon’s neck was already twisted. It broke with a sound like a pencil’s crack. He tossed it over the sanctuary’s fence and later, when we looked for it, we found the feral cats had eaten it. But that was days after Pono and Kira had left.

At the top of the trail, they sat on a bench, the same one we had all sat on years ago, when Kira was in middle school, her swinging legs not long enough to touch the ground. The wood now was worn with rain and soft at the edges. It was invasive, Pono said. I had to get rid of it. We wanted to tell Kira that her dad did not like killing things, but she could not hear us. She said I know, and before us, Waimānalo Valley peeked over the top of the Ko‘olau, shining through a crack in the clouds.

* * *

For three days after the hike up Pu‘u Pia, Pono thought he had ruined things with Kira. She did not message back when he texted, I had a good time. Didn’t even bother to like his miniature pig gif. Desperate, on Tuesday he decided to go to the Kāhala Mall Starbucks in hopes of running into Tori. He knew she still got coffee there, as she had when they were married. If he played it right, maybe he could get some intel. She owed him.

At Starbucks, Pono ordered a Venti and sat at the center booth against the wall. He’d brought some research but was too distracted looking for blond women in the coffee line to really get into it. When he saw Tori’s quintessential poof, he pretended to be busy. He watched her out of the corner of his eye as she ordered and paid for a caramel Frappuccino. Then, just as he’d hoped, she walked across the store to him—hairsprayed bun bouncing high on her head.

“Fancy seeing you here,” she said.

Pono looked up from the papers he’d spread over the table as his ex-wife stood across from him.

People always said that love clouded the vision. But with Tori, Pono swore love had cleared it. He wondered if Tori saw through him, as she had when they’d been married. Back then, all he’d had to do was make an involuntary face, and she’d known exactly what was going on in his head. Maybe that was because Tori hadn’t married for love of him, but for love of his mom, something he hadn’t realized until after his mom was dead.

Pono leaned onto the back two legs of his chair, balancing against the wall. “Just catching up on some work,” he told Tori. “I’m teaching this semester. My research has gone to shit.”

“You still working up on Tantalus?” Tori asked.

Pono nodded. “I took Kira there a few days ago.”

Tori’s eyebrows raised. She had not known this. The barista called her name, and she held up a finger.

“We need to talk,” she said. “I’ll be back.”

Pono admired the curve of her back as she walked across the room and leaned over the counter to thank the barista. At fifty-eight she looked good. Better than he did. When she came back, she pushed his papers aside to clear a space for her drink. She sat across from him.

“Is everything okay between us?” he asked, once she’d gotten settled.

“Oh, we’re fine,” she said. “We’ve been fine ever since you signed that retroactive prenup. It’s your daughter I want to talk about.”

“Our daughter,” Pono said.

Tori waved him away. “She isn’t doing okay. I’m worried about it.”

This was what Pono had been waiting for. But now, sitting across from Tori, close enough to see her lipstick smudge as she sipped from her straw, he realized it was not what he wanted. What he wanted was to go back to when he met Tori at his first book signing, how she’d smiled as he scrawled his signature across the title page. I took that picture, she’d said, pointing at the cover. He’d said, really? and looked down at the blown-up snail, then back at her, and the crooked canine she usually hid was on full display as she’d said yeah.

If Pono knew anything at fifty-nine it was that once something left, it was gone forever. Screw the people who said they’d let something they loved go and it had come back to them. He’d learned about loss first from his dad, who’d walked out when Pono was just a toddler, and then again from his mom, who’d died from a heart attack just five years into retirement.

The day of his mother’s funeral had been the hardest of Pono’s life. They’d spent the morning in metal foldout chairs that made his butt numb, and Pono had blacked out when he gave the eulogy. Tori had the whole thing filmed professionally, but he’d never watched it, had known that whatever he’d said could not have been enough. Other people had gone up to pay their respects—Keoki from the flower store, Kira’s mom, his hānai cousin Max—and after they’d all said what they’d wanted, he and Tori and a few others had paddled out to Old Man’s, the four-man outrigger canoe Pono steered bouncing over the winter swell, drizzle falling in an icy slant. Tori had sobbed—louder than she had when she called to tell him she was pregnant—had refused to touch the ashes, and Pono had been left to spread his mom over the water. She had stuck to his hands.

After he’d spread all he could of her, had rinsed his mother’s residue from the plastic bag, he’d paddled the canoe back in. While Tori had sat, crying, in front of the picture of his mom, Pono had been left to thank the guests. He did so while eating—kālua pork and poi, haupia and lomi salmon that made his flat stomach bulge, threatening the button of his pants.

Person after person had come up, had repeated how sorry they were for his loss, how she’d been too young, how he didn’t deserve this. When a man he had not recognized, who he was sure had not known his mom, had walked up, beer in hand, and told him, “To know her was to love her,” Pono had nearly punched him. He had taken one, two, three deep breaths, thanked the man, put his just-refilled plate of food down on the nearest table and walked to the bathroom, where he’d washed his mom’s soot from under his fingernails and tried not to puke in the bathroom’s trash can.

That night, he had not expected that Tori would leave him. He’d known things between them were rough, but he’d thought that they were simply sad, nothing more or less. Then she’d pulled the divorce papers from her bag and pushed them across the table. She’d whispered, “Your mother would have never forgiven me for this,” and he’d known she had been waiting to leave him until Hina had passed.

So now, even as Tori sat, alive and breathing in front of him, he knew—had known since the night of his mom’s funeral—that her love would never return to him.

Tori told him that Kira was taking a leave of absence from her PhD, that she hadn’t told her explicitly, but Tori had a hunch that she and Sam, the older girlfriend Kira had told him of last December, had broken up while Kira was in Bermuda.

“I’m worried she won’t go back to LA at all,” Tori said. “And then what will she do with her master’s? Go work as a consultant for some tech company? Push papers at a nonprofit? She wouldn’t be happy doing that.”

“I know lots of people who took time off during their PhDs,” Pono said. He also knew a lot of people who were happy working at nonprofits but refrained from saying that.

“All I want is for you to talk with her. I can’t get through,” Tori said.

Pono saw it shimmer then, the gleaming truth she was handing him. She was vulnerable, and for a moment he thought that if he did this for her, that if he proved he could be a good dad, he might get his wife back. But then she blinked, and the tears that had gathered were blotted from her lashes into a napkin.

“I’ll talk to her,” he promised. “I’ll text her right now and we’ll get to the bottom of it.”

“Thank you,” Tori said. She took his hands. Hers were cold from the Frappuccino. “I better head out.” She let go and crumpled her used napkin. Stood, and smiled. “Have to get to work before Dad throws a fit.”

He said goodbye and she walked away, her heels clacking out the cave of Starbucks. When she got to the carpet around the fountain, the sound softened to a thud. Pono leaned forward as Tori got to the sliding doors of the mall, and he swore she paused at the tile there for just a moment. But then she stepped forward and triggered the sensor. The doors to the outside world opened and she left.

* * *

The snack bar was Kira’s favorite place at the Outrigger. That was where her memories of her grandma lived. Before Hina had died and her parents had separated, Kira and her family had spent their summer mornings getting breakfast at the snack bar. Hina drove all the way from Mākaha for it. Hina had been the type of person who ordered soda with her breakfast, who gave Kira half her French toast even when Kira hadn’t asked for it. She’d been the type of woman to clean the table herself before sitting down, taking two napkins from the snack bar counter and wetting them beneath the spout of the drinking fountain. She’d hand one to Kira’s mom, and together they’d wipe away the grime of whoever’d eaten there before them—grains of rice and dried-out ketchup falling to the cement.

Now, the old fountain had been replaced by one of the fancy ones that refrigerated your water, which was fitted at the backsplash with a sensored bottle filler. The water was too cold for Kira to drink. On the Tuesday after Kira and her dad hiked Pu‘u Pia, she grabbed herself a cup from beside the snack bar register. She walked around the corner to the showers—built so members could wash sand from their feet before tracking it in the locker rooms—and filled her cup to the brim, drank, then filled the cup again. She walked back to the snack bar and sat at a table near the sand, next to a planter. A coconut tree frond hung, blocking the ocean.

It had been nearly two weeks since Kira had gotten the email from Sam. Though she wasn’t feeling much better about it, she had accepted, almost, that she and Sam were over. Last week, after leaving Spalding House, she’d called a moving company, and the man who’d picked up had said they could send a group to Sam’s apartment in the next week or so. He’d reassured her that they could store all her shit in a temperature-controlled unit until she was ready to come for it. Kira hadn’t gone forward with it yet—she couldn’t afford the movers without her mom’s help—but she was going to within the week. Before blocking Sam on her school email, Kira had emailed her back, promising this.

Sipping her coffee, she waited for Linda, the snack bar lady, to call her name. When she did, Kira went to the counter and thanked her for the food. Back at her table, she picked the peas out of her fried rice, a habit that would have had Hina slapping her hands. She pushed the rejected green to the side, then ate the rice with just the onions, carrots, eggs, and Spam in it. When she was done, she dumped the paper plate in the trash and walked to the Hau Terrace, where she asked the man at the bar for Maureen. He led her up to the Koa Lanai.

Maureen stood alone, sorting linens. She smiled when she saw Kira. “Howzit, Ragamuffin?” Maureen asked as she hugged her.

“All right.” Kira shrugged. “Need help?” she asked.

Maureen handed her a stack of napkins and Kira folded them the way Maureen showed her, bunching them into what looked like a cuttlefish before pulling them through napkin holders.

“You seen your dad yet?” Maureen asked as they fell into a rhythm.

“A couple of times, yeah,” Kira said.

A wave crashed into the breakwall, sending water spilling into the Hau Terrace before it ricocheted back out the channel, to the deep water beyond Old Man’s. Kira settled into a rhythm with her hands. She thought about last Christmas.

Because she’d been stuck TA’ing a class at USC, Kira had missed the anniversary of her grandma’s death in November, so she and her dad had made plans to swim out from the club and to the channel kite on Christmas Eve. They’d shot out through the water, pushed by the force of the waves that had broken only seconds before on the shore. They’d stood on the cement that anchored the pole of the kite to the reef, whispering prayers into the waves, and Kira had hoped that, wherever Hina was, she could hear them. She had hoped that her grandma was sitting on a chair in the sun, a can of Coca-Cola in hand, not just at rest but more—happy.

She hadn’t planned to tell Pono then, but once she was out there, with her grandma looking on, it felt as good a time as any. She had turned to her dad. She’d come out; she’d talked about her and Sam and how they were dating. When she did, he’d dropped his goggles into the ocean. He dove down to look for them while she was still speaking. Then he’d surfaced and said a few choice things about Sam being a cougar. Had said she would leave the second she got bored. Maybe, Kira thought, her hands twisting a napkin, he hadn’t been wrong about everything. But it wasn’t his words about Sam that had resulted in them not speaking for eight months. It was what he’d said after.

“When you chose your mom, it was really hard on me,” Pono had said. At first Kira hadn’t known what he’d meant by it. “I don’t mean the custody. I mean after. I mean now, and when you were in college. You had another home. You have a place to stay with me. But every time you come back, you choose her.”

Kira had wanted to say that it was easier to stay where all her clothes were, where she had a car, and where she could, for the most part and because Mom worked so often, be alone. But she had not. Instead, she’d stared at the whitewater curling over Old Man’s.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she’d asked.

“Sometimes, when you come home and you stay with your mom after I haven’t seen you for months, it’s like.” He’d paused. “It’s like you’re dead to me.”

Now, after months of replaying the conversation to herself and to her therapist, Kira realized he had not meant that she was dead to him, but that he felt dead to her. When he’d said it to her out in the cold water she’d been so hurt that she had left him in the channel without his goggles and fought the rising tide back in to shore. She had not spoken to him for the week she had left in Hawai‘i, for all the time she’d been in Los Angeles, for the months and months she’d been on the other side of the world.

Maureen finished her napkins and started folding dish towels. “Your dad loves you, you know,” she said.

Kira laughed. “He killed a Jackson’s chameleon the other day. Picked it up and broke its neck.”

Maureen stopped folding the dish towels and looked at Kira. “That must have felt like shit,” she said.

“It did,” Kira said. She pulled the last of her stack of napkins through its holder, remembering how the Jackson’s chameleon had spun through the air like a dog’s toy when her dad had thrown it. “You got anything else for me? I might go for a swim.”

“I got it under control,” Maureen said. “But before you go.” She put down the dish towel she was folding. “Come here.” She pulled out her phone.

Kira stepped closer to Maureen and, in Maureen’s hands, saw a picture of a round-faced boy. Maureen’s grandson, she realized. He looked so much older than when she’d last seen a picture. He smiled, black bangs curling into his eyes as he held a starfish.

“I took him to the aquarium yesterday,” Maureen said. “We went to the interactive exhibit by the seal enclosure, and I told him all about you. How you’re one fancy marine biologist.”

“Not yet,” Kira said. “Maybe not ever.”

“What do you mean?” Maureen said. “You’re not giving up!”

Kira hadn’t thought of giving up, but she was tired. She didn’t know how she’d finish her dissertation this year or the next, wasn’t sure if Bill even wanted to work with her after the lackluster response he’d sent her most recent chapter. What would she do if she had to find another adviser? She didn’t want to move back to Los Angeles alone, to live by herself in a studio apartment as she had before Sam. She didn’t want to always wonder when, not if, she would run into Sam and Geri—at the farmers market, at Erewhon, at department events.

But Kira also knew that she couldn’t give up the rush she got from the sticky burn of an anemone’s small harpoons as its tentacles tried to eat her fingers. She couldn’t help but be amazed by the mucous skin of the clown fish, how, over time, they’d adapted to sustain the anemone’s sting. She believed, even if Bill did not, that the study of the clown fish and anemone’s mutualistic relationship—the anemone protecting the clown fish from prey, the clown fish protecting the anemone from parasites—would be instrumental in saving not just the reefs of Bermuda, but also the whole world. She wondered if this is how her dad had felt when he first began studying kāhuli.

“I’m not giving up,” Kira said, and Maureen said good.

“Go for your swim,” Maureen told Kira. “But text your dad too. And don’t forget, come visit me later!”

“I will,” Kira promised.

She walked down the steps of the Koa Lanai and through the Hau Terrace to the sandlot above the beach. The tide was high, grabbing handfuls of sand from the base of the coconut trees and naupaka that grew below Colony Surf. The water would be too murky to see anything. She decided to lift weights, then swim when the tide lowered. As she walked to the weight room at the back of the club, she thought of what Maureen had said. Taking her phone from her pocket, she opened a message to her dad. Swimming in an hour. Come if you’re free, she said.

* * *

Pono did come, and they swam the channel like they had eight months before, but this time, we were with them. Instead of stopping at the kite, we led them out along Kaimana’s break, then bobbed outside the Natatorium, watching ulua take bites of schools of fish at the spot where the first submarine communications cable between California and Hawai‘i had once ended. We floated beside a whitetip reef shark that slept under a ledge of reef, the current pulling water through its gills so it didn’t have to swim. We pulsed alongside the octopus that inked the water when Pono and Kira dove to look at a cowry. And when they surfaced, we were tucked beside the hermit crab they found inside the shell. We leaped out before Pono could let the cowry go, and beside Pono and Kira we watched the shell zigzag to the seafloor, settling into the sand.

We swam with them back to Outrigger and supported them as they floated in the club’s small cove, our hands on their backs. Did you hear about the seal getting separated from her pup? Pono asked, and Kira said no. He told her how a lady at Kaimana had gotten too close to the seals in the water, and the mama seal had bit her. How after that, NOAA had relocated the mom. That’s fucked-up, Kira said. We raced above them in the sky with the cirrus. We danced in the Kona winds that blew over their skin. When Kira sat up, we were the sand her feet sunk into. Did you ever love Mom? she asked. We held Pono as his whole body winced. Big time, he said.

We blew beside them up the sand, swirled as they sat against the breakwall in front of the lifeguard. We lowered the tide, exposing the reef to their left. Do you think you’d want to work in the sanctuary while you’re here? Pono asked, and Kira was quiet for a moment. We nipped with crab’s claws at her heels, and finally, she said yes. Two mainlanders slathered in zinc descended the stairs to the beach, boards under their arms, but we ignored them. There’s no way those kooks make it out to the break before sunset, Kira said, and Pono laughed as one of the men tried to belly his board. To entertain Kira, we pushed the man off, accidentally splashing an older woman who had just gotten into the water to swim.

We knew that when Kira left the Outrigger it would be to go back to her mom’s house. That in six months she would leave us and Pono, returning to her PhD in Los Angeles. But we knew too that she and Pono would have many more days here, both before she left and after she came back. And, we knew too that the story would not end with her. Just as the story had not ended with Harrison, with Hina or Tūtū, with Maile or Ivan. Because those stories were not theirs alone. They belong to all of us.

We stayed with Pono and Kira in the water until the sun hit the rim of the sky, counted the seconds as it sank into the ocean. Kira leaned into Pono, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. We cupped our ears to hear what she said. I love you, Dad. He said it back. We did not blink then, though our eyes burned, did not blink when the sun disappeared and the green flash blazed, a ghost on the horizon. And when Kira and Pono finally left the water, walked up the sand to the steps, we did not hold them back. We let them go, into the future that awaited them.
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