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When I was a child in Hawai`i, whenever our family gathered, the evening would end with stories. My grandmother, aunts, uncles, and parents remembered the Territorial Days when life was simpler— planting taro in terraced rows, running barefoot, and climbing trees after school. But when the moon mounted the warm dark nights, my cousins and I craved the ghost stories. In those days, gods and goddesses, ghosts and spirits were very much alive.
After a sunset swim and barbecue on the beach, all of us gathered around the glowing hibachi coals, knee to knee in the darkness. Did we know that a little boy had drowned right here at this beach, an uncle would ask with a glint in his eye. We shivered when we heard the tale of how his seaweed-dripping ghost haunted the sea waiting for an unsuspecting victim.
On the way home, my father would point out darkened houses, supposedly haunted, and trees where ghosts could be seen luring drivers. When he turned onto our street we were instantly silent when we passed three old cemeteries and four temples and churches—a richly fertile haunt for spirits.
Early one morning, my mother’s cousin awakened us with her frantic pounding on our front door. On her way to work, traffic had slowed to a crawl. A man and woman, drenched in blood, beckoned all the drivers from the wall at Kipapa Gulch, a treacherous road. They had died in a car crash the night before at that very spot. The couple’s spirits now lured the morning commuters to “take their place.”
While the Chinese and Hawaiian ghost stories—of which our family had an endless supply—shaped our imaginations, we were trying to be as American as the people we saw on television and in the movies. Our school curriculum covered American history, not Hawaiian history. Our teachers emphasized speaking good English, not the pidgin we used to communicate with our friends and neighbors who spoke dozens of languages. But we always remembered that spirits inhabit our trees, rocks, mountains, and wind. Ghosts return to homes and roadsides. Strange gods and goddesses take human form to confound us.
Hawai`i is a mix of many cultures and languages from ethnically diverse lands of the Pacific. Perhaps it is Hawai`i’s tumultuous history—a Hawaiian kingdom overthrown by American businessmen, ruled by a provisional government and a republic, annexation, and statehood—that allows us to be comfortable with both the mystical world of Hawai`i and the logical Western world of America. It has taught us that what matters most are the people and our ability to get along and adapt.
According to the 2000 U.S. Census, there are more Hawaiians living on the U.S. mainland than in Hawai`i. Even though we keiki o ka `aina—the children of Hawaii—have left the Islands for political, economic, or educational reasons, we have taken the tales and myths and legends of Hawai`i with us.
So now when the wind rustles the trees, we teach our children to hear its stories. We teach the little ones the rituals and how to observe the festivals based upon ancient ways. They hear chilling ghost stories from our childhood steeped in the legends of many. So when they inhale the humid air and hear the haunting voices of their families they will know that the spirits of all these ancestors belong to them.
When Strange Gods Call evokes these ghosts and spirits of Hawai`i. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales are entirely coincidental.
The gods, goddesses, ghosts, and spirits, however, are real.
~*~
Hawai`i, 1958
Millions of stars surrounded the cliff like a river of iridescent sand across the skies and spilled down to the sea hundreds of feet below. Alex coasted to the edge, to where we could hear the surf pound against the lava rocks beneath us.
I turned to study his face, to see how he had changed. He had traveled six thousand miles away and lived where seasons changed from icy snow to dripping heat. He returned from his first year of college taller, broader in the shoulders, with an East Coast polish to his speech. Since I had never left the Islands, I wanted to know what he had seen, what he had felt.
Alex gripped the steering wheel of his ’47 wood-paneled Olds and stared into the darkness as if memorizing the position and brilliance of each star. “Hawai`i is a galaxy apart, a whole different world,” he said with his old charm and confidence. This old Woody was Alex’s pride, one of the things he missed the most while he was away. Its wood sides, stripped by the sea air, worn to a patina by the sun, were smooth to the touch. Even its interior scent, of wood and worn leather, reminded us of the days we had spent as salty-haired teens.
The wind whistled in through the side windows that had never closed properly after we pried them open. It became our private joke, a reminder of our first date when he locked the keys in the car fifteen minutes before my ten o’clock curfew. Frantic, we had jimmied the lock with a coat hanger. Alex pronounced our success a good omen, despite our families’ legendary rivalry. But his year away had been a year of silence.
Alex leaned forward and pulled me close. “Let me teach you what I learned on the East Coast,” he said. His voice was throaty and his hands were smooth, hot, and silky against my throat when he kissed me. His shirt, a Hawaiian print that smelled like a sunny afternoon under salty skies, was soft against my bare arms.
I was breathless. I no longer heard the sea or the wind. The air was sweet with ocean spray and resonant with the boom of the waves
But when his hands slid up my bare legs, my fists were faster. His head flew back and splashed against the window with a resounding Thwack!
“Miki,” he yelped. He clutched the left side of his face and winced.
My fist and open palm were poised in front of me in the Crane position, ready to strike again. The Alex I knew was a gentleman; we had gone no further than passionate kisses in high school. He knew I was a fighter, the result of growing up in a clan of brawny male cousins. I took a deep breath, ready to bolt. Since we were students, I could forgive him for not calling. It was expensive—five dollars a minute. But to not write for a year, to not even call when he got back a month ago, then to drive straight to this lookout on our first date…the heat of his fingers burned my thighs.
Alex’s lips twisted in a scowl. He huffed angrily. He started up the car and screeched into reverse. “This is 1958, Miki Ai’Lee. Girls on the East Coast know how to have fun. Stay an island peasant the rest of your life.”
I swore at him in Chinese, Japanese, Hawaiian, and everything else I knew.
His cheek showed no evidence of my bruising punch, yet. But I had hurt something greater than his handsome face.
His eyes turned red as fire bolts when he floored the accelerator. Seconds later, his precious Olds Woody flew off the cliff and exploded into a sparkling shower of confetti that joined the millions of stars stretching from the sky to the sea. Alex opened his arms and shot across the Pacific like a meteor.
“Alex,” I screamed. I tumbled end over end through the dark sky, hands outstretched. I felt the air suck from my lungs as he disappeared over the horizon. I rocketed through the darkness of night. Then I grabbed a moonbeam and slid back to earth in a shower of silver tears.
~*~
San Francisco, 1970
It was dawn. The fog had crept in overnight and smothered the hills of San Francisco while the winds off the bay howled like banshees. When I woke, I yearned to breathe the misty clouds that wrapped the peaks of Nu`uanu where at night, when the wind howled through the tree tunnels of the Old Pali Road, ghosts shapes loomed in the darkness with outstretched hands.
My grandmother said that dreams were doorways to yesterday and tomorrow, that yesterdays became tomorrows, that dreams never lied. Alex Demming was my yesterday, a door slammed shut and bolted a dozen years ago, a friendship doomed a hundred years before when a Demming and an Ai’Lee ignited a saga of mysterious deaths and deceit.
I had never dreamt of Alex before. It had been twelve years since I slugged him, twelve years since he stormed out of my life. Alex, tall and gangly, his brown hair rebelliously tousled, would have returned after college to run the Demming ranch on Kaua`i.
Twelve years ago I was a skinny eighteen year-old with creamy skin that refused to tan. In those carefree days, my hair fell to my waist like an ebony waterfall or streamed behind me when I ran in the wind.
Now I am a professor of art history, thirty and unmarried. I wear sleek suits and carry a briefcase. While I was built a career in San Francisco, Hawai`i became the nation’s fiftieth state, a magnet for federal and international investments in tourism and business. Alex’s family—the Demmings—tracks four generations upon the land that had once belonged to the Ai’Lees and is one of Hawai`i’s most powerful landowners.
But in my dreams, I heard the voice of ancient legends call my name from across the Pacific. Miki Ai’Lee! Miki Ai’Lee! Their chants reminded me of ritual incense spiraling in neighborhood temples and coconut fronds rustling on a warm Hawaiian breeze.
Goosebumps prickled up my back and down my arms. Chicken skin, Hawaiians called it, when the hair on your neck tinges and shivers run up your spine. Chicken skin. Someone, somewhere, was holding me in his thoughts, remembering, pondering, reaching for me.
I dug in the darkness for the phone.
My father, Kam Ai’Lee, was already up, slicing a Portuguese sausage for his breakfast omelet. He didn’t sound surprised that I had called before dawn. Hawaiians rise as soon as the night rains have stopped, before the morning has steamed the dew off the grass. Over the transpacific phone lines he sounded like he was sitting on the ocean floor, his words bubbling up one by one. He tried so hard to avoid the exorbitant per-minute charges that he usually hung up after three terse minutes.
“Miki! Good thing you called. Your grandmother fell and hit her head. Another dizzy spell. I found her lying on the kitchen floor yesterday. No broken bones but she has a huge lump on the back of her head. Dr. Lee is worried, considering she’s ninety-one and with all those stairs! But she insists on living alone.” He held his voice calm and steady, but I heard tears in his eyes. I imagined him standing barefoot on the green-flecked linoleum in the kitchen, the phone in his right hand, a dishrag in his left. He was a head taller than I was, with sinewy muscles and not an ounce of fat. At seventy, he had thick salt-and-pepper hair, angular cheekbones, and sharp, bright eyes. Since it was summer, he would be wearing shorts and a collared polo shirt softened by many washes.
I sat up and turned on a light. My grandmother was my kindred spirit, my surrogate mother. She hid her frailties with stubborn independence, a trait we shared. “I’m coming home, Dad,” I said quickly. I grappled for a pen and paper and started clearing my calendar. I had three months before my university students returned for the fall. I could be on a plane tomorrow.
He was quiet, taken aback by my sudden offer, and obviously happy. “Thanks, Miki. You know how independent your grandmother is. She says she’ll die in her own house when she’s ready. But you’re her favorite and she’ll listen to you.”
I imagined my father replacing the receiver, thin worry lines creasing his handsome forehead. He’d turn back to the wooden cutting board at the sink and pick up his knife, all the while, all the while counting the minutes until I returned.
~*~
When I first left Hawai`i for San Francisco, I flew out of the old Honolulu Airport, the backdrop to the most dramatic farewells. One could look across the vast open-air terminal, which was one massive building, and see everyone who was arriving and departing the island of O`ahu. Everyone was engulfed in a scented sea of orchid, pikake, tuberose, and plumeria blossoms. No one left without friends and family descending upon them with armloads of flower leis and loud kisses. Loved ones walked across the tarmac loaded with leis up to their noses. At the top of the stairs, they turned, threw kisses, then waved through the little windows at their seats until the plane taxied out onto the runway. No one left the gate until the airplane lifted off and disappeared over the Pacific. Upon arrival, the pageantry of flowers and hugs and kisses was loudly repeated.
Now I returned to a new Honolulu International Airport which featured sleek jetways and air-conditioned gates far from the main terminal. The tourists jumped on the wiki-wiki bus at the gates but the locals walked all the way to baggage claim to savor the warm humid air.
I joyfully inhaled the scent of home: flower-sweet, ocean-salty, fresh with the perfume of lush tropical forests. The long-sleeved silk blouse and slacks that barely kept me warm in San Francisco fluttered softly against my skin in the breeze. I felt the humidity slow me down to Hawai`i’s pace until I, too, ambled like the locals. Above me, the coconut trees swayed against the shockingly blue sky. How I had missed the seductive rustle of fronds in the tradewinds.
At last, my white Samsonite, a high school graduation gift from my parents, tumbled out on the baggage carousel followed by a case of roast ducks from San Francisco Chinatown, for one never visits family without bearing gifts.
A yellow Chevy convertible rumbled to the curb the minute I left the air-conditioned terminal. My cousin Reginald, in a tropical-weight suit, leapt out of his car with three plumeria leis swinging in his right hand. He gave them to me one by one, with a kiss. “Howzit, Miki! I had to go to Ewa this morning, so I told your father I’d pick you up on my way into town. You’ve been gone too long. I haven’t seen you since your mother’s funeral eight years ago. Mazie and the girls made these leis for you last night. You look the same, except so pale. No sun in San Francisco?” He teased with laughter in his thick-lashed, large brown eyes and the whitest welcoming smile.
The sweet yellow petals against my cheeks softened the memories of my last visit home, traumatic and depressing. I tossed my suitcase in the back seat and got in. “I don’t get to go surfing every day,” I retorted saucily, “to keep up my beach-boy tan and physique like you.”
He slid back in the car with muscular ease. “Those days are gone,” he laughed heartily. “I’m a working man now. Yes, still in juvenile probation with the courts.” He nodded, noting my appraising glance. “Yes, turning white, too!” His short thick hair had sun-bleached to brown with distinguished white streaks. He pulled out and headed towards Honolulu.
Reginald nodded at my taped cardboard carton he had shoved into the back seat. “Looks like you brought a case of roast ducks for me.” He smacked his lips.
“Filch them,” I warned, “and I’ll send the Ai’Lee ladies after you.”
“Fiery tempered as always. Here’s another reason I came to get you.” He handed me the local papers. “Read them before you get home.” Each of Honolulu’s two major newspapers covered local news with their own political slant.
“LOCAL POLITICS?” screamed the bold headlines of the first. In the photo below, the lean bodies of two athletic men in team jerseys and white knickers were twisted together in combat. Blood spurted from the nose of one onto the shirt of a handsome dark-haired combatant who strongly resembled my brother. I quickly read the caption.
“Braxton in a fight? Reginald, I can’t believe this,” I yelled as he accelerated onto the freeway, leaving the Japanese rice-rockets in the dust. My brother was so conservative he had worn only white-collared shirts to school. He buttered up his teachers with eager answers and toothy smiles and was always surrounded by a bevy of friends, both male and female. He had never been in a fight. In fact, no one ever got angry with him, except me.
“Keep reading.” Reginald changed lanes to avoid an elderly Chinese matron cruising forty miles per hour on the Nimitz and kept his eyes on the road.
“Ai’Lee vs. Demming Ties Governor’s Memorial Day Game” headed the next paper with a similar color photo above the fold, except Braxton and Demming were tussling on the ground surrounded by their teams in a rousing fist-fight. Demming looked like a solidly built man, about my brother’s age, blond, square shouldered, with huge hands and feet. My brother was six feet tall, a rangy muscular man, well-proportioned and athletic from years of baseball and basketball.
I turned to Reginald, my face cold and drained. “How could this be? You know how Braxton’s the conciliator in any argument. He faints at the sight of blood.”
He glanced at my shocked expression. “It was an invitation-only picnic given by the Governor. Payback time for his favorites and their families at the home of one of his biggest financial supporters. There’s always a friendly baseball game at these outings. Of course, the factions hand-pick their teams at secret practices so it becomes very political, very contentious,” he explained. “Here’s the way I heard it. In the bottom of the ninth, bases were loaded 3-0 for the Demming team. Your brother at bat. Braxton’s hit soared past the bleachers. Kubo, Blake, and Kealoha ran home. Braxton sprinted for the plate. Braxton claims catcher Chris Demming punched him in the solar plexus when he slid home. Demming claims his eye was on the ball from outfielder Benny Manuel. Everyone ran to the field when Braxton and Chris went down, including the press.”
I peered closely at the lurid photos in both papers. The photographer had caught my brother’s thick black hair flying back upon impact. Demming’s fist was in his eye and his cap was caught mid-fall. Braxton’s muscled arm was in the foreground of the photo, his fist jammed against the jaw of platinum-haired Demming.
I put down the paper and took a breath to steady my voice. I asked, “How’s Braxtonr?” His focus was work, so the only time we communicated was when I came home.
“He’s sporting a whopping shiner today at work, and proud of it. He strutted around the Capitol buildings like a hero, accepting accolades. He’s a master at manipulating the press and getting a good spin. But this has brought back a lot of unpleasant memories. All the lies and deceit between the Ai’Lees and your boyfriend’s family has been dredged from the grave where they belong.”
I slapped Reginald playfully in the abdomen with the newspapers. “Alex was a high school romance. I thought he was the last of the Demmings.”
“You mean the only male Demmings not executed or exiled by the Ai’Lees.”
“I don’t know this Chris Demming.” I was puzzled. When we were choosing colleges in our senior year, Alex had complained that he, as the last male of his lineage, was expected to take over the Demming ranch. We assumed he had no other relatives.
“Rumor is that one of Alex’s grandfather’s brothers escaped the wrathful Ai’Lee vengeance by hiding on the Big Island of Hawai`i. Married a local girl and named his sons Washington, Adams, and Jefferson, and his daughters Madison and Monroe. He had visions of grandeur. While you were in the Mainland, Christopher, Washington’s son, and his cousins became active in politics on the Big Island. Now that we’re a State, they’ve been eyeing Honolulu and D.C. So has your brother.”
The airport was ten minutes from town in light traffic. Reginald quickly turned off the freeway at Kalihi. He drove down narrow city streets past sagging wooden bungalows dwarfed by towering bougainvilleas in ten shades of magenta and a Samoan church tucked under the freeway where the congregation was barbecuing lunch. He turned towards the mountains at Palama Settlement where Braxton and I took music lessons from John Kelly Jr. before he became a surfing legend.
My cousin was amused when I waved at the chattering groups of brown-legged children walking home from school and how they waved back, giggling and shy. I remembered how heavy those schoolbooks felt on the long walk home in the sun.
“You still teaching?” Reginald asked. He and I, closest in age among two dozen Ai’Lee cousins, had always been each others’ childhood confidants.
“Yes, and still waiting for you to visit.” I was a specialist in myths and symbolism in Asian art. For years I had taught, fought, and published against the constant posturing and politicking of my university colleagues. Last year, I had received the prestigious Crocker Award, awarded to the best young professors in the nation. The accolades were rewarding personally and professionally, but my fellow academics sniped about the attention I received. Even the Wall Street Journal’s feature on the Crocker awards, after listing my accomplishments, read in part, “Professor Ai’Lee is not your mother’s schoolmarm. She strides into her classrooms in fitted suits, her hair in a no-nonsense bun or long swinging ponytail. In a clear, well-articulated voice, she mesmerizes her students with China’s treasures from Shang bronzes to Ming jades. Ai’Lee’s combination of sophisticated fashion, long-legged beauty, and captivating intellectual challenge is a winner. Ai’Lee is one of the most popular professors and her classes are consistently packed.”
I was embarrassed when my department chair tossed me the article to read. I had seen the balding New York journalist in the back of my classes, shared an occasional cup of coffee with him afterwards in the Commons, and answered his bullet-like questions. I appreciated his praise, but I hadn’t set out to charm the grizzled former war correspondent. My colleagues’ cold rebuffs conveyed their academic jealousy.
I was restless, ready for something new. Sometimes when I was alone, I felt a yearning, a tug, an emptiness inside. The fog would roll in, thick and dangerous, cold and lonely. I imagined the brisk winds off San Francisco Bay calling to me. Then I’d hunger for familiar comforts: the voices of my family’s stories when we gathered at night around a flickering bonfire on the beach, the ghostly whispers in the wind, and the life-replenishing showers.
I threw back my head and let the tropical sun melt the San Francisco fog from my skin. Reginald’s three plumeria leis, petal soft against my skin, blissfully smothered me with their scent.
My cousin laughed at my expression of utter joy. He turned onto the quiet tree-lined street of my old neighborhood. “Welcome home, Miki.”
~*~
At the sound of our footsteps in the driveway, my father straightened on his gardening stool in the front yard and peered up from under his “Ai’Lee for Senator” baseball cap. Kam Ai’Lee had a wiry body, youthfully agile for seventy. Only his thick, wavy hair, once jet-black, belied his age, growing more salt-and-pepper each year. He was tall for a Chinese, about five foot ten. The rest of him was as Chinese as his conservative Confucian beliefs: the fair skin and high cheekbones of the northern Han, and the well-shaped muscular body, black hair, piercing dark almond eyes, and full lips of the southern Pearl River Delta men.
“Miki!” He leapt up and hugged me as if I might disappear. “You’re home at last.” Kam was a soft-spoken gentleman: gracious, elegant, with a handsome open smile. When I hugged him, his bony shoulders wore his familiar scent of sweat, earth, and sunshine.
Reginald followed behind me, effortlessly carrying both my luggage and box of ducks. “Hi Uncle Kam. Sorry I can’t stay, I’ve got to get back to the office.”
My father hugged his nephew goodbye, then turned to me. He pushed back his cap. “Come, Miki, I have your room ready.” He gestured me to follow.
My room of white eyelet curtains and bright yellow walls looked the same as the day I left for San Francisco. Rag dolls and schoolbooks, neatly dusted on low white shelves, had waited for my return. I changed to a cotton sundress and joined my father in the front yard.
I picked up a weeder, a lethal-looking pronged bar, and knelt beside him in the grass. Strange as it seemed to others, this had been our ritual since I was a child. Here, among the plants he loved, we felt most comfortable to talk and share our thoughts.
When my father bought this land, our neighborhood was considered outside the city limits. It was so quiet, neighbors swore they could hear the spirits of the dead rise from the three cemeteries on our street. Older residential areas like ours had no sidewalks. Instead, grass sloped down from the house to the paved street. Now, our neighborhood was considered almost downtown Honolulu, and our yard was a congenial stop for neighbors on their way to and from the Liliha-Pu`unui bus.
“Remember when we used to weed when you came home from work?” I asked him. In the garden, we were in our own world, hidden from the street by rows of vanda orchids on stiff green stems. I also remembered the office smell that used to cling to his suits, a mixture of paper, smoke, and air conditioning. In those days, when he came home from work he would change to shorts and a sleeveless white undershirt like those the old men wore in the back alleys of Chinatown.
“Ah, that was so long ago,” my father said. He tried to suppress the smile that said he was pleased I remembered. Widowed for seven years, he poured the energy he had once devoted to his children and his wife, Ellie, into his gardens. His soil was fragrant, dark, and rich with fat worms. Twice a day, he inspected the foliage of his tropical plants. He plucked the insects he did not like from the full and perfect leaves of the Chinese cabbage and rare herbs. He built wooden braces for the laden branches of the pomelo tree and carefully bagged the mango blossoms to protect them from the birds.
A fat earthworm wiggled free from the roots in my hand. I dug a shallow hole and carefully reburied it. “How’s Popo feeling?” I asked.
He squinted at me in the bright sun, generating a sunburst of fine lines around his eyes. “Saw her this morning. Dr. Lee ordered bed-rest but you know how stubborn your grandmother is! I told her you were coming in this morning and that you’d be up right after lunch. She’s glad you’re home.” He picked up our pace. We combed through the dirt leaving a rich dark layer of earth, and inched further along on the grass beside the flowerbeds.
“I’m home just for the summer,” I reminded him.
He nodded, anticipating the coming months. “That’s enough.”
I was reluctant to break his happy mood to ask about Braxton. A worrier who kept his feelings to himself, my father had grown up listening to a generation of hatred against the Demmings. The only way I knew he was upset was when he pounded the arms of his chair with his fists when he thought no one was watching. “Reginald showed me today’s papers. I read about the fight. He said Braxton’s fine. He’s using the incident to gain empathy.”
“Damn Demmings! This is the fourth generation of trouble-makers they’ve spawned.” My father blinked angrily. He pitched his weeder in the dirt with such force it sunk up to its wooden hilt. “They should have been wiped off the earth a generation ago. That cursed Demming hit my son.”
“Dad!” The first time Mom heard my brother use profanity, all our neighbors heard Braxton’s flailing screams when she washed his mouth out with soap. “Dad,” I reached for his arm. “Braxton slugged Demming, too.”
The sinews of his arms tightened. “Good! Chris Demming should go back to the Big Island where he came from.” His voice was taut and angry.
I wiggled his buried weeder from the grip of the dark soil and handed it to him. “It was just a baseball game. The media hyped it up to make it look worse than it was, I’m sure.” I patted his arm and coaxed a faint smile.
“When your brother comes for dinner, you’ll see. You’ll see what Demming did to his eye!” He turned back to the dark cool earth.
Then he stopped. He thumped the ground with his knuckle and smoothed the dirt with his hands around the edges of a large oval. “Look, Miki, one of your pets!” He lifted a gigantic turtle, a foot and a half across. “Every once in a while, I see him sunning himself on the rocks in my planting beds. Sometimes I hear when he dives in the fishpond.” My father sat back on the steaming grass, a nostalgic look softening his tanned face.
“Tommy Turtle!” I plucked the heavy critter from his hands. Black shiny eyes stared at me from the turtle’s withdrawn head. His feet and tail were firmly tucked in. The last time I saw him he had been only five inches across, a troublemaker from the first day we met.
~*~
On the first day of our junior year, I found Alex waiting for me at my locker at noon. “Miki! Our schedules have us in different buildings all morning. I have so much to tell you.” We couldn’t hug, not in school, nor chance a quick kiss. So we grinned like Cheshire cats.
“Alex!” I was excited to see him. My summer was the usual: piano and Chinese brush painting lessons, and weekends at the beach with the Ai’Lees. “Did you do anything exciting this summer?”
“Up every morning before dawn, saddled and riding the fence with Pops,” he groaned. “My calluses are thicker than a horse’s hoof. But I found you a present.”
“You found me a present?” I hurried to keep up with Alex’s long strides. We waved to our friends headed, like us, to lunch. Voices were louder on the first day of school: excited greetings and clusters of friends catching up from summer.
He winked. “It’s for your menagerie.” We had reached the steps of the cafeteria. He raced me up. At the top of the steps he dangled a square box about ten by ten vented with air holes and tied with heavy twine. In my eagerness I hadn’t noticed it.
“Alex! I do not have a menagerie!” I argued. A menagerie was a collection of wild and unusual animals. A dozen parakeets, two bantam chickens, a dozen ducklings, five tanks of tropical fish, and a koi-filled fishpond were not strange and exotic in Hawai`i.
“You have such a fiery temper, Miki Ai’Lee. Just for that, I’m not giving you Tommy until after school.” He grabbed my hand and we joined our friends at the corner table where greetings and animated back-to-school chatter consumed most of the lunch hour. The mystery box was forgotten until I heard an ominous scraping. I was sitting on Alex’s left and he had put the vented box on his right.
I whispered, “Alex, what’s in there?” I was worried. Just when I thought I knew Alex, he’d surprise me. For instance, although Alex was gangly and uncoordinated with a known aversion to team sports, he was determined to get on the field hockey team, despite monstrous bruises on the parts of his legs and arms not covered by padding during tryouts. Fortunately for the team, Alex missed the cut. His presents were also unpredictable: a kindergarten photo of himself with missing front teeth, a butterfly cocoon mounted on a twig in a jar, a bag of pink guavas hand-carried from Kauai.
Alex shook his head. “You’ll find out after school.”
Kelly Malone, one of Alex’s oldest friends, joined us with her tray of Hawaiian stew. She was wearing a new floral shirtwaist dress, fashionable and flattering. She said matter-of-factly, “It’s a scorpion. Lots of those where Alex is from. Giant ones under every rock.” Her waist-length blond hair trembled when she visibly shivered.
Kalia Gomes, sitting next to her, said it was a plantation spider, a ten-inch thick and hairy black and yellow arachnid. “My Gramps says they’re all over the sugar cane fields. I hope Alex is giving you a glass case for it. They like to crawl around and hide in dark places. Their bites are deadly. Sixty seconds and you’re dead.” Even experienced cane workers wouldn’t get near them.
Cecilia Wong, porcelain skinned and slender, leaned over and winked. “It’s a foot-long centipede. The kind with a thousand legs. They grow fatter than a pig on horse manure, which is plentiful at the Demming ranch.”
I recoiled. “No! Alex, you wouldn’t.” Other friends yelled it’s a snake, a feral pig, a mongoose.
“Alex,” I implored. “What is it?” The scratching increased. The quaking box had riveted our attention.
Alex stuffed the last of his sandwich in his mouth and mumbled. “All right, Miki. It’s feeding time anyway.”
Everyone at our table stood up and leaned forward. We stared at the center of the table where Alex had placed the vented box and was slowly untying the heavy twine.
The first thing I saw was a small green head. Then an oval shell five inches across. Beady eyes blinked. Tiny claws attempted to climb the walls of the box as the creature stretched his neck up at all of us peering in.
I gasped, then laughed. “Alex, a turtle!”
Alex had found him crawling along the mountain stream that flowed through the Demming ranch on Kauai. “Turtles aren’t native to Kauai. Someone’s pet must have escaped. I’m glad I found it before one of the dogs did,” he said. “I’ve been feeding him lettuce from my mother’s garden. But,” he grinned mischievously, “Tommy Turtle prefers chomping on flies.” Alex refilled Tommy’s water dish and put in a handful of greens. “He’ll be happy in your fishpond, Miki.”
The novelty of a turtle in the cafeteria didn’t escape notice. Shouts echoed across the glass-enclosed room. Classmates rushed to see. Within minutes, the supervising lunch teacher had found the source of the commotion and, because pets were not allowed in school, sent both Alex and me to the Principal. Everyone solemnly watched us march down the hall.
I groaned under my breath as we sat on the cold wooden chairs outside Mr. Iams’ office. I anticipated my parents’ anger and worse, their disappointment if I were suspended. They distrusted the Demmings and my friendship with their only son, Alex. This would prove them right. We watched the second hand on the school clock tick its ominous countdown until stern-faced, unreadable Mr. Iams returned from lunch.
As punishment, we were given two weeks detention. Every day after school we sorted boxes of labeled slides for Jerome Bellamy, who had just arrived to teach courses on the history of art. As Alex and I loaded and labeled dozens of slide carousels, Mr. Bellamy ran through his lectures. He projected pairs of slides in contrasting or comparable pairs, from Minoan pottery from Knossos, Greek caryatids, Gothic gargoyles, Michaelangelos, Sung Dynasty scrolls from China, wood guardian kings from Japan’s Heian period, and linga, the phallic symbol representing Shiva as the Creator.
Our punishment became our passion. We looked forward to Bellamy’s explanations of artistic perfection and cultural expression, not only because we were together, but also because art transported us to fascinating worlds. We didn’t know that these were the seeds that would entice us far from Hawai`i. And when we lost our way, they would guide us home.
~*~
After lunch with my father, it started to rain, warm and sweet, when I headed for my grandmother’s house. I ran up the slopes of the misty Honolulu valley, up the grass walkway edged with coconut trees and a low lava-rock wall to her house at the road's end. Plumerias and white ginger planted on either side suffused the rain that swept my face with their seductive scents. I arched my neck and stuck my tongue out to taste the familiar sweet drops. How I missed these cleansing rains and redolent humidity.
In my childhood, I had recklessly raced my brother up this hill through torrential downpours. Cascades of water rose up to our knees. Above us, sheets of lightning exploded with the wrath of the gods. Braxton, three years older, would tear through the flood screaming like a madman as we dodged each boom of thunder rolling through the valley. These days, my brother scoffed at such childish exploits. He was a rising young politician who rubbed elbows and fists with the power brokers in Hawai`i.
I still loved the feel of grass and mud squishing through my toes. Racing through the rain made me feel as reckless and carefree as I had when I was a child.
“Miki Ai'Lee, at last you come home!” My grandmother, Lailee Ai’Lee, waved from the landing at the top of her red concrete stairs. Her hands were worn by nearly a century of hard labor and wrinkled by the unmerciful sun. “Good thing you come now. Maybe next time I won’t be here!”
I bounded up stairs swathed in clouds of yellow ginger planted along the railings. I kicked off my sandals into the row of shoes and slippers outside the door and kissed my grandmother’s bony cheeks creviced with experience and hardship. I hugged the thin woman who, for as long as I could remember, exuded the scent of camphor and incense. I felt the solidity of her unconditional love. But more important was the serenity I felt whenever I was with her. She had taught me patience when my brother enjoyed privileges I was denied, and sacrifice when I cared for my mother the last six months of her life.
Lailee moved gracefully in a blue and white cotton cheong-sam, a form fitting Chinese dress. She stood five feet four, tall for a Chinese woman born in Kwang Tung’s Pearl River Delta in the 1800s. Wrinkles lined her face like a dried riverbed, but they added wisdom and character, proof of a life well lived.
“You never change, Popo. You never look any different. But what did you do to your head?” I peered at the ominous egg-shaped lump that bulged through the strands of her skimpy white bun. She swatted away my hand when I reached out to touch it.
“I am getting old. Ninety-one! Dr. Lee says I need tests to find out why I get dizzy. I told him no need for tests. Soon I’ll cross the Heavenly Bridge and join your grandfather.” Lailee brushed droplets from my hair. “Why do you always walk in the rain? So unladylike.”
“You said when it rains in Hawai`i, the gods are crying tears of happiness,” I answered. My sundress clung wetly to my skin, but it would dry quickly in this heat. I kissed her fingers, knobbed and curled with arthritis, and caught the familiar whiff of chopped ginger and green onions: the smell of hundreds of meals prepared for dozens of children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
“When are you coming home to stay? That place, Gum Sahn, San-Fran-Cis-Ko, is too far,” she scolded. She waved away vast distances with frail fingers. “How many years you’ve been gone and still you find no Chinese boy to marry.”
I shrugged to appease her. “Chinese boys don’t like sassy girls. You said so yourself.” I shook the last drops of moisture out of my hair. I had always worn it in thick black waves to my waist. In San Francisco, I tied it into a professional bun to appear serious, older, and studiously academic. Now I wanted to unwind, to blend in.
“Ai-ya! Younger generation too picky.” Lailee emphasized the last word. “By the time I was your age, I had ten babies.” She spread both hands in front of me for emphasis. “Ten!”
“Popo, you were married in the 1890s! Times were different.” When Lailee married, Hawai`i was still ruled by the Hawaiian Monarchy. Three governments had come and gone since then.
“Humph!” She dismissed my argument with a decisive flick of her fingers.
I followed her into her living room filled with memories as familiar as her threadbare sofas, ancient koa bowls, and heavy monkey pod rockers. Here, my grandmother told stories of nostalgic times, mystical tales of old Hawai`i, and passed on her words of wisdom. Each hand-tatted doily covering the worn arms and headrests was woven with stories of her ten children: one son lost in the flood during the hurricane, the death of others when they could not afford flu medicine, the raising of children who answered her Chinese questions with English words.
“Aah, Miki, when will you stay home for good? I have no one to help me. Auntie Pua has Parkinson’s. Your father has cataracts and arthritis. Your brother Braxton has no time. You read the paper? Ai-ya! I called your brother last night. Told him it is dishonorable to fight like that. He has a good Ai’Lee name.” The furrows in her brow deepened. A person’s personal honor reflected on the entire family. She leaned forward to confide, “You cannot trust four generations of lies.” She waved her hand as if displaying the past.
She honed her sharp eyes on me. “But you, Miki, how long will you be here?”
I poured her tea from the pot on the koa coffee table. “I'm home for the summer.” I handed her a teacup with both hands.
Popo Ai'Lee accepted with a nod. “Good. Then you have time to take me to the Kuan Yin Temple. I must pray for your brother’s protection.”
~*~
My grandmother stepped up the marble steps of the Kuan Yin Temple through the procession of black-robed monks. She held her head up as if to smell the air, humid with the scent of vanilla from the golden shower trees that bloomed so profusely they seemed to shimmer solid sunshine.
It had started to rain when Lailee and I arrived. The golden shower trees sparkled with the first rain drops, then bowed to the tropical cloudburst, one of dozens that drifted daily over O`ahu. Without missing a breath in their hypnotic prayer, the ranks of black-robed monks parted like seaweed flowing to a contrary tide to let us through.
When I was a little girl, I walked with Lailee to the Kuan Yin Temple on Vineyard Street where the red tile roof curved above the shower trees. I lugged her shopping bags, almost as large as I was then, stuffed with gilded paper we had folded into ingot-shaped offerings for my great-grandfather, Chun Ai'Lee and my grandfather, Gung Gung Ai’Lee. Twenty-seven generations of Ai'Lees had been recorded in the Ancestral Hall of Siu Yun Village when Chun Ai’Lee sailed to Hawai`i in the 1800s. Old-timers told legends of adventurous Chinese who sailed between Hawai`i and China in the 1700s: some with the whalers, some with the explorers of the Pacific. When I was older, I heard the romantic tale of how Chun Ai’Lee had wooed and married a Hawaiian princess. And how American entrepreneur Arthur Demming, coveting the same woman, had plotted and taken Chun Ai’Lee’s lands. The ancient rivalry between Ai’Lees and Demmings erupted into four generations of mysterious deaths, murder, and open animosity.
Here, in the oldest Buddhist temple in Honolulu, I learned to pray as my grandmother instructed: two sticks of heung clasped between tiny palms. In the middle of the temple, a gold statue of Kuan Yin towered to the rafters. According to legend, Kuan Yin was a disciple of Buddha who had achieved Nirvana. But as she ascended to Heaven she heard a human cry, so she returned to earth to help others overcome the pain and suffering she had spent hundreds of lifetimes trying to escape. She became a Bodhisattva, one who has achieved Nirvana but chooses, instead, to help others achieve enlightenment. Women, especially, prayed to the Goddess of Love and Mercy for her compassion.
I bowed three times to Kuan Yin. Then three times on my knees. My forehead tapped the cold polished floor while Popo Ai'Lee burnt her offerings. She chanted ancient prayers and cast her oracle stones, divining the fortune and future of the Ai'Lees. The distant ringing of ceremonial bells echoed through the thick incense haze in the peaked temple. Monks, fop see, knelt in a meditative trance as monks had done for centuries.
Through the clouds of incense I was startled to see Alex Demming turn from where he had been studying the Buddhas and Bodhisattva statues in the back of the temple. His head was bent over a leather notebook marked by dark stains and worn edges.
Alex, a look of surprise on his face, stopped writing when he saw me. He shoved his battered pen into the pocket of his denim shorts and strode towards us.
I felt a sudden jolt, the deja vu nightmare of tumbling from the sky. We had parted with hot blooded, unresolved wrath. Stinging from my fury on our last date, he had flown away to college while I stayed home at the local university. Our years apart should have tempered my anger, cooled my passion. Within seconds, he was in front of me, searching my face with those eyes I knew so well. They were still the blues and greens of the sea, but a frown steeled his piercing gaze.
Time had not been kind to my old classmate. The Alex I remembered was six feet tall and lanky, not this weathered. His cropped beard couldn’t hide the seared look of his skin. His dark brown hair, coursed with white, curled loosely around the edges of his ears and a beard gave him a rough look—so unlike the studious, awkwardly shy classmate I once knew. In those days, we had raced from class to class through sudden rainstorms. I flushed with the memory of evening drives on Round Top Drive through clouds of eucalyptus and ginger, and the taut skin of his cheeks when he dropped me home after school and we kissed good-bye.
“Alex?” I was as startled to see him now as I was when he stormed out of my life.
“Miki, I heard you moved to the Mainland,” he answered, as surprised as I was. His voice, low and measured, had lost its boyish enthusiasm. Caution had replaced his youthful shyness of long ago.
“I did. I’m home for the summer.” I didn’t have to ask Alex what he’d been doing for twelve years. His life had been mapped out long ago on the lush green slopes of the former Ai’Lee lands on Kaua`i where William Demming had groomed his only son as his heir. I envisioned him comfortably striding his ranch lands at dawn and riding with their manager Eddie Kekaha during the day. On lonely weekends when I had looked out my window in San Francisco at the enveloping fog, I thought of Alex and the paniolos, the Hawaiian cowboys. I imagined them gathered for a Hawaiian-style potluck under the old tree behind the Demming ranch house with their guitars, singing the songs of old Hawai'i until the moon shone like a torch.
“Miki, who are you talking to?” Lailee Ai’Lee walked up behind me and stared at the grizzled stranger standing before us. The cloud of a frown darkened her face. She clasped her hands at her waist and looked up at Alex, then at me.
I put my arm around her. “Popo, do you remember Alexander Demming, my classmate from high school? His parents are William and Celie Demming from Kaua`i.” Genealogies were part of introductions in an Island society in which we were all linked by history and close family ties. Even high schools, which revealed one’s social and cultural connections, were cited.
Alex held out his hands to Lailee. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, Popo.” In Hawai`i, we considered all elders as our grandparents and addressed them respectfully.
My grandmother nodded and made that judgmental sound that signified a Chinese of that generation has made up his or her mind. She narrowed her eyes and peered critically at my old classmate. “Humph! You look tired, worn out.”
I cringed. Popo was often blunt and direct, a privilege, she felt, of her great age.
Alex rubbed his face ruefully. “I’ve lived in some unpleasant places, Popo. They’ve taken their toll, I’m afraid.” His eyes, blue-green like the changing moods of the sea, could calm a storm. Now they were guarded, with a flash of stormy cobalt.
“You used to claim life on Kaua`i was idyllic,” I protested. Alex Demming was supposed to live a life of security and comfort as the only male heir of the Demming ranch. I was incensed he would take his birthright so lightly, especially since he lived on lands the Ai’Lees claimed as rightfully theirs.
“I never returned to Kaua`i, Miki.” His expression was dark, his voice rough. He raised his head and looked out at the golden shower trees bobbing in the tradewinds outside. “I just flew in this morning.”
“Miki!” Lailee turned to me with a sudden gasp and grabbed for my arm when she collapsed. Alex caught her before her head hit the cement floor.
“Popo,” I cried. I felt her pulse and rubbed her hands. She fluttered her hands like a wounded bird.
“I’m parked outside,” Alex said softly. He swept my grandmother up in his arms and out the temple before anyone noticed anything amiss. I grabbed her bags and followed.
Fifteen minutes later, Lailee lay in her bed covered by a red and white Hawaiian quilt. She had protested when Alex insisted on carrying her up the stairs and protested even more when he refused to have a cup of tea before he left.
Alex pulled up a chair so he could sit naturally at her eye-level. He was concerned about her pallor. “I don’t want to tire you, Popo. Miki says you’ve been suffering from vertigo. Dr. Lee is on his way and you have Miki here to take care of you.” He massaged her hands to increase her circulation.
She nodded, placated by his charm.
When he stood up to go, she rasped, “Bring me the phone, Miki.”
I placed the black dial phone where she indicated on her bed with an impatiently tapping index finger. “You should get some rest before Dr. Lee gets here,” I suggested.
She gave me a look that told me that rest was not her intention, and waved us out of her room.
Alex and I walked to the front door, awkwardly silent. When he turned, his eyes had lost their wary look. “I owe you an explanation, Miki. You’re wondering what I was doing at the Kuan Yin Temple. But, as I remember, you don’t ask direct questions. You’ll wait for me to have the manners to volunteer an explanation.”
I nodded. “You have a good memory.” We walked out the door. I sat on the front steps and patted the empty space behind me. He joined me on the steps, leaning casually forward with his arms on his knees, his feet on the step below. Together, we looked over the city of Honolulu, at the tall reflective towers that spiked the skyline and dwarfed the palm trees that had once been so prevalent.
Alex looked down at his clasped hands, broad with strong square-tipped fingers. He picked his words carefully, slowly. “I never got to Kaua`i. I’ve been in Southeast Asia. A few years ago, we had some family problems. As a result, my father feels he can’t run the ranch any longer and asked me to return. I was at a point where I needed a change. Someday, not now, I’ll have the courage to tell you the whole disastrous story.”
He searched my face, cautiously watching my expression. “It’s been twelve years since I’ve been back in Honolulu so I was feeling nostalgic, a little lonely. I stopped by your house. I don’t know why I assumed you would be there. Your father told me you didn’t live there any more.”
I opened my mouth but words failed me. My father hadn’t mentioned Alex being there this morning. Maybe Alex looked so different he didn’t recognize him. “Did you tell him who you were?” We must have missed each other by hours, both at the airport and at home.
“Yes. He looked at me strangely but then, I’ve changed.” He ran his fingers through his roughly cut hair and shrugged. “He said you were working on the Mainland and asked if I wanted to leave a message. I said no. We’re thirty years old. I figured by now you were married with three children clinging to your knees.” He picked up my left hand. “I figured wrong, didn’t I?”
After twelve years, his touch was rough and awkward.
We picked our way carefully through memories and questions, cautious not to hurt, wary of the past.
Then I asked, “Why did you come looking for me after twelve years, Alex? You could have sent a letter or called.”
He stiffened. “We didn’t part as friends, Miki. I was arrogant and full of myself in those days. I’ve been taken down a few notches since then.”
I lowered my voice. “Alex, when did you develop an interest in Buddhist temples?”
His blue-green eyes grew light with amusement. “You want to know why I was at your Popo’s temple, don’t you? Remember Mr. Bellamy? Art history? I was intrigued when he showed us that art was not a static study, but a living dynamic. Then one of my archaeology professors transformed my interest into a career. When I left your house today, I remember your stories about how, when you were a little girl, you used to walk to the Kuan Yin Temple, the oldest Chinese temple in the islands, with your grandmother. I wanted to look at the hundreds of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in the back niches. Some were reputedly brought to Honolulu by worshippers in the 1800s. You told me you used to walk up those long steps with your grandmother carrying her bags of candles and incense and offerings. I see you haven’t changed.”
I laughed, a little more comfortable in his presence. While we talked, I could hear Popo Ai’Lee dialing, talking in Chinese to her friends, hanging up and dialing again. Then silence. “No, that hasn’t changed, Alex. And yes, someday I’d like to hear what kept you from Kaua`i.”
He abruptly turned away. He looked far into the distance where the deep Pacific met the azure sky. When he turned back to face me, I saw such anguish it hurt my eyes to witness his pain. “I’d like that, Miki Ai’Lee,” he whispered. Alex kissed me on the cheek, almost out of habit. “I’ll call you. Same phone number?”
Then he loped down the steps, two at a time. Once, Alex and I had been so close. Now he was a mystery. I wondered what had changed him. I watched him chug away in his ’47 Oldsmobile Woody, weathered and worn like its owner.
In the distance, the moisture-laden clouds slid across a brilliantly blue sky and washed the city that stretched before me: from the towering Ko`olaus to the downtown towers of Honolulu and the beaches of Waikiki.
I had returned to Hawai`i to dig into the warmth of the beach and smell the salt spray, to listen to the endless rhythms of the surf off Sunset Beach, and to chase the fishes hiding in the coral reefs at Hanauma Bay as I had when I was a child. I thought that once I returned to my birthplace, my refuge, my restlessness would end. When I was away from this magical place I believed that time stopped. And when I returned, I expected everything to be as I left it.
Now, I realized, I had been gone too long.
~*~
My father ran barefoot to meet me when I came up the driveway. “How is your grandmother now?” he asked. Concern shook his voice. He had showered and changed into a cotton Hawaiian print shirt and tan khakis. His hands were wet from cooking.
“When Dr. Lee came, she insisted she was fine,” I said. I patted his arm and assured him not to worry. “Auntie Vanda arrived with groceries and her overnight bag. She’s taking Popo to the hospital tomorrow for a dozen tests Dr. Lee ordered. When I left, Popo had already called Mrs. Chu and Mrs. Low to come over and play mahjongg.” Vanda was Dad’s third sister, a perky widow who lived in an air-conditioned condo in Makiki with expansive views of the city. Slender, stylishly coifed and manicured, dark-haired fair-skinned Vanda never considered remarrying after Uncle Mark’s heart attack at the Pearl Harbor Shipyard. Since she had no children, she indulged favored nieces and nephews, like Reginald and me.
I didn’t tell him I knew Alex had come by that morning. After all, he had honored Alex’s request with his silence.
My father shook his head. “Your grandmother will keep Vanda up until midnight,” he predicted. By now we had reached the front door and the irresistible aroma of a Chinese banquet was drifting through the screen door.
I patted my growling stomach. “What are you cooking?” I asked. I hadn’t smelled such delectable odors for years. My mother was so famous for her artful presentations of Chinese foods, that none of us dared to cook when she was alive.
His eyes twinkled. “I use Mother’s recipes now. Hurry up and shower. Then you can help me get dinner ready,” he ordered before he hurried back to the kitchen.
Braxton arrived with characteristic thunder, gunning his engine so the reverberation could be felt through all the homes in the neighborhood. He had loosened his tie and hung his suit jacket, neatly buttoned, on a hardwood hanger behind his seat. My brother stepped out of the sleekly polished New Yorker, his state-issued car, and ceremoniously opened the door for his wife.
“Welcome home, Miki. How's my little sister doing in San Francisco? Still braving the big world as an 'independent woman'?” Braxton was a head taller than Dad. He had the fair complexion and high cheekbones of Popo Ai’Lee, long-lashed ebony eyes that slanted like happy commas, and Dad’s thick black hair. He turned his head so I could appreciate the monstrous black bruise obscuring his left eye.
I winced at its mottled puffiness. “Chris Demming must have an iron fist,” I exclaimed.
Braxton winked his good eye. “I dislocated his jaw. He hasn’t been able to talk back to me since.” He laughed heartily. “You know Island politics are hands-on.”
“That used to mean candidates walked door-to-door asking for votes and stood on street corners waving at their constituents.”
“It still does! Miki, I'm glad you've returned home where you belong. There’s nothing like a daughter to take care of her father.” He intoned each word with practiced definition and nodded self-assuredly.
“All right!” I sighed. My brother was overbearing in his expectations of his little sister. But I was happy to see him.
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