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Huakaʻi a Lehua

 The night was still in Waiʻanae moku. 
All was silent in the valley of Lualualei. No tree 
stirred, and the water along the valley’s shoreline 
lapped softly against the sand and sizzled lightly 
on its way back into the ocean. Ulehawa Stream 
was smooth and flat, and the moon could see her 
reflection on its surface. With a mahina poepoe, the 
kinolau of Māui was defined along the ridgeline 
of Palikea and Puʻu Heleakalā. The stars were 
clear and many. The night sky was fully awake. Its 
stillness was ever-present and deeply-felt. And then 
a cry ripped through the air.
 It came from the first hale along Ulehawa 
Stream, just across from the shore. The natural 
world seemed to shift and respond with the cry. 
The waves clapped gently louder, and the moon
and stars radiated faintly brighter. The cry had 
been so sudden, it was incomprehensible with the
sound of the water receding from the shore. But 
then the environment returned to its natural state, 
the atmosphere became calm again, and the cry 
was distinct. It was the cry of a newborn child.

______________

 She was beautiful.
 Rosalina Gomez looked into the face of her 
wailing newborn baby girl. Rosa lifted her child 
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to her face and nestled her nose in the curve of 
her tiny neck. She inhaled—her heart aching at 
the scent of her baby’s skin. A joy filled her heart 
like nothing else ever did for her. She whispered, 
“I love you.” Placing her forefinger beneath her 
daughter’s small hand, the tiny fingers clutched 
and held on. It was then she stopped crying.
 After nursing her daughter, Rosa held her 
close to her chest. She was still in awe of the beauty 
she held in her hands. As she stared deeper into 
her baby’s face, etching every detail of it beneath 
her fingertips, the ache in her heart rose to her eyes. 
Tears streamed down her face.
 You’ve gotta stop, Rosa…for her sake. She 
dozed off to sleep, her child still holding tightly to 
her finger.

_______________

 Three weeks passed, and Rosa could no 
longer take it. Her daughter had colic and screamed 
for a few hours at a time. Her heart raced heavily 
and her hands began to shake as she put her baby 
down on the mattress, too close to the edge. Her 
thoughts ran wild, and she needed the thing that 
would calm her mind. Rosa rummaged through 
her possessions—the little that she owned. Her 
heart and head pounded as the baby’s screams 
grew louder. Where is it?! Where is it?! She threw 
her things around furiously. Her fist clutched a pile 
of clothes, and she threw it behind her. Then she 
heard the thud.
 Rosa paused and turned. The baby 
continued to scream, but she ran to the pile, 
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splitting the clothes apart rapidly. And there was 
the small tin box. Rosa slowly reached towards it, 
and placed it in her hands. You said you’d stop, Rosa. 
Put it down. She’ll stop crying. Just then the baby 
screamed her loudest, and Rosa ignored her inner 
thoughts and opened the lid of the tin box. There 
was the lighter, the pipe, and a small amount of 
white powder. She stared at the items before her, 
but her daughter shrieked, again. She poured the 
contents in the palm of her hand, their touch all too 
familiar in her memory.
 Rosa dropped the powder into the bulb of 
the pipe. She put the tube end into her mouth and 
grabbed the lighter. Stop, Rosa. You said you’d 
stop. She let out a shuddered cry between her
teeth that bit down on the tube—her overbearing 
exhaustion leaving her helpless. She began to
shiver, her hands still shaking. The baby screamed 
a higher pitch. Rosa ignited the lighter. STOP,
ROSA, STOP! Again the baby screamed. STOP, 
ROSA! The baby howled breathless cries. ROSA,
PLEASE! The baby wailed. ROSA, NO! Scream. 
ROSA! Blood-curdling scream. ROSA STO—
 Rosa’s head had filled with the substance. 
Her inner thoughts silenced. She felt an ease. Took 
another hit. Ease. Took another hit. Mind shut 
down. Took another hit. Dozed off to sleep. The 
baby had stopped screaming.

 When she awoke and came back to her 
senses, Rosa’s mind was foggy. She tried to
remember what happened. The silence of the night 
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was extremely acute. She looked around the room 
and her eyes rested on the mattress, then traveled 
left. She caught a tiny hand resting on the floor. Her 
mind suddenly cleared. My baby!
 She ran over and knelt next to the tiny 
body. Her breaths became shortened as her heart 
began to pound again, but this time in the silence. 
She picked her daughter up and tears filled her 
eyes. Are you breathing? Are you breathing, baby?! 
Her child’s eyes were sealed shut, but the color 
was present in her cheeks. Rosa placed her ear to 
the child’s chest and heard the faint thump-thump. 
Holding the baby tightly to her chest, Rosa gave a 
full cry of relief—tears and moans combined with 
the alleviation of her panicking heart. However, no 
matter how many tears she shed, they could not 
stop the anxiousness within—it never ceased. As 
she lay her child gently on the mattress, she was 
left to her thoughts and herself.
 Rosa stared at her reflection through the 
glass window, looking out to the shore that marked 
the edge of Lualualei. She felt dirty, and her soul 
cringed. She looked at her baby girl sleeping 
soundly on the mattress, made her way over to her, 
and placed her hand flat on her back. Still breathing. 
Rosa walked outside and looked up to the sky. It 
was a full moon and the stars were many. The night 
sky was fully awake. Its silence was ever-present 
and the stillness was deeply-felt.
 As she looked up to the moon in its fullness 
and luminescence, Rosa closed her eyes. Her 
mind travelled to innocent days of childhood.
She remembered her half-sister Maile’s father. 
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Graying hair, dark-skinned, almond-eyed with a 
smile that made her feel the love that came from no 
other man in her life. Rosa thought of him telling 
her and Maile moʻolelo, the storied histories of 
Hawaiʻi. They would sit and listen hungrily, as if 
the very words from his mouth were food, and they 
consumed them into their minds, which entered 
their dreams at night. One moʻolelo that stayed 
with her was of Hina, the goddess of the moon. 
Though the details of the story had faded, she 
remembered that Hina was tired of walking so far 
to dispose of her babyʻs waste. Weary of being a 
mother to her children, she leapt to the moon. Her 
husband tried to catch her leg, but it broke off in his 
hand. Now, she lives on the moon, beating kapa in 
chosen solitude.1 Rosa opened her eyes, and tears 
shimmered in them while they remained fixed on 
the full moon. I wish I could flee to a place and make a 
better me…a better world for myself. She wept.
 “I cannot stop,” she said in a low voice to 
herself. “I try and try but cannot. My daughter
deserves better.”
 After a few more minutes in the pervading 
silence, Rosa felt a wave of exhaustion pass over 
her. As she lay next to her child, she knew what 
she had to do. She knew someone who could take 
care of her daughter. In the morning, she would 
go to Town. For now, she placed her finger in 
her daughter’s palm, and the tiny fingers closed 
around it. Rosa drifted to sleep, her child holding 
tightly to her finger.

_____________
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 “O Lehua Hoʻokuʻi, koʻu inoa. No Pālolo 
mai au. He Hawaiʻi au.”
 I recite this in the mirror, teaching the 
person before me her language. I tell her where she
comes from, and she responds back to validate her 
place in this world. I tell her her name, and she 
loves the way it is enunciated with the consonants, 
draws out on the nouns, and breaks for a swift 
second on the ‘okina. I tell her these sentences, and 
she embraces her identity. These are the first words 
I say to myself in the morning and the last words 
I say in the evening. My Papa always tells me to 
never forget who I am and where I come from, 
especially Hawaiʻi. This is why I meditate on these 
words day and night. They wake me up and put 
me to sleep.
 “Lehua, you ready fo’ go? You don’t wanna 
be late!” my mom shouts from the kitchen. I grab 
my backpack from my room and walk-run to the 
kitchen. When I slightly stumble into the stove, she 
tells me, “Eh, no need run tru da house—you not 
gonna be dat late. Papa made you breakfas’. Take 
‘em in da ca’.”

 The smell of spam, Portuguese sausage, 
rice, and eggs enters my nostrils and goes straight 
to my stomach. I grab the paper plate wrapped 
in aluminum foil on the stove. I go to my Papa 
sitting at our wooden table with a wide smile 
spread across his face, ready for me to exchange 
a honi with him. I lightly press my forehead and 
nose against his, and we inhale deeply, sharing 
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one breath of life together. I give him a kiss on the 
cheek, and whisper, “Mahalo, Papa. Aloha au iā 
‘oe.”
 “Nāu koʻu aloha, Lehua,” he says as he 
looks into my eyes with love, holding my hand
and giving it a tight squeeze. I smile, squeeze back, 
and walk out of the house.
 My mom drops me off at school, and as I go 
to close the door, she says, “Oh, Lehua! Remember 
we going with Uncle Tui guys from church to feed 
da homeless tomorrow.”
 “Kakaʻako, yeah?”
 “Actually, fo’ firs’ time we going Waiʻanae.”
 “Waiʻanae? Why?”
 “Lehua, you get one problem with Waiʻanae 
o’ wat?
 “No, it’s just…just…far,” I say. “I never 
been there.”
 “Yeah, I know,” she says. “I never been dea 
long time. But we going so…”
 “‘Kay, Mom, love you.”
 “Love you, too, honey girl, and make da 
bes’ of dis year, yeah? It’s yo’ seenyah yea’ of
high schoo’—have fun!”
 “Yes, Mom, I know.” She blows a kiss to me, 
and I close the door and wave.
 I jog up the steps to my school’s entrance 
in the main building. I walk through the halls and 
see the same couple who’s always holding hands, 
smirking and flirting, kissing each other. They not 
going last I think. I see the football boys coming 
up on my right side, making jokes and gross hand 
motions. So stupid I say to them in my head. One of 
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them stares at me, and I look away and walk faster. 
I hear a “Cheee” and chuckles follow me after I am 
fully past them. I see my friend Kama at the end of 
the hall. She sees me and waves, waiting for me to 
get to her. One fact to know about Kama is that she 
is known as the “hot chick” at school. Her bronze 
skin and golden hair are kissed by the sun, and so 
is the blush on her cheeks, from the surfing and
paddling she enjoys doing after school and 
definitely on the weekends. She has thick legs and
T&A. Being her friend involves interrupted 
conversations with boys around school that
compliment her or want to get with her; I was just 
the nice friend on the side. I guess I’m pretty in my 
own way, but I no like focus on that sort of physical 
stuff. My Papa always says beauty comes from 
within, so I focus on who I am more than what I 
look like.
 “Hey sis,” I greet Kama when I reach her.
 “Hey, you ready fo’ Kumu Kalani’s test?” 
she asks in response.
 “Oh, yeah…you know.”
 “Oooh, yeah, sorry Miss Hawaiian speaker 
with her fluent tūtū man.”
 I laugh. “No, I still study and repeat the 
words in my head.”
 “‘Kay, Lehua, whateva you say.”
 We make our way to our ‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi 
class. Kama updates me on the latest drama in
school, and I respond, “Why you be so nīele for?”
 “I not, I just like fo’ know tings,” she says 
with a playful grin on her lips.
 Our conversation is interrupted when 
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Kaimana, one of the wide receivers on football,
steps in Kama’s way. “Eh, Kama,” he begins, with 
an attempt to look sexy with his left eyebrow
lifted and “seductive” grin. “You like go to da 
dance wit me? You look beautiful today, by da
way.”
 Side-eyeing him with her “hard-to-get” face, 
Kama links her arms with mine, and forces me to 
continue walking towards class. “No tanks, Mana. I 
no like go witchu.”
 Behind us he calls, “Ah, Kama, why not? 
We goin’ have plenty fun! I promise!”
 Kama and I look at each other sideways as 
Mana’s voice becomes mixed with the moving
bodies of students. “Nope, not wit him.” We both 
laugh. “But if Manu ask me fo’ go—ho! I going 
show him one good time fo’ shua.” Manu is the star 
quarterback on football, definitely a handsome guy 
with a nice body, but absolutely kolohe.
 “You know he going play you, right 
Kama?” I tell her.
 “So, at least I can say I did it wit him, 
yeah?” she says smiling.
 “No, Kama. Why you wanna have that as a 
trophy?”
 “Lehua, you need fo’ relax. You need one 
boyfrien’.”
 “No, Kama, I no need. I like focus on me 
right now.” She rolls her eyes at me.
 We reach our class, and stand with everyone 
outside, waiting for the bell to ring and give our 
morning oli to enter Kumu Kalani’s classroom.   
 Kama continues our conversation: “Girl,
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what you doing tomorrow? I like go beach and 
movies.”
 “I cannot, I gotta go help our church feed 
the homeless with my mom tomorrow.”
 “Oh, where?”
 “Waiʻanae—“
 “WAIʻANAE? GIRL!”
I slightly jump at her sudden reaction. “It cannot be 
that bad, Kama.”
 “Girl, it is! My braddah wen tell me dey 
got chronics out dea, and boys who goin’ steal yo’ 
ca’. Da Wes’ Side is like da hood in dose mainland 
movies with all da popolo guys.”
 “Kama…” I begin to protest.
 “No, girl, haven’t you heard dat song ‘Dirty, 
Dirty Waianae’ by Big Teeze? You know… ‘Maili 
Beach bringing drama/All the way to Yokohama/
Or the harbor, it don’t matter/We going make these 
cowards scatter?’ No? Still nevah heard?Well, those 
braddahs in the video look like they goin’ steal my 
ca’ and try fo’ seduce me.”
 “Kama,” I begin again. “Have you even 
been out there?”
 “No, because I no like get stealed from or 
run into one chronic.”
 “How you know how Waiʻanae is then if 
you never been there?”
 “Girl, trus’. I know what I’m talking about 
cuz my braddah and uncles told me of times
they ran into guys in da Wes’ Side….”
 Kama’s words become overbearing in all 
their accusations and tita volume. I look down
at the floor as Kama continues to talk, then 
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look up at her so I not completely rude. When 
I look up to her face, however, I see past her to 
the person who’s standing five feet away and 
listening: Justine. Justine is a quiet person, with 
an intimidating presence that makes her seem 
unapproachable.
 With her gaze that is now set on me, I see 
the solemnity on her face and hurt in her
eyes. I break contact with her as the 8:00 AM bell 
rings.
 All fifteen of us students form two lines, 
and we begin to chant:

Kū mai au he Hawaiʻi
E hōʻihi
E mālama i nā kuleana
E maliu
E maliu mai ē

 Kumu Kalani opens the door and stands in 
the doorway. A strong Kanaka ‘Ōiwi man with
broad shoulders and a built figure responds with a 
voice that shakes the soul awake:

E hea i ke kanaka e komo ma loko
He aloha ko loko o kauhale nei
He mai, e pilialoha mai ē2

 “Mahalo, class,” he says. He holds the door 
open for us, and before we step foot into the
classroom, he asks us how we are, then shares a 
honi with each of us. When it is my turn, we place 
our right hands on each other’s left shoulders, 
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lightly press foreheads and noses together, and 
breathe in. “Pehea ‘oe, Lehua?” he asks when we 
part.
 “Maikaʻi, Kumu,” I respond. He nods with a 
smile on his face.
 After each of us check-in with Kumu 
Kalani, we all take our seats. The room always
smells of chalk and dust, but the presence itself is 
warm with aloha. Kama sits next to me, taking
out her vocabulary words quickly to look over 
them before the quiz. I go over a few of the words
I need to remember in my head: ‘āina hānau 
(birthplace), huakaʻi (physical and spiritual travels
to celebrated places), and wahi pana (celebrated 
places).
 “‘Kay, guys,” Kumu Kalani begins, and 
everyone puts their cards, vocab sheets, and
notebooks away, leaving a sheet of paper and 
pencil on their desks. I rip my own sheet of paper
from my notebook, pencil in hand, and wait. “I 
hope you studied,” he continues, “because…we
not having one quiz today!” He teases us with a 
smile.
 “Aw, Kumu, why you get us all scared fo’ 
nawting?” asks Jon, one of the guys who lives
up Papakōlea.
 Kumu laughs in response and says, “Eh, 
wasn’t fo’ nawting! We going learn one moʻolelo 
today, and some of da words you studied are witin 
it or used to describe it.”
 “What moʻolelo are we learning, Kumu?” I 
ask.
 “We going learn da moʻolelo of Māui and 
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da significance of Puʻu Haleakalā.”
 “Oh, I been up dea! It’s so beautiful at 
kihipuka time,” Kama says loudly.
 “You been up there, Kama?” asks Kumu.
 “Yes, on Maui, yeah?”
 “No, in Waiʻanae at Lualualei.”
 A sudden sensation courses through my 
body. It’s like an electric current just traveled
through my soul, starting at my fingertips, going 
strait to my heart. I’m struck by the intensity of
this twinge in my heart, as if it stirs for a place it 
aches to go again. I snap out of this momentary
trance, hearing Kama’s muffled voice become clear, 
asking, “In Waiʻanae, Kumu?”
 “Yes, Kama,” he responds. He pauses, 
looking at the confusion written on every face
except Justine’s. He nods slightly and continues: 
“Da very places you guys hear people talk stink
about, and dose you fear due da stereotypes on dis 
island, are da centers of moʻolelo.”
 Everyone sits silent, letting Kumu’s simple 
but powerful words sink into their minds and 
etch themselves along the vessels of their brain. I 
even felt the mana in those words. I look down at 
my paper and avoid glancing at Kama, as she was 
just talking stink about Waiʻanae before class. I do, 
however, glance at Justine on the other side of the 
class and find her switching looks from Kama to 
me. She look at me for a second, and we both know 
it is because of Kama’s ignorant words previously 
spoken with so much affirmation and certainty.
 “Does everyone understand?” Kumu 
prompts the class.
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 “Ae, Kumu,” we all reply.
 “Good, so let’s get to da moʻolelo. Everyone 
putchya papas and pens away.” We all perform 
the task in unison. “Now sit back and listen, but I 
bettah not hear or see any electronics out.” Kumu 
says this with his eyes set on Mateo, a boy from 
Pāoa Valley.
 Mateo looks up from his phone and notices 
all the stares and meets Kumu’s eyes. He hastily 
turns it off, and says, “E kala mai, Kumu.”
 Kumu nods and returns his attention to the 
whole class. He begins the moʻolelo of
Waiʻanae. “At Ulehawa, which is at the coast of 
Lualualei in Waiʻanae moku, lies the ‘āina hānau
of Māui and his brothers: Māuimua, Māuiwaena, 
and Māui-ikiiki. Between Lualualei and
Nānākuli, there Puʻu Heleakalā stands in majesty. It 
is at Puʻu Heleakalā where Māui snares the
rays of ka lā, the sun, and breaks them to slow its 
passage across the celestial sphere so his
mother Hina could dry her kapa, fine cloth she 
beats from the bark of the wauke tree.
 “In the waters of Ulehawa, Māui and his 
brothers paddled out—Māui looking to Hina’s
place at Puʻu Heleakalā to anchor his position. 
Māuimua, Māuiwaena, and Māui-ikiiki see a
kaliu—a bailer— floating atop the water. Māui 
grabs the kaliu and puts it in the waʻa. He points
them towards Pōnahakeone, the fishing grounds, 
and when they turn to look back, they see a
beautiful wahine, Hinaakekā, sitting in the waʻa. 
Upon their arrival at the fishing grounds, the
brothers turned around again, but Hinaakekā was 
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gone.”
 I look around the room. Everyone’s awe 
and amazement is written on their faces and dances 
across their eyes. I can tell that all the words Kumu 
is saying is being soaked into their minds, playing 
like scenes in a movie across their imagination. He 
continues: “Māui let down his celebrated fishhook 
Mānaiakalani. Hinaakekā grasped Mānaiakalani 
and approached ‘Unihokahi, a one-toothed shark 
that Samuel Kamakau—the famous writer of 
nā moʻolelo o Hawaiʻi—identifies for us. She, 
Hinaakekā, tells ‘Unihokahi that she and Māui are 
arguing about the amount of teeth he has, and she 
requests that he open his waha—his mouth—so 
she can count his niho.” Here Kumu moves his 
forefinger across his teeth to tell us the meaning 
of the word. “When ‘Unihokahi does as she asks, 
Hinaakekā hooks his mouth and pulls at the line. 
Māui, feeling the tug of Hinaakekā, ties the line to 
the back of the waʻa and cries out to his brothers to
hoe—paddle—without looking back. They paddled 
with both strength and quickness. However, they 
were soon pauaho—out of breath and weary. Māui 
pressed them to persevere, taking hold of a paddle 
himself, but Māuimua, Māuiwaena, and Māui-ikiiki 
turned to look back. They saw nā mokupuni—the 
islands—pulled above the seas, and they hoʻōho—
they shouted—with surprise. Mānaiakalani was 
then released from ‘Unihokahi’s mouth and the 
islands drifted back into their
original places.”
 When the moʻolelo ends, everyone remains 
silent in complete wonder and respect for both 
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Kumu and the moʻolelo. He asks, “Does anyone 
know the significance of this story?
 No one speaks. I have the urge to know, 
and wish I knew, the answer. Justine’s raspy voice 
fills the silence: “The islands are one; they are not 
separate from each other. We are one Hawaiʻi.”
 Kumu’s grin is wide. I think I see a slight 
layer of tears in his eyes. “Ae, Justine. And this
is why Lualualei, and one of the reasons why 
Waiʻanae moku, is a wahi pana, a celebrated
place.” He pauses. “‘Kay everyone, da bell’s about 
to ring. Do you have any questions about da
moʻolelo of Māui?” With no reply, Kumu continues.  
 “Remember, every place on dis ‘āina has a
story to it. Don’t listen to stereotypes. Learn nā 
moʻolelo behind these places.”
 “Ae, Kumu,” we say in unison as the bell rings.
 Kama quickly grabs her backpack and 
goes out the door before I can ask her to wait. 
But I know the reason for her hurry, because I see 
Kumu’s eyes watch her go out the door, too. Justine 
is also watching with the slightest smirk on her 
face, but it quickly disappears.

———————

 I get home from school and hear Papa 
making food to eat—his scraping spoon against 
one of our metal pans. I inhale the savory smell 
of chicken, and my stomach rumbles. I put down 
my bags near the couch and walk over to the 
kitchen, and I peek inside to watch my Papa. As 
he always does when he cooks, he’s humming, 
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and my heart warms with his sweet tone. I watch 
his hands prepare the food—the gentleness, the 
care, but at the same time, the swiftness. There is 
an ‘ōlelo noʻeau that my Papa taught me: Aia no 
ka pono—o ka hoʻo huli ika lima i lalo, ‘aʻole o ka 
hoʻohuli i luna. “That is what it should be—to turn 
the palms down, not palms up.”3 It means that no 
one can be productive when working with his or 
her hands faced up. It’s said that a person is always 
busy when his or her palms are faced down. I see 
this now with Papa; he is the perfect image and 
expression of this.
 My eyes move from his hands to his face. 
A smile is graced upon it, and his eyes are full of 
the love he pours into the food. I see the wrinkles 
formed at the edges of his eyes that speak of all 
the times he’s laughed, and I wonder if I’ve taken 
part in creating and defining the lines. I soak in this 
image of my Papa, noticing the time that’s passed 
over his body, and am saddened that this image 
will only be a memory one day. But it will still be 
real for me.
 I finally step into the walkway, and my 
Papa slightly jumps at the sight of me, with both
surprise and joy. “Aloha, Papa,” I greet him. With 
his right hand holding the long spoon and his left 
hand holding the arm of the pan while cooking 
the rice, he says, “Aloha, kuʻu ipo.” And he leans 
sideways to plant a kiss on my cheek, which I press 
against his pursed lips.
 “‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi?” I ask.
 “‘Aʻole,” he responds. “Later. Tell me about 
your day.”
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 “Today in ‘Ōlelo Hawaiʻi, we didn’t have 
to take our quiz. Kumu Kalani told us a moʻolelo 
instead.”
 My Papa smiles and asks, “He did? Which 
one?”
 “The moʻolelo of Māui in Waiʻanae,” I reply.
 “Ah, yes, that is a great one. When he snares 
the sun? Or when he and his brothers try fo’ pull 
up the islands? “The second one. Kumu told it from 
his heart.”
 “I’m very glad he did, for there is no other 
way of telling our moʻolelo than from our naʻau.”
I nod my head in agreement, acknowledging his 
implied lesson, too. “You know we
going Waiʻanae tomorrow, yeah, Papa?
 “Yes, your mom told me. I cannot go, tho, 
cuz I’m meeting Uncle Travis fo’ lunch.”
 “It’s okay.” I pause before asking, 
“Interesting, yeah, that we learned one moʻolelo 
about Waiʻanae today, and I going there 
tomorrow?”
 “Ae.”
 “It was interesting because right before 
class, one of my friends Kama was talking stink
about Waiʻanae. Then Kumu taught us that the 
places people talk stink about here are the very
places where our moʻolelo take place. Ho! Papa, 
you should have seen Kama’s face and—”
 “Lehua! He akua ‘ai kahu ka lawena ‘ōlelo!” 
my Papa says sternly. He quotes another
‘ōlelo noʻeau that means: Gossip is the god that 
destroys its keeper. 4 He continues in the same tone, 
“Do not make your body dirty with gossip! I have 
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taught you that beauty comes from within. Do not 
taint such beauty, Lehua. Do not gossip, not even to 
me.”
 My eyes looking down, I reply in a quiet 
voice, “Ae, Papa. E kala mai.”
 He nods and there’s a moment of silence 
between us as his words still hang in the air, ring
in my ears, and shake the foundations of my 
beating heart. Then he speaks: “About what Kumu
Kalani said about places people talk stink about, 
it’s true that they’re the centers of moʻolelo.
Remember this when you go Waiʻanae tomorrow. 
It is one of the most beautiful places on this island, 
Lehua. Some of the most loving people come from 
there. Yes, there are sad stories that arise from 
there. But the pain and hurt has been due to the 
land clearances that have separated Kānaka ‘Ōiwi 
and others from the land—Papa—water, food, and 
natural resources. And most of all, the history of 
the colonizers and development have destroyed 
many ‘ohana, which is the central aspect of our 
culture. The damage is immeasurable. The people 5 
of Waiʻanae are still recovering from that trauma.”
 I nod, feeling the weight of Papa’s 
compassion and aloha ‘āina. He gives me a closed
smile and kisses my temple. “Let’s eat.”
 He reaches for a plate, but I stop him, put 
my hand on his shoulder, and say, “You go sit, 
Papa. I’ll bring the food to the table and serve you 
your plate.”
 I hold the arm of the pan with rice in one 
hand and hold the tray of baked chicken in the
other, placing them carefully on the table next to 
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Papa. I get his plate for him and put two pieces
of baked chicken and a huge scoop of rice on it. I 
pour him a cup of POG, and place both the cup
and the plate in front of him. “Mahalo nui, kuʻu 
ipo,” he thanks me with a smile. I then make
myself a plate, and we pule before we eat. Papa 
says, “E ke Akua mana loa, mahalo iā ‘oe no
kēia meaʻai. Nāha e hānai ai ko mākou mau kino. 
Amene.”
 “Amene,” I respond in agreement.
 As Papa begins to eat, I look at the food in 
front of me. When it’s just me and Papa at dinner 
on the evenings my mom works late, we don’t use 
utensils; we use our hands. I swear, he makes the 
best food. As I peel a piece of the chicken off, the 
smell of seasoned meat goes up my nostrils with 
the fresh heat that warms the tip of my nose. I grab 
some rice with the same hand and place the food in 
my mouth. “Papa, dis food is so ‘ono!” I say with 
satisfaction.
 “I’m glad you like,” he says.
 I chew before saying, “Papa?”
 “Hm?” he responds with food in his mouth.
 “Today in class I got this strange feeling in 
my heart when Kumu was talking about Waiʻanae, 
especially when he mentioned Lualualei. It was like 
my naʻau knew the place. But I never been there, so 
das why I thought it was weird.”
 He looks up at me, and meets my eyes. 
“Maybe there’s a purpose for you going there.
Maybe it’s a destiny you must fulfill.” I chuckle, 
but he says strictly to me, “No laugh, Lehua.
I’m serious.”
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 I tuck my lips underneath my teeth to 
remove the smile that was there two seconds
before. “Ae, Papa.”
 We eat for ten minutes before we’re full, 
making sure we leave enough for Mom when she 
gets home. “Do you want to hear another moʻolelo 
in Waiʻanae?” Papa asks.
 “Yes, Papa, I would,” I reply.
 “‘Kay, first we gotta clean up all dis and 
wash da dishes. We’ll put da leftovas on a plate
wit foil on top. Den you shower and come back fo’ 
hear da story.”
 “Sounds good, Papa.”
 We move in sync together. I grab the plates 
and the cups, while Papa brings the rice and pan 
with two pieces of chicken. While he prepares a 
plate for Mom, I wash the dishes. When I’m done, 
I go and take a shower. It’s nice to feel the heat on 
my body and steam on my skin. After washing 
myself, I feel fresh and clean from the day. I hang 
my towel after drying my skin, put on my pajamas, 
brush my teeth, and head to the living room. Papa 
is already sitting cross-legged on the hala mat. I sit 
across from him and criss-cross my legs, too. “I’m 
ready, Papa.”
 He begins. “Hiʻiakaikapoliopele was sent by 
her sister Pelehonuamea to go find her kāne
Lohiʻauipo in Kauaʻi and bring him back to Puna. 
Pele instructed Hiʻiaka to fetch Lohiʻau without 
sleeping with him or anyone else, in order to 
preserve herself later for him. She instructed that if 
he was dead that she bring him back to life in thirty 
days. She was to travel only on the windward sides 
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of the islands, for the waters of Kāneikawailoa 
would strengthen her for battle against the moʻo 
women Kilioeikapua and Kalanamainuʻu. And she 
was to travel back on the leeward side.
 “Hiʻiaka had an aikāne, Hōpoe, and she 
was filled with sorrow that she had to leave her 
dear companion behind. Hiʻiaka pleaded with Pele 
to keep Hōpoe in her care and safe from harm, 
knowing her sister’s common episodes of rage. 
Pele assured her that there was but one thing that 
could cause Hōpoe trouble and that was Hiʻiaka 
herself—her disobedience to Pele’s instructions. 
However, when Hiʻiaka reached Kailua and met 
the handsome Kaʻanahau, she
made love to him as a debt for the amount of food 
he provided for her and her dear friend
Wahineʻōmaʻo, and because they desired one 
another. Upon finding out about this, jealous that
she could not have Kaʻanahau for herself and angry 
that Hiʻiaka had not listened to her
instructions, Pele killed Hōpoe. Another version of 
the moʻolelo tells of Pele killing Hōpoe
because Hiʻiaka took too long to come back, and 
Pele was impatient, while also assuming that
Lohiʻau and Hiʻiaka were sleeping together.
 “When Hiʻiaka reached the top of Pōhākea 
in Waiʻanae, after defeating the moʻo women and 
brining Lohiʻau back to life in Kauaʻi, she gazed 
toward Hawaiʻi and saw Hōpoe had died in the 
fires of her elder sister, Pele. Hiʻiaka, filled with 
rage at her sister, challenged her saying, “You 
have power and strength from our ancestors and 
parents, but I have power and strength from them, 
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as well. It depends on where they decide to lend 
their support. To you, perhaps, or to me. Now that 
you have taken my beloved one, when I arrive in 
your presence you will see what I do about you.”6

 I listened intently, amazed at my Papa’s 
recollection of this moʻolelo. I know many
Hawaiians who haven’t come to know these 
stories, and I’m grateful that Papa shares them with 
me and passes them down to me. He continues. 
“Hiʻiakaikapoli was filled with grief and rage,
and she turned away from the side that looked 
towards Puna. She faced Waiʻanae and looked at
all its peoples and lands…and she was filled with 
love.” He pauses. “Do you see, Lehua?”
 Though he poses this as a question, it’s 
more of a statement, and he’s going to tell me
what’s to be seen. He says to me, “In that moment 
of her rage and grief, Hiʻiaka was comforted 
by her love for the people of Waiʻanae. This is 
another reason why this place is a wahi pana, and 
the people and ahupuaʻa of Waiʻanae are to be 
remembered and valued.”
 Papa’s words are Pele’s pāhoehoe lava. It is 
not a fire of jealousy or rage, but of passion. It spills 
from the depth of his heart and molds itself around 
mine. Like Pele’s lava, Papa’s words consume my 
heart but make the surface of it possible for new 
growth in the knowledge of who I am and what I 
choose to believe. With this in mind, I ask, “Papa, 
what do you believe? I know we go church and 
Mom strongly believes in Jesus, but you always 
teach me moʻolelo of gods and goddesses of 
Hawaiʻi. So, what do you believe?”



26

 I can see my question turning over and 
over in his mind. He contemplates the question 
for one whole minute before answering. “I will tell 
you what I believe,” he says, “but I will not force 
my beliefs on you. In the end, you must choose 
what you will believe.” I nod, and he continues. 
“I believe all land on earth belongs to ke Akua. 
This is not truly our land, but merely the land ‘Io 
brought us to and made us stewards over it. I said 
earlier that alienation from land that we call and 
know as Papa, has brought damage to the ‘ohana 
as a fundamental facet of our culture. But I think 
it is much deeper than that. In being alienated 
from land, we were being separated from God’s 
purpose that we as Kānaka ‘Ōiwi were chosen to be 
stewards of this land—to take care of it and show 
aloha ‘āina to it. And when you’re separated from 
God’s purpose, whether by force or by choice, not 
only does it bring immeasurable damage on an 
individual level, but also on a collective level, and 
that’s the ‘ohana for us. By returning to the land, 
we are not just connected to our ‘Ōiwi roots, but 
also connecting back to who, I believe, God created 
us to be.
 “In terms of who ‘Io is, he was known as the 
Supreme Being who sits in the middle of the
heavens. So, the one-God concept is not the haole’s 
religion, but was here long before the missionaries 
came in 1820. Pele was one of the goddesses brought 
by priests of Paʻao from Kahiki, or Tahiti. Moʻolelo 
even tell of Pele coming from Kahiki. Our people 
began to worship other gods brought here: Lono, 
Kāne, Kanaloa, and others. I believe in ke Akua and 
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only Him. Many ‘Ōiwi strongly disagree with me, 
but I’ve chosen what I believe and I stand by it.
 “I pass these moʻolelo down to you because 
I believe they teach lessons. People remember 
stories more than simple quotes, although we do 
have our ‘Ōlelo Noʻeau, which are filled with mana. 
I believe these moʻolelo should be remembered so 
that the lessons are never lost. I believe that each 
generation of ‘Ōiwi should learn what is necessary 
to make sure the future generations are able to 
flourish with wisdom and understanding that they 
can pay forward. This is what I believe.
 “I don’t force my beliefs on you, because ke 
Akua doesn’t force Himself on us—people do. This 
is why I think many Kānaka ‘Ōiwi resent the idea 
of Him, because the missionaries forced Him on 
our ancestors. They didn’t give them a choice. God 
gives us free will to choose in His unconditional 
love. To force us to love Him would remove that 
choice from us. Therefore, I tell this all to you, not 
to force you to believe it, but to give you a choice. 
Love is not force, it’s choice. I would want you to 
choose ke Akua, not because you feel forced to, but 
because you choose to love Him from the deepest 
part of your naʻau. Aloha au iā ‘oe, kuʻu ipo, no 
matter what you choose.”
 I’m moved into complete silence. I feel I 
can’t even utter a word. I knew my Papa loved
me from his naʻau, but I didn’t realize how deep his 
love was for me—that he would allow me to
choose my routes of beliefs while still embracing 
my roots, and love me no matter what. All I can do 
is uncross my legs, walk on my knees to Papa and 
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throw my arms around him. We hold each other 
tightly for a few long seconds before letting go, 
and he kisses my forehead. “Go to sleep now—you 
don’t want to wake up late for tomorrow.”
 With a smile on my face, I say, “No, I don’t, 
Papa.” I stand up as he gets up, too. We hug each 
other one more time, and I say with my voice 
muffled by his shoulder, “Mahalo nui, Papa.
Aloha au iā ‘oe.”
 He responds into my ear, “Nāu koʻu aloha, 
kuʻu ipo.” We break apart, and I head towards
my room.
 Before going to bed, I use the bathroom. I 
look into the mirror after washing my hands
and say the words: “O Lehua Hoʻokuʻi, koʻu inoa. 
No Pālolo mai au. He Hawaiʻi au.” I close my eyes 
and inhale, letting the words sink in, then I shut off 
the bathroom light and go to my room.
 As I lie in the darkness on top of my 
mattress, staring up at the ceiling, I replay Papa’s
words again in my head. There was so much aloha 
and mana in them, how could they not stay with 
me? I shift my gaze to the window and see the 
mahina outside. I see the stars surrounding her, 
expanding to the rest of the night sky. A song from 
church plays in my head:

“Indescribable, uncontainable,
You placed the stars in the sky and You know them by name.
You are amazing God
All powerful, untameable,
Awestruck we fall to our knees as we humbly proclaim
You are amazing God.”7
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 What do I believe? I ask myself. Who and what 
do I choose to be truth—to be real? These thoughts are 
amplified with the quietness of the night. Pālolo is 
still tonight, and slowly, I am carried along with its 
silent current. I faintly hear my mom come into the 
house. I hear the drop of the keys on the counter 
and her voice and my Papa talking story. He says to 
her, “So, you ready fo’ go to Waiʻanae tomorrow?”
My mom replies, “I think so.”
 “You nervous?”
 I think my mom says, “Yes,” but I’m not 
sure. I’m lost in a dream. I am Hiʻiaka atop
Pōhākea, and I feel the love of Waiʻanae and its 
people wash over me. But then the scene switches, 
and I am me.
 I stand on a shoreline gazing at the moon. 
My eyes shift as my peripherals catch a figure
walking towards me on the shore. It is a woman. 
Her wavy hair moves with the slight breeze and
sound of the waves. When she reaches me, she 
stretches out her hand towards me—no, not her
hand, her finger. Her face is blurred, and my eyes 
can only focus on her finger. I grab ahold of it
and an electric ache spreads through my naʻau. 
With tears that mirror mine, she says softly, “I
have not forgotten you.” I blink and then she is 
gone—my hand empty of the strange familiarity
of her touch.

_______________

 The water is the bluest I’ve ever seen in my 
life. Yes, I’ve been on the Windward side, passed 
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Makapuʻu where the water is deep blue, and seen 
the turquoise and teal water of Lanikai and Kailua. 
But I’ve never seen water as blue as I see now on 
the coast of the ahupuaʻa of Waiʻanae.
 We have just broken through the edge of 
Nānākuli, and my mom says, “Lehua! This is
Lualualei, and there’s Puʻu Heleakalā.”
 I stare in awe at the tall mountain connected 
to the ōmoʻomoʻo—the ridgeline—behind it. It 
truly does stand in majesty, I say in my head.
 “Oh! And here’s Ulehawa Stream.” I look 
down the stream, along its surface, and Kumu’s 
voice is retelling me the moʻolelo of Māui. My eyes 
scan the landscape around Ulehawa Stream; they 
land on the first ouse to the left. The same sensation 
I felt in class at the mention of this place comes 
over me again, only stronger. I look at my mom, 
and she’s smiling at me. “Cool, yeah?” she says. 
“Over there, in that direction, is Pōhākea.” I look 
back out my window, following my mom’s finger 
that is pointing towards the mauka side. “Papa told 
me he taught you the moʻolelo of Hiʻiaka on top 
Pōhākea.”
 “Yes,” I reply. It’s exactly how I saw it in my 
dream last night, I say to myself.
 As we pass Puʻu o Hulu Kai (my mom tells 
me the name), the water seems to turn even bluer. 
Farrington Highway shifts away from the water, 
and we pass Māʻili Cove condos on our left. We are 
soon rejoined by the waterfront, and the road ahead 
feels slightly endless. When we round the bend of 
Puʻu Māʻiliʻili, Waiʻanae Valley spans the landscape 
before me. This is a beautiful place. Why would 
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someone call it dirty? Again, we veer away from 
the shore and continue down Farrington Highway. 
On my right appears a Starbucks, followed by 
Burger King. Then I see Hannara Restaurant, and 
the entryway into Adventist Malama Elementary 
School. We drive farther down and pass Tamura 
Super Market. On our left appears Waianae Store, 
and my mom says, “Ho, Lehua! They get some 
good butter rolls and malasadas in dea.”
 We pass 7-Eleven, then on the left-hand 
side is Coquitos Latin Cuisine Restaurant, across 
from McDonald’s on my right. I wonder what Latin 
food tastes like, but then the thought is interrupted 
when my mom says, “We almost there.” I see her 
hands grip the wheel tighter and wonder if she’s 
okay. I don’t ask.
 We turn down an empty street, then turn 
into a dirt parking lot on our right. I see Uncle
Tui and other uncles unloading packs of King’s 
Hawaiian Sweet Rolls and some Aloha Maid
Natural drinks. There’s much more food, but those 
are the only items I can see. My mom parks the car, 
then turns off the engine. She exhales deeply, still 
holding onto the wheel, and asks, “You ready?”
 Unsure of why I wouldn’t be, I still reply, 
“Yes.”
 We open our car doors and step outside. I 
look around and see a boat harbor on my left and 
straight ahead is what looks like the woods. My 
mom and I walk towards Uncle Tui’s truck, and I 
ask, “Where’re all the people, Mom?
 “They stay in dea,” she says, nodding 
towards the woods.
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 “How’re are we allowed to come here? It 
seems private,” I say.
 “Uncle Tui lived here before moving into 
Town.”
 “He didn’t have family here?”
 “His wife left him after they were evicted 
from their home. He came here and lived here
couple years. Pastah Kekoa came with da church 
few times, and Uncle Tui felt love from them.
Pastah Kekoa wen reach out to him, offered him 
a bed at his house in Town. Uncle Tui went, den 
soon reconnected with his family. He was so shame 
when his wife left him, he didn’t want to face his 
‘ohana. But when he did aftah coming to Town, he 
took care of his parents and worked at the church 
eva since. He comes back out hea few times a year 
to give back to dis community of people hea, who 
kept him going before Pastah Kekoa came.”
 “Wow, never knew dat,” I say.
 “Yeah,” is all my mom responds. Something 
else seems to occupy her thoughts.
 “Hey guys!” yells Auntie Tina. As my mom 
and I approach, we each give her a big hug.
 “Hi, Auntie,” I say.
 “Lehua, you look beautiful, as always.”
 “Thank you.”
 “‘Kay guys,” starts Uncle Tui, and all 
twenty of us come around the truck. “Mahalo fo’
coming. So, we about to go into da camp. One of da 
head aunties will meet us at the entryway inside. 
We all going split into four groups of five so we 
can give food to different parts of da camp. One 
auntie has a moped, so she’ll make some trips with 
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different foods. If it’s yo’ firs’ time hea, please don’t 
be scared. Dea’s aloha hea. Follow instructions by 
the head auntie o aunties, okay? Let’s pule before 
we go.”
 Uncle Tui prays for us, and I stare at my 
feet. My mom squeezes my hand, and I squeeze
back. When the prayer’s done, we split into groups 
of five. In our group it’s me, my mom, Auntie
Tina, and Uncle Ben. We each grab out portion of 
supplies and pull it in a tiny red wagon. We all
make our way out of the parking lot and towards 
the woods. When reach the entrance, there are
signs that yells “Keep Out!” But we know it’s safe 
for us to pass. We make our way along a wide
dirt path, eventually passing a large campsite 
encircled by a wooden fence, then past a small
donation tent filled with cardboard boxes of 
clothing and books.8 A man from the camp rides his
bike towards us, a smile spreading across his face 
as he sees Uncle Tui. Het gets off his bike, and
upon reaching Uncle Tui, cups his hand to shake 
hands with him, and both hug. “Ho, bah, how
you?” the man asks. “Good, good. You?” asks 
Uncle Tui in response.
 “You know…same ol’, same ol’,” he says 
with a smile, then gives a brief laugh. “I’ll tell
Auntie dat you guys are here.” He pulls out a flip 
phone, clicks the numbered buttons, and then
puts it to his ear. “Eh, Auntie, dey hea.”
 A few seconds later, I hear the sound of a 
distant moped coming our way. When she comes 
into full view on the road, the auntie has a serious 
look to her that’s intimidating. I watch as she turns 
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off the moped, gets off, and walks toward Uncle 
Tui—he also making his way towards her. “Hi, 
bebeh, how you?” she asks with a smile as he kisses 
her cheek and gives her a hug.
 “I good, Auntie, how you?”
 “Doing good. Is dis everyone?”
 “Yes, and we ready fo’ pass out da food.”
 “‘Kay,” she says, both walking side-by-side 
toward us. “How you guys?” she says loudly to all 
of us.
 We respond in unison. “Good.”
 “Good! ‘Kay so, you guys already get yo’ 
groups. Firs’ group going stay with me. Auntie
Leslie going come fo’ da nex’ group. Jordan,” she 
points towards the first guy who greeted Uncle
Tui, “will get da nex’. Den last group going with 
Tui.” We get Uncle Tui.
 Everyone slowly goes their own directions, 
and Uncle Tui finalizes where we’re going to with 
Uncle Jordan. Uncle Tui walks toward us and says, 
“‘Kay, we going da farthes’ towards da shoreline. 
Ready, gang?”
 “Yeah!” we semi-shout, then make our way 
towards the shore.
 When we get there, some kids play in front 
of their tents. Upon seeing us, they smile and 
run inside, and a parent follows them when they 
come back out. The kids run towards us, shouting, 
“Uncle Tui!!”
 They jump on top of him, and he says, 
“Oh! You guys give da bes’ hugs!” He lets them 
go and shakes hands with their father. Uncle Tui 
point in our direction and the family comes to get 
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some food. I grab an Aloha drink, a pack of King’s 
Hawaiian sweet bread, and some fruit snacks, 
handing it to the little girl. She thanks me in her 
tiny voice, and I say, “You’re welcome.”
 A few families make their way towards us, 
and we continue to hand out food. I notice that no 
one comes out of one particular tent on the border 
before the shore. My mom is talking to one of the 
moms of the families, so I grab some food and walk 
towards the tent.
 It is a beautiful set-up for a person without 
a solid roof over their head. There are big ricks that 
line the pathway, and the tent itself rests on a raised 
platform. Inside, I hear a woman humming, and I 
notice the toon right away: “Indescribable.” It’s the 
song I thought of last night. Interesting I say in my 
head. She is a beautiful woman, though she does 
look aged due to what I assume must be a history 
with drugs. I watch as she waters the flower pots 
on the ground. She senses my presence and jumps.
 “I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t mean to disturb 
you. It’s just that we have food from my church 
that we’re giving out, and I just wanted to give you 
some personally.”
 “Oh!” she exclaims. “Thank you! Come 
inside—you can come look at my flowers.” She 
grabs a broom and sweeps some soil away from the 
pots.
 With the food still in my hands, I walk over 
to the flowers. I notice lavender in one and a mix of 
flowers in the other. Lavender is my favorite smell, 
and I bend down to inhale its floral, sweet, and 
herbal scent. I smile as the smell spreads through 
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my head.
 “It smells beautiful, no?” the woman asks as 
she continues sweeping.
 “Yes,” I reply and stand up straight again. I 
examine the ripped Bible pages hung by
clothes pins along a make-shift clothes line. There 
are two of them, both from Psalms, but one is
of Psalm 34 and the other Psalm 147. Where there 
are words underlined, I read:

“I sought the Lord, and he answered me;
   he delivered me from all my fears.
Those who look to him are radiant;
  their faces are never covered with shame.
This poor man called, and the Lord heard him;
  he saved him out of all his troubles.
The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear him,
  and he delivers them.”9

“The Lord is close to the brokenhearted
  and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”10

“The Lord will rescue his servants;
  no one who takes refuge in him will be condemned.”11

I look at the other page, and the underlined words say:

   “He heals the brokenhearted
   and binds up their wounds.”12

 I reread the words and feel warmth swell 
within me. “Beautiful words, no?” the woman asks, 
and I nod. “They’ve helped me in the hardest time 
of my life. I overcame, and I keep these words up 
so I rememberer how far I’ve come. Here,” she 
says, reaching out her hands, “let me take the food 
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from you so you can look around more.”
 As I hand her the food, my right hand slides 
over her finger and a strong sensation, the strongest 
out of the last two times I’ve felt it, surges through 
my entire body, and I feel like my heart has burst. I 
inhale sharply, and the woman starts to speak, but 
the words don’t escape her mouth. She looks down 
at her hand then back up to me, searching my face. 
Then I hear my mom yell my name. “Lehua! Where 
you stay?!”
 I want to speak, but I cannot. I hand the full 
weight of the food to the woman. My mom appears 
in the pathway and looks at me saying, “Lehua! 
You know I no like when you wanda off, especially 
hea. And—” She doesn’t finish. She meets the eyes 
with the woman in front of me and is speechless.
 “Maile?” the woman says in a choked voice. 
Then she looks at me, and tears shimmer in her 
eyes. She turns to a table and places the food down.
“Lehua,” my mom begins, “this is…is…uh—”
“Auntie Lina,” the woman says, holding her hand 
out to me.
 I take it, and say, “I’m Lehua, as you 
probably heard.” I laugh slightly, trying to lighten
the mood.
 Tears in my mom’s eyes fall, but she quickly 
wipes them away. “Sorry, Lehua. Auntie Lina and 
I are—were—best friends when we were younger 
and in high school. I haven’t seen her fo’ long 
time is all.” She comes onto the platform and hugs 
Auntie Lina, who hugs her back, too.
 “Yes, it’s been a long time. See, I got into 
drugs when I was young. Your mom was my…
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best friend. I ran away from my home, but we kept 
in contact till I got bad. I took a break when I was 
pregnant. When I had the baby, I reconnected with 
your mom. I gave the baby to my half-sister, and 
your mom helped my in that time. I got evicted 
from my home out in Lualualei, and then I came 
here. I chose to accept Christ into my heart ten 
years ago after going to a church service, and 
stayed out here. I decided to stop doing drugs—for 
good. And, only by God, am I able to be sober ever 
since.”
 My mom’s tears are abundant. “I’m so glad 
you’re doing…well.” Her pause was caused by 
looking around the tent.
 Auntie Lina touches my mom’s shoulder, 
and says, “Just ‘cause I’m houseless, Maile, doesn’t 
mean I’m homeless. This community has become 
my ‘ohana. I’m more full of joy here than I ever was 
with a roof over my head.”
 “I happy fo’ you, R—Lina,” my mom seems 
to correct herself. I get the hint that Auntie Lina had 
a nickname or something that my mom knew her 
by before.
 “Your dad still telling those Hawaiian 
stories—moʻolelo?”
 “Yes, and he tells dem to Lehua, too.” She 
wipes the last of her tears away. “I nevah know if 
I’d see you out hea, but looks like God made shua, 
yeah?” She laughs.
 “Yes,” Auntie Lina says. “So, what you guys 
doing for the rest of the day?”
 “Keawaʻula Beach, den go home. Prolly 
bring Dad some malasadas from Waianae Store.”
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 “Ah, yes, those are good.”
 “Eh, ladies!” Uncle Tui calls. “Sorry, but we 
gotta pass out mo’ food down da way.”
 “Okay,” my mom and I call back together. 
My mom turns to Auntie Lina, and I can see her 
trying to hold back tears. To make sure they don’t 
come, she hugs Auntie Lina, and says, “Goodbye, 
Best Friend.”
 “Bye, Maile,” Auntie Lina says back with a 
smile. “Come back anytime.”
 They break apart, and my mom says to me, 
“‘Kay, Lehua, give Auntie Lina hug bye.”
 I do so, and say, “Nice to meet you, Auntie 
Lina.”
 I see the same tears come to her eyes like 
before. “Me, too,” she says quietly. She walks to the 
edge of the platform as we make our way down the 
pathway. My mom and I look back and wave. She 
waves back, and as we continue to the main road, I 
feel a weird emptiness in my heart.
 When we get to the next group of tents 
down the way, the families come to the wagon for
food. As a woman takes sweet rolls from my hand, 
she thanks me, walks away, and there in front
of me is Justine.
 “Justine?” I say, confusion in my voice.
She just lifts her eyebrows in response, and says,   
 “How you like ‘dirty, dirty Waiʻanae’?”
 I’m embarrassed, thinking of Kama’s words 
yesterday, and say, “Justine, I—”
 “Mahalo,” she says, taking the bread from 
my hands. She leaves before I can say another 
word.
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______________

 When we got home, Papa greeted me and 
Mom with a big smile and hug. He asked us how 
it went, and I said it was good. My mom told him 
we got a surprise for him, and showed him the 
malasadas. He was so excited—like a child almost.
 I take a shower now, washing the salt 
from the ocean out of my hair. The sunset was so 
beautiful at Keawaʻula—way beyond better than 
Town. I loved the relatively empty beach as the
glow from the sunset radiated off the water, 
reflecting the sapphire blue of the sunset sky. As I
wash my hair, I love the smell of the coconut mixed 
with vanilla. My lavender body wash reminds me 
of Aunti Lina and her flowers. I replay the scene 
between her and my mom, and wonder if there’s 
more to the story than I think.
 After I brush my teeth, I set up my bed to 
sleep. Before I go to bed, though, I go say good
night to my mom and Papa. When I get close, I hear 
both of them talking.
 “Did you see her?” asks my Papa.
 “Yes, Lehua found her and gave her food,” 
replies my mom. I hear the choke in her voice.
 “Did you tell, Lehua?”
 “‘Aʻole, Dad—how could I? Rosa told her 
we were best friends, calling herself Auntie Lina. 
I think that’s what they call her at the camp. She’s 
been sober for ten years, Dad. She’s saved and 
looks good.”
 It’s a few seconds before my Papa asks, 
“Are you going to tell her? Are going to tell Lehua?”
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 Before my mom can answer, I immediately 
step into the room. “Tell me what?”
 Papa looks at me, while Mom’s face has fear 
and sorrow written on it, and he says, “Lehua—”
 “Tell me what?” I say louder, feeling the 
tightening in my chest.
 “Sit down, Lehua,” Papa says with an edge 
of force. I obey. “Maile,” he calls her name, and my 
mom looks up at him. He sighs, “It seems to be 
time.”
 My mom nods, lets one tear fall, then 
swallows the rest. “Lehua…I am not your real
mother.”
 The words pierce my heart like an arrow. I 
don’t believe this moment is real, but then I realize 
it is. The nausea rises in my stomach, and I tighten 
my lips as tears fall down my cheeks.
 My mom doesn’t look at me as she 
continues. “I’m the half-sister Auntie Lina was 
talking about. Your mother’s real name is Rosalina 
Gomez. She dated a boy named Joseph in high 
school who was into drugs—that’s how she came 
into that dark world. He’s your father. He is 
Filipino-Black, and Rosa is…” I beg to no one that 
she says Hawaiian. “…is Puerto Rican-Filipino.” 
My life is a lie.
 I cry harder, and my Papa comes to sit next 
to me, and wraps his arm around me. My
mom—aunt—mom—continues, “You were born in 
Lualualei, right next Ulehawa Stream.” The
sensations I’ve had in my heart since Kumu first 
told us the moʻolelo of Māui make sense to me
now. “Rosa brought you here when you were 
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almost a month old. She came to give you to us,
because she didn’t want her life of drugs to be a 
part of yours. She didn’t know, but I couldn’t
have children either. The doctors had to remove 
both of my ovaries so I wouldn’t get cancer. We
took-you-in to hānai you. We raised you the only 
way we knew how—in the culture of ‘Ōiwi.”
 I continued to cry, looking up at my Papa, 
“You knew?”
 “Ae,” he says, his eyes downcast, “I knew. 
But that never changed the way I loved you. I
love you as my own.” I cry into his shoulder. He 
wraps his other arm around me in an embrace,
rocking me gently.
 After a solid two minutes, I look up at my 
mom and ask, “Why ‘Lehua’? Why did you give 
me that name if I not even ‘Ōiwi?”
 My mom looks into my eyes, and says, “My 
favorite moʻolelo is of ‘Ōhiʻa and Lehua, which 
you know because of Papa. Hoʻokuʻi means “to 
connect,” or the way of connecting one thing to 
another. Though your story is not with a lover, it 
is about the love between a mother and her child. 
And you were separated, and the rain has fallen 
these eighteen years. I named you Lehua and gave 
you our last name because I believed that one day 
you would connect back to the life source—that the 
lehua flower would return and connect back to the 
tree: your mother.”
 I stare at my mom, and then my face 
crunches with my loud sobs. I feel the shaking of
my Papa’s body against mine as he cries quietly 
into my hair. I hear the sniffles from my mother’s 
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cries—my own filling the otherwise silent room; 
they are the only sound I can hear. I’m frustrated, 
and I’m filled with deep sorrow that rips right 
through my heart. But I know better than to lose 
control with my anger. For I remember the ‘ōlelo 
noʻeau: Hōlapu ke ahi, koe iho ka lehu—“The fire 
blazed up, then only ashes were left.” After a blaze 
of temper, the ashes of remorse are left.13 I gather 
myself together, unwrap my body from my Papa’s 
arms, stand up, and look at him. “Thank you for 
choosing to love me—that is the best way you 
have shown ke aloha o ke Akua to me.” I kiss his 
forehead, turn, and walk to my mom.
 I stand in front of her, tears overflowing in 
both of our eyes. I kneel to her level, hug her, and 
whisper to her, “I love you, Mom. Thank you for 
choosing to care for me as if I was your own.” A cry 
breaks from deep in her soul, and she squeezes me 
tight. We hold each other for a long time before we 
break apart, and I head off to bed.
 I lie here now in the dark. Tonight is the 
first night, since I started saying the words of my 
identity, that I don’t say them at all. Who am I? I’m 
a Puerto Rican-Black-Filipino who’s features, I guess, 
can pass as “Hawaiian,” but I can no longer say, “He 
Hawaiʻi au.” Anger rises in my heart as I think of 
Auntie Lina—my real mother—giving me away. 
But then I am reminded of a Bible verse my mom 
told me before: “In your anger do not sin: Do not 
let the sun go down while you are still angry…”14 I 
calm myself, and whisper to my real mother who’s 
not here, “I forgive you.”
 And the last words I go to sleep with are 
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from another ‘ōlelo noʻeau: A hewa no he hale
kanaka, ‘aʻohe hewa o ka hale kanakaʻole—“Fault 
can be found in an inhabited house and none
in an uninhabited one.” Mistakes and weaknesses 
are always found in humanity.15

______________

 I find an isolated place that is not “off 
limits” at school. It’s been almost two weeks, and
I’m still grieving the truth of my birth and my 
existence. Therefore, the tears come for the fifth
time today. Kama didn’t want to talk to me after 
her whole talking stink about Waiʻanae, so I don’t 
know who else to talk to. I’ve been remembering 
the verses that Auntie Lina—my real mother—had 
hanging in her tent. I cry out to ke Akua, but it’s 
hard to talk to someone who’s not physically there. 
I feel a warmth afterwards in doing so, but then 
it’s still soon replaced by tears. I’m so lost in my 
thoughts that I don’t even notice the white tissue 
hanging by a hand in front of my face. When I do 
notice, I look up—it’s Justine.
 I take the tissue and quickly wipe my eyes 
and nose, embarrassed that she’s seeing me like 
this. She sits next to me, not speaking. Finally, I 
manage to say, “How’d you find me?”
 “No creeper status, but I followed you. I 
notice you stay sad da pas’ week. So, I figyuh
you need somebody fo’ talk to.”
 “But I thought—”
 “I know. I was rude dat day at da camp. 
Sorry—I shouldn’t assume you like Kama.”
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 “I forgive you,” I say, moved by Justine’s 
vulnerability. I realize it’s the most I’ve heard her 
speak.
 “So…what happen that make you all sad 
li’dis fo’?
 “Auntie Lina,” is all I say.
 “Wat—from da camp?” I nod. “Ah, but she 
so nice—”
 “No…she’s…she’s,” I try hard to swallow 
my tears. “…she’s my mother. And I’m not
Hawaiian.”
 Justine looks at me confused, so I explain it 
all to her. From the day I met Auntie Lina and her 
interaction with my mom to the night I found out 
about the truth and the kaona of my name.
 “Wow,” Justine says when I finish, wiping 
the snot from my nose. “I’m sorry.” She’s quiet for 
a moment before sharing, “My family was evicted 
from Mākua befo’ I was born two yeas aftah it 
happened. Da trauma of dat experience had one 
influence on my oldest braddah’s reckless life. So 
many ‘ohana was shatte’d from dat experience. 
Still, even tho it was hawd in losing my braddah, 
my parents kept da res’ of us togeddah. When 
we moved to da camp when I was seven, Auntie 
Star took us in as one of her own. So, now, tho we 
houseless, we not homeless. I get my ‘ohana and da 
community is almost like one big family, too.”
 “Auntie Lina—my real mother—said that 
phrase, too—that she’s houseless, not homeless.”
 “It’s a motto we get at da camp.” She 
pauses. “You kno’, even tho you not Hawaiian by
blood, you was raised Hawaiian. Jus’ cuz yo’ 
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et’nicity wen change, doesn’t mean you cannot care
fo’ dis land and love its peopo like you was taught 
to. To me, dat’s jus’ as important as being ‘Ōiwi.”
 I nod my head, my eyes tearing up again, as 
I continue to look down at my feet. We sit in silence 
for a little before Justine asks, “So wat you going 
do?”
 “I don’t know,” I say, and then the bell 
rings.
 Again, my thoughts fill my mind as I lie in 
the dark on my bed. Justine’s question turns over 
and over in my mind. What’re you going to do?
 When I got home earlier I found out I got 
accepted to UH West Oʻahu. Two days before, I
received the letter that I also got into UH Mānoa. 
I’ve made those my two choices for college. I think 
about this in regards to Justine’s question, too.
 I look at the moon outside my window. I 
have to make a decision. I think of the woman in that 
dream I had two weeks ago. I’ve wondered where 
she goes when she leaves. A scene flashes in my 
mind of her at the other end of the shoreline—
reaching out to me. Then my decision comes to me. 
I know what I will choose.

______________

 “I’ve made my decision,” I say at the diner 
table. My mom sits across from me, and Papa is 
on my left at the head of the table. They both put 
down their food to listen. “I want to go to UH West 
Oʻahu.” A smile spreads across their faces. “And I 
want to live with Auntie Lina.”
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 Their smiles fade, and Papa looks at Mom. 
“I graduate in a month-and-a-half,” I explain.
“Afterwards, I would like to live with her. I also 
would want to come here two times a month on
the weekends. I never want to lose both of you.”
 “You would never lose us, Lehua—even 
when we pass. Where you go, we go with you in
spirit,” says Papa.
 I smile. “Though I’m not ‘Ōiwi by blood, 
you have raised me as if I were. And still, I love
Hawaiʻi from the bottom of my naʻau. I will show 
aloha ‘āina to this land, no matter where I go. I 
choose to live with Auntie Lina and go to West 
Oʻahu. Being houseless doesn’t mean I’ll be
homeless. But, to me, you still are my guardians, so 
I ask what you desire for me?”
 My Papa bows his head and prays. I know 
he will not say what he feels—only what he hears 
ke Akua tell him. After a minute, he looks up at 
me with tears in his eyes, and says, “Go fulfill your 
destiny, kuʻu ipo.” He grabs my hand, pulls it to his 
lips, and kisses my fingers.
 I turn to my mother and wait. With tears 
streaming down her face, she stands and walks
over to me. I turn towards her, letting go of Papa’s 
hand. She places my hands in hers, holding them 
firmly and looking me in the eye. “My Lehua,” she 
says, “go connect back to the tree.” We both cry.

______________

 That weekend we went back to the camp to 
see my mother. Though I had made my decision, 
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I still needed to ask permission to stay there, both 
from Auntie Star and my mother. Papa came with 
us, and he and Mom gave a brief explanation to 
Auntie Star of the situation and the history that 
went along with it.
 “You gonna follow all da rules and show 
respec’ to all da folks who live hea if I let you 
stay?” asked Auntie Star.
 “Yes, Auntie, I will,” I said.
 She looked at me up and down. “I can tell 
you good. You can stay hea. But you gotta ask Lina 
now—she’s yo final say.”
 “Mahalo, Auntie.” I gave her a tight hug.
 “Alright, bebeh, now go ask ya’ maddah.”

 I remember walking up that rock-lined 
pathway—my heart beating. As I stepped onto the
platform, Papa and Mom stayed behind at the 
entryway; they watched intently. Auntie Star also
came up to the pathway on her moped to watch.
 “Oh! Hello, Lehua,” Auntie Lina—my 
mother—greeted me. “How you?”
 “I’m good,” I replied.
 “What brings you to my place today?”
 At first I didn’t know what to say, but when 
she looked at me because I didn’t answer right 
away, the words came out: “I know who you are.”
 She stared at me, then looked past me at 
my mom. I followed her gaze and saw my mom’s 
face change with the tears I couldn’t see emerging 
as she grabbed Papa’s arm. When my mother’s 
eyes and mine met again, I saw tears starting to 
shimmer in her eyes, too. “You know who I am?” 
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she asked, choked with emotion.
 “Yes.” I paused because tears had risen in 
my eyes. “My name is Lehua Hoʻokuʻi. My mom 
named me Lehua based on the moʻolelo of ‘Ōhiʻa 
and Lehua.” I assumed my mother didn’t know 
the story, so I told it to her. “My Papa told me that 
‘Ōhiʻa was a handsome man and a strong warrior. 
The day he laid eyes on the beautiful Lehua, his 
heart was captured. Lehua was also captivated by 
him. Their love was true and beautiful. One day 
Pele set eyes on the handsome ‘Ōhiʻa and desired 
him for herself. ‘Ōhiʻa tried to be respectful, but he 
couldn’t return any of her advances—for he loved 
Lehua with all his heart. Pele became enraged 
when she saw that he only had eyes for Lehua. In 
her jealousy, she turned ‘Ōhiʻa into a tree. Lehua 
begged and pleaded to Pele to return ‘Ōhiʻa to 
her. But Pele ignored her cries and left her sobbing 
at the loss of her love. The gods were filled with 
sadness for Lehua, and because she couldn’t bear to 
live without ‘Ōhiʻa, they turned her into a beautiful 
flower and attached it to the tree. Some say it was 
Pele herself who turned Lehua into the beautiful 
flower out of remorse. It is said that you never pick
Lehua when entering a forest, for when you 
separate her from the tree, the mist will come in 
and the rain will surely fall.”16

 I breathed when I finished, and said, 
“Though I know our story is not that of lovers, it is
about a mother’s love for her daughter. And I ask if 
I may connect my lehua flower to your tree again? 
May I live here with you?”
 My mother was awed into silence. Tears fell 
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in thick droplets from her chin. She sighed deeply 
and said, “I have not forgotten you since I gave you 
to your mom. My heart longed to see you again 
since I became clean. Our separation has made part 
of my life full of rain that has never stopped, but 
I would like it to stop now. So, yes, it is a joy for 
me to welcome you here.” I cried aloud, and we 
hugged each other.

 I graduated a month-and-a-half later. The 
only things I brought with me after graduation
were my two Bibles (one in ‘ōlelo Hawaiʻi and one 
in English), my pillow and sleeping bag, and a 
picture of Mom, Papa, and me. I left the rest of my 
stuff because I knew I’d go back two times-a-
month to visit. My Papa and Mom’s gift to me was 
paying for any remaining cost of tuition my
scholarships couldn’t cover.
 Saying bye to my Papa and my mom, even 
though it wasn’t a long time before I’d see them 
again, was hard. I cried, and so did Papa and Mom. 
We gave each other a group hug, then I split off and 
walked with my mother, Rosa, down the rock-lined 
pathway.

_____________

 It is summer, and the warm night leaves 
us sleeping on top of our blanket. We went to the 
beach today, then washed off with the hose by 
Auntie Star’s house, where we also talked-story
and ate dinner. I hear the ocean lapping against the 
shore. I can see the stars outside the tent—the night 
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sky has awakened. Its stillness is ever-present and 
deeply-felt.
 We lay beneath the tent side-by-side. We 
hold each other’s hands, and she falls asleep. As
I slowly drift into sleep, I feel her hand shift in 
mine. I hold on to the finger in my palm and…

 I am on that shoreline again. The woman 
comes toward me, and I know who she is. As she 
places her finger in my palm, I hold tight. This time 
we walk away together, heading into the moonlit 
night, not knowing where it ends. But I know that 
we are headed home.
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